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The growing interest in individual differences in decision making has been accompanied by a grow-
ing interest in developmental differences. A developmental perspective has the power to elucidate
the role that brain development and experience play in decision making. However, it also has the
potential to mislead. In contrast to adult participants, who one assumes are similar in their under-
standing of an experimental paradigm, children of different ages may view a paradigm through very
different lenses. Of course, the point of a developmental perspective is to investigate how decision
making changes across development, but the findings are only valid in so far as each age group’s
understanding of the experimental paradigm is equivalent.

Gollin’s (1965) levels-by-levels approach addresses this issue by highlighting the value of manip-
ulating the “organismic dimension” (level 1) and “task dimension” (level 2) concurrently. While it
is commonplace for developmental psychologists to manipulate the organismic dimension (i.e., the
age of participants), the task dimension is often overlooked. This manipulation comes in one of two
forms: Gollin’s (1965) approach of systematically increasing task complexity and Bitterman’s (1964)
approach of identifying and controlling for “contextual variables” (i.e., factors other than the one of
interest that adversely impact a subject’s performance). Comparative psychology perhaps holds the
clearest examples of these two approaches (Macphail, 1985). Gollin’s (1965) systematic approach is
exemplified by Lashley’s (1929) investigation of the impact of brain lesions on maze learning in rats.
Lashley (1929) systematically varied both the size of the lesion (i.e., the organismic dimension) and
the complexity of the maze (i.e., the task dimension). The lesions had little impact on simple mazes,
suggesting that basic learning was not impaired, but as the complexity of the mazes increased, the
lesions had greater and greater impact and this impact was mediated by the size of the lesion.

The most marked example of Bitterman’s (1964) approach derives from Harlow’s (1949) learning
set paradigm. The paradigm was designed to assess an animal’s ability to “learn how to learn” and
was initially thought to provide a way of ranking species by intelligence (e.g., Hodos, 1970; Jerison,
1973; Warren, 1974). In short, subjects are presented with a series of problems in which two stimuli
are presented; selecting one stimulus results in a reward while selecting the other stimulus results
in a punishment. Subjects are said to have developed a learning set once they start to select the
rewarded stimulus on the second trial of each new problem (i.e., Win Stay: If rewarded on Trial 1,
respond to the same stimulus on Trial 2; Lose Shift: If punished on Trial 1, respond to the other
stimulus on Trial 2). Initial studies employing the learning set paradigm found marked species
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differences. Specifically, most primate species rapidly acquired
a learning set, while rats continued to perform at chance after
several thousand trials (Hodos, 1970). Slotnick and Katz (1974),
however, demonstrated that rats trained with olfactory, rather
than visual stimuli, acquired a learning set at a similar speed
to chimpanzees. For rats, therefore, the visual modality of the
stimuli used in the initial experiments was a contextual variable.

Delay of Gratification

We recently applied the levels-by-levels approach to the delay-of-
gratification choice paradigm (Imuta et al., 2014). Mischel (1958)
developed the choice paradigm prior to developing the well-
known maintenance paradigm, colloquially referred to as the
Marshmallow Test (see Mischel, 2014, for an overview). Similar to
the maintenance paradigm, in the choice paradigm, participants
are faced with a small reward that they can receive immedi-
ately (i.e., “Now”) or a larger reward that they can receive after
a delay (i.e., “Later”). In contrast to the maintenance paradigm,
where children must maintain their decision to wait for the larger
reward, in the choice paradigm, children commit to either wait-
ing or not at the start of each trial. The dependent variable is the
proportion of trials on which children choose to wait. The gen-
eral finding is that 3-year-olds fail to delay gratification on the
choice paradigm, while 4-year-olds succeed (Thompson et al.,
1997; Hongwanishkul et al., 2005; Prencipe and Zelazo, 2005;
Lemmon and Moore, 2007).

Building on the extensive literature varying the task dimen-
sion of the maintenance paradigm (e.g., Mischel and Ebbe-
sen, 1970; Anderson, 1978; Karniol et al., 2011), Imuta et al.
(2014) manipulated the way in which the immediate and delayed
rewards were presented. Typically the immediate and delayed
rewards are presented in two groups that are physically separated
in space (e.g., Prencipe and Zelazo, 2005; Lemmon and Moore,
2007; Garon et al.,, 2011; see Figure 1A). When presented in
this manner, should children choose the “Now” option, they can
maintain their attention on the “Now” option (i.e., one sticker)
and largely ignore the removal the “Later” option (i.e., five stick-
ers). To circumvent this, Imuta et al. (2014) presented the stickers
in a single group (see Figure 1B). By presenting the task in this
manner, children can no longer ignore the quantity costs (i.e.,
four stickers) of selecting the “Now” option. Imuta et al. (2014)
demonstrated that 4-year-olds chose the “Later” option at a level
significantly above chance (i.e., 50%) on both the standard (75%)
and modified (82%) paradigms. The performance of 3-year-olds,
however, differed significantly between the two paradigms, rela-
tively infrequently choosing the “Later” option on the standard
paradigm (37%) but selecting it in the majority (76%) of trials on
the modified paradigm. By manipulating the age of participants
and the task (i.e., presentation format), we were able to demon-
strate that the presentation format was a contextual variable for
the younger, but not older, children.

Decision Making Under Risk

The development of decision making under risk is a rapidly
growing area of research wherein the levels-by-levels approach

FIGURE 1 | The presentation of the sticker rewards in the (A) standard
and (B) modified tasks.

has, and will continue to be, extremely valuable. For example,
the ITowa Gambling Task (IGT) was initially developed to assess
patients with prefrontal lesions (Bechara et al., 1994), but is now
being used to study the development of affective decision mak-
ing (e.g., Crone and van der Molen, 2004; Hooper et al., 2004;
Cauffman et al.,, 2010; Van Duijvenvoorde et al., 2012). In the
standard IGT, participants are presented with four decks of cards,
each differing in their win:loss reward ratio. Participants are
asked to draw from the decks with the aim of maximizing their
reward. Two of the decks are “disadvantageous,” in that they give
high-value rewards but also high losses, leading to an overall loss
in the long term. The other two decks are “advantageous” decks,
which yield lower rewards but also lower losses, resulting in an
overall gain if participants consistently select cards from these
decks.

The majority of developmental studies that have used the
IGT have focused on simply charting changes in performance
across age, generally noting that children below the age of 12
fail to zero in on the advantageous decks (Crone and van der
Molen, 2004; Kerr and Zelazo, 2004; Overman et al, 2004;
Garon and Moore, 2007). Only recently have researchers begun
to investigate whether this age-related change is the result of
developmental differences in decision making, or attributable to
some contextual variable. For example, to investigate whether
limitations in working memory, rather than decision making,
can account for the developmental difference in IGT perfor-
mance, Van Duijvenvoorde et al. (2012) compared participants’
performance on an informed IGT, where the gains and losses
associated with each gambling machine (i.e., equivalent of a
deck) were explicitly presented on a computer screen, to that
on a standard non-informed IGT, where participants had to keep
track of the gains, losses, and probabilities associated with each
machine. Consistent with previous research, Van Duijvenvoorde
et al. (2012) found that children under the age of 12 failed
to make advantageous decisions in the non-informed IGT. In
contrast, children as young as 7 years of age made advanta-
geous decisions on the informed IGT. By taking the levels-by-
levels approach of manipulating both the age of participants and
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the task, Van Duijvenvoorde et al.’s (2012) study provides evi-
dence that children as young as 7 years are capable of engag-
ing in advantageous affective decision making, but also sheds
light on the specific cognitive limitation (i.e., memory) that
younger children face in this process. Future studies may look
to combine Van Duijvenvoorde et al’s (2012) approach with
the play/pass version of the IGT, initially developed to investi-
gate individual differences in response to gains and losses (Peters
and Slovic, 2000; Cauffman et al., 2010), to provide a more
nuanced account of age-related changes in decision making on
the IGT.

Investigating the task dimension becomes even more impor-
tant as studies of decision making test younger and younger
children. Several groups have developed simplified decision mak-
ing tasks with the aim of minimizing task difficulty for younger
participants (Paulsen et al., 2011, 2012; Weller et al., 2011). For
example, in the first study to assess economic decision making
in pre-school children, Steelandt et al. (2013) assessed the ratio-
nality of choices and judgment errors made by 3- to 9-year-old
children. Children were given an initial offering of a medium-
sized piece of cookie and then choose either to keep that offer or
risk it, by exchanging it for one of six cups that had more, less,
or the same amount of cookie, chosen at random. The amount of
cookie in each cup was manipulated such that on some trials, all
six cups held more cookies (i.e., a guaranteed gain), and on other
trials, the majority of the six cups held less.

Steelandt et al. (2013) found that 3- and 4-year-olds performed
poorly while 5- and 6-year-olds were able to correctly distin-
guish profitable situations from non-profitable situations. The
performance of the 3- to 4-year-olds may be due to economic
decision-making not being present at this age, or the complex-
ity of the paradigm. Indeed, the gamble option required children
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to keep track of the reward across six separate cups, maintain that
information in memory, and use that information to estimate the
probability of winning or losing. A levels-by-levels approach, in
which the number of cups children must keep track of is manip-
ulated, along with children’s age, would allow one to disentangle
these two possibilities. Similar to Lashley’s (1929) rats, it may
be that developmental differences in decision making under risk
are closely tied to task complexity, such that developmental dif-
ferences only emerge when the task reaches a certain level of
complexity.

Conclusion

As illustrated in the examples provided above, the key to gaining
a developmental perspective of decision making hinges on pay-
ing careful attention to the interaction between the participant
dimension and the task dimension. This has particular relevance
for the study of individual differences, given it has the potential
to inform whether the individual differences observed are a result
of individual differences in decision making or individual differ-
ences with respect to task understanding. While the use of a single
standardized task that can be used across ages and individuals is
appealing, as the studies outlined above suggest, by putting all
your eggs in one basket you may miss the nuances in the data
that Gollin’s (1965) levels-by-levels approach can provide.
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