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Abstract

The present study examined the developmental origin of ‘blue lies’, a pervasive form of lying in the adult world that is told
purportedly to benefit a collective. Seven, 9-, and 11-year-old Chinese children were surreptitiously placed in a real-life situation
where they decided whether to lie to conceal their group’s cheating behavior. Children were also assessed in terms of their
willingness in hypothetical situations to endorse lying or truth-telling that benefits a collective but at the same time harms an
individual. Results showed that as age increased, children became more inclined to endorse lying in the name of the collective
good, and to tell lies for their group themselves. Furthermore, children’s endorsement about blue lies in hypothetical situations

predicted their actual lying behavior.

Introduction

Lying in the name of the collective good occurs
commonly in the adult world. Such lies are frequently told
in business, politics, sports, and many other areas of human
life. These lies are so common that they have acquired a
specific name, the ‘blue lie’ (purportedly originating
from cases where police officers made false statements to
protect the police force or to ensure the success of the
government’s legal case against an accused; Barnes, 1994).
Although people generally reject lying, they often feel
that lying in the name of the collective good is morally
justified because blue lies serve pro-social purposes
(Barnes, 1994; Bok, 1978). Where does this moral
latitude come from? Social psychological research (Lanate
& Nida, 1981; Forgas & Williams, 2001) has long revealed
that people’s social behaviors are strongly influenced by
social situational factors, which may also be the driving
force for adults’ decisions to tell blue lies (Barnes, 1994;
Bok, 1978). In other words, blue lies are a unique product
of an individual’s attempt to meet the complex demands
of the adult society. However, an additional possibility is
that this moral latitude already exists in childhood.
Children may be socialized to believe that lying for the
collective is morally acceptable. As a result, they endorse
others telling blue lies as well as telling them themselves.
The present study tests this general hypothesis.
Research has shown that children begin to lie as early
as preschool years (Newton, Reddy & Bull, 2000) and
the tendency to lie continues to increase with age
(Wilson, Smith & Ross, 2003). Not only do children lie

to conceal their own transgressions (Lewis, 1993; Polak
& Harris, 1999; Talwar & Lee, 2002a; Wilson et al.,
2003) or to trick others (Chandler, Fritz & Hala, 1989;
Peskin, 1992), but they also tell white lies to spare the
feelings of others (Talwar & Lee, 2002b; Talwar, Murphy
& Lee, 2006). However, it is entirely unclear (1) whether
children will tell lies for their collective and (2) how
children’s willingness to tell blue lies is related to their
moral understanding of such type of lies.

Although no study has specifically examined children’s
actual telling of blue lies and its relation to their moral
understanding, related studies have been conducted since
the early 1900s (Piaget, 1932/1965; Hartshorne & May,
1928; Peterson, Peterson & Seeto, 1983; Strichartz &
Burton, 1990; Siegal, Surian, Nemeroff & Peterson,
2000; Siegal & Peterson, 1998; Polak & Harris, 1999;
Bussey, 1992; Lewis, 1993; Lewis, Stranger & Sullivan,
1989; Lee, Cameron, Xu, Fu & Board, 1997; Lee, 2000;
Fu, Lee, Cameron & Xu, 2001; Fu, Xu, Cameron, Heyman
& Lee, 2007). Research on children’s moral judgments
has shown that children’s understanding of truths and
lies and their moral implications emerges during the
preschool years (e.g. Bussey, 1992). While children are
strongly against lies that conceal transgressions, Western
4- to 1l-year-olds endorse white lies told to be polite
(Bussey, 1999), and 7-, 9- and 11-year-old Chinese
children value lies told for modesty purposes (e.g. Lee
et al., 1997; Lee, Xu, Fu, Cameron & Chen, 2001). In
addition, Siegal et al. (2000) reported that 4- and 5-year-
old Catholic Italian children did not regard untruthful
statements blessed by a priest as lies. Furthermore,

Address for correspondence: Kang Lee, Institute of Child Study, University of Toronto, 45 Walmer Road, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M5R 2X2;
e-mail: kang.lee@utoronto.ca or Genyue Fu, School of Education, Zhejiang Normal University, Jihua, Zhejiang, PR. China; e-mail: fugy@zjnu.cn

© 2008 The Authors. Journal compilation © 2008 Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 9600 Garsington Road, Oxford OX4 2DQ, UK and

350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148, USA.



496 Genyue Fu et al

closely related to the present investigation, Fu et al. (2007)
found that as age increased, Chinese children between 7
and 11 years of age increasingly favored lying to benefit
the collective over an individual or self while Western
children showed the opposite preference. These results
suggest that children’s moral understanding of lying may
be influenced by the cultural context in which they are
socialized. As children become increasingly exposed
to their culture, their conception of lying and its moral
values become more in line with the cultural norms,
which in turn may influence their actual lying behavior.

The present study aimed to address the questions of
whether children tell blue lies and whether children’s
evaluation of blue lies is related to their blue lie-telling
behavior. Seven-, 9-, and 11-year-old children from the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) participated in this
study. Children from the PRC were selected because a
recent study by Fu et al. (2007) found that with increased
age, Chinese children give increasingly more positive
evaluations to blue lies. Given their moral knowledge, it
is possible that Chinese children may actually tell blue
lies when faced with a real-life situation where the
interest of the collective must be protected. The age range
was chosen because past research has shown that
children’s moral understanding of blue lies begins to
emerge around 7 years and reach near adult level at 11
years (Fu et al., 2007). We hypothesized that, as age
increases, Chinese children’s evaluations of blue lies will
become more positive, they will become more inclined to
tell blue lies, and their beliefs will be significantly related
to their actual blue lie-telling behavior.

Experiment 1: Moral choice

In Experiment 1, children experienced a staged real-life
situation where they had to decide whether to lie for
their group (the action phase). On a separate day, children
were read vignettes where story characters were faced
with moral dilemmas where truth- or lie-telling would
either harm the self but help a collective or vice versa (the
moral judgment phase). Children were asked whether
they would choose the lie or truth alternative if they
were the story character. The order of these two days
was counterbalanced between participants.

Method

Participants

Two hundred and ninety-four 7-, 9- and 11-year-olds
from the PRC participated: 97 7-year-olds (48 male,
M =17.34 years, SD = .31), 96 9-year-olds (49 male, M =
9.34 years, SD = .38) and 101 11-year-olds (54 male, M
= 11.42 years, SD = .37). They, and children in Experiment
2, were Han Chinese from families of all walks of life in
an eastern Chinese city. Informed consent was obtained
from children’s legal guardians.
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Materials and procedure

Phase 1: Moral behaviors

Experimenter 1 came to children’s classes and was
introduced by their teacher as a school official. Experi-
menter 1 explained the Chinese Chess contest in which
the class was to participate. She explained that the class
was to create a team of four students to represent their
school. The School District had one rule: Two students
must have experience playing the game (Experienced
players) and two students must not know how to play
the game (Novice players). As this is a common game
played in China, children knew who played Chinese Chess
and who did not. Children were told that the purpose of
the contest was to see whether the four members could
work together in spite of their skill differences. Students
were told it was very important that the school win the
contest. The class was then given time to discuss how to
create the best possible team. All classes, without Exper-
imenter 1’s explicit suggestion, decided to choose four
Experienced players instead of two and thus violated
the School District Rule.

The following day Experimenter 2 was introduced to
the class by the teacher as a representative from the
School District who had come to ask them questions about
extracurricular activities in their school. Experimenter 2
had a long list of questions and told students that each
child would be asked different questions during individual
interviews. This long list of questions prevented children
from feeling that their statement would be contradicted
by their classmates’ response to the same question. Students
were told to keep their questions and answers secret
from their classmates. In addition, the interviewer promised
children that their answers would be kept confidential.
The interviewer also conducted the individual interviews
in a non-threatening and casual manner. During the
interviews, Experimenter 2 appeared to select random
questions from the list. Children were asked one irrelevant
question (e.g. ‘Do you like your school’s afterschool
activities?’) and then each child was asked about the
Chinese chess teams: ‘I would like to ask you whether or
not your class followed the School District rule when
selecting team members for the chess contest. Did your
class choose two students who can play chess and two
students who cannot play?’ Those children who claimed
that their class had followed the School District rule
were classified as lie-tellers. Those who did the opposite
were classified as truth-tellers. Children were then returned
to their classroom and were fully debriefed when data
collection was complete.

Phase 2: Moral choice

On a different occasion (10 days apart from Phase 1; the
order of Phase 1 and Phase 2 were counterbalanced
between participants), Experimenter 3 individually read
children four stories involving child protagonists facing



a moral dilemma about whether to tell the truth or lie.
All stories involved a conflict between the self and the
collective requiring the child to select one over the other.
These stories were selected on the basis of Fu et al’s
(2007) findings which demonstrated a developmental
change in children’s evaluation of blue lies with similar
stories as age increased. In one story (‘Math Contest’)
lying was more beneficial for the self than the collective.
In a second story (‘Singing Contest’), lying was more
beneficial for the collective than the self. In a third story
(‘Basketball Contest’), truth telling was more beneficial
for the self than the collective. Finally, in a fourth story
(‘Running Contest’), truth telling was more beneficial for
the collective than the self (see Appendix for the stories).

The truth/lie alternatives, story character genders, the
order of the four stories, and the order of Phases 1 and
2 were counterbalanced between children.

Because children’s responses to the two lie-for-self
stories (the Math and Running Contest Stories) were not
significantly different from each other, their responses to
the two stories were combined to derive a lying-for-self
choice score. The same was true for their responses to
the two lie-for-collective stories (the Singing and Basketball
Contest Stories), and thus, we derived a lying-for-collective
choice score. The two scores ranged from 0 to 2, where
0 = the child always chose the truthful alternative; 1 =
the child chose the lie alternative once; 2 = the child
always chose the lie alternative.

Results and discussion

Preliminary analyses revealed that the effects of children’s
sex, story order, and story character gender were not
significant for Experiment 1. Thus, the data for these
factors were combined for the following analyses.

As shown in Figure 1, 7.2% of the 7-year-olds, 16.7%
of the 9-year-olds, and 29.7% of the 11-year-olds lied
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Figure 1 Percentof 7-, 9-, 11-year-olds who lied for their class
by age in Experiments 1 and 2 when they faced a real-life
situation where they had to choose to lie or tell the truth about
their group’s cheating behavior.
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Figure 2 Seven-, 9-, and 11-year-old children’s mean lie-for-
self and lie-for-collective choice scores in Experiment 1 where
they faced hypothetical moral dilemmas and had to choose to
lie or tell the truth for a collective or self (the bars represent

standard errors).

about their group’s cheating behavior in Phase 1. They
falsely claimed that their class chose four team members
according to the school district’s rule. The age difference
was significant (see below for statistical results).

A 2 (Beneficiary of Lying: collective, self) x 3 (Age: 7,
9, 11) mixed factor ANOVA with the first factor as the
repeated measure was conducted on children’s lie-for-
self and lie-for-collective choice scores (Greenhouse-
Geisser correction was used due to the fact that the
Sphericity assumption was violated). The main Beneficiary
of Lying effect was significant, F(1, 291) = 361.68, n> =
.55, p < .01, which was qualified by an Age x Beneficiary
of Lying interaction, F(2, 291) = 46.77, 1> = .24, p < .01.
Figure 2 shows that this significant effect, as confirmed
by simple effect analyses (LSD), was mainly due to the
fact that as age increased, children became less inclined
to choose the lie alternative that benefited the self and
more inclined to choose the lie alternative that benefited
the group.

A hierarchical logistic regression analysis examined
the relationship between children’s moral choice scores
and their actual lying behaviors. Children’s status as a
lie- or truth-teller was used as the predicted variable.
Age was entered into the model first and was significant,
x> =17.75, df = 2, p < .001; Nagelkerke R* = .10. A4 priori
contrasts, with 7-year-olds as the reference group,
revealed that 7-year-olds significantly differed from 9-
year-olds, Wald =14.22, df=1, p<.0l and 1l-year-
olds, Wald = 4.57, df = 1, p < .05. Figure 1 shows that as
age increased, more children lied about their class’s
violation of the school district’s rule.

To assess how children’s moral choice scores were
related to their actual lying behaviors, the lie-for-self and
lie-for-collective Choice Scores were added into the
model. The step was significant, x> =17.72, df=2, p <
.01; Negelkerke R* = .19. Further inspection showed that
only children’s lie-for-collective scores were significantly
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related to their lying behavior, Wald = 13.60, df = 1, p <
.01. Thus, those children who endorsed lying for a col-
lective in a hypothetical situation were more inclined to
lie themselves to conceal their class’s transgression even
after age was partialled out.

Experiment 2: Moral judgments

The results from Experiment 1 suggested that when
deciding to lie or tell the truth in a hypothetical situation,
Chinese children became increasingly group-oriented as
age increased. In addition, Chinese children’s decision
on whether to tell a lie in the lie-for-collective hypothetical
story was related to their actual lie-telling behavior.
However, it is unclear whether such an age change in
children’s choice to tell lies reflects children’s development
in moral valuations about lies and truths. Although
children may decide to tell a blue lie we do not know
whether they judge this untruthful statement to be good
or bad or whether they even classify such statements as
lies. As age increases, Chinese children may increasingly
consider untruthful statements told to benefit a collective
not to be lies. In addition, children may judge statements
that benefit the collective less negatively than untruthful
statements told to benefit the self. These age-related
changes in moral valuation may predict their actual lying
or truth-telling behavior for a collective. Experiment 2
tested this possibility.

Method

Participants

A new group of 291 7-, 9-, and 11-year-olds from the
PRC participated: 105 7-year-olds (53 male, M = 7.36
years, SD = .45), 91 9-year-olds (50 male, M =9.33
years, SD =.39) and 95 11-year-olds (49 male, M = 11.42
years, SD = .37).

Materials and procedure

Children participated in two phases. Again the order
of Phase 1 and Phase 2 was counterbalanced between
participants. Phase 1 was identical to that used in Experi-
ment 1. In Phase, 2, an experimenter individually trained

children to use a 7-point scale: “***’ very very good, “**’
very good, “*’ good, ‘O’ not good or bad, ‘X’ bad, ‘XX’
very bad, ‘XXX’ very very bad. Once it was determined
that children were able to use the scale, the experimenter
read the same four stories as those used in Experiment
1. Unlike the previous experiment, the story character made
a decision. For example, at the end of the ‘Singing Contest’
story, children were told: ‘Xiao Lin thought for a while
and decided he/she should not sing. So he/she said: “I
am sick today, I cannot sing in the competition.”’ (a lie).

Children were then asked: (1) ‘Is what Xiao Lin said
good for the collective, self or neither?” (The Beneficiary
Control Question), which ascertained whether children
understood the consequence of the protagonist’s
statement; (2) ‘Is what Xiao Lin said a lie or the truth
or something else?” (The Classification Question), and
(3) ‘Is what Xiao Lin said very very good, . .. very very
bad? (the Evaluation Question where the 7-point scale
was used). The order of stories, forced-choice options,
questions and Phases 1 and 2 were counterbalanced between
participants.

Results and discussion

Preliminary analyses revealed that the effects of children’s
sex, story order, and story character gender were not
significant for Experiment 2. Thus, the data for these
factors were combined for the following analyses.

With regard to Phase 1, as shown in Figure 1, 7.6% of
the 7-year-olds, 17.6% of the 9-year-olds, and 30.5% of
the 11-year-olds lied about their group’s cheating behavior.
They claimed falsely that their class chose the four team
members according to the school district’s rule. The age
difference was significant (see below for statistical results).

With regard to Phase 2, all children answered the
Beneficiary Control Question correctly and thus had no
difficulty identifying the consequences of the protagonist’s
lies or truths. With regard to the Classification Question,
four 3 (Judgment: lie, truth, neither) x 3 (Age: 7, 9, 11)
x* analyses were performed to assess the relations
between children’s age and their classifications of the
protagonist’s truthful or untruthful statements (Table 1).
Greenhouse-Geisser correction was used due to the fact
that the Sphericity assumption was violated. There was
no significant age effect for any of the moral dilemmas
with the exception of lying for the collective, > = 21.48,

Table 1 Frequency (%) of children in Experiment 2 who classified a statement as a lie, the truth, or something else for each story

Lie for self story

Lie for collective story

Truth-telling for self story Truth-telling for collective story

Age Lie Not lie* Lie Not lie* Truth Not truth® Truth Not truth®
7 98 (93.3%) 7-3/4¢ (6.7%) 96 (91.4%) 9-5/4 (8.6%) 99 (94.3%) 6-2/4 (5.7%) 103 (98.1%) 2-0/2 (1.9%)
9 85(93.4%)  60/6 (6.6%) 80 (87.9%)  11-3/8 (12.1%) 82 (92.3%)  9-5/4 (1.7%) 87 (95.6%) 4-0/4 (4.4%)
11 91 (95.8%) 4-2/2 (4.2%) 70 (73.7%) 25-2/23 (26.3%) 89 (93.7%) 6-1/5 (6.3%) 93 (97.9%) 2-2/0 (2.1%)

Note: (a) Not lie includes both truth and neither responses; (b) Not truth includes both lie and neither responses; (c) Where the truth and neither or the lie and neither
responses differed they were noted. For example: 7-3/4 here means that 7 children classified an untruthful statement not as a lie, of whom 3 gave the ‘truth’ responses
and 4 gave the ‘neither responses’. The lower score always represents the neither category.
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df =4, p < .01. Follow-up pairwise comparisons revealed
significant differences between 7- and 11-year-olds
(x*=18.27, df=2, p<.001) and 9- and 11-year olds
(x*=8.04, df = 2, p<.01). As age increased, children
became less inclined to categorize untruthful statements
to help a collective as a lie. It should be noted that the
majority of children classified untruthful statements as
lies and truthful statements as the truth in all stories
regardless of the nature of the statements (Table 1).

With regard to the Evaluation Question, for the two
stories in which the protagonist lies for self or a collective,
a repeated measures 2 (Beneficiary-of-Lying: collective,
self) x 3 (Age: 7, 9, 11) ANOVA with the first factor as
a repeated measure was performed on children’s ratings.
Main effects of Beneficiary-of-Lying and Age were sig-
nificant, F(1, 288) = 297.01, n* = .51, p < .01, and F(2, 288)
=17.37,m* = .11, p < .01, respectively, and qualified by
a significant interaction, F(2, 288) = 39.26, > = .21, p < .01.
Post-hoc analyses (LSD) were performed for each age
group indicating that children’s evaluations were more
negative towards lying for the self than for the collective,
1(104) = -3.88, p < .01; #(90) = -9.77, p < .01; #(94) = —15.17,
p < .01, for 7-, 9- and 11-year olds, respectively. As age
increased this difference became greater (Figure 3).

For the two stories in which the protagonist tells the
truth for self or a collective, a repeated measure 2
(Beneficiary-of-Truth-Telling: collective, self) x 3 (Age:
7, 9, 11) ANOVA with the first factor as a repeated
measure was performed on children’s ratings. The main
effects of Beneficiary-of-Truth-Telling and Age were
significant, F(1, 288) = 702.70, n*> = .71, p < .01, and
F(2,288) = 6.94, > = .05, p < .01, respectively, which was
qualified by a significant interaction, F(2, 288) = 3.04,
n* = .02, p < .05. Post-hoc analyses (LSD) were performed
for each age group indicating that children’s evaluations
were more positive towards truth-telling for a collective
than for the self: #(104) = 14.00, p < .01; #(90 = 12.76,
p <.01; #(94)=21.13, p<.01, for 7-, 9- and 11-year-olds,
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respectively. Again, as age increased this difference
became larger (Figure 3).

A logistic regression revealed no significant relation
between children’s classifications of truthful and
untruthful statements and their actual lying behavior.
Another hierarchical logistic regression with children’s
actual lie- or truth-telling as the predicted variable was
performed to assess the relationship between children’s
moral evaluations and their actual behavior. Age was
first entered into the model and the model was significant,
x> =18.13, df =2, p < .01; Nagelkerke R* =.10. Age was
significant, Wald = 15.80, df =2, p < .01. A4 priori linear
contrasts were performed on Age using 7-year-olds as
the reference. Significant differences were found between
7- and 9-year-olds (Wald = 15.13, df =1, p < .01) and 7-
and 11-year-olds (Wald = 4.16, df =1, p <.05). As age
increased, children became more inclined to lie to
conceal their class’s transgression (Figure 1).

Children’s moral evaluation scores of lying for self,
lying for a collective, truth-telling for self, and truth-telling
for a collective were entered into the model next. The step
was significant, x*=21.08, df=4, p <.01; Nagelkerke
R>= 21. However, only children’s ratings of lying for a
collective was significantly related to their actual behavior,
Wald =17.82, df=1, p<.0l. Thus, whether children
would lie for their class was significantly related to their
moral evaluations of the same kind of hypothetical lies
even after age was partialled out.

General discussion

The present study investigated children’s moral under-
standing of lying, their actual blue lie-telling behavior,
and the relation between the two. Several major results
were found. First, the majority of children of all ages
categorized lies as lies and truths as truth. This result is
consistent with the literature on children’s categorization
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Figure 3 Seven-, 9-, and 11-year-old children’s mean moral judgment scores in Experiment 2 where they evaluated story
characters’ decision to lie or tell the truth for a collective or self when the story characters encountered moral dilemmas of lie- or

truth-telling (the bars represent standard errors).
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of lies told for the collective, lies to be polite, and lies for
modesty purposes (Fu et al., 2007; Fu et al., 2001).
However, this finding is inconsistent with that of Siegal
et al. (2000) that Catholic Italian children did not
categorize untruthful statements blessed by a priest to be
lies. The major difference between the Siegal et al. study
and the other studies (Fu et al., 2007; Fu et al., 2001) was
that the latter did not use stories involving adult endorsement
of lie-telling, which may explain the inconsistent result.
Second, with regard to children’s moral choice of lying
and truth-telling in the hypothetical situations, as age
increased children became less inclined to choose lying
to benefit the self and more inclined to select lying to
benefit the collective. In terms of children’s moral
evaluation, with age, children became increasingly inclined
to rate lying for the self more negatively than for the
collective, and truth-telling for the collective more
positively than for the self. These findings replicated Fu
et al’s (2007) results with Chinese children. One possi-
bility for younger children being more inclined to favor
options that would benefit the self may be due to the
nature of the moral dilemmas used in the study. For most
of the scenarios, the younger children could construe the
choice to benefit the self to also benefit the collective
because they might feel that the untalented child story
character could succeed through effort. Indeed, there is
evidence to suggest that children fail to understand that
effort is constrained by ability until 11 years of age
(Nicholls, 1978; Nicholls & Miller, 1984), which may
explain why our younger children tended to favor the
option that benefited the self more than did older children.
However, this explanation cannot account for Fu et al.’s
findings with Western children who became more inclined
to favor lying for the self with increased age, the opposite
to what the effort explanation would have predicted. The
existing data appear to support the enculturation expla-
nation advanced by Fu et al. (2007). They suggested that
the developmental patterns seen in Chinese children are
likely due to the fact that Chinese children become
increasingly socialized to the Chinese cultural norms.
Third and most importantly, the present study revealed
a significant correlation between children’s actual blue
lie-telling behavior and their moral choices and judgments
in hypothetical situations. To the best of our knowledge,
the present study is the first to report a strong significant
relation between children’s moral evaluation and actual
lie-telling behavior (Talwar, Lee, Bala & Lindsay, 2002).
It should be noted that this significant relation was only
found between children’s actual blue lie-telling behavior
and their moral choice (Experiment 1) and judgment
(Experiment 2) scores for lying for the collective. This
result may be due to the fact that the behavioral measure
evoked moral responses that matched the lying-for-the-
collective story. This explanation may also account for
the lack of correlation of blue lie-telling with the other
three stories because our staged event only highlighted
lying to benefit the collective with limited consequence
for the self. Had we staged an event that highlighted

© 2008 The Authors. Journal compilation © 2008 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.

lying to benefit the self, as did Talwar, Lee, Lindsay and
Bala (2004), we might have found a significant correla-
tion between children’s self-benefiting lying behavior and
their lying-for-self moral choice and judgment scores.
Furthermore, if we had staged an event that fully matched
the story scenarios (i.e. lie- or truth-telling would benefit
the self but harm the collective or vice versa) we might
have found a significant relation between children’s behavior
and all of the moral story measures. These possibilities
need to be tested in future studies, which, if true, would
suggest that children’s lie-telling behavior may not be
guided by some general moral principles for or against
lying but rather by situation-specific moral knowledge.

Why do Chinese children increasingly favor and tell
blue lies as age increases? According to Fu et al. (2007),
two processes in Chinese children’s schools are likely to
play an important role in the age-related changes (Hui,
2005; Lu & Gao, 2004; Price, 1992; Qi & Tang, 2004;
Wu, 1996). One process involves daily group activities at
school. As soon as Chinese children enter elementary
school, they are assigned not only to a class but also to
a subgroup within a class, which typically remains
unchanged for the entire elementary school years. Most
children are also gradually selected to become members
of a formal political group called the “Young Pioneer
Team’. Most of the daily school activities and extra-
curricular activities are organized around these formal
groupings. Children are not only regularly evaluated on
their academic achievements but also on their conduct
and contribution to the groups. This intense socialization
around group values influences Chinese children to place
a strong value on groups such as the class. In turn, children
may be more likely to protect their group through lie-
telling behavior.

The other process involves formal educational pro-
gramming. To help children learn the group-oriented
values of Chinese society, Chinese schools have a long
history of providing formal moral education curricula
including explicit collectivist ideas. These curricula are
mandated by the central government and are taught on
a weekly basis. Children are explicitly taught the impor-
tance of self-sacrifice, humility, and to value groups over
the self. Similar group-oriented ideas are also built into
academic courses (e.g. the Chinese Language course where
children are read stories about heroic figures exemplifying
collectivist ideals). It is perhaps due to these processes
that the Chinese children in our sample learned to favor
lying or truth-telling for the collective and to act upon
these ideas.

In Phase 1 of both Experiment 1 and Experiment 2 we
investigated whether children would tell a lie to protect
their class. However, it was ambiguous whom the child’s
lie would harm, or if the lie would harm anyone at all.
As our results demonstrated, children did indeed tell
such lies and more importantly their tendency to lie was
significantly related to their moral judgments of lying for
the collective. In the future it is also important to examine
what factors would increase or decrease children’s tendency



to tell a blue lie, which would be extremely valuable to
understand deeply the underlying mechanisms in blue
lie-telling behavior in children. The present study is only
the first step to such a deep understanding.

It should be noted that most of our participants chose
not to tell a blue lie. Given the high intensity of the
collectivist teaching that the children were exposed to,
this finding is surprising. Clearly, there exist other factors
in addition to age — moral understanding, the consequence
of harming another and enculturation that may have
affected children’s tendency to tell a blue lie in the present
situation. Among these factors are the likelihood of
being caught lying, the repercussions for the group if the
individual does not lie, and the severity of the conse-
quences of telling on one’s group. Future examination of
these factors is needed to obtain a comprehensive
picture of the development of blue lie-telling.

Further research is also needed to examine whether
children’s willingness to tell blue lies is a universal
phenomenon. Fu et al. (2007) found that opposite to
their Chinese counterparts, North American children not
only eschewed lying for a collective but also endorsed
lying to benefit an individual (a friend or self). Given
their negative views about blue lies, the present finding
may not be replicable in a Western context. In Western
countries such as the United States, Canada, and the
United Kingdom, the collectivistic ethos is not empha-
sized in classroom settings and thus children may not see
the need to lie for their class. However, a factor that
might be considered is the collective for whom one tells
a blue lie. It is possible that although Western children
do not value their class as much as Chinese children do,
they might place high values on other social networks
such as peer groups, in particular for adolescents (Berndt,
1979; Bixenstine, DeCorte & Bixenstine, 1976; Gould &
Mazzeo, 1982). Thus, they may tell blue lies to conceal
their peer group’s transgressions as do Chinese children
for their class.

Appendix
Stories used in Experiments 1 and 2

Story 1 (the Math Contest Story) — Lying to help self,
harm collective

Here is Xiao Su. Xiao Su’s teacher was looking for
volunteers to represent the class in a math competition
at their school. All contestants would receive a very nice
souvenir. Xiao Su was not good at math. Xiao Su
thought to herself/himself:

A. ‘If I volunteer, our class will not do well at the math
competition, but if I don’t volunteer, I will miss out
on the chance to receive that nice souvenir.’

B. ‘If I don’t volunteer, I will miss out on the chance to
receive that nice souvenir, but if I do volunteer, our
class will not do well at the math competition.’

© 2008 The Authors. Journal compilation © 2008 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.
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Experiment 1: Then the teacher asked Xiao Su, ‘Are you
good at math? If you were Xiao Su, what would you do?
Would you give yourself a chance to receive the nice
souvenir and tell your teacher you are good at math or
would you help your class and tell your teacher you are
not good at math?

Experiment 2: When the teacher asked Xiao Su, ‘Are you
good at math?’, Xiao Su decided to give herself/himself
a chance to receive the souvenir so she/he said “Yes, I am
good at math. I want to volunteer in the competition.’

Story 2 (the Singing Contest Story) — Lying to help the
collective, harm the self

Here is Xiao Lin. The school Principal went to Xiao
Lin’s class and picked him/her and three other children
to represent the class in a singing competition at the
school. All participants would receive a very nice prize.
Xiao Lin was excited to sing in the competition but
he/she could not sing very well and he/she thought to
himself/herself:

A. ‘If T sing in the competition our class will lose but I
will get the nice prize. But if I say I feel sick, I won’t
have to go in the competition. Then a good singer
will take my place and the class will do better, but I
will not get the nice prize.’

B. ‘If I'say I feel sick, I won’t have to go in the competition.
Then a good singer will take my place and the class
will do better, but I will not get the nice prize. If 1
sing in the competition our class will probably lose
but I will get the nice prize.’

Experiment 1: Then the principal asked Xiao Lin if he/
she was ready for the singing competition. If you were
Xiao Lin, what would you do? Would you give yourself
a chance to get the nice prize and tell your teacher you
are a good singer or would you help your class and tell
your teacher you are sick so a good singer can take your
place in the competition?

Experiment 2: When the principal asked Xiao Lin if he/
she was ready for the singing competition, Xiao Lin
decided to help his/her class. Although Xiao Lin was not
sick, he/she told his principal, ‘T am sick today, I cannot
sing in the competition.’

Story 3 (the Basketball Contest Story) — Telling the truth
to help the self, harm the collective

Here is Xiao Zhao, who was a member of the school
basketball team. Xiao Zhao was the team’s star player
and because of him/her the team had won many games.
One evening there was a very important basketball game
but Xiao Zhao had hurt his/her arm and wasn’t sure if
he/she should play. Xiao Zhao thought to himself/herself:

A. ‘If T don’t play tonight, the basketball team may not
win this very important game, but if I do play, I may
hurt my arm even more.’
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B. ‘If I do play, I may hurt my arm even more, but if I
don’t play tonight, the basketball team may not win
this very important game.’

Experiment 1: Then the Coach asked Xiao Zhao, ‘Are
you okay to play tonight?’ If you were Xiao Zhao, what
would you do? Would you take care of your arm and tell
your coach that you were not okay to play because you
hurt your arm or would you help your team and tell your
coach your arm was fine and you were okay to play?’
Experiment 2: When the Coach asked Xiao Zhao, ‘Are
you okay to play tonight?’, Xiao Zhao decided to take
care of his/her arm and said, ‘No, I am not okay to play
because I hurt my arm.’

Story 4 (the Running Contest Story) — Telling the truth
to help collective, harm self

Here is Xiao Ming. It was track and field day at Xiao
Ming’s school and he/she was the best runner in the
class. The class counted on Xiao Ming to help them win
the running competitions. Before the race, Xiao Ming
tripped and fell on his/her knees. Although Xiao Ming
did not injure his/her knees and could still run, he/she
didn’t feel like running today because he/she wanted to
go to the library to finish an exciting book he/she was
reading. So he/she thought to himself/herself:

A. ‘If T go to the library to read my book, the class
will not do well at the races. But if I run in the races I
won’t get to finish reading my exciting book today.’

B. ‘If I run in the races I won’t get to finish reading
my exciting book today. But if T go to the library to
read my book, the class will not do well at the races.’

Experiment 1: Then the teacher asked Xiao Ming if he/
she was ready to run in the race. If you were Xiao Ming,
what would you do? Would you finish reading your
exciting book and tell your teacher you were not ready
to run in the race because you hurt your knees or would
you help your class and tell your teacher you were ready
to run in the race?

Experiment 2: When the teacher asked Xiao Ming if he/
she was ready to run in the race, instead of telling her
he/she was going to the library to finish his/her exciting
book, Xiao Ming decided to help his/her class. So he/she
said, ‘Yes, I'm ready to run in the race.’
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