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Young Children's Changing Understanding
of Desires and Emotions

Hae-young Yang Hei-Rhee Ghim Kyung-mi Kim Jai-sun Koo Eun-Hye Park
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Myung-Sook Chung
Kkottongnae Hyundo University of Social Welfare

This study examined children’s changing understanding of desires and emotions by using the two tasks
requiring the knowledge of the relations between desires and outcomes. When children judged the
emotion of an actor committing a desired but immoral act, 3-, 4-, and 5-year-olds, acknowledging the
objective values of outcomes, attributed negative emotions to ill-actors, but 7- and 9-year-olds,
understanding the subjectivity of desires could judge ill-actors pleased with the success at their
wrongdoing. Positive emotional responses were positively correlated with the explanation of desires for
the reason of an actor’s emotion, while negative emotional responses were positively correlated with the
explanation of an actor’s action or a part of a story. However, children’ positive emotions on wicked
stories were not correlated with emotional responses on neutral stories and on the desire-intention task,
which were assumed to require the understanding of the relations between desires and outcomes. Positive
emotions on wicked desires were positively correlated and negative emotions on wicked desires were
negatively correlated with the explanation of desires for the question of desire on the desire-intention
task. Positive emotion responses seemed to reflect the subjectivity of desires while negative emotion
responses were likely to come from young children’s the immature understanding of desires.
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