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Most� parents� lie� to� their� children.� They� do� it� for� fun,� as� a�method� of� behavior�
control,�and�to�protect�children�from�what�they�consider�to�be�dangerous�truths.�
At� the� same� time,� most� parents� bring� their� children� up� with� the� message� that�
honesty�is�a�virtue�and�that�lying�is�usually�wrong.�How�should�our�practice�and�
our�preaching�be�reconciled?�In� this�paper,� I�examine�the�ethics�of�parental� lies.�
Most� philosophers� who� have� written� on� the� ethics� of� deception� have� focused�
on�deception�of� and�by� autonomous� adults.� I� therefore�begin�by� surveying� this�
literature.�Contemporary�philosophers�have�given�three�types�of�reason�to�explain�
what�makes�lying�wrong�(when�it�is�wrong):�negative�consequences,�breaches�of�
trust,�and�interference�with�autonomy.�I�briefly�analyze�what�constitutes�a�breach�
of�trust�and�identify�four�factors�that�affect�how�bad�a�breach�is.�I�then�explicate�
how�lying�can�constitute�a�wrongful�interference�with�autonomy.�A�long-running�
debate�concerns�whether�lying�is�ethically�different�than�other�forms�of�deception.�
I�argue—briefly—that�we�do�not�need�to�resolve�this�debate�in�order�to�evaluate�
parental�deception.�Armed�with�a�framework�for�what�makes�lying�to�autonomous�
adults�wrongful,�I�turn�to�the�special�case�of�parental�lying.�Since�the�parent-child�
relationship�is�typically�very�close,�lying�to�one’s�child�is�a�relatively�serious�breach�
of� trust.�This� is�exacerbated� in� the�case�of� serious� lies� that� implicate� the�parent-
child� relationship� or� the� child’s� identity.�On� the� other� hand,� at� least� for� young�
children,�concerns�about�autonomy�are�less�significant�than�for�autonomous�adults.�
I�close�by�applying�my�analysis,�along�with�data�on�the�consequences�of�parental�
deception,� to� different� types� of� parental� lie.� I� argue� that� lying� to� one’s� child� is�
more�rarely�justified�than�is�commonly�thought�and�delineate�the�circumstances�in�
which�it�can�be�justified.
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Children� are� often� deceived�with� the� fewest� qualms.� They,�more� than� all� others,�
need� care,� support,� protection.� To� shield� them,� not� only� from� brutal� speech� and�
frightening�news,�but� from�apprehension�and�pain—to�soften�and�embellish,�and�
disguise—is�as�natural�as�to�shelter�them�from�harsh�weather.

—Sissela�Bok,�Lying�(1979)

Introduction

Each�night,�Amy�Kind�reports,� ‘as�I�am�putting�my�5-year-old�son�to�bed,�I�tell�
him�a�lie’�(Kind�2011:�29).�She�sprays�his�bedroom�with�air�freshener,�which�she�
has�dubbed�‘Bad�Dream�Spray’.�It�works!�His�regular�nightmares�have�stopped.�
Not� all� parental� deception� is� so� playful.� For� example,� parents�who� experience�
serious� illness�often�struggle�with�what�to�tell� their�children.�A�study�of� thirty-�
nine� Chinese� parents�with�HIV� revealed� that�many� did� not� tell� their� children�
and�some�outright�lied—saying�that�they�had�another�disease,�like�tuberculosis,��
hepatitis,� or� influenza.� Some� were� afraid� that� their� children� would� tell� other��
people�about�their�diagnosis�and�they�would�be�stigmatized.�Others�wanted�to�
spare�their�children�from�worrying�(Zhou�et�al.�2013).�These�examples�just�scratch�
the�surface.�Parents�lie�all�the�time.�Kid�won’t�leave�the�playground?�Tell�her�you’re�
going�without�her.�Toy�finally�stopped�making�that�damn�electronic�noise?�Say�
that�the�batteries�can’t�be�replaced.�Dog�died?�We�had�to�send�it�to�the�farm.�Child�
proudly�shows�you�a�painting?�That�is�so�beautiful!�Let’s�put�it�on�the�fridge.

Despite� the� litany�of� lies� that�parents� tell� their� children,�most� adults�pur-
port�to�be�very�keen�on�honesty.�One�study�asked�127�American�undergraduates�
about�how�they�were�parented�and�127�American�parents�about�how�they�raised�
their�children�(Heyman�et�al.�2009).�Four-fifths�of�the�undergraduates�reported�
that� they�had�been� taught� that� lying� is�never�acceptable�and�similar�numbers�
of� the� parents� reported� teaching� their� kids� that� message.� Nevertheless,� both�
groups�also�reported�high�rates�of�what�the�lead�researcher,�Gail�Heyman,�labels�
‘parenting�by�lying’.�Heyman’s�team�invented�a�series�of�scenarios�in�which�a�
mother�lied�to�her�six-year-old�child,�either�to�get�the�child�to�behave�or�to�pro-
mote�positive�feelings.�Of�the�undergraduates,�88�percent�identified�at�least�one�
of�these�scenarios�in�which�their�parents�had�said�something�similar�to�them;�78�
percent�of�current�parents�did�the�same.�Heyman�concludes:�‘There�was�no�evi-
dence�that�the�parents�who�strongly�promoted�the�importance�of�honesty�were�
less�likely�to�lie�to�their�children�than�were�other�parents’�(Heyman�et�al.�2009:�
359).�In�fact,�even�when�instructing�their�children�on�the�value�of�honesty,�some�
parents�lied.�One�parent�told�their�children:�‘Lying�is�for�bad�people�and�witches;�
good�people�and�fairies�never�tell�lies’�(360).

In�summary,�most�parents�lie�to�their�children.�At�the�same�time,�most�par-
ents�bring�their�children�up�with�the�message�that�honesty�is�a�virtue�and�that�
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lying�is�usually�wrong.�How�should�our�practice�and�our�preaching�be�recon-
ciled?�In�this�paper,�I�examine�the�ethics�of�parents�lying�to�their�children.�I�argue�
that�lying�to�one’s�child�is�more�rarely�justified�than�is�commonly�thought�and�
delineate�the�circumstances�in�which�it�can�be�justified.

I�begin�with�a�brief�taxonomy�of�different�types�of�parental�lie.�I�then�turn�
to�the�normative�question�of�what�makes�lying�wrong.�Most�philosophers�who�
have�written�on� the�ethics�of�deception�have� focused�on�deception�of�and�by�
autonomous�adults.�I�begin�by�surveying�this�literature.�Contemporary�philoso-
phers�have�articulated�three�types�of�reason�to�explain�what�makes�lying�wrong�
(when�it�is�wrong):�lying�has�negative�consequences,�lying�breaches�trust,�and�
lying�to�someone�constitutes�interference�with�their�autonomy.�I�briefly�analyze�
what�constitutes�a�betrayal�of�trust�and�identify�four�factors�that�affect�how�bad�
a�betrayal�is.�I�then�explicate�how�lying�can�constitute�a�wrongful�interference�
with�autonomy.�Armed�with�a�framework�for�what�makes�lying�to�autonomous�
adults�wrongful,� I� turn� to� the�special�case�of�parental� lying.�Since� the�parent-�
child� relationship� is� typically� very� close,� lying� to� one’s� child� is� a� relatively��
serious�breach�of�trust.�This�is�exacerbated�in�the�case�of�serious�lies�that�impli-
cate�the�parent-child�relationship�and�the�child’s�identity.�On�the�other�hand,�at�
least�for�young�children,�concerns�about�autonomy�are�less�significant�than�for�
autonomous�adults.�I�close�by�applying�my�analysis,�along�with�data�on�the�con-
sequences�of�parental�deception,�to�different�types�of�parental�lie.

A�word�about�the�scope�of�my�discussion.�I�mostly�consider�the�question�of�
parental�deception�in�terms�of�whether�and�when�lies�are�ethically�permissible.�
However,�there�is�a�long-running�philosophical�debate�over�whether�lying�is�ethi-
cally�different�than�other�forms�of�deception.�For�example,�rather�than�directly�lie�
about�whether�the�batteries�to�the�noisy�toy�can�be�replaced,�a�parent�might�say,�
‘I’ve�never�seen�anyone�repair�one�of�these’.�This�is�literally�true�but�misleads�by�
implying�that�the�toy�is�irreparable.�Or,�rather�than�repeating�the�myth�of�Santa�
Claus,�a�child’s�parents�might�leave�clues,�such�as�‘reindeer�footprints’�or�direct�
their�kid�to�NORAD’s�Santa�tracker.�Later,�I�consider�whether�the�type�of�decep-
tion�is�relevant�to�the�ethics�of�deceiving�one’s�child.�I�conclude�that�for�the�most�
part�it�is�not—most�of�the�time�what�we�really�want�to�know�is�whether�and�when�
deception�of�any�type�is�permissible.�What�I�say�about�parental�lies�in�this�paper�
therefore�should�be�read�as�applying�equally�to�other�forms�of�parental�deception.

A Taxonomy of Parental Lies

In�thinking�about�the�ethics�of�parental�lying,�it�helps�to�have�an�idea�of�what�
sorts�of�lies�parents�tell.�A�review�of�parenting�manuals,�online�forums,�and�rele-
vant�social�science�and�bioethics�literatures�suggests�a�threefold�classification�on�
the�basis�of�the�function�of�the�lie.
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First,� lying� for� fun.� This� includes� lies� told� for� the� entertainment� of� the��
parents—‘If�you�unscrew�your�belly�button,�your�bum�will�fall�off!’—and�lies,�
like�the�Santa�Claus�myth,�that�are�intended�to�be�fun�for�the�child.

Second,�parenting�by�lying,�where�lies�are�told�in�order�to�facilitate�the�day-
to-day�job�of�parenting.1�In�this�category�are�lies�told�to�encourage�correct�behav-
ior.�For�example,�a�child�may�be�told�that�if�they�do�not�eat�their�vegetables�a�
goblin�will�come�and�eat�their�toes.�Parents�may�also�lie�in�order�to�affect�their�
child’s�emotional� state�or�maintain� their� relationship�with� the�child.�Feigning�
interest� in� the� child’s�own� interests� is� a� common�example�of� this.�You’re� into�
shiny�pebbles?�Sure,�I’ll�pretend�to�be�into�the�shiny�pebbles�so�that�we�can�have�
a�nice� time� together� looking�at� them.�And�many�parental� lies�are� told� for� the�
convenience�of�the�parents—that�is,�to�make�the�job�easier.�For�example,�we�want�
to�get�home�quicker�to�make�sure�that�dinner�is�ready�in�time,�so�we�say�that�the�
park�is�shutting.

Third,�lies�told�to�protect�children�from�the�truth.�Common�lies�in�this�cate-
gory�include�lies�about�illness�or�death�and�lies�about�genetic�relationships.�For�
example,�a�parent�may�lie�about�whether�they�have�a�fatal�illness�because�they�
think�that�their�children�cannot�handle�the�truth�about�an�incipient�death�in�the�
family.�Or,�they�may�tell�their�adopted�child�that�she�is�her�parents’�biological�
offspring�because�they�worry�that�otherwise�she�won’t�feel�like�their�‘real’�child.

What Makes Lying Wrong?

Contemporary�philosophers�have�articulated�three�types�of�reasons�to�explain�
what�makes�lying�wrong�(when�it�is�wrong):�lying�has�negative�consequences,�
lying�breaches� trust,� and� lying� to� someone� constitutes� interference�with� their�
autonomy.

The Consequences

The�first�of�these—the�consequences�of�lying—is�used�as�both�a�justification�for�
lying�and�to�condemn�it.�If�I�lie�to�my�friend�and�tell�her�that�I�like�her�poetry,�
I�will�justify�my�lie�on�the�grounds�that�it�will�have�better�consequences�on�bal-
ance�than�telling�her�the�truth.�It�will�protect�her�feelings,�maintain�our�friend-
ship,�and,�besides,�there�is�no�real�chance�that�she�will�change�how�she�writes�on�
the�basis�of�my�feedback.�Lies�can�be�criticized�in�terms�of�their�consequences�in�

1. This�includes�the�category�of�lies�that�Kira�Tomsons�calls�‘white�lies�for�children’.�See�Tom-
sons�(2020:�45).
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the�same�way.�‘If�only�you�hadn’t�told�her�how�much�you�liked�her�poetry’,�my�
friend’s�spouse�might�say,�‘then�she�wouldn’t�have�quit�her�engineering�job�and�
decided�to�focus�on�poetry�full-time’.

There�is�not�much�to�be�said�in�terms�of�philosophical�analysis�here�that�is�
special�to�lying.�Different�ethical�theories�take�consequences�into�account�in�dif-
ferent�ways—some�regard�the�consequences�as�all�that�matter,�some�say�there�
are�constraints�that�apply�independently�of�the�consequences,�and�so�on—but�
how�they�take�consequences�into�account�does�not�seem�to�change�when�they�are�
evaluating�the�consequences�of�a�lie�versus�the�consequences�of�some�other�act.�
What�matters�for�my�purposes,�then,�are�what�the�actual�consequences�of�lying�
to�children�are.�I�return�to�this�question�later�when�I�attempt�to�bring�together�all�
the�ethical�considerations�that�are�relevant�to�parental�lies.

Trust

One� common�way� to�describe�what� is�wrong�with� lying� (and�other� forms�of�
deception)� is� to�say�that� it�constitutes�a�breach�of� trust� (see,�e.g.,�O’Neil�2012;�
Simpson�1992;�Williams� 2004).� Philosophers�differ� in� their� analysis� of� exactly�
what�the�wrong�consists�in,�but�the�basic�idea�is�clear:�when�we�lie�to�someone,�
we�invite�them�to�trust�our�sincerity�about�some�matter�and�then�we�fail�to�do�
what�we�invited�them�to�trust�us�to�do.�This�is,�depending�on�the�writer,�a�‘viola-
tion’,�an�‘abuse’,�or�a�‘betrayal’�of�trust�(O’Neil�2012;�Williams�2004).

Most�philosophers�who�discuss�the�relationship�of�deception�to�trust�are�pri-
marily�interested�in�the�question�of�whether�trust�can�explain�why�lies�are�worse�
than� other� forms� of� deception—for� example,� do� lies� break� an� implicit� prom-
ise�that�what�the�speaker�asserts�is�true�while�merely�misleading�someone�does�
not�involve�a�promise?�Are�we�using�the�other�person’s�trust�in�some�different�
way�in�lying�than�in�other�forms�of�deception?�For�reasons�that�I�come�to�later,�
I�am�not�particularly�interested�in�that�debate.�I�too�want�to�know�what�it�is�that�
makes�deception�wrongful,�when�it�is,�in�order�to�make�comparative�judgments.�
But�my� ultimate� interest� is� in� determining�whether� and�when� lying—or� any�
other�deception—is�justified.�That�requires�a�comparison�of�deceptive�to�honest�
actions,�not�just�a�comparison�among�deceptive�actions.�We�must�look�then�to�
how�philosophers�have�explained�how�considerations�of�trust�can�explain�what�
makes�lying,�as�a�form�of�deception,�wrongful.

Collin�O’Neil�provides�a�perspicuous�account�in�his�discussion�of�deception�
and�‘betrayals’�of�trust�(O’Neil�2012:�325–29).2�According�to�O’Neil,�the�sentiment�

2. O’Neil�also�distinguishes�‘‘betrayals’’�of�trust�from�‘‘abuses’’�of�trust�and�argues�that�forms�
of�deception�can�differ�in�how�bad�they�are�because�although�all�betray�trust�only�some�abuse�trust.



78 • Joseph Millum

Journal of Practical Ethics • vol. 11, no. 2 • 2024

of�betrayal—as�opposed�to,�say,�mere�resentment—arises�when�we�are�wronged�
by�someone�and�we�are� surprised� that� they�would�wrong�us.�When�we� trust�
someone,�we�assume�that�they�bear�goodwill�toward�us,�and�when�they�betray�
our�trust�they�reveal�that�we�were�mistaken�in�our�assumption.�This�prompts�us�
to�reevaluate�our�relationship�with�the�person�whom�we�trusted.

Of� course,� this� is� not� yet� to� explain� what� is� particularly� wrongful� about�
betrayals�of�trust.�To�do�that,�we�need�to�examine�why�others�have�a�moral�rea-
son�not�to�betray�our�trust—that�is,�a�moral�reason�to�act�as�though�they�gen-
uinely�bear�the�goodwill�to�us�that�we�assume,�based�on�our�relationship,�that�
they�do.�O’Neil�argues�that�to�trust�someone—to�believe�that�they�will�discharge�
their�commitment�to�us�because�of�their�goodwill�to�us—is�to�honor�them.�And,�
he� argues,� the� correct� response� to� being� honored� is� gratitude.�We� should� be�
grateful�for�the�trust�bestowed�on�us�and�the�correct�response�to�this�honor�is�to�
endeavor�to�live�up�to�it.�In�other�words,�the�very�fact�that�we�are�trusted�to�tell�
the�truth�gives�us�a�further�reason�to�tell�the�truth�so�that�we�live�up�to�the�honor�
of�being�trusted�(Pettit�1995).3

This�account�can�help�us�to�distinguish�the�wrongfulness�of�different�sorts�of�
lies,�depending�on�whether�they�betray�trust�and,�if�so,�how�great�the�betrayal�is.

First,� some� lies�will�not�betray� trust�at� all.�Where� there� is�no�expectation�
of� goodwill� or� no�presumption� of� honesty,� there� can� be� no� betrayal� of� trust�
because� there� is� no� trust� to� begin�with.4� This� is� true,� for� example,� in� games�
that�are�understood� to� involve�bluffing�or�outright� lying.�Other� lies�may�not�
betray�trust�overall,�even�though�the�person�deceived�believes�that�the�liar�has�
goodwill�toward�them�and�has�sufficient�expectation�of�honesty�that�they�are�
successfully�deceived.�Suppose�that�I�am�about�to�go�into�an�important�job�inter-
view�and�I�ask�my�friend�if�I�look�nervous.�Though�he�thinks�I�do,�he�judges�
that�what�I�need�at�this�moment�is�reassurance�and�tells�me�that�no�one�can�see�
that�I’m�nervous�from�the�outside.�Again,�such�a�lie�may�not�betray�my�trust�if�
I�trust�my�friend�to�tell�me�what�I�need�to�hear�in�such�circumstances.�In�these�
cases,�we�might�say�that�insofar�as�the�action�involves�deception�it�betrays�trust,�
but� insofar�as� the�action�expresses�goodwill� toward� the�deceived� it�does�not�

3. Some�might�find�the�language�of�‘honor’�odd,�especially�in�the�context�of�young�children—
do�children�really�go�around�honoring� their�parents?�To�my�ear,� it� is�much�more�natural� (and�
plausible)�to�say�that�it�is�an�honor�to�be�trusted�by�a�child,�and�that�we�should�be�grateful�that�
they�trust�us�so�deeply.

4. Depending�on�the�reason�that�the�recipient�of�the�lie�does�not�expect�goodwill�or�presume�
honesty,�deception�could�still�be�wrongful�under�these�circumstances.�For�example,�I�might�know�
that�someone�is�attempting�to�scam�me�and�so�assume�that�they�will�not�be�honest.�Their�deception�
will�therefore�fail.�But�they�do�not�know�that.�The�fact�that�they�attempt�to�deceive�me�can�then�
still�be�wrongful�(just�as�it�can�be�wrongful�to�stab�someone�with�a�stage�knife�that�one�believes�
to�be�real).
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undermine�the�relationship�on�which�the�trust�is�based.�On�balance,�trust�may�
be�enhanced,�not�reduced.

Most�lies,�however,�will�involve�some�sort�of�betrayal�of�trust.�For�these,�the�
analysis�in�terms�of�failure�to�live�up�to�the�honor�implied�by�being�trusted�can�
be�helpful�in�working�out�how�bad�the�lie�is.�Lies�may�constitute�worse�betrayals�
of�trust�along�four�axes.�First,�they�will�be�worse�insofar�as�they�imply�more�ill�
will.�Suppose�I�lie�to�you�about�the�time�a�work�meeting�starts.�It�would�be�worse�
if�I�do�so�because�I�want�to�sabotage�your�relationship�with�our�boss�than�if�I�do�it�
simply�so�I�can�have�cover�when�I�also�turn�up�late�to�the�meeting.�Second,�they�
will�be�worse�the�larger�the�reevaluation�of�the�relationship�discovering�the�lie�
would�require.�If�someone�discovered�that�the�man�she�has�been�dating�for�three�
months�lied�to�her�about�whether�he�is�married,�this�might�prompt�a�wholesale�
reevaluation�of�their�relationship�(making�some�assumptions�about�how�people�
commonly�view�relationships).�On�the�other�hand,�if�she�discovered�that�he�lied�
about�his�height�in�his�dating�profile—he�is�5�foot�10�inches�tall,�not�six�feet�as�
he�claimed—this�might�require�very�little�reevaluation.�So�he’s�a�little�insecure.�
That�doesn’t�undermine�her�confidence�in�how�much�he�likes�her,�how�he�really�
views�their�relationship,�and�so�on.�Third,�and�relatedly,�the�closer�the�relation-
ship,�the�worse�a�betrayal�of�trust,�since�the�more�the�betrayal�calls�into�question�
the�relationship.�If�my�(alleged)�best�friend�cheats�me�out�of�ten�dollars,�that�is�
worse�than�being�cheated�by�a�stranger.�Finally,�a�betrayal�of�trust�will�be�worse�
when�it�concerns�something�that�matters�more�to�the�person�who�is�deceived.�If�
you�lie�to�me�about�whether�my�work�is�respected�by�my�peers,�that�is�a�greater�
betrayal�of�trust�than�if�you�lie�to�me�about�whether�they�like�my�taste�in�shirts.

Autonomy

The�third�explanation�of�the�special�wrong�of�lying�analyses�it�as�an�illegitimate�
interference�with�autonomy.�Suppose�Ana�tells�Bernardo�that�she�is�collecting�
money�for�a�lung�cancer�research�charity�when�in�fact�she�is�planning�to�use�the�
money�for�a�holiday.�He�gives�her�some�cash.�By�deceiving�him,�she�prevents�
him�from�deciding�for�himself�how�to�use�his�money.�This�is�a�violation�of�his�
right�to�dispose�of�his�property�as�he�sees�fit.

The�idea�that�deception�is—in�at�least�some�cases—inimical�to�autonomy�is�
a�Kantian�notion.�Lying�to�someone�treats�them�as�a�mere�means,�not�an�end�in�
themselves,�since�it�deprives�them�of�the�opportunity�to�decide�for�themselves�
and�substitutes�the�liar’s�own�will�for�theirs.�But�one�need�not�be�a�Kantian�for�
this�explanation�to�be�plausible.�Provided�that�we�attach�some�value�to�auton-
omy,�when�lying�interferes�with�a�person�making�their�own�decisions�regarding�
matters�about�which�they�have�a�right�to�decide,�it�will�to�that�extent�be�wrongful.
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Describing�the�wrong�of�deception�in�this�latter�way�opens�up�the�possibility�
that�more� lies�are�permissible� than�the�strict�Kantian�might�allow.�First,� there�
may�be�cases�in�which�lying�is�permissible�because�the�subject�matter�falls�out-
side�those�about�which�the�victim�of�the�lie�has�a�right�to�decide.�For�example,�
suppose,�at�a�group�dinner,�Artur�asks�Ajay�if�he�is�gay.�Ajay�is�gay�but�he�is�not�
out.�In�some�social�contexts,�it�may�be�impossible�for�Ajay�to�preserve�his�pri-
vacy�regarding�his�sexual�orientation�without�lying.�Staying�silent�or�responding�
‘That’s�none�of�your�business!’�may�imply�to�his�listeners�that�there�is�something�
he�is�concealing�about�himself.5�In�such�cases,�we�might�think�it�permissible�for�
Ajay� to� lie.�Here,� lying�would�not� be� a�violation�of�his� audience’s� autonomy�
because�the�subject�matter�of�the�lie�falls�within�his—not�their—sphere�of�privacy.6��
Second,� if�we� think� that�autonomy� is�only�one�among� the�values� that�matter,�
then�we�can�make�sense�of�the�idea�that�the�wrong�of�lying�can,�in�principle,�be�
outweighed�by�other�reasons�that�favor�the�deception�(such�as�important�ben-
efits�to�the�deceived�that�could�not�otherwise�be�realized).7�Such�a�view�seems�
much�more�plausible�to�me�than�one�that�regards�autonomy�rights�as�absolute.

Is Lying Special?

Thus� far� I�have�sketched�arguments� for�why� lying�can�be�wrongful�over�and�
above�the�consequences�of�any�particular� lie.� I�have�also�used�the� terms� lying�
and� deception� interchangeably.� However,� as� mentioned� earlier,� philosophers�
have�spilt�a�considerable�amount�of� ink�on� the�question�of�whether�and�why�
lying�might�be�worse�than�other�forms�of�deception.�For�example,�many�people�
seem�to�think�that�it�is�worse�to�lie�than�it�is�to�deceive�through�misleading�impli-
cature�(see,�e.g.,�Strudler�2010;�Webber�2013).8�At�this�point�in�my�analysis,�it�is�

5. This�is�an�example�of�what�Sam�Berstler�labels�a�‘loud�silence�problem’�(Berstler�2023).�Ber-
stler�also�judges�that�where�one’s�interlocutor�has�put�one�in�a�position�where�refusing�to�answer�
a�question�would�give�them�private�information�it�is�permissible�to�lie.

6. To�spell�out�the�ethical�analysis�in�full:�lying�does�not�illegitimately�interfere�with�the�audi-
ence’s�autonomy�for�the�reasons�given.�It�might� involve�a�minor�breach�of�trust,�depending�on�
the�social�context,� including�whether� the�question� is�asked� innocently�or�malevolently.�We�can�
assume� that�Ajay�predicts�no�serious�negative�consequences�will� result� from�the� lie.�Given� the�
stringency�of�an�individual’s�privacy�right�to�control�such�personal�information,�and�that�there�are�
not�morally�better�ways�for�Ajay�to�protect�his�privacy,�the�moral�reasons�against�lying�are�easily�
outweighed.

7. By�wrong�here�I�therefore�mean�pro�tanto�wrong:�interference�with�autonomy�gives�a�moral�
reason�against� lying�to�someone,�but�that�reason�could�be�outweighed�by�countervailing�moral�
reasons.

8. Jennifer�Saul�argues�that�lying�is�not�worse�(Saul�2012).�And�Clea�Rees�argues�that�lying�is�
actually�morally�better�(Rees�2014).
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worth�pausing�to�explain�why�I�am�not�that�interested�in�the�question�of�whether�
parental�lying�is�different�than�other�forms�of�parental�deception.

First,�all�forms�of�deception�betray�trust�and�impede�autonomy�in�the�ways�
that�I�have�been�discussing.�When�we�take�someone’s�word�for�something,�we�
trust�them,�and�in�doing�so�we�assume�that�they�will�tell�us�the�truth�because�
they�bear�us�goodwill.�But�we�also�trust�people�not�to�mislead�us�and�that�means�
that�we�assume�they�will�be—for�example—honest�in�implicature�because�they�
bear�us�goodwill�(O’Neil�2012:�318–19;�Grice�1989).9�Likewise,�suppose�that�Ana�
does�not�literally�lie�to�Bernardo�about�what�she�is�collecting�money�for.�She�just�
tells�him�that�she�works�for�a�lung�cancer�charity�and�then�immediately�asks�if�
he�will�donate�some�money.� ‘Aha!’,� she� thinks,� ‘I’ve�not�actually�said� that� the�
donation�is�for�the�charity,�so�at�least�I’m�not�lying!’�But�still�she�has�interfered�
with�his�autonomy�by�substituting�her�own�judgment�about�what�he�should�do�
with�his�money�for�his.

Second,�depending�on�the�details�of�the�case,�it�may�sometimes�be�better�to�lie�
or�better�to�deceive�in�some�other�way.�Consider�the�murderer�at�the�door�asking�
after�my�friend.�I�assume�I�ought�to�deceive�him.�But�if�I�am�a�terrible�liar,�then�
I�probably�ought�to�go�for�some�other�form�of�deception,�so�as�not�to�give�it�away�
with�my�blushes.�On�the�other�hand,�if�I�cannot�think�of�a�clever�way�to�mislead�
him,�I�ought�to�just�lie�and�say,�‘No,�she’s�not�here’,�rather�than�give�the�impres-
sion�of�weaseling�my�way�out�of�responding.�All�this�says�nothing�about�whether�
one�method�of�deception�is�worse�in�itself—deception�is�justified�in�this�situation�
and�I�should�just�pick�the�method�of�deception�that�is�most�likely�to�be�effective.

Third,�there�are,�of�course,�special�contexts�in�which�lying�is�worse�than�mis-
leading�because�the�speaker’s�responsibility�is�known�by�all�participants�to�be�
limited�to�just�saying�the�literal�truth.�Courtrooms�are�such�a�case�(Saul�2012).�
But�parents�are�generally�not�confronting�their�children�in�court�(and�I�can’t�give�
you�advice�if�you�are).

Fourth,�despite�the�various�arguments�that�have�been�given�for�why�lying�
is�typically�worse�than�mere�misleading�(or�the�other�way�around),� I�struggle�
to�see�how�the�difference�between�forms�of�deception�would�be�very�important,�
even�if�it�were�to�exist.�Outside�of�special�contexts�like�courtrooms,�there�do�not�
seem�to�be�many�cases,�for�example,�where�it�seems�plausible�to�say�that�a�lie�
would�be�wrongful�but�false�implicature�regarding�the�same�proposition�would�
be�permissible.10�At�best,�if�you�are�convinced�by�the�argument�that�lying�is�to�

 9. Note�that�communication�is�impossible�without�the�assumption�that�one’s�conversation�
partner�is�being�cooperative,�including�that�they�intend�to�communicate�the�truth�in�most�conver-
sational�contexts—this�is�one�of�the�basic�insights�of�H.�P.�Grice�and�the�philosophers�of�language�
who�followed�him.

10. Strudler�gives�one�example�involving�a�representative�of�the�Walt�Disney�Company�who�
is�trying�to�buy�a�plot�of�land�from�a�‘tough-minded�used�car�salesperson’�(Strudler�2010:�174).�
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some�extent�worse�than�misleading,�you�should�prefer� to�mislead�rather� than�
lie�(and�vice�versa�if�you�have�the�opposite�view�about�which�form�of�deception�
is�preferable).�But�in�the�vast�majority�of�cases�where�lying�is�wrongful,�it�will�
also�be�wrongful�to�mislead.�What�we�really�want�to�know�is�whether�and�when�
deception�of�any�type�is�permissible.

Lying to One’s Children

Let�us� return� to�parents� lying� to� their� children.� I�have�sketched� the�consider-
ations�that�explain�why�lying�(and�other�forms�of�deception)�can�be�wrongful,�
over�and�above� their� expected� consequences.�Thus� far,�however,� I�have�dealt�
only�with�the�case�of�adults�lying�to�other,�presumed�competent,�adults.�Chil-
dren�are�different�than�competent�adults�in�morally�important�ways.�Their�social�
and�legal�status�as�children�leaves�them�more�dependent�on�others�than�most�
adults�are.�This�is�true�even�for�older�children�who�have�the�cognitive�capaci-
ties�to�make�their�own�autonomous�decisions.�Younger�children�are�even�more�
vulnerable�and�dependent—they�are�often�very�trusting,�they�are�less�capable�of�
autonomous�living,�and�they�rely�on�their�caregivers�to�bring�them�up�to�become�
flourishing,�competent�adults�themselves�(Tomsons�2020:�51).11�These�facts�are�
relevant�to�the�evaluation�of�parents�lying�to�their�children.

Trust and Lying to Children

Consider,�first,�how� lying�can�betray�a� child’s� trust.�Almost�any�deception�of�
a�child�is�liable�to�betray�their�trust�to�some�degree.�But,�as�I�discussed�earlier,�
some�betrayals�of�trust�are�worse�than�others.�I�argued�that�deception�betrays�
trust�more�when�it�reveals�more�ill�will,�when�it�prompts�greater�reevaluation�of�
the�presumed�relationship,�when�the�relationship�is�closer,�and�when�the�content�
of�the�lie�is�more�significant.�It�is�clear�from�this�why�children�still�often�feel�that�
serious�lies—lies�about�whether�they�were�adopted�or�how�sick�they�or�a�fam-
ily�member�is—are�such�huge�betrayals.�They�are�about�matters�that�are�highly�
significant,�such�as�the�child’s�identity,�they�may�call�into�question�core�aspects�

According�to�Strudler�it�would�be�permissible�for�the�rep�to�mislead�the�landowner�by�implying�
that�he�is�buying�the�land�for�his�personal�use,�but�it�would�not�be�permissible�to�lie�about�it.�I�must�
confess�that�I�think�honesty�is�required�in�this�situation,�so�the�example�does�not�have�the�intuitive�
pull�for�me�that�it�does�for�Strudler.

11. Note�that�some�children,�due�to�terminal�illness�or�substantial�cognitive�impairment,�may�
not�be�expected�to�become�competent�adults.�Nevertheless,�they�rely�on�their�caregivers�to�bring�
them�up�in�a�way�appropriate�to�their�specific�situation.
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of�the�child-parent�relationship,�and�the�parent-child�relationship�is�typically�as�
close�as�any�relationship�can�be.12�Serious�lies,�then,�betray�trust�to�a�high�degree.

More� trivial� lies� can� also� substantially�betray� trust.� First,� the� fact� that� the�
parent-child�relationship�is�close�means�that�any�lie�will�be�a�worse�betrayal�of�
trust�than�if�the�parent�lied�to�an�acquaintance�or�friend.�Telling�your�kid�that�
their�bum�will�fall�off�if�you�unscrew�the�belly�button�still�betrays�their�trust!�In�
fact,�it�only�works�because�they�trust�you—their�authoritative,�wise,�loving�par-
ent—so�much.�Second,�many�such�lies�do�not�evince�goodwill�toward�the�child.�
The�example�just�given�is�told�for�the�parent’s�amusement,�not�out�of�goodwill.

One� further�point�about� trust�may�help�with� justifying�some�deception�of�
children.�This�is�that�our�children�trust�us�with�much�more�than�just�telling�the�
truth.�They�trust�us,�for�example,�to�keep�them�safe,�emotionally�and�physically.�
In�certain�circumstances�this�obligation�to�care�for�one’s�child�can�ground�trust-
based�reasons�that�actually�favor�deception.�For�example,�maybe�your�five-year-
old�is�not�ready�to�hear�about�the�grisly�crime�on�your�street.�Saving�them�from�
anxiety� and� nightmares�might� be�worth� a� little� deception.� Or�maybe� they’re�
really�worried�about�their�parents�splitting�up.�Assume�that�you�are�not,�in�fact,�
anticipating�a�breakup.�Still,�the�truth�is�that�no�one�can�predict�the�future�and�
that� couples� sometimes� grow�apart.� That� is� not� reassuring.�You�might� honor�
their�trust�more�with�a�straightforward�‘No,�we’re�not�going�to�get�divorced’.13

In�cases�like�these,�where�a�parent�judges�that�deception�is�necessary�to�honor�
their�child’s�trust,�considerations�of�trust�seem�to�pull�in�different�directions.�It�
may�be�true�both�that�your�child�trusts�you�to�tell�the�truth�and�that�they�trust�
you�to�keep�them�safe.�If�the�truth�will�undermine�their�safety,�then�completely�
honoring�their�trust�may�be�impossible.�This�is�a�tragic�situation,�in�that�some�
breach�of�trust�is�inevitable.�It�falls�then�to�the�parent�to�judge�whether�the�child’s�
trust�overall�is�better�served�through�honesty�or�deception.

Autonomy and Lying to Children

While�lying�to�one’s�children�often�involves�a�worse�betrayal�of�trust�than�lying�
to�most�adults,�the�opposite�is�true�with�respect�to�autonomy.�Young�children�are�
not�fully�autonomous.�In�many�areas�of�life,�they�lack�stable�values�and�are�not�

12. On� ‘foundational� lies’� and�how� they� can�undermine� the� relationship� of� trust� between�
parent�and�child,�see�Charles�(2011).

13. Note�that�having�goodwill�toward�one’s�child�is�not�on�its�own�sufficient�to�justify�a�lie.�
According�to�the�earlier�analysis,� the�person�whose�trust� is�betrayed�by�a� lie�believes�that� they�
will�be�told�the�truth�because�their�conversation�partner�bears�them�goodwill.�This�generates�an�
obligation�to�tell�the�truth—to�do�what�one�is�trusted�to�do—not�simply�an�obligation�to�act�out�
of�goodwill.
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able�to�reflect�on�their�goals�and�decide�what�to�do�on�the�basis�of�reasons.�Where�
they�lack�the�capacity�to�make�their�own�decisions,�paternalism�is�justified.�The�
objection�to�lying�to�children�that�it�illegitimately�substitutes�another’s�judgment�
for�their�own�therefore�does�not�apply.14

However,�as�children�develop,�they�develop�values,�they�get�better�at�reason-
ing,�and�they�get�better�at�making�their�own�decisions.�As�that�happens,�parents�
ought�to�take�their�child’s�developing�autonomy�into�account.�Paternalism�can�
be�problematic�even�with�children,�when�they�are�capable�of�making�their�own�
choices.�This�can�matter�when�we�are�weighing�up�the�pros�and�cons�of�lying�to�
an�older�child�or�adolescent.�Within�reason,�we�should�let�them�make�their�own�
mistakes.�We�should�respect�them�by�telling�the�truth�even�in�some�cases�when�
we�think�they�will�make�bad�decisions.�This�has�its�limits,�of�course.�Because�chil-
dren�are�not�yet�fully�autonomous,�some�paternalism�is�still�justifiable.�We�should�
not�manipulate�a�ten-year-old�into�going�to�play�with�their�friends,�even�though�
we�know�they’d�be�happier�once�out�of�the�house.�But,�I�would�argue,�we�can�step�
in�if�they�are�doing�something�that�risks�life�or�limb—with�deception�if�need�be.

The Consequences of Lying to Children

So�much�for�trust�and�autonomy.�In�order�to�render�ethical�verdicts�about�lying�
to�one’s� children� it� is�necessary� to� consider�not� just� those� considerations� that�
make�deception�special�but�also�what�consequences—good�and�bad—deceiving�
one’s�child�is�liable�to�have.�Here,�of�course,�it�is�impossible�to�cover�every�possi-
ble�case.�Plus,�I�do�not�have�a�general�theory�of�which�consequences�matter�and�
to�what�extent.�Nevertheless,�there�is�some�valuable�data�from�the�social�sciences�
that�we�can�draw�upon�to�evaluate�the�effects�of�different�types�of�lies.�In�what�
follows,�I�summarize�some�of�that�data.�Along�with�the�ethical�analysis�of�how�
lying�implicates�trust�and�autonomy,�and�some�noncontentious�judgments�about�
which�consequences�matter,�this�can�give�us�rough�guidance�about�parental�lies.

People�usually�justify�the�lies�they�tell�in�terms�of�their�consequences.�A�white�
lie�is�told�in�order�not�to�hurt�someone’s�feelings�with�the�truth.�A�practical�joke�
is�justified�by�the�entertainment�it�supposedly�provides.�This�reasoning�applies�
to�more�serious�lies�too.�Someone�who�lies�to�their�partner�about�an�affair�may�
think�the�lie�was�justified,�even�if�the�affair�was�not.�The�affair�is�in�the�past,�but�
if�their�partner�found�out�about�it�the�relationship�would�be�destroyed.�So,�they�

14. Here�the�relevant�form�of�autonomy�is�internal:�when�someone�has�the�capacity�to�make�
decisions�for�themselves�on�the�basis�of�their�values,�they�are�autonomous�and�that�grounds�a�right�
to�make�their�own�decisions.�Children�also�generally�have�diminished�autonomy�in�an�external�
sense,�in�that�they�are�usually�materially�and�legally�dependent�on�adults.
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lie�to�save�the�relationship.�Parents�typically�justify�their�lies�in�terms�of�the�con-
sequences�too.�Lying�for�fun,�parenting�by�lying,�and�lying�to�protect�children�
from�the�truth�are�all�done�because�of�their�anticipated�benefits.�If�a�parental�lie�
is�justified,�it�will�be�so�in�virtue�of�the�good�consequences�the�parent�expects�as�
a�result.�However,�just�as�with�adults,�lies�told�to�children�can�have�bad�conse-
quences�as�well�as�good.

Before�looking�at�the�data�on�the�effects�of�parental�lies,�I�should�note�a�prior�
question�concerning�which�consequences�count.�Lies�can�have�effects�on�more�
than�just�the�individual�who�is�deceived.�For�example,�if�adopting�parents�tell�
their�child� that�she� is� their�biological�offspring,� they�must�decide�what� to� tell�
other�family�members�too.�Involving�them�in�the�lie�makes�them�complicit,�risks�
them�revealing�the�truth,�and�may�affect�their�relationship�with�the�parents�and�
the�child.�On�the�other�hand,�some�lies�might�be�thought�to�have�additional�ben-
eficial�effects�for�other�parties.�A�parent�who�lies�in�order�to�avert�an�afternoon�
of�whining�might�do�so�primarily�for�their�own�peace�of�mind,�not�because�they�
think�it�benefits�their�kid.�Which�of�these�consequences�should�be�weighed�in�the�
moral�calculus?

Limited�space�precludes�full�analysis�of�this�complex�topic.�In�brief,�it�seems�
plausible� that� any� predictable� negative� effects� on� third� parties� should� count.�
Harms�to�others�require�justification�no�matter�whether�they�are�caused�directly�
or� indirectly.� I� doubt,� though,� whether� harms� and� benefits� to� the� potential�
deceiver�should�count�in�the�majority�of�cases.�This�is�because�most�lies�involve�
at�least�a�minor�wrong—they�normally�breach�trust,�at�least.�Outside�of�excep-
tional�circumstances,�we�do�not�generally�think�it�permissible�to�wrong�someone�
for�one’s�own�benefit.�For�example,�it�would�be�impermissible�for�me�to�lie�to�
someone�about�the�bus�timetable�in�order�to�ensure�that�I�would�get�a�seat�to�
myself�or�to�cheat�at�cards�in�order�to�win�the�pot.�This�verdict�holds,�even�if�the�
balance�of�overall�benefits�is�positive—perhaps�I�am�somewhat�poorer�than�the�
other�gamblers�and�so�overall�welfare�would�be�enhanced�if�I�won.�Exceptions�
to�this�generalization�might�arise�for�cases�when�the�other�party�has�themselves�
acted�wrongly�or�for�self-protection�against�substantial�harms�or�infringements�
of�rights.�For�example,�I�think�it�would�be�permissible�for�me�to�lie�in�order�to�
feed�myself�and,�as�described�previously,�I�think�that�it�can�be�permissible�to�lie�
to�protect�one’s�private�information.�I�see�no�reason�to�think�that�the�justificatory�
bar�would�be�lower�when�thinking�about�parents�and�children;�if�anything,�the�
bar�for�wronging�one’s�child�for�one’s�own�benefit�should�be�higher�given�that�
you�owe�them�a�duty�of�care.�So,�in�most�cases,�potential�benefits�to�the�parents�
from�lying�to�their�children�should�be�set�aside.15

15. For�more�discussion� of� how�parents� should� balance� the� competing� interests� of� family�
members,�see�Millum�(2018:�128–53).�I�confess�to�feeling�a�great�deal�of�sympathy�for�parents�who�
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Turn�now�to�what�we�know�of�the�effects�on�children�of�parental�deception.�
Researchers� in� various� countries� have� asked� young� adults—generally� college�
students—about�how�they�were�parented�(Setoh�et�al.�2020;�Santos�et�al.�2017;�
Cargill�and�Curtis�2017;�Dodd�and�Malm�2021).�Their�studies�reveal�that�parent-
ing�by�lying�is�common�across�cultures.�Young�adults�who�recall�more�lying�by�
parents�generally�report�worse�relationships�with� their�parents.�They�are�also�
more�likely�to�lie�themselves�and�score�higher�on�measures�of�antisocial�behav-
ior,�mood�disorders,�and�psychopathy.

I�should�note�right�away�that�these�studies�do�not�show�that�lying�to�one’s�
children�causes�criminal�behavior�or�mental�illness.�First,�there�is�no�evidence�
that� these�studies�enrolled�a� lot�of�psychopaths�or�people�with�severe�mental�
illness.�The� studies� asked�participants� to� complete�questionnaires� that�would�
put�them�on�a�scale�for�each�attribute�the�researchers�were�interested�in.16�The�
studies�show�only�that�there�is�a�correlation�between�reporting�more�parenting�
by�lying�and�higher�scores�on�the�scales,�not�a�correlation�between,�say,�report-
ing�some�level�of�parenting�by�lying�and�actual�psychopathy.

Second,�correlation�is�not�causation.�People�who�report�a�lot�of�lying�in�their�
childhood�and�people�who�report�very�little�are�probably�different�in�many�other�
ways�too.�For�example,�if�you�think�that�your�parent�is�dishonest,�you�probably�
have�a�poor�relationship�with�them.�Having�a�poor�relationship�with�a�parent�is�
also�a�very�plausible�cause�of�psychological�difficulties,�such�as�mood�disorders.�
In�sum,�there�is�positive�evidence,�but�weak�evidence,�of�negative�effects�from�
telling�children�lots�of�lies.

Asking� adults� to� remember�how�much� they�were� lied� to� as� children�has�
some� obvious� drawbacks.� Some� researchers� have� instead� conducted� experi-
ments�with�children�to�see�directly�how�they�respond�to�lies.�Chelsea�Hays�and�
Leslie�J.�Carver�randomized�young�children�to�a�lie�or�a�no-lie�condition�(Hays�
and�Carver�2014).�Half�were�told,� ‘There� is�a�huge�bowl�of�candy�in�the�next�
room;�want�to�go�get�some?’�There�was�no�candy.�When�they�got�into�the�room,�
the�experimenter�explained�that�he� just�wanted�to�get�the�child�to�come�with�
him� to�play� a� game.�The� children� in� the�no-lie� condition�were� simply� asked�
if� they�wanted� to� play� a� game� in� the� next� room.� Both� sets� of� children�were�
then�given�the�opportunity�to�cheat�on�a�game�and�they�were�asked�whether�
or�not�they�had�cheated.�The�researchers�divided�the�children�by�age.�For�pre-
school�children,�it�made�no�difference�whether�they’d�been�lied�to.�But�for�the�
school-age�children�(aged�five� to�seven)� it�mattered.� If� they�had�been� lied� to,�

lie�in�order�to�reduce�their�own�stress.�Parenting�is�hard,�and�every�parent�at�some�point�falls�short�
of�what�is�ideal.

16. Take�the�Levenson�Self-Report�Psychopathy�Scale�that�some�of�these�studies�used.�A�score�
of�fifty-eight�or�more� is� the� threshold� for�psychopathy.�Nonpsychopathic� individuals� typically�
score�between�zero�and�forty-eight.
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they�were�more�likely�to�cheat�at�the�game�and�more�likely�to�lie�about�whether�
they�cheated.

One� interpretation�of� the� lying�experiment� is� that� it� shows� the�dangers�of�
lying�to�children—if�you�lie�then�you�will�bring�up�liars!�But�these�children�may�
be�making�more�nuanced�judgments.�Perhaps,�Hays�and�Carver�suggest,�‘The�
children�did�not�feel� the�need�to�uphold�their�commitment�to�tell� the�truth�to�
someone�whom�they�perceived�as�a�liar’�(Hays�and�Carver�2014:�981).�And�per-
haps�this�is�a�good�result:�children�shouldn’t�feel�like�they�have�to�tell�the�truth�
to�dishonest�strangers.

Other�research�on�lying�supports�the�idea�that�children�care�a�lot�about�char-
acter.�Several�studies�have�involved�asking�primary�school-age�children�about�sto-
ries.�In�the�stories,�a�character�either�lies�or�tells�the�truth.�The�reason�they�lie�or�
tell�the�truth�is�varied�so�that�sometimes�it’s�for�selfish�reasons�and�sometimes�to�
benefit�others�(Xu�et�al.�2013;�Fu�et�al.�2015).�Children,�particularly�as�they�get�older,�
tend�to�regard�those�who�lie�to�benefit�others�as�trustworthy,�despite�their�lying.�
In�terms�of�the�consequences�of�lying�to�children,�I�think�this�might�be�one�of�the�
more�important�findings.�It�suggests�that�lying�to�children�for�benevolent�reasons�is�
much�less�likely�to�damage�the�parent-child�relationship�than�if�parents�lie�selfishly.

The�data�I’ve�discussed�so�far�has�looked�at�the�effects�of�trivial�lies.�What�
about�the�more�serious�lies�that�parents�tell�their�children—about�adoption,�ill-
nesses,�and�so�on?�The�literature�on�the�consequences�of�telling�(or�not�telling)�
children�about�serious�matters� is�pretty�consistent.�Almost�without�exception,�
the�results�of�parents�telling�the�truth�are�better�for�the�child�and�for�the�relation-
ship�than�not�telling�or�having�the�child�find�out�from�other�sources.

Amanda�Turner�and�Adrian�Coyle�asked�the�offspring�of�sperm�donors�about�
their�experiences�finding�out�how�they�were�conceived.�Feelings�of�betrayal�and�
mistrust�were�common.� ‘Sarah’� reported:� ‘I� felt�my�entire� life�was�based�on�a�
lie�and� I�was� furious�with�my�mother� for�dying�with� this� secret’� (Turner�and�
Coyle�2000:�2045).�No�one�said�that�they�were�glad�to�have�been�deceived.�There�
are�similar�findings�regarding�the�responses�of�adopted�children.�An�Australian�
Institute�of�Family�Studies�study�of�children�of�‘closed�adoptions’�that�included�
823�adoptees�concluded:�‘The�earlier�they�knew�and�the�more�openly�and�freely�
discussed�adoption�was�as�a�topic�within�the�adopted�family,�the�higher�the�level�
of�wellbeing�of�the�adoptee’�(Kenny�et�al.�2012).�Here�is�one�adoptee�who�discov-
ered�as�an�adult�that�she�had�been�adopted:

When�I�found�out�I�was�adopted,�it�came�completely�out�of�the�blue�as�a�
note�on�a�birthday�card�sent�from�an�aunt�[by�marriage],�telling�me�that�
although�I�was�adopted,�I�would�always�be�her�nephew.�From�this�point,�
my�life�was�shattered;�the�life�I�had�been�living�up�till�now�was�a�com-
plete�lie.�(Kenny�et�al.�2012:�90)
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In�addition�to�how�children�feel�when�they�discover�lies�about�their�origins,�
they�may�also�need�to�know�certain�facts�to�make�good�decisions�later.�Suppose�
your�genetic�father�had�a�heart�condition�and�died�of�bowel�cancer.�That�is�really�
important�information�for�you�and�your�doctor�to�know.�If�you�don’t�know�that�
your�father�is�not�your�genetic�father,�you�may�not�realize�that�you�could�be�at�
risk.�So,�there�can�be�objective�harms�from�telling�serious�lies�too.

Turn�now�to�lies�about�family�illness�and�death.�Parents�of�a�very�sick�child�
may�pretend�that�she�will�get�better,�even�though�she�won’t.�Though�it�may�feel�
loving�and�protective,�this�is�usually�unhelpful�(Dunlop�2008).�Dying�children�
are�often�aware�that�they�are�not�being�given�the�complete�picture.�If�they�are�
not�communicated�with�honestly,� they�don’t�have�the�chance�to�address� their�
fears�or�prepare�for�death.�Ulrika�Kreicbergs�and�colleagues�sent�questionnaires�
to�every�parent�in�Sweden�who�had�lost�a�child�to�cancer�over�a�six-year�period�
(Kreicbergs�et�al.�2004).�They�found�a�striking�result.�About�a�quarter�of�the�par-
ents�who�did�not�talk�to�their�child�about�impending�death�regretted�that�they�
had�not�done�so.�None�of�the�parents�who�talked�to�their�child�about�death�said�
that�they�regretted�it.

Studies�of�parental�illness�and�disclosure�reveal�a�complex�picture,�but�one�
that�also�generally�supports�disclosure.�Children�of�mothers�with�HIV�some-
times�react�negatively�to�being�told,�and�a�small�number�may�have�long-term�
negative� reactions,� such� as� regressive� behaviors� (Murphy� 2008;� Zhou� et� al.�
2012).�However,�children�whose�mothers�do�not�disclose�also�frequently�expe-
rience� guilt� and� anxiety�due� to� not� knowing� the� source� of� problems�within�
their�family�environment�but�being�aware�that�something�is�amiss.�Most�par-
ents�who�have�regrets�about�disclosure�regret�the�manner�of�disclosure,�not�the�
fact�that�they�told�their�child.�Matters�are�similar�with�respect�to�parental�can-
cer:�families�benefit�from�support�in�talking�with�their�children,�but�the�results�
of�doing�so�are�largely�positive�on�balance�(Barnes�et�al.�2000;�Landry-Dattée�
et�al.�2016).

Fantasy and Make-Believe

Children,�especially�young�children,�engage�in�a�lot�of�make-believe�when�they�
play.�This�extends�from�pretending�to�be�a�doctor�or�serving�pretend�tea�to�hav-
ing�imaginary�companions�and�giving�thoughts�and�feelings�to�soft�toys.�Many�
parents�enjoy�playing�along� (or�are�pressured� into�doing�so�by� their� insistent�
child).�But�children�sometimes�seem�to�blur�the�line�between�fantasy�and�reality.�
They�are�frightened�of�the�monsters�and�protective�of�their�imaginary�friends.�
If� I� condemn�deceiving� children,�does� that� also�mean� I� should� condemn�any�
encouragement�of�make-believe�as�tantamount�to�lying?
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No.�Despite�their�strong�emotional�reactions�to�fantasy�events�and�creatures,�
and� contrary� to� earlier� assertions� by� child�psychologists,� it� appears� that� chil-
dren�appreciate�the�difference�between�reality�and�pretend�from�a�very�early�age�
(Gopnik�2016).�A�child�can�be�genuinely�scared�of� the�monster�under�the�bed�
they’ve�just�invented�but�also�be�able�to�invent�the�ritual�that�their�parent�must�
use�to�appease�it.17�To�initiate,�encourage,�or�go�along�with�make-believe�is�not,�
in�fact,�to�encourage�false�beliefs�in�your�child,�and�so�it�is�not�deception.

Some Verdicts on Lying to Our Children

Insofar�as�lying�breaches�trust,�interferes�with�autonomy,�or�predictably�puts�
the�victim�at� risk�of�harm� it� is�pro� tanto�wrongful.�To� say� that�an�action� is�
pro�tanto�wrongful� is�to�say�that�there�are�moral�reasons�that�count�against�
it.�However,�those�moral�reasons�do�not�entail�final�verdicts�on�what�should�
be�done,�since�the�pro�tanto�wrongs�could�nevertheless�be�justified.18�A�rela-
tively�simple�framework�can�help�us�think�through�whether�lying�is�likely�to�
be�overall�justified�in�a�particular�case.�First,�we�should�assess�how�the�differ-
ent�ethical�considerations�apply�to�the�proposed�deception.�Would�it�breach�
trust�(and,�if�so,�how�great�would�the�breach�of�trust�be)?�Would�it�interfere�
with�the�child’s�autonomy�(and,�if�so,�how�substantial�would�that�interference�
be)?�What�are� the�expected�consequences�for� the�child�and,�where�relevant,�
for�other�parties?�Where�only�the�child’s�interests�are�at�stake,�lying�will�only�
be�justified�when�there�are�positive�expected�consequences�for�them.�This�is�
because�breaching�trust�and�interfering�with�autonomous�action�never�speak�
in�favor�of�an�action,�and�the�cases�where�trust�is�maintained�overall�by�lying�
will�be�ones�where�the�deception�is�expected�to�protect�the�child.�So,�second,�
if�the�overall�expected�consequences�for�the�child�are�positive,�we�must�con-
sider�whether�they�justify�the�deception.�They�will�justify�the�deception�just�
in� case� the�good�consequences�are� sufficiently�good� that� they�outweigh� the�
considerations� that� tell�against� the� lie�and�there�are�no�morally�better�alter-
native� actions.� Third,� in� the� rare� case� that� the� interests� of� other�parties� are�
deemed�ethically�relevant,�the�expected�harms�and�benefits�to�them�should�be�
included�in�the�moral�calculus.

17. Adults,�too,�have�strong�emotional�reactions�to�fiction,�including�their�own�fictional�cre-
ations.�We�may�engage�in�less�wholehearted�pretending�than�children�do,�but�it’s�a�difference�of�
degree�not�of�kind.

18. To�say�that�an�action�is�pro�tanto�wrongful�is�therefore�quite�different�than�saying�that�
it�is�prima�facie�wrongful.�Pro tanto�is�an�ontological�notion—a�pro�tanto�wrong�is�a�reason�that�
counts�morally�against�the�action.�Prima facie�is�an�epistemological�notion—a�prima�facie�wrong�is�
an�apparent�reason�that�may�turn�out�not�to�apply�at�all.
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This�framework�does�not�give�a�formula�for�deciding�what�to�do.�In�applied�
ethics�such�formulas�are�not�available.�It�is�up�to�the�reader�to�assess�how�import-
ant�the�different�ethical�considerations�are,�to�estimate�how�likely�and�substan-
tial�are�the�effects,�and�to�judge�when�it�seems�that�the�good�consequences�of�
a�lie�are�good�enough.�That�said,�I�think�that�the�framework�plus�the�forego-
ing� normative� analysis� does� suggest� some� rules� of� thumb� about�what� types�
of� parental� lies� are� likely� to� be� permissible� and� impermissible.� The� lies� that�
are�most� likely� to�be� justified�will�be� those�where� the�negative�consequences�
are�low,�the�positive�consequences�sufficiently�great,�the�betrayal�of�trust�from�
lying�outweighed�by�the�maintenance�of�trust�overall,�and�the�wrongs�the�min-
imum�necessary.

This�suggests�that�in�most�cases�we�should�not�lie�to�protect�children�from�the�
truth�concerning�serious�matters�such�as�a�child’s�genetic�relationships,�illness�
in�the�family,�and�the�like.�Serious�lies�are�likely�to�be�discovered�and�can�have�
insidious�effects�on�family�relationships�even�when�they�are�not.�The�betrayal�
of� trust� is�much�greater�when� it� comes� to� lies�about�subjects� like� terminal� ill-
ness�or�adoption.�These�are�matters�that�are�very�significant�and�affect�a�child’s�
identity.19

At�the�other�extreme,�and�to�my�disappointment,�I�think�the�verdict�on�lying�
to�children�for�one’s�own�entertainment�is�also�pretty�clear.�Unless�the�child�is�
going�to�be�in�on�the�joke,�messing�with�them�in�this�way�is�just�taking�advantage�
of�their�trust�for�your�own�trivial�pleasure.�I�sound�like�a�killjoy,�but�sometimes�
that’s�where�we�end�up�in�philosophy.�It’s�not�okay�to�tell�your�child�that�if�you�
unscrew�their�belly�button�then�their�legs�will�be�detached.�Likewise,�lies�that�
are� told� for� the�alleged� joy�of� the� child—that� fairies� exist�or� that�Santa�Claus�
rewards�good�children�with�gifts—are�hard�to�justify�(Gavrielides�2010).20�If�gen-
uinely�done�for�the�sake�of�the�child,�they�betray�trust�less,�but�there�is�still�some�
betrayal.�Plus,�they�might�have�negative�consequences�and�there�are�surely�alter-
native�ways�to�make�one’s�child�happy�or�excited.�As�just�noted,�this�does�not�
rule�out�stories�and�fantasy�play—those�are�exactly�the�cases�in�which�children�
are�(or�should�be)�in�on�the�pretense.

19. What�about�lying�to�protect�the�parent’s�own�private�information?�For�matters—like�seri-
ous�parental�illness—that�substantially�implicate�the�interests�of�other�close�family�members,�I�am�
skeptical�that�our�standard�model�of�privacy�rights�held�against�strangers�applies.�Do�I�really�have�
the�right�to�keep�secret�from�my�child�the�fact�that�I�am�likely�to�die�soon?�However,�we�might�
imagine�cases�where�the�child’s�interests�are�not�so�intertwined�with�those�of�the�parent,�such�as�
when�a�parent�wishes�to�keep�their�sexual�orientation�private.�In�such�cases,�the�stringency�of�the�
privacy�right�might�justify�a�necessary�lie.�Still,�I�would�question�how�often�such�lies�are�truly�nec-
essary�to�avoid�revealing�information:�in�general,�one�can�more�easily�refuse�to�answer�a�child’s�
question�without�implying�anything�about�the�true�answer�than�one�can�an�adult’s.

20. For�more�discussion�of�lying�about�Santa�Claus,�see�Johnson�(2010).
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Most� parenting� by� lying—that� is,� lying� to� facilitate� the� day-to-day� job� of��
parenting—also�appears�unjustified.�As�a�habit,�there�is�some�evidence�that�it�is�
destructive�to�the�parent-child�relationship.�It�is�a�breach�of�trust.�And�it�doesn’t�
set�up�children�well� to�make�good�decisions.� If� someone� is� threatened�with�a�
consequence�that�doesn’t�arrive,�then�they�learn�to�disregard�their�caregivers.�If�
a�child�is�told�lies�just�to�make�them�feel�good,�then�praise�becomes�hollow.�I’m�
not�criticizing�any�parent�who�has�gotten�to�the�end�of�their�tether�and�lied,�but�
parenting�by�lying�should�be�avoided�if�possible.

Two�types�of�parental�lie�are�most�likely�to�be�justified.�One�is�parenting�by�
lying�in�a�case�where�it�is�hard�to�find�a�way�to�achieve�one’s�morally�legitimate�
aim�by�a�morally�better�method.�With�a�young�child�it�might�just�be�the�nicest�
way�to�get�them�to�leave�the�park�if�you�tell�them�that�it’s�closing.�You�know,�as�
your�child�does�not,�that�if�you�don’t�leave�now�you�won’t�be�back�in�time�for�
dinner,�and�so�your�child�will�be�grumpy,�and�so�forth.�Alternatives—getting�
angry,�physical�removal—are�potentially�more�ethically�fraught.

The�other�type�of�case�that�could�be�justified�would�be�a�lie�that�really�does�
protect� the� child.� This� is� in� fact� not� true� of� a� lot� of� serious� lies—the� data� on�
�adoption,�for�example,�are�pretty�clear�that�telling�one’s�child�the�truth�is�better�
for�them.�But�it�might�well�be�true�in�response�to�questions�about�matters�that�do�
not�implicate�the�child’s�identity�but�where�the�truth�has�the�potential�to�provoke�
substantial�anxiety.�If�there�is�good�evidence�that�the�truth�really�is�too�hard�to�
hear�or�too�hard�at�the�child’s�particular�age,�lying�might�then�be�permissible�in�
virtue�of�the�consequences�for�the�child.�In�both�these�cases�of�justified�lies,�par-
ents�are�ultimately�doing�what�their�children�trust�them�to�do—look�after�them.21
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