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Abstract

Developmental researchers are well aware that children

behave differently around different people. Nevertheless,

researchers rarely consider (and report on) who is running

their studies. Indeed, in a survey of articles published in the

last 3 years in 4 top developmental journals, we find that the

vast majority of studies fail to report any information about

experimenter identity, despite the fact that child–adult inter-

actions may be strongly influenced by the social inferences

that individuals draw from one another. We argue that devel-

opmental researchers need to acknowledge how experi-

menter identity could be acting as an invisible, lurking

variable, influencing the outcome and generalizability of

studies. We provide simple suggestions for how researchers

and journals can begin to address this issue, thereby improv-

ing the quality and depth of the work in our field.
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Highlight

• The majority of developmental studies do not report on the char-

acteristics of their experimenters (e.g., age, gender, race, etc.).

• Children's behaviour may be influenced by experimenter identity

across a wide range of experiments.

• We provide recommendations for how researchers can

approach the issue of experimenter identity effects in their

research.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

In a famous 1972 Atlantic article, sociolinguist William Labov took issue with a prevailing hypothesis at the time that

differences in White and Black children's relative verbal skills at school were due to differences in verbal input at

home. Labov argued that what people claimed was linguistic inaptitude on the part of Black children was instead a

by-product of children's testing environment. He noted that, while Black children often appeared to lack communica-

tive skills when tested by White teachers in an academic setting, in more relaxed settings with Black interviewers,

these same children were seen to be much more loquacious. Even when the ‘testing’ situation remains constant,

sociolinguists have long observed that the identity of an interviewer alone (and their relationship to an interviewee)

can dramatically influence interviewees' behaviour. This notion, that the very presence of an interviewer/

experimenter influences the (verbal) behaviour of a participant, is referred to by sociolinguists as the observer's para-

dox, and in the field of sociolinguistics, as in some other areas of social science, great care is taken when collecting

data to mitigate the influence of interviewer identity on participants' behaviour.

Experimental psychologists have similarly recognized for a long time the ways in which experimenters might inadver-

tently influence participants' behaviour, and as a result, the field as a whole has adopted a number of practices to mini-

mize experimenter effects (Masling, 1966; Rosenthal, 1966). For the most part, however, experimental psychologists

have focused primarily on controlling an experimenter's behaviour during an experiment, through such means as rehearsed

scripts, neutral facial expressions, and relatively flat vocal affect. One experimenter effect in particular, experimenter bias,

has perhaps received the most attention; this refers to situations where an experimenter's behaviour is unknowingly

influenced by their knowledge about the hypotheses of the study, and inadvertently prompts participants to respond in

ways that are consistent with those hypotheses (Gilder & Heerey, 2018; Rosenthal, 1966). As a result of such awareness-

raising, it has become customary in experimental work for researchers to limit experimenters' knowledge/behaviour

through practices like double blind studies, and to report on such methodological decisions in publications.

For the most part, however, most experimental researchers (including ourselves) tend to have a blindspot when

it comes to reporting on the characteristics of their experimenters. This is particularly surprising, given some work

that has specifically investigated the effects of experimenter identity on participants' behaviour (see Innes &

Fraser, 1971; McGuigan, 1963; Silverman, 1974 for discussions about this issue). For example, work with adults has

demonstrated ways in which the race (e.g., Cilliers et al., 2015; Lowery et al., 2001; Marx & Goff, 2005; Nagendra

et al., 2018; Thames et al., 2013), gender (e.g., Kállai et al., 2004; see Chapman et al., 2018 for a review), accent

(Hay et al., 2009), age (Sindi et al., 2013), and sexual orientation (e.g., Berry, 2015; Cuenot & Fugita, 1982) of experi-

menters (among other traits) can differentially influence participants' responses across a wide variety of domains,

and there is some evidence for similar effects in children (e.g., Corenblum & Annis, 1987; Greenberg &

Gordon, 1983; Katz et al., 1975; Kwong See et al., 2012; Shatz & Gelman, 1973).

This issue should be especially concerning for developmental researchers. In many adult studies, participants can

often simply read experimental instructions on a computer screen while experimenters wait in another room. In con-

trast, in developmental work, experimenters are much more heavily involved in guiding children through experi-

ments, making the influence of experimenter identity on children's behaviour potentially more likely. In the current

paper, we argue that it is time for developmental researchers to take into account the potential influence of experi-

menter identity on children's behaviour in their research. We begin by discussing in more detail why we believe

researchers should consider—and importantly, report on—the attributes of their experimenters. In particular, we

highlight how children may react differently to individual experimenters based on their identity, and how an experi-

menter's behaviour, too, may differ as a result of whom they are testing. We then provide a survey of all of the

experimental articles published in the last 3 years in 4 top developmental journals (Child Development, Developmental

Science, Developmental Psychology, and Journal of Experimental Child Psychology), showing that the vast majority of

studies fail to report on the attributes of their experimenters. Finally, we provide recommendations for how

researchers can approach the issue of experimenter identity effects in their research.
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2 | WHY SHOULD WE CARE ABOUT EXPERIMENTER ATTRIBUTES,
ANYWAY?

Developmental psychologists are well aware of children's sensitivity to the social properties of others (Rhodes &

Baron, 2019), and how children's behaviour can be influenced by their perceptions of others. This makes it all the

more striking that researchers do not routinely report on the characteristics of experimenters. Starting in infancy,

children begin to categorize individuals based on their language (Kinzler, 2013), gender (Leinbach & Fagot, 1993),

and race (Anzures et al., 2010), and make use of category membership to generate predictions and make inferences

about newly encountered individuals (e.g., Schmidt et al., 2012; Weatherhead & White, 2018). Importantly, children's

reactions to/behaviour towards individuals can vary depending on their perceptions of those individuals. For exam-

ple, infants are more fearful of male strangers compared to female strangers (Benjamin, 1961; Hahn-Holbrook

et al., 2010), and show more empathy for their mothers than strangers (Young et al., 1999; Zahn-Waxler

et al., 1992). In one word learning study, infants were found to be more engaged in the task (repeating words and

pointing to objects more) when interacting with their mother compared to a stranger, which ultimately led to better

word learning (van Rooijen et al., 2019). Older children, too, behave differently based on who they are interacting

with; elementary school-age children, for example, make decisions about whom they should trust based on factors

such as appearance (Bascandziev & Harris, 2014), and will adjust their language when speaking to adults versus

younger children (Shatz & Gelman, 1973). In other words, children's behaviour in response to different individuals is

influenced by how familiar those individuals are and by the inferences that children draw about them (based on the

social categories they belong to).

In some cases, children's responses to others will depend on whether those individuals are perceived as fellow

members of the same social category or not (i.e., whether they are perceived as in-group or out-group members). For

example, children will more readily imitate (Buttelmann et al., 2013; de Klerk et al., 2019; Howard et al., 2015), learn

from (Corriveau et al., 2013; Xiao et al., 2017), show greater empathy for (Masten et al., 2010), trust (Ma &

Woolley, 2013), and be more credulous towards (McDonald & Ma, 2016) in-group members compared to out-group

members. While children's sensitivity to specific social properties in such studies is typically examined through the

manipulation of study stimuli, there is little reason to believe that children are not sensitive to the characteristics of

experimenters themselves, and behave differently depending on whom they are interacting with (see Egalite

et al., 2015, showing how low-performing students benefit from being assigned to race-congruent teachers).

Moreover, children's inferences about an experimenter may not be driven just by properties of the experimenter

themselves but also by how the experimenter interacts with others. Indeed, children make additional inferences

about the character traits and likely group status of individuals based on how those individuals interact with others

(third-party interactions). Children use nonverbal behaviours that others direct towards an individual (e.g., smiling,

nodding, neutral expression, etc.) to evaluate how nice/smart that individual is (e.g., Brey & Shutts, 2018) and will

even generalize their positive/negative evaluations to other group members (Skinner et al., 2020). In addition, infants

expect people with shared preferences to be more likely to affiliate (Liberman et al., 2014; Liberman et al., 2021),

expect members of the same social group to act alike (Powell & Spelke, 2013), and perceive of imitative behaviour as

prosocial and positive (Powell & Spelke, 2018). In the context of an experimental session, there is ample opportunity

for a child to observe the experimenter's interactions with others and for this to influence their own impressions of

(and reactions to) the experimenter. For example, before the experiment begins, the experimenter will often need to

interact with a child's parent (and potentially with other lab staff). Children may note the degree to which these

interactions appear natural and aligned (particularly when the interactions are between parent and experimenter).

Moreover, given that parents are typically co-present with children in the testing room, children might even pick up

on their parents' body language/reactions to the experimenter during the experiment itself. All of this may serve to

influence children's impressions of the experimenter and the degree to which they feel affiliated with them. At a

more fundamental level, a parent's demonstrated comfort or discomfort with an experimenter may be transferred to

the child and this state may affect the child's performance on the task.
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But of course, it is not just the child who may make inferences in a testing situation. Experimenters might also

behave differently around different children based on their own inferences and biases against certain demographic

groups (especially inexperienced or less well-trained experimenters). Research has shown that teachers' evaluations

of (and behaviour towards) students varies by such factors as gender and race (Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015). For

example, in the United States, teachers have been shown to direct more positive speech to European American stu-

dents than Latino/a and African American students (Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007), and when asked to search for and

anticipate problematic behaviours in videos of preschoolers, are more likely to gaze longer at Black children (espe-

cially Black boys) than White children (Gilliam et al., 2016). And just as children's responses to others vary based on

their group status (in- or out-group), so too may experimenters behave differently based on whether a child is a fel-

low in-group member or not. Black children, for example, have been shown to receive worse evaluations from White

teachers than Black teachers (Bates & Glick, 2013; Downey & Pribesh, 2004). In both their interactions with children,

and in tasks requiring subjective judgements of children, experimenters' biases may systematically influence how

they respond to children from varying demographic groups.

Importantly, slight differences in how children are treated can in turn influence their behaviour. In school

contexts, researchers have long observed how teachers' expectations about students can impact children's self-

perceptions and achievement (i.e., the so-called Pygmalion effect; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968; see Johnston

et al., 2019 and Wang et al., 2018 for recent reviews). For example, despite performing similarly to other ethnic

groups at the beginning of a school year, Maori children in one study showed the least gains by the end of the year

compared to children in other ethnic groups; critically, children performed in a way that aligned with teachers' expec-

tations of student achievement, which tended to be lower for Maori children than other ethnic groups (Rubie-Davies

et al., 2010). Thus, slight differences in how teachers (and by extension experimenters) interact with children can lead

to measurable differences in children's performance on various tasks.

3 | CONTROLLING EXPERIMENTER BEHAVIOUR CANNOT SOLVE
EVERYTHING

However, even in an ideal world, where an experimenter's behaviour was truly identical across all participants, there

would still be the possibility that the same behaviour could be interpreted differently by different children,

depending on the identity of the experimenter. As children interact with experimenters throughout a study, their

inferences about the experimenter might serve as a kind of lens through which they evaluate the experimenter's

behaviour (Harris et al., 1992). In other words, children's interpretations of an experimenter's behaviour may depend

on how their behaviour aligns with children's expectations of their behaviour (i.e., their stereotypes). For example,

elementary school-age children's perceptions of their relationships with their teachers have been shown to correlate

with their expectations about their teacher in the summer before the new school year starts (Gurland &

Evangelista, 2015). In addition, the rapport that children perceive having with an unfamiliar adult is related to their

prior expectations of that unfamiliar adult when the behaviour of the adult is controlled for (Gurland &

Grolnick, 2003), showing that children's interpretation of an individual's behaviour depends on their a priori expecta-

tions about that individual.

Additional work on intergroup cognition has shown that children evaluate the same behaviours differently as a

function of group membership. For example, children will punish selfish behaviour from out-group members more

than in-group members (Jordan et al., 2014) and will protest more when in-group members violate conventional norms

compared to out-group members (Schmidt et al., 2012). In addition, in ambiguous scenarios in which an actor may be

committing a negative (e.g., stealing another child's money) or positive act (e.g., picking up and returning the money),

children are significantly more likely to interpret a situation negatively when the actor is an out-group member com-

pared to an in-group member (Dunham & Emory, 2014). Thus, even when meticulously controlling an experimenter's

behaviour, and instituting double-blind procedures, children may nevertheless interpret an experimenter's behaviour

differently based on their identity, leading to systematically different responses across different experimenters.
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In the language sciences, too, a fair amount of work has shown that the same linguistic stimulus is perceived and

evaluated differently depending on who listeners think is speaking. For example, the same vowel spoken by Detroit

English speakers is perceived as more ‘Canadian’ when adult listeners believe the speaker is Canadian, but more

American when they think the speaker is from Detroit (e.g., as in a word like about, whose vowel may be perceived

as more stereotypically Canadian ‘aboot’ or not; Niedzielski, 1999; see also Strand, 1999 for similar work with gen-

der). In addition, when asked to identify native-accented words embedded in noise, Canadian English-speaking par-

ticipants are less accurate at identifying them when they are accompanied by an image of an Asian-Canadian person

compared to a European-Canadian person, presumably due to a mismatch between actual versus expected pronunci-

ations (Babel & Russell, 2015; see also McGowan, 2015 for a similar study in a US context). Importantly, even chil-

dren as young as 16 months will form expectations about how a person will speak based on their identity

(Weatherhead & White, 2018). In addition, listeners' evaluations of speech also depend on who they think is speak-

ing. In one famous study, Rubin (1992) found that participants were more likely to rate native-accented speech as

more ‘accented’ and less comprehensible when paired with the image of an Asian face compared to a Caucasian

face, suggesting that evaluations of accent and comprehensibility are not entirely due to differences in processing

the acoustic input, but also to listeners' subjective experience of the speech based on their expectations (see also

Kang & Rubin, 2009; Rubin, 2002 for a review).

Beyond the perception of speech sounds, listeners may also interpret the intentions behind what experimenters

say differently, depending on who is speaking. For instance, typically, when monolingual children encounter a familiar

and an unfamiliar object (e.g., an apple vs. a windmill) and hear an experimenter refer to one of the objects with an

unfamiliar word (e.g., Where is the dax?), they will assume that the novel word applies to the unfamiliar and not the

familiar object (otherwise the experimenter should have used the familiar word apple; Markman & Wachtel, 1988).

However, if children believe that a speaker is somehow confused or not reliable, they may be less likely to make this

assumption (Kwong See & Nicoladis, 2010). In this way, children may respond differently to the same rehearsed

script in an experiment based on who is delivering the script and what their intentions/abilities might be.

4 | EXPERIMENTER AS PART OF THE LARGER ENVIRONMENT

In many ways, experimenter identity can also be considered an aspect of an overall lab environment that contributes

to children's impressions of their surroundings. A good example comes from studies investigating stereotype threat,

in which individuals underperform in certain tasks because they are anxious about confirming negative stereotypes

about the group(s) they belong to (Steele & Aronson, 1995). For example, young girls tend to perform worse on math

assessments when their gender identity is primed prior to assessment (e.g., having them colour a girl with a doll),

suggesting that negative gender stereotypes (e.g., ‘girls can't do math’) impede young girls' performance in math

(Ambady et al., 2001; see also Désert et al., 2009 and McKown & Weinstein, 2003 for stereotype effects related to

SES and race/ethnicity, respectively). Critically, in the same way that an external object/activity (colouring a picture

of a girl) activates an individual's identity and the negative stereotypes associated with it, so too can the identity of

an experimenter also serve as a cue for such stereotypes. In work with adults, for example, Black participants have

been found to perform worse on a verbal test when the test was administered by a White examiner compared to a

Black examiner, presumably because the Black examiner alleviated the stereotype threat that test-takers felt

(Marx & Goff, 2005). In an experimental setting, one could similarly imagine how the identity of an experimenter

could either alleviate or exacerbate children's experience of stereotype threat, depending on the situation.

The makeup of lab staff more generally might also serve to make children's group membership more or less salient.

Indeed, children from relatively smaller social groups are often more cognizant of group differences and may develop

stronger group biases than children from majority groups (Brown & Bigler, 2002), since they often stand out more in vari-

ous social situations. As an example, Brown and Bigler (2002) discuss how a brown-haired girl entering a bus filled with

mostly brown-haired individuals might attend less to hair colour than a brown-haired girl entering a bus with mostly blond

individuals, the idea being that minority status in any given situation makes in-group and out-group distinctions more
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salient. In a lab setting, seeing multiple lab staff members who all look different from them might make children more

aware of the group differences between them and their experimenter than if they had only seen the experimenter.

Ultimately, given that children around the world grow up in highly variable cultural contexts, the specific ways in

which experimenter identity may influence children's behaviour will depend more broadly on their local socio-

cultural environment, for example, their neighbourhood demographics (Hwang et al., 2021), the social structure

(Shutts et al., 2011), and how children are socialized (Lamm et al., 2018). Many of these socio-cultural factors that

differ from locale to locale, and which undoubtedly influence children's perceptions of and interactions with different

experimenters, may justifiably lead to divergent findings between labs and failures to replicate. Including demo-

graphic information about experimenters in manuscripts (in addition to participants) could help the field to consider

the possible role of experimenter identity when confronted with mismatching findings.

5 | LOOKING FOR DIVERSE PARTICIPANTS—WHAT ABOUT
EXPERIMENTERS?

In recent years, researchers, funding agencies, and journals alike (including this one) have admirably been pushing to

get more diverse samples of participants represented in research, given that participants from highly educated fami-

lies living in rich, urban, industrialized environments are overrepresented in experimental work (Fernald, 2010). Since

this subpopulation sometimes performs quite differently from more diverse groups of participants (e.g., Henrich

et al., 2010; Nielson et al., 2017), it is often difficult to make broad generalizations about human psychology based

on such a narrow pool of participants. To overcome this limitation, there have been increased calls and efforts to

recruit more diverse samples of participants (and report on them) by casting wider nets (e.g., through testing in multi-

ple labs/countries or online; Frank et al., 2017; Rhodes et al., 2020) and actively recruiting traditionally underrepre-

sented groups of participants (e.g., multiracial/multiethnic, intersex, and transgender children; Dunham &

Olson, 2016; Nishina & Witkow, 2020).

As we push to have more diverse samples of participants, we need to become more cognizant than ever before

of how the identity of an experimenter might differentially influence children from diverse backgrounds. Children

might respond to the same experimenter differently depending on their own identity and life circumstances (Hwang

et al., 2021). For example, in a recent study, we conducted in a highly diverse, North American city, we tested the

degree to which children's wait times in a delayed gratification task were influenced by experimenter identity, manip-

ulating both linguistic (accent and grammaticality) and race cues (White or Chinese) of the experimenters recruited

for the experiment (St. Pierre et al., under review). Although overall, the identity of the experimenter was not found

to influence children's wait times, when considering the race of the children in relation to that of the experimenter, a

different pattern emerged. Specifically, the White children in our study, who represented 40% of the children tested,

were significantly more likely to wait for the second treat after interacting with an Chinese(-Canadian) experimenter

compared to a fellow White experimenter, suggesting that the children may have felt less at liberty to eat the first

treat (should they have wanted to) after interacting with out-group members compared to in-group members. Had

we not considered children's identity, and, more importantly, children's identity in relation to that of the experi-

menter, we would have missed crucial differences in the behaviour of children from different demographic groups.

Thus, researchers who set out to test a diverse sample of children may find that children do not behave differently

simply because they are members of different demographic groups; rather, their behaviour may vary based on how

they perceive the experimenter in relation to themselves.

At the same time that researchers are calling for more diversified samples of participants, there is little to no dis-

cussion on similarly diversifying the pool of experimenters that run studies. This is despite the fact that there are

ongoing efforts to try to involve more diverse groups of young researchers in various STEM fields (e.g., Tsui, 2007),

with many institutions and funding agencies asking researchers to proactively work to increase participation from

under-represented groups (e.g., the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada, 2017). While

such efforts serve larger social goals of making science more accessible, dynamic, and representative of the
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population as a whole, they present additional methodological opportunities to incorporate more diverse groups of

experimenters in our research. Indeed, just as researchers have argued that we need to recruit more diverse subject

pools to better ensure the generalizability of our results (Henrich et al., 2010; Nielson et al., 2017), so too might

researchers also want to make sure that the phenomena we observe extend beyond specific groups of experimenters

that are frequently used to test children (e.g., in Western labs, White, female undergraduate students).

6 | HOW OFTEN DO EXPERIMENTER ATTRIBUTES ACTUALLY GET
REPORTED?

To underscore the magnitude of the issue, we sought to quantify how often experimenter attributes (and which ones)

actually get reported in developmental research. We further wanted to see how many studies explicitly report whether

one experimenter ran all participants, or whether multiple experimenters were involved. To answer these questions, we

surveyed the last 3 years of experimental articles (January 2019 – December 2021)—covering a breadth of areas in devel-

opmental research—in 4 top developmental journals (Child Development, Developmental Psychology, Developmental Science,

and Journal of Experimental Child Psychology), and documented the types of details about experimenters (and also

participants) that were reported in the studies. After excluding studies on animals and adults, meta-analyses, and reviews,

we were left with 1521 articles (CD = 379, DP = 287, DS = 279, and ECP = 576). A subset of the articles (15%, or 228

articles), which were coded by two (rather than one) coder, showed greater than 97% agreement across all dimensions

coded. The data can be found at https://osf.io/n5j7c/.

The vast majority of studies included an interaction with an experimenter (76% or 1154 articles), which

included anything from experimenters explaining instructions to children (or simply asking if they understood

computer-presented instructions) to engaging in back-and-forth interactions throughout any of the experimental

tasks reported in the methods section. An experimenter silently setting up experimental equipment or chatting with

parents before the experiment began was not included (though see above for why that might matter). For each of

the 1154 articles that included interactions with experimenters, we coded whether or not the authors explicitly

mentioned whether the same experimenter(s) ran all the participants; we also coded whether the language(s),

accent, gender, race, and exact age of both experimenters and participants were explicitly reported in the methods

section (or any of the methods sections in studies with multiple experiments). Using only pronouns to refer to

experimenters did not count as mentioning experimenter gender, since both male and female pronouns are some-

times used as generic pronouns. With regard to race, we included—in addition to explicitly outlined race

information—both partially outlined (e.g., 80% of participants were X) and regionally defined information for partici-

pants (e.g., participants were from town/city Y, which is predominantly Z). Table 1 shows the results of the survey.

Only 6% of studies explicitly mentioned whether one experimenter (vs. multiple experimenters) ran all the par-

ticipants. Similarly, there is a dearth of studies including information on the attributes of the experimenter, with most

attributes being reported less than 1% of the time (and the most reported attributes still less than 10% of the time).

In contrast, studies were substantially more likely to report on the attributes of participants, with the exception of

TABLE 1 Articles explicitly mentioning experimenter and participant attributes

Trait Experimenters Participants

Accent 4 (<1%) 12 (1%)

Age 5 (<1%) 1152 (99.8%)

Language 112 (9.7%) 506 (43.8%)

Gender 105 (9.1%) 1094 (94.8%)

Race 14 (1.2%) 618 (53.6%)

Note: Of the 1154 articles including an interaction with an experimenter, we report the number of studies which reported

on the language, accent, race, age, and gender of experimenters and/or participants.
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accent, which is rarely reported for both experimenters and participants. Even still, given the push to provide

thorough descriptions of participant samples in developmental work, there are nevertheless some attributes which

appear to be relatively under reported (e.g., language and race), in comparison to attributes that are reported in

over 90% of studies (age and gender), though to be fair, the language used by experimenters and participants is often

easily inferable from experiments (we only coded for explicitly mentioned language background).

We next examined a small subset of studies which explicitly focused on one of the characteristics of interest. To

be considered in this subset, the study had to examine, as part of the main research question(s), either (1) the influ-

ence of one of the characteristics on some measured variable(s) (e.g., children's abilities to detect emotion in own-

race and other-race faces; Segal et al., 2019) or some theoretical aspect of the characteristic itself (e.g., whether

story time closer to bed time improves word learning after sleep; Henderson et al., 2021). Interestingly, even when

looking at studies focusing on one of the characteristics of interest, we still find that the majority of studies fail to

report on those same attributes of the experimenter(s), as seen in Table 2.

Altogether, these results confirm that experimenter attributes are extremely underreported in developmental

studies, both overall and in comparison to participant attributes.

The almost complete failure to mention accent for both experimenters and participants may suggest that researchers

generally consider accent to be a negligible variable, despite numerous studies showing how accent can dramatically influ-

ence children's behaviour, even beyond work specifically designed to test linguistic phenomena. For example, children are

more likely to believe (McDonald & Ma, 2016), imitate (Kinzler et al., 2011; Wagner et al., 2014), play with (Myers-Burg &

Behrend, 2021), and want to be friends with (Kinzler et al., 2007; St. Pierre & Johnson, 2020) native-accented speakers of

their language over foreign-accented speakers, presumably because children generally have preferences for in-group mem-

bers over out-group members (Dunham, 2018). During late childhood, children even begin developing specific attitudes

toward particular dialects, with 10-year-olds, for example, tending to rate children with Southern American accents as more

friendly but less intelligent than northern-accented children, consistent with adult stereotypes of those accents (Kinzler &

DeJesus, 2013). Given that the accent of an individual's speech also affects how friendly they are perceived to be (Giles &

Watson, 2013), how much listeners attend to and remember what they say (Lev-Ari, 2015), and what linguistic knowledge

listeners assume they have (e.g., Rett &White, 2022), it is clear that the accent of an experimenter has the potential to influ-

ence children's responses along a variety of different measures. Beyond the social inferences children might make based on

an experimenter's accent, we must also consider children's abilities to cope with various accents based on their previous lan-

guage/accent exposure (see Johnson et al., 2022 for a review). As researchers who study children's perceptions of accents,

we find the omission of accent information both in children and experimenters particularly striking (and something that we

are guilty of ourselves!).

7 | WHAT SHOULD WE DO?

Given that experimenter identity has real potential to influence children's behaviour in developmental work, where should

we go from here? Below we outline several steps that researchers can immediately take to address this important issue.

TABLE 2 Reported experimenter traits for studies focusing on those attributes

Studies focusing on… Experimenter trait reported

Accent (10) 2 (10%)

Gender (25) 6 (24%)

Language (204) 28 (13.7%)

Race (39) 6 (15.4%)

Note: The left column represents the number of studies which focused on the variable of interest, and the right column

indicates the number of papers which reported those attributes in the experimenter(s). Across all attributes, studies appear

to underreport on the characteristics of the experimenter.
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7.1 | Report on experimenter attributes

Even if researchers are not interested in potential effects of experimenter identity, or if they do not believe that

experimenter identity could conceivably influence the manipulated variables of interest, we nevertheless recommend

that researchers report demographic information about their experimenter(s) in their studies. Some journals (includ-

ing Infant and Child Development) already require researchers to report demographic information about participants,

even if such variables are not of theoretical interest and not considered in analyses. Child Development, for example,

requests that authors include demographic information about participants such as ‘sex, SES, race, or ethnicity’
(https://www.srcd.org/research/journals/child-development/child-development-submission-guidelines), and Devel-

opmental Psychology says that ‘major demographic characteristics should be reported, such as sex, age, socioeco-

nomic status, race/ethnicity, and, when possible and appropriate, disability status and sexual orientation’ in order to

‘provide a more complete understanding of the sample and of the generalizability of the findings’ (https://www.apa.

org/pubs/journals/dev/index?tab=1). In a similar vein, demographic information about experimenters should addi-

tionally be included, at the very least attributes that are typically reported for participants such age, sex, and race or

ethnicity. Attributes that seem easily inferable should nevertheless be stated explicitly to avoid potential confusion.

In this way, readers can get a sense of how the identity of the experimenter relates to that of the participants. We

strongly recommend that researchers also begin providing information about the language background/accent of

experimenters (and also participants!), given that even subtle differences in pronunciation can influence children's

evaluations and comprehension (e.g., Fennell & Byers-Heinlein, 2014; Kinzler, 2021; Schmale et al., 2010). When

appropriate, researchers should additionally report on other experimenter attributes (e.g., disability status, SES status

growing up, sexual orientation, etc.), especially if they think they could conceivably influence children's behaviour.

Researchers' decisions to report on particular attributes or not should consider which experimenter attributes might

be important for their particular culture and subdiscipline.

That being said, we acknowledge that there are complications inherent to reporting experimenter attributes,

given that many characteristics (e.g., race, accent, and gender) do not readily divide into discrete categories, and the

ways in which experimenters identify themselves (and how others perceive them) may vary from context to context

(e.g., Pauker et al., 2018; Remedios & Sanchez, 2018). In addition, many cultures and countries might be more or less

hesitant to collect and report on some attributes (e.g., race or health status), and journals should be respectful of

these cultural differences. Nevertheless, researchers should strive to be as open and transparent as possible about

who their experimenters are (as appropriate for their cultural context) in order to provide a more complete picture of

the studies they report on.

An obvious benefit to reporting experimenter identity, and providing a more complete picture of how an experi-

ment was run, relates to issues of replicability. In recent years, the field of psychology has struggled with a replicabil-

ity crisis, in which the results of many classic studies have been found to be difficult or impossible to replicate (Open

Science Collaboration, 2015). While in many cases, an inability to replicate may be due to original spurious results, in

other cases, a failure to replicate might instead be due to small changes in the experimental procedure between labs.

One such factor that could contribute to replication failure is experimenter identity, which may influence children's

behaviour in subtle ways from lab to lab, leading to successful replications in some instances but not others. Being

more open about the identity of experimenters will help researchers better understand the potential factors that

may influence children's behaviour across different experiments and help move the field forward.

7.2 | Properly account for multiple experimenters

In cases where multiple experimenters are involved in a study, researchers should take steps to ensure that the results

they obtain are likely not due to experimenter effects. First, it is not only important for experimenters to be blind to

the conditions that they are running—as has been discussed extensively in the literature (e.g., Rosenthal, 1966)—it is
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also critical that each experimenter run relatively equal numbers of participants within each condition, so that differ-

ences between conditions can be confidently attributed to the experimental manipulation, rather than to differences

caused by different experimenters running each condition. In their manuscripts, researchers should report how many

participants each experimenter ran in each condition (including the number of drop-outs). Additionally, when possible,

researchers should include an effect of experimenter—either fixed or random—in their statistical models, in order to be

more confident that any observed effect of theoretical interest is not caused by the undue influence of a minority of

experimenters but generalizes across all experimenters. Such design features should be specified in preregistrations

when possible.

In an ideal world, experiments would be conducted with many different experimenters in order to ensure the

generalizability of results, but this is typically not a viable option for most labs. In recent years, however, there has been

an uptick in the number of large-scale, multilab studies being conducted, including Many Labs (Klein et al., 2014) and

Psychological Science Accelerator (Moshontz et al., 2018) for mostly adult studies and ManyBabies (Frank et al., 2017)

for developmental research. While a primary goal behind these endeavours is to see if results generalize across many dif-

ferent lab contexts, these types of studies present additional opportunities to investigate how slight differences between

labs (e.g., differences in lighting) influences children's behaviour. These large-scale, highly powered studies spanning across

multiple labs could become fruitful places to explore how the identity of experimenters—which has not yet been consid-

ered by the ManyBabies Consortium—influences children's behaviour in different types of paradigms. For example, a

large-scale study could explore the potential influence of various experimenter attributes on drop-out rates, a topic that

would be of interest to developmental psychologists in general.

7.3 | Consider the theoretical implication of experimenter effects

Finally, rather than treating the identity of an experimenter as a nuisance variable that needs to be controlled for,

many areas of psychology could benefit from considering the identity of an experiment as a variable worth investi-

gating in its own right. In many cases, rather than include live interactants at all, researchers will instead present stim-

uli to children in the form of disembodied audio recordings or images/videos on a computer screen in order to

exercise as much control as possible over their experiment. In some cases, the ways in which children react to live

interactants may vary considerably from their reactions to the same stimuli presented audiovisually, so the use of live

interactants (i.e., experimenters) might lead to new, more ecologically valid insights about a broad range of phenom-

ena that cannot be obtained from using more traditional stimuli alone. As a case in point, most studies investigating

language learning in a laboratory setting typically present children with audiovisual input, but in some studies,

researchers have found evidence of learning only when exposing children to live interactants rather than

disembodied audio (e.g., Paquette-Smith et al., 2021; Roseberry et al., 2014). For example, Kuhl et al. (2003) found

that English-learning 6- to 12-month-olds were able to perceive a phonetic contrast in Mandarin speech only

after exposure to live, but not recorded, speakers of Mandarin, highlighting how the presence of live social partners

qualitatively differs from more traditional means of stimuli presentation.

In a recent study that we conducted, we showed how the presence of live interactants might provide additional

insights on children's perceptions of other individuals beyond what can be shown using audio visual input alone. Dur-

ing the experiment, 5- to 7-year-old children were told a surprising (and false) claim by either a native- or a foreign-

accented experimenter. Upon discovering that the claim of the experimenter was false, children were more likely to

directly confront a native-accented experimenter compared to a foreign-accented experimenter, presumably because

(the native-accented) children found it less threatening to disagree with a fellow native-accented experimenter com-

pared to the foreign-accented experimenter (Ronfard et al., in prep). Such a result is unlikely to be observed with

more traditional methods; only through the use of live experimenters were we able to examine how children

responded to in-group and out-group members in a more real-world situation.
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8 | CONCLUSION

Developmental researchers, and experimentalists more generally, strive to control as much of their experiments as

possible. This means thoroughly vetting children to make sure they fulfil the experimental criteria, confirming that

coding is systematic and reliable, and ensuring that the lab environment is consistent across participants. Researchers

even think about the time of day or season that children are tested (Frank et al., 2017; Johnson & Zamuner, 2010;

van der Velde & Junge, 2020) and ensure that children in one condition are not tested at systematically different

times than children in another condition. Despite the increasingly stringent control that researchers exercise over their

experiments, most studies fail to consider (or at least report on) the identity of the experimenter. In the current paper,

we have argued that that experimenter identity should be taken more seriously by developmental researchers, given

the very real potential for experimenter identity to systematically influence children's behaviour in experiments.

As an immediate step, researchers can report on the demographics of their experimenters in their studies, and

where appropriate, include them in statistical analyses. As a longer term goal, we should make concerted efforts to

diversify experimenter pools, not simply to make our results more generalizable, but to fulfil important social goals as

well. Not only would this help to immediately expand participation in STEM fields to more diverse groups of individuals,

it might additionally encourage children from backgrounds underrepresented in STEM to pursue a career in STEM

themselves. Indeed, for many children—particularly potential first-generation university students—participating in

university experiments offers them a unique window into what life as a scientist looks like, and having a diverse lab

staff that resembles the population of children that it tests could make all the difference in the world for inspiring a

more diverse pool of future scientists.
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