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Chapter 1 – Overview 
 
 A growing body of research finds that young children will prefer members of 

their own social group at the expense of others, even when groups are constructed 

artificially (Dunham, Baron, & Carey, 2011). Given the prevalence of this bias, as well as 

its connections to more negative consequences such as stereotyping, prejudice, and 

discrimination, a better understanding of how and why this bias is expressed has both 

theoretical and applied implications for cognitive development. This thesis presents a 

series of studies in which we examine how young children’s in-group bias might be 

attenuated in the presence of information that competes with group status, how its 

expression may vary depending on the nature of the measure, and how it relates to other 

social-cognitive processes, such as hostile attribution biases. 

Study 1 investigates the impact of moral behavior, both positive and negative, on 

reducing children’s in-group bias by presenting stimuli in which group status and moral 

information conflict (Hetherington, Hendrickson, & Koenig, 2014).1 Four- to five-year-

old children were assigned to minimal social groups using colored t-shirts. Stimuli were a 

series of videos in which children either saw their in-group member behave immorally by 

refusing to share a resource, their out-group member behaving prosocially by cheerfully 

engaging in sharing behavior, or control clips where moral information was removed. We 

then measured children’s explicit preference for, willingness to share with, and selective 

trust towards in- and out-group members across these three conditions. 

Study 2 explores the relationship between social information processing (SIP; 

Crick & Dodge, 1994) and in-group biases by measuring children’s interpretation of 

                                                
1 Study 1 was previously published in Developmental Science. Portions of this paper included in Chapter 2, 
Chapter 3, and Chapter 6 were written by the first author, but incorporate comments and suggestions from 
the third author. All content is reproduced with permission by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
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ambiguous social situations. Five- to six-year-old children were presented with a series of 

ambiguous vignettes involving in- and out-group members. The events presented actions 

that could be perceived as intentionally aggressive, or as accidental. We examined how 

children’s interpretations of these actions was impacted by the group status of the target 

agent by asking children to interpret the intent and meanness behind the behavior, as well 

as the morality of specific retaliatory behaviors that the victim could enact. 

Finally, the aim of Study 3 was to measure the impact of explicit in-group 

aggression, either instrumental or relational, in reducing the expression of children’s in-

group bias. Five- to six-year-old children were assigned to minimal color groups, and 

presented with videos in which their in-group member engaged in either relational or 

instrumental aggression. Then, as in Study 1, we measured how these stimuli impacted 

children’s liking of, willingness to share with, and learning preferences for their in-group 

member. Together, these studies present findings that provide further information about 

the nuanced underpinnings of group biases in early childhood. 



 

 

3 

Chapter 2 – General Introduction 

In 1971, Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, and Flament examined the powerful impact that 

simple social categorization can have on human behavior. In a groundbreaking series of 

experiments, Tajfel and colleagues (1971) assigned participants to minimal social groups 

and then asked them to anonymously distribute a salient reward (i.e., money) to in- and 

out-group members. Using this minimal group paradigm, Tajfel and colleagues (1971) 

found that participants allocated significantly more resources to in-group members at the 

expense of out-group members, even when groups held no status value and the 

participants themselves would not benefit financially from distributing resources to the 

in-group. Over the next 45 years, countless studies would extend this work to younger 

populations, finding that with no provocation beyond minimal group membership, young 

children will also favor members of their own social group at the expense of others. This 

robust bias for members of one’s own group is well documented in early childhood 

whether groups are artificially denoted, as in the minimal group paradigm (e.g., Bigler, 

Jones, & Lobliner, 1997; Dunham et al., 2011), or natural, like gender or race (e.g., 

Bigler & Liben, 1993; Dunham et al., 2011). 

In the modern version of the minimal group paradigm as used by developmental 

researchers, children are divided into novel social groups based on some arbitrary criteria, 

such as hair color (Bigler et al., 1997) or through random assignment (Schug, 

Shusterman, Barth, & Patalano, 2013). Minimal groups are typically denoted by asking 

children to wear colored t-shirts (e.g., Hetherington et al., 2014, Dunham et al., 2011) or 

scarves (Misch, Over, & Carpenter, 2016), markers that are quite salient even for young 

children. When researchers are interested in the formation of intergroup attitudes in an 
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experimental context, the use of novel social groups over natural groups provides added 

benefit in that it eliminates the possibility that children’s variable prior experiences with a 

group will impact the experiment’s results. In this sense, by using the minimal group 

paradigm, researchers can examine the emergence and consequence of children’s 

intergroup attitudes in the absence of outside influences. 

Previous experimental work utilizing the minimal group paradigm has found that 

with no additional cues beyond group information, children will evaluate in-group 

members more positively than out-group members (Baron & Dunham, 2015; Bigler et al., 

1997; Dunham et al., 2011; Schug et al., 2013), allocate more resources to in-group 

members at the expense of others (Dunham et al., 2011; Engelmann, Over, Herrmann, & 

Tomasello, 2013), have better memory for positive actions associated with in-group 

members than those associated with out-group members (Bigler et al., 1997; Dunham et 

al., 2011; Schug et al., 2013), and be more inclined to attribute positive actions to in-

group members and negative actions to out-group members (Baron & Dunham, 2015). 

Minimal in-group biases can even be induced in infancy: when groups are denoted by 

random assignment of colored mittens, 11.5-month-old infants are more inclined to 

choose to play with a member of their own minimal in-group over an out-group member 

(Mahajan & Wynn, 2012). 

Better understanding the nature of children’s intergroup biases is a fundamental 

challenge for research in cognitive development. When empirically examining children’s 

intergroup biases, researchers often find that children’s positive bias toward members of 

their own group and negative attitudes towards out-group members emerge 

simultaneously (e.g., Bigler et al., 1997; Tajfel et al., 1971). Such findings raise a host of 



 

 

5 

questions concerning both the nature and consequences of this bias in development. This 

chapter provides an overview of recent work in this area, first reviewing evolutionary 

perspectives on group cognition, followed by evidence outlining the significance of group 

information for children when making moral judgments, learning decisions, the role of 

group information in children’s understanding and judgments of other people’s behavior, 

and finally, how group biases relate to phenomena such as stereotyping and 

discrimination.  

Group Cognition from an Evolutionary Perspective  

It has been suggested that having understanding of the general rules for intergroup 

interactions and having a preference for members of one’s own group may have an innate 

basis; that is, infants and young children may already have a “folk” or “naïve sociology” 

for understanding social group interactions (Hirschfeld, 2001; Kaufmann & Clément, 

2014; Spelke & Kinzler, 2007), which leads them to prefer members of their own social 

group. Indeed, researchers have found evidence that infants as young as 3 months of age 

selectively attend to members of their own social group over others (Kelly et al., 2005; 

Sangrigoli & de Schonen, 2004), suggesting that this preference for or selective attention 

to social group membership may be innate in humans. 

The idea that intergroup attitudes may have some innate basis would seem to 

suggest that these attitudes have evolutionary origins. Indeed, some have suggested that 

evolution has prepared humans to pay special attention to social groups and social 

category information (Hirshfield, 2001). In line with this idea, comparative researchers 

have examined the existence of social group biases in non-human primate samples. 

Mahajan and colleagues (2011) examined rhesus macaques’ intergroup attitudes in a 
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series of experiments. Here, in-group members were macaques with whom the 

participants had lived with since birth, while out-group members were stranger 

macaques. Researchers found that not only could macaques differentiate between in- and 

out-group members, but they displayed higher levels of vigilance2 towards out-group 

members than in-group members. Intuitively, this makes sense; when first meeting a 

member of another social group, being unaware of their goals or intentions, one should be 

vigilant of potential conflicts of interest. In this sense, social categories can provide an 

immediate cue that an individual may or may not be willing to cooperate. This work 

demonstrates that intergroup attitudes and preferential biases are not unique to humans, 

and thus gives some insight into their possible evolutionary origins. 

Others have proposed that our coalitional psychology derives more so from some 

root tribalism or “male coalitional aggression” (McDonald, Navarrete, & Van Vugt, 

2012), suggesting that selection pressures involved in the social structure of living in 

groups drove early humans to display such in-group favoritism. McDonald and 

colleagues (2012) further argue that sexual selection, competition, and group territoriality 

may have driven males specifically to develop a coalitional psychology that facilitates the 

formation of groups to enact instances of out-group aggression. In support of this “male 

warrior hypothesis,” McDonald and colleagues (2012) cite experimental evidence 

demonstrating that in situations where groups are in conflict, adult males show stronger 

group identification and more in-group altruism (Van Vugt, De Cremer, & Janssen, 

2007), that adult men display more prejudice and discrimination against racial out-group 

                                                
2 Here, looking time was used to measure participants’ vigilance towards the out-group, with longer 
looking times indicating higher levels of vigilance. The authors use longer looking time as an indicator of 
which individual participants’ view as more dangerous or threatening, and thus requiring increased 
monitoring and attention. 
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members (Schaller, Park, & Mueller, 2003), and that adult men penalize out-group 

members more harshly even at the expense of the in-group, while adult women 

conversely penalize in- and out-group members equally (Navarrete, McDonald, Molina, 

& Sidanius, 2010).  

While this does provide evidence for some gender differences in adults’ 

understanding of social groups, the “male warrior hypothesis” fails to mention or account 

for the plethora of evidence of in-group biases in young children (and importantly, the 

lack of consistent evidence of such gender differences in this population). Further, 

McDonald and colleagues (2012) fail to acknowledge the role that modern day gender-

based societal pressures may play in promoting gender differences in these findings (e.g., 

that men and boys are socialized to be dominant and protective, while women and girls 

are socialized to be more prosocial and egalitarian). Still, in concert with the work of 

Hirshfield (2001) and Mahajan and colleagues (2011), this work does provide some 

compelling theoretical evidence that the in-group bias has some ties to earlier 

evolutionary development. 

The Role of Group in Making Moral Judgments  

Given the ways in which unfair or unequal societal treatment is often directly 

intertwined with group status (e.g., through racial or gender disparities), it is perhaps 

unsurprising that some argue that intergroup attitudes are bound to our moral cognition, 

particularly when reasoning about behaviors like exclusion (Killen, 2007) or 

discrimination (Brown & Bigler, 2005). Indeed, moral principles like fairness and 

equality are often privileged in children’s reasoning (e.g., Shaw & Olson, 2011), and 
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there is even evidence that this sensitivity to an individual’s moral character and warmth 

emerges as early as 5 months of age (Hamlin & Wynn, 2011). 

Extant research finds that young children will enforce moral norms for both in- 

and out-group members, but conventional norms (here, the rules of a game) specifically 

for in-group members only (Schmidt, Rakoczy, & Tomasello, 2012). Further, there is 

evidence that children assigned to minimal groups will evaluate moral behaviors 

differently for in-group members than for out-group members, such that negative 

behaviors committed by out-group members are judged especially harshly, whereas any 

moral behavior (either good or bad) does little to move children’s liking of in-group 

members (Schug et al., 2013). Others have found that moral principles can even trump 

what stereotypes or group norms prescribe (Killen, Margie, & Sinno, 2006). For example, 

Killen and colleagues elicited preschoolers’ fairness decisions in the context of gender 

stereotypes (e.g., “Should boys play with dolls?”) and found that children generally gave 

priority to fairness, even though they knew the stereotypical gendered norms associated 

with truck- and doll-playing (Killen, Pisacane, Lee-Kim, & Ardila-Rey, 2001).  

Social exclusion. One noteworthy way in which group and moral cognition 

intersect is in children’s reasoning about social exclusion. A wealth of research has 

focused on how children reason about social exclusion, particularly when that exclusion 

is enacted on group-based grounds. Research finds that young children are highly 

sensitive to social exclusion; after witnessing an agent be excluded by others, five-year-

old children will more closely imitate the actions of an experimenter (Over & Carpenter, 

2009), an act that researchers identify as one that seeks to increase affiliation with others. 

Preschool-aged children also negatively evaluate social exclusion enacted solely on 
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group-based grounds (e.g., gender), reasoning that it is unfair to exclude a boy from a 

stereotypically female activity, and likewise, a girl from a stereotypically male activity 

(see Killen et al., 2001 above; Theimer, Killen, & Stangor, 2001) 

Much of the research on social exclusion takes a social reasoning developmental 

perspective (i.e., social domain theory, see Smetana, 1995; Turiel, 1983), which proposes 

that children evaluate and reason about social exclusion based on both moral principles 

and group-based conventional norms (Mulvey, 2015). This perspective can help 

disentangle the complexity of findings in this area, where researchers sometimes find that 

children privilege group norms over moral principles, like fairness and equality (Killen & 

Stangor, 2001), but other times find that children will privilege moral principles above 

group norms (Killen et al., 2001). For instance, children (7- to 10-year-olds) outright 

rejected group-based social exclusion (e.g., preventing a boy from joining ballet club), 

citing moral reasons against doing so (Killen & Stangor, 2001). However, adolescents are 

more inclined to weigh other factors, such as how inclusion of that individual might 

threaten the functioning of the group (e.g., not letting a boy join ballet club is permissible 

because he might not be as talented as the current group members). Interestingly, when 

groups have norms of enacting exclusion against others, this can increase 7- to 10-year-

olds’ acceptance of such behaviors (Nipedal, Nesdale, & Killen, 2010).  

Of particular interest is how research on group-based social exclusion ties into the 

literature on relational aggression (i.e., subversive behaviors that target relationships, 

such as gossip and peer exclusion). Though the bulk of the research on relational 

aggression has focused on adolescents, the emergence of these behaviors in early 

childhood is well documented and can be directly tied to children’s budding language and 
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social skills (Bonica, Arnold, & Fisher, 2003; Ostrov, Woods, Jansen, Casas, & Crick, 

2004). Some have argued for distinguishing between group-based exclusion and 

relational aggression (Killen, Lee-Kim, McGlothlin, & Stangor, 2003) on the grounds 

that aggression by definition always intends to cause harm, while group-based exclusion 

can sometimes be grounded in efforts to preserve the functioning of the group. Still, as 

these two areas of research have largely progressed in isolation from one another, open 

questions concern how group cognition might impact young children’s appraisals of 

situations involving relational aggression. 

Group loyalty. Loyalty to one’s group is another area where group and moral 

cognition intersect. From the social and political psychology literature, we know that 

adults privilege and value remaining loyal to one’s own group (e.g., Mannetti, Levine, 

Pierro, & Kruglanski, 2010; Travaglino, Abrams, Randsley de Moura, Marques, & Pinto, 

2014; Zdaniuk & Levine, 2001). More recently, researchers have begun to examine how 

principles of group loyalty might integrate with work on intergroup cognition in 

childhood, finding that children highly value group loyalty in their evaluations of others. 

Previous research finds that children more positively evaluate group members who 

support the in-group (Abrams, Rutland, Ferrell, & Pelletier, 2008) and in-group members 

who choose to play exclusively with other in-group members (Castelli, De Amicis, & 

Sherman, 2007). There is also evidence of children being similarly opposed to disloyal 

group members: Misch, Over, and Carpenter (2014) asked 4- to 5-year-olds to rate group 

members who chose to stay on a losing team compared to those who elected to leave the 

team after losing, finding that children rated disloyal group members as less trustworthy, 

less nice, and less deserving of a reward. There are also findings that 5- to 12-year-olds 
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more negatively evaluate in-group members who make negative comments about the in-

group, and this effect becomes even stronger when children are informed that other group 

members will be made aware of their evaluations (Abrams, Rutland, Cameron, & Ferrell, 

2007). 

Though these studies converge in presenting evidence that children highly value 

group loyalty, and similarly negatively evaluate group disloyalty, open questions concern 

how these moral principles might manifest in young children’s own behavior. To date, 

only one experimental study has sought to answer this question: Misch, Over, and 

Carpenter (2016) examined whether 4- and 5-year-old children would exercise group 

loyalty by keeping a secret, even when that loyalty lead them to incur a personal cost. 

After being assigned to minimal social groups, children were asked to keep a secret told 

by either an in-group agent or an out-group agent. After being told the secret, a neutral 

agent who was not a member of any group approached the child and asked them to tell 

the secret, incentivizing their telling by offering the child stickers in return. Interestingly, 

children were significantly less likely to confess the secret when it had been told by the 

in-group member. These findings demonstrate that children’s principles of group loyalty 

go beyond just their evaluations and judgments: it influences their own behavior as well. 

In sum, central issues for both intergroup and moral theorists alike concern characterizing 

the ways in which intergroup cognition interacts with children’s moral judgments, and in 

particular how moral principles may impact how young children behave in group 

contexts. 
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Children’s Learning Decisions in Group Contexts 

In addition to guiding children’s evaluations of social interactions, group 

membership information also proves useful to children when looking for a source of 

information. Sometimes a source should be selected for information because of their prior 

knowledge or competence as an informant (e.g., Koenig & Woodward, 2010; Koenig, 

Clement, & Harris, 2004) or because of the benevolence of their behavior (e.g., Mascaro 

& Sperber, 2009; Vanderbilt, Liu, & Heyman, 2011). Other times, a source should be 

selected because of the relevance of the information that they possess; that is, if you are 

“like me,” you are more likely to have information that is relevant to me. When 

considered in this way, attending to an agent’s social group status seems intuitive when 

seeking information about cultural norms or language use within one’s social group. 

Indeed, the continuation of cultural group norms and conventions typically requires 

group-specific transmission of this type of information (Legare & Nielsen, 2015). In this 

way, possessing a preferential bias for members of your own group can actually be quite 

useful: a person’s social group membership or familiarity to a child can be an important 

cue that this is someone from whom they might want to learn.  

Indeed, in the selective learning literature, a number of findings support this idea 

that children prefer in-group members (or those who are more similar and/or familiar to 

them) in learning situations. For instance, infants look longer at and prefer toys offered 

by speakers of their native language and speakers with native accents (Kinzler, Dupoux, 

& Spelke, 2007; Kinzler, Shutts, Dejesus, & Spelke, 2009). Older children prefer to learn 

object functions from native-accented speakers over foreign-accented ones (Kinzler, 

Corriveau, & Harris, 2011). Children also choose to learn from speakers who are similar 
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to them in their appearance and food preferences (Reyes-Jaquez & Echols, 2013), and 

from familiar teachers over unfamiliar ones (Corriveau & Harris, 2009). Children will 

also generalize a speaker’s prior accuracy to other members of the speaker’s social group, 

even in the absence any evidence of that particular informant’s accuracy (Barth, 

Bhandari, Garcia, MacDonald, & Chase, 2014). Such studies converge in demonstrating 

that all things being equal, children prefer to learn information from informants who they 

accord with on group-based grounds. 

More recently, researchers have begun to examine how group information is 

evaluated in the presence of additional information about individuals (e.g., an informant’s 

accuracy, informant consensus). Extant research finds that an in-group member who 

provides inaccurate information can disrupt children’s preference for in-group 

informants; still, interestingly, it is not so disrupted that children will systematically 

prefer to learn from an out-group member over an in-group member (Elashi & Mills, 

2014; MacDonald, Schug, Chase, & Barth, 2013). Chen, Corriveau, and Harris (2013) 

examined how group consensus may prove relevant to children’s learning decisions when 

pitted against group membership. Utilizing natural groups,3 Chen and colleagues (2013) 

assigned children to one of three conditions: all in-group, all out-group, or 3 out-group + 

1 in-group. Across conditions, the experimenter presented videos in which 4 in- and/or 

out-group members labeled novel objects. In each condition, 3 agents agreed on the novel 

object label and one dissented: what differed across conditions was the in- or out-group 

composition of the labelers. In the all in-group condition, a 3-person consensus of in-

group members pointed to the same novel object and 1 additional in-group member 

                                                
3 Here, in-group members were European American like the participants and out-group members were East 
Asian. 
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dissented by pointing to a different object. In the all out-group condition, similarly, a 3-

person consensus of out-group members pointed to the same novel object and 1 

additional out-group member dissented. Finally, in the 3 out-group + 1 in-group 

condition, the consensus consisted of out-group members and the dissenter was an in-

group member (see Figure 1). In this condition, Chen and colleagues (2013) were able to 

pit in-group status against group consensus in order to examine which would be 

privileged in children’s learning decisions. 

 

Figure 1. Stimuli presented in Chen et al. (2013). Reprinted with permission from John Wiley & Sons. 

Interestingly, in the pretest phase, children trusted the 3-person consensus across 

conditions regardless of the in-/out-group status of the labelers. However, in the test 

phase, when a member of that consensus was later presented alone in contrast to the lone 

dissenter, children in the 3 out-group + 1 in-group condition no longer displayed a 

preference for the consensus labeler. In short, here, labelling consensus trumped group 

membership, but only when that consensus was directly presented to children. Together, 
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these findings highlight that group membership is a particularly salient marker for 

children in learning situations; however, importantly, it is not immovable in the face of 

other information. 

Children’s Understanding of Group Members’ Behavior  

Beyond general group-based preferences, group information also informs 

children’s notions about how members of social groups should interact with one another 

and with members of other social groups. For instance, 3- to 5-year-old children expect 

that agents will harm members of other groups rather than members of their own social 

group (Rhodes, 2012), negatively evaluate within-group harm (Rhodes & Chalik, 2013), 

and predict that an agent will become angry when their social partner is victimized by a 

third party (Pietraszewski & German, 2013). Five- to six-year-old children expect that 

when novel social groups have competing goals, group membership should constrain 

whether an agent behaves prosocially towards members of other groups (Rhodes & 

Brickman, 2011), and existing intergroup conflict should dictate whether an agent should 

direct harm towards members of the out-group (Chalik & Rhodes, 2014). Even infants 

will use social affiliations to predict an agent’s behavior, expressing surprise when, after 

a between-group conflict takes place, an agent behaves prosocially towards a member of 

another social group (Rhodes, Hetherington, Brink, & Wellman, 2015). Twelve-month-

old infants also expect an agent to affiliate with another agent who previously helped 

them over one who caused them harm (Kuhlmeier, Wynn, & Bloom, 2003), suggesting 

that already at this young age, infants possess some nascent understanding of the 

behaviors that should foster group affiliation. Still, open questions concern how other 
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factors, such as cognitive attribution biases, may play a role in children’s understanding 

of group members’ behavior. 

Social information processing and aggression. According to social information 

processing theory (SIP; Crick & Dodge, 1994; Dodge, 2006), aggressive children are 

more inclined to engage in aggressive behavior because of differences in the ways in 

which they process and interpret social cues. In particular, in the SIP model (see Figure 2 

below), aggressive children are more likely than their non-aggressive peers to display a 

hostile attribution bias (HAB; Step 2 in the model below), interpreting ambiguous peer 

provocations as intentionally antagonistic (Crick & Dodge, 1994). 

 

Figure 2. Social information processing model from Crick and Dodge (1994). Copyright © 1994 by the 

APA. Reproduced with permission. This material should be referenced using the citation Crick and Dodge 

(1994). The use of APA information does not imply endorsement by APA. 
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A great deal of work has focused on measuring SIP in older children and 

adolescents, typically finding that children display a HAB in response to scenarios that 

mirror the type of aggression they tend to enact (e.g., Yeung & Leadbeater, 2007), 

whether the child tends to engage in physical aggression (e.g., property damage, physical 

attacks) or relational aggression (e.g., acts that seek to harm relationships, like gossip and 

peer exclusion). Dodge (2006) proposed that HAB develops in children due to several 

factors, but namely socialization influences (e.g., attachment, modeling by parents and 

peers, cultural factors), which in turn lead children to develop biased schemas for 

interpreting others’ behavior. These biased interpretations subsequently lead children to 

misread social cues in their everyday lives, which can in turn cause increased aggressive 

behavior and poorer peer relationships (Dodge et al., 2003; Hubbard, Dodge, Cillessen, 

Coie, & Schwartz, 2001). 

Given theses negative consequences of HAB in older children (Dodge et al., 

2003; Hubbard et al., 2001), characterizing the relationship between HAB and aggression 

in early childhood is an important task for researchers, as this could potentially inform 

early intervention efforts aimed at preventing such outcomes. Still, though the emergence 

of aggression in early childhood has been well documented (e.g., Ostrov, Woods, Jansen, 

Casas, & Crick, 2004), and there is sufficient evidence that children as young as 16 

months can understand when an act is intentional or accidental (Carpenter, Akhtar, & 

Tomasello, 1998; Meltzoff, 1995), the investigation of children’s interpretations of 

intentionality in ambiguous situations has been minimal. Denham, Way, Kalb, Warren-

Khot, and Bassett (2013) previously found that young children who expressed anger 

emotions in response to provocations in unambiguous vignettes were more likely to select 
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aggressive behaviors to enact in response. Choe, Lane, Grabell, and Olson (2013) 

examined longitudinal predictors of HAB in school age children, finding that those 

children who displayed more advanced theory of mind in early childhood were less likely 

to display a HAB several years later. Taken together, these findings suggest that 

individual differences in SIP do manifest in early childhood, highlighting the importance 

of continued investigation of SIP during this time period. 

Integrating group cognition and SIP. In 1980, Sagar and Schofield found that 

White 11-year-olds perceived ambiguous actions committed by Black children as more 

mean or threatening than ambiguous behaviors committed by White children (Sagar & 

Schofield, 1980). Since that time, few studies have expanded on this work by examining 

how ambiguous situations are interpreted by children within racial group contexts. White 

13- to 16-year-old adolescents are more likely than Black adolescents to interpret an 

ambiguous interracial interaction in a negative light (Killen, Kelly, Richardson, & 

Jampol, 2010). The few studies conducted with younger children have found that 

minority 7- and 10-year-old children are more inclined to negatively evaluate ambiguous 

actions committed by White over Black perpetrators (Margie, Killen, Sinno, & 

McGlothlin, 2005), and White 7- and 10-year-olds are similarly more likely to negatively 

rate the ambiguous actions of Black over White perpetrators (McGlothlin & Killen, 

2006). 

Given these findings, it becomes important to understand children’s 

interpretations of ambiguous actions in group settings, as selectively negative 

interpretations of out-group behavior may perpetuate and exacerbate intergroup 

prejudice. Given the fact that children’s attributions of hostile intent is a key component 
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of SIP (Crick & Dodge, 1994), and given evidence that both minimal and natural in-

group preferences can be expressed implicitly in children (Dunham et al., 2011; 

Newheiser & Olson, 2012), it is possible that young children may exhibit implicit in-

group biases in their interpretations of ambiguous situations involving in- and out-group 

members. Indeed, Dodge (2006) proposed that HAB manifests as a result of children’s 

cognitive schemas about behavioral interactions, and given evidence that young 

children’s expectations regarding behavioral interactions are influenced by group status 

(e.g.,  Rhodes, 2012; see above), this also supports the notion that group biases and HAB 

may intersect.  

Still, extant research has yet to answer questions of children’s interpretations of 

ambiguous interactions within minimal group contexts where pre-existing group notions 

or stereotypes are removed from the experimental setting. This is an important area for 

future research, as the use of minimal groups can allow researchers to examine the 

presence (or absence) of these biased interpretations, and their effects, without external 

influences. That is, we cannot know if the findings outlined above are due to participants’ 

pre-existing implicit racial group biases (e.g., derived from repeatedly negative and 

stereotypical representations of minorities in the media), or alternatively, a result of 

participants’ interpretations of ambiguous out-group actions in general. This is an 

important distinction, as the latter interpretation might suggest that, in conjunction with 

the findings previously discussed in this chapter, biased interpretations of out-group 

actions are an additional way in which in-group biases might manifest developmentally.  

To date, only one study has empirically investigated children’s SIP using a 

minimal group paradigm. Nesdale, Killen, and Duffy (2013) presented 6- to 9-year-old 
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children with two vignettes involving intergroup aggression: one “direct” (e.g., property 

theft and verbal teasing) and one relational (e.g., social exclusion). Researchers found 

that while children generally evaluated aggression negatively, children who were placed 

into minimal groups tended to rate in-group aggressors more positively. This suggests 

that children’s evaluations of these aggressive acts are indeed impacted by in-group 

biases. Still, as participants in this study were presented with clear instances of intergroup 

aggression rather than ambiguous vignettes, this research did not adequately assess 

children’s attributions of hostile intent. Study 2 expands on this growing body of work by 

measuring children’s more subtle cognitive appraisals of in-group and out-group 

members’ behavior. 

Stereotyping, Prejudice, and Discrimination 

The previous sections of this chapter have addressed the circumstances under 

which attending to social group cues, and even preferring members of one’s own group 

over others, can prove useful for young children. However, the negative consequences 

that group biases can have in the form of stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination 

cannot go ignored. Indeed, the characteristics of and mechanisms underlying racial biases 

in particular have been the subject of much research with adults, and more recently has 

extended into younger populations. Such research finds that children are generally more 

inclined to remember information that aligns with racial stereotypes than information that 

is counter stereotypical (Bigler & Liben, 1993). Children are also more likely to associate 

positive traits with members of their same racial group and negative traits with members 

of other groups (Rutland, Cameron, Milne, & McGeorge, 2005), and more inclined to 

choose a child of the same race as a playmate (Leman & Lam, 2008). 
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Further, work reviewed thus far has also largely focused on children’s explicit 

attitudes and evaluations of in- and out-group members. Recently, researchers have 

begun to utilize measures targeting children’s more implicit group attitudes. The Implicit 

Association Test (IAT), a measure originally developed to measure adults’ implicit racial 

attitudes (Greenwald, Mcghee, & Schwartz, 1998), has recently been adapted to be used 

with children (e.g., Baron & Banaji, 2006). The IAT presents participants with images 

and target words of interest, and uses latent reaction time with comparative pairings as a 

measure of bias. Images and words are sorted in pairs by the participant pressing a 

button, with the idea being that those pairs that align with participants’ underlying bias 

will show the fastest reaction time (Dunham, Baron, & Banaji, 2008; see Figure 3).  

 

Figure 3. Typical IAT procedure from Dunham et al. (2008). Reprinted with permission from Elsevier. 

For example, if researchers were interested in measuring children’s implicit racial 

biases, they might first present “White-Good” pairings, where participants would be 

instructed to press the left button whenever they see a white face or hear a positive word, 

and “Black-Bad” parings, where they must press the right button upon seeing a black face 

or upon hearing a negative word. In the second block, the pairings are switched to 

“White-Bad” and “Black-Good” pairings. Implicit bias is then calculated by measuring 
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which pairings have the slower reaction time: for instance, if children are much slower to 

react during the “Black-Good” pairings, researchers can conclude that the “Black-Bad” 

pairings better align with participants’ implicit racial attitudes. Importantly, in order to 

account for differences in young children’s reading levels, target words are typically 

presented via audio. 

Research using the IAT with children finds that, much like adults, 6- and 10-year-

old participants do display implicit in-group preferences for White faces over Black ones 

(Baron & Banaji, 2006). This implicit preference has even been found in children as 

young as age 3 (Hugenberg & Bodenhausen, 2004). Perhaps unsurprisingly, these effects 

are limited to social groups whose members have traditionally had social advantage over 

other groups (i.e., White children). Work examining implicit racial attitudes in Black 

children finds that they display no such racial in-group preference (Newheiser & Olson, 

2012), likely due to systematic inequalities experienced by members of this group and 

negative social representations in the media and other public spaces.  

These findings beg the question of how implicit measures might be used to 

uncover minimal in-group biases, where participants lack preconceived ideas about said 

groups. Extant research finds that much like adults (Ashburn-Nardo, Voils, & Monteith, 

2001), children also display implicit in-group preferences in minimal group contexts 

(Dunham et al., 2011). Interestingly, in this particular study, researchers also included a 

host of explicit measures of minimal group bias; however, the IAT measure exhibited the 

strongest effect (Cohen’s d = .13), which suggests that group biases may be most strongly 

detected in young children by using implicit measures. Open questions concern in what 

other ways, beyond the IAT, implicit minimal group biases may be detected in young 
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children. For instance, might children display an in-group bias in their interpretations of 

ambiguous situations, whereby out-group behaviors are more likely to be interpreted as 

intentional and mean? Study 2 examines this question. 

The Present Studies 

Research with novel and natural groups alike provides compelling evidence of a 

range of effects of group bias; yet, they do not adequately address how children evaluate 

in-group and out-group members in contexts where other relevant dimensions of 

individuals are presented alongside group dimensions. For instance, how might children 

evaluate in-group members who behave immorally? In-group agents who engage in 

overtly aggressive behavior? Group members in more ambiguous contexts? Based on 

extant literature as outlined in this chapter, Study 1 explores how competing moral 

information might attenuate group biases in early childhood, Study 2 examines the 

intersection of SIP and group biases by measuring children’s interpretations of 

ambiguous intergroup situations, and Study 3 investigates the impact of different types of 

aggressive behavior on group biases. 
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Chapter 3 – Study 1 
 

Study 1 investigates whether children’s in-group biases can be attenuated in the 

presence of moral information. How do children evaluate in-group members who behave 

antisocially towards others, or alternatively, out-group members who behave prosocially? 

Do children weigh negative moral behavior more heavily than positive moral behavior? 

Also, if moral behavior does attenuate children’s group biases, is this evident in their 

explicit social evaluations, their learning decisions, and/or their ideas regarding how 

novel group members should interact? 

In the present study, children were placed into minimal social groups, and given 

the theoretical link between moral and group information, we attempted to reduce 

children’s bias by presenting conflicting moral information about group members 

(Hetherington et al., 2014). Specifically, some children saw an in-group member behave 

malevolently towards another, and some saw an out-group member behave benevolently. 

Given the evidence discussed in Chapter 2, and evidence of early socio-moral sensitivity 

(Hamlin, Wynn, & Bloom, 2007; Sloane, Baillargeon, & Premack, 2012; Vaish, 

Carpenter, & Tomasello, 2009), we investigated whether conflicting moral information 

would disrupt the expression of children’s in-group biases. Previous work in early 

childhood has found that children are more inclined to learn from morally benevolent 

agents over antisocial ones (Doebel & Koenig, 2013; Lane, Wellman, & Gelman, 2012; 

Mascaro & Sperber, 2009; Vanderbilt et al., 2011) and to behave prosocially towards 

agents who have been kind to others (Olson & Spelke, 2008). If children perceive groups 

in terms of their moral significance, then group biases should be broadly confounded 

after being exposed to people whose moral behavior contradicts their group status. 



 

 

25 

However, if group status is more complex, and if it communicates about many different 

aspects of an individual simultaneously, then countervailing moral information might 

disrupt group biases for some judgments, but not others. Thus, to better understand the 

moral implications of group judgments, we examined how different forms of reasoning 

(i.e., personal evaluations, decisions to trust, and behavioral endorsements) were affected 

in this experimental context.  

Method 

Participants 

A group of 75 preschoolers (38 female, Mage = 4.42; range = 3.87 - 5.71) were 

selected from a database of families who had expressed interest in research participation. 

Five additional children were recruited but excluded from the study for failure to 

complete the experiment (n = 3) or because of technical difficulties (n = 2). Children 

were assigned to one of three between-subject conditions: Antisocial In-group (n = 25, 13 

females, Mage = 4.86; range 4.07 - 5.50), Prosocial Out-group (n = 25; 13 females, Mage = 

4.84; range = 4.07 - 5.70), or a baseline Control condition (n = 25; 13 females; Mage = 

4.89; range = 3.87 - 5.71). 

Procedure 

Here, the procedure incorporated paradigms established by previous research 

(Dunham et al., 2011; Rhodes, 2012; Schug et al., 2013) Before arriving to the lab, 

children were randomly assigned to a condition and color group. After obtaining consent, 

the experimenter presented the participant with either a red or blue t-shirt and wristband, 

explaining, “We’re going to play some games, and you’re in the [blue] group. I have this 

[blue] t-shirt and wristband for you to wear.” We overtly labeled these groups, a practice 
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that fosters the formation and inductive use of social categories (e.g., Heyman & Gelman, 

2000). The alternate color option was never presented. 

Familiarization. Stimuli were a series of 3 video clips involving an in-group and 

out-group member seated at a table (i.e., an agent wearing the same colored shirt as the 

child and an agent wearing a different colored shirt; see Figure 4). Across participants, 

we counterbalanced the child’s color group and which actor portrayed their in-group 

member. In each clip, a confederate presented the agents with a scarce resource that was 

insufficient for both agents (e.g., one candy bar). Children in the Antisocial In-group 

condition saw a target Antisocial In-group member: she refused to share and claimed the 

resource for herself. Children in the Prosocial Out-group condition saw a target Prosocial 

Out-group member: she said she was happy to share and split the resource in half, giving 

half to the other agent and keeping half for herself.  

 

Figure 4. Still image of familiarization clips presented to participants. 

In both experimental conditions, the target agent was paired with a member of the 

contrasting group who maintained a neutral reaction. Thus, children either saw a target 

Antisocial In-group member paired with a neutral out-group member, or a target 
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Prosocial Out-group member paired with a neutral in-group member. We paired each 

target agent with a group member rather than a non-group recipient in order to parallel 

previous work in this area (e.g., Schug et al., 2013), and so that participants’ exposure to 

each agent would be equivalent across conditions. In the Control condition, which 

measured children’s baseline in-group preference, moral information was removed from 

the agents' behavior. In an effort to parallel the 2 experimental conditions, the confederate 

split the resource in half, and each agent took one half. Across conditions, each 

participant saw 3 clips, with the same types of actions occurring each time.  

Knowledge checks. Before familiarization, participants saw a still image of the 

two agents. The experimenter explained the group relationships to the child: “This person 

is wearing a [blue] shirt too, so she’s in your group. This person is wearing a [red] shirt, 

so she’s not in your group.” Participants then completed knowledge checks to ensure that 

they understood the experimenter’s explanation, being asked to identify which agent was 

their in-group member and which was not (e.g., “Is this person in your group?”). All 

children (n = 75) performed this task correctly. Children in the 2 experimental conditions 

(n = 50) completed an additional knowledge check after familiarization to ensure that 

they had attended to the agents’ behavior. All children (n = 50) correctly answered 

whether the target agent had shared or not.  

Measures 

 Explicit liking. Following familiarization, children were asked to rate how much 

they liked each agent on a 6-point scale that was paired with incrementally sad-to-happy 

cartoon faces (see Figure 5). The experimenter explained the scale to ensure that children 
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understood how to use it. Children were shown an image of each agent and asked, “How 

much do you like this person?” 

 

Figure 5. Scale accompanying explicit liking measure. 

 Resource allocation. Children completed 3 resource allocation trials. For each 

trial, children were presented with 2 cups, each bearing an image of one of the agents, 

and 5 paper coins. The experimenter directed children to distribute the coins to the agents 

by placing them into their corresponding cups (“How many coins should this person 

get?”). If children were reluctant to share unevenly between the agents, they were 

instructed that they had to distribute all 5 coins. These trials were dispersed throughout 

the procedure, with one occurring after the explicit liking questions, another after the 

selective trust trials, and another after the behavioral endorsement questions. 

 Selective trust. Participants saw a still image of the agents from the video with a 

container between them (e.g., a box; see Figure 6), to which the experimenter pointed and 

said, “I wonder what’s inside this [box]. Who would you like to ask what’s inside the 

[box]?” Children completed 3 of these trials. 
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Figure 6. Selective trust stimuli presented to participants  

 Behavioral endorsement. Children were asked a series of behavioral 

endorsement questions, with the goal of determining whether the moral information 

would impact children’s reasoning about subsequent intergroup interactions. Children 

were presented with a series of pictures displaying new in-group and out-group members, 

which were created using stock images of neutral faces and the same red and blue t-shirts 

worn by the agents in the videos. Children were asked about prosocial or aggressive 

behaviors involving these agents (e.g., “Should she share her snack with the girl in the 

blue group?” or “Should she say mean things about the girl in the red group?”). Children 

were asked a total of 12 behavioral endorsement questions: 3 within-group prosocial, 3 

between-group prosocial, 3 within-group aggressive, and 3 between-group aggressive.  

Results 

Preliminary analyses revealed no effect of age, gender, group color, or actor. As 

such, we collapsed these factors within conditions for further analyses.  



 

 

30 

Explicit Liking 

Children’s explicit liking of their out-group member was subtracted from their 

rating of their in-group member, yielding an explicit in-group preference score. Children 

in the control condition rated their in-group member an average of 1.56 points more 

likeable than their out-group member. A one-way ANOVA revealed a significant main 

effect of condition on children’s explicit preference for their in-group member, F(2, 72) = 

3.60, p = .03, ηp² = .09 (see Figure 7). Interestingly, post-hoc Tukey’s comparisons (p < 

.05) revealed that children’s explicit preference for their in-group member was 

significantly weakened from Controls in the Antisocial In-group condition (M = -.32), but 

not in the Prosocial Out-group condition (M = .68).  

 

Figure 7. Children’s mean explicit liking preference for their in-group member. Error bars represent 

standard error. *p = .03 

Resource Allocation 

Across 3 trials, children allocated the fewest resources to their in-group member 

in the Antisocial In-group condition (M = 7.16). This trend was not significant, F(2, 72) = 

2.04, p = .14; however, given variable rates of sharing among participants, resource 
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allocations were further analyzed non-parametrically by calculating the proportion of 

children in each condition who shared more with their in-group member than the out-

group member across all 3 trials. Children’s tendency to share more resources with their 

in-group member than their out-group member was significantly impacted by condition, 

χ2(2, N = 75) = 7.15, p = .03, V = .22 (see Figure 8). In the Control condition, children 

showed an in-group preference, with 64% of children (16 out of 25) sharing more with 

their in-group member. While children’s in-group preference was slightly weakened in 

the Prosocial Out-group condition (54% or 13 children), it was weakest in the Antisocial 

In-group condition (29% or 7 children).  

 

Figure 8. Children’s resource allocation in-group preference. Chi-square test is sig. at p = .03. 

Selective Trust 

Children’s selective trust towards their in-group member was summed across the 

3 trials, and did not differ across condition, F(2, 72) = 1.34, ns. Post-hoc Tukey’s 

comparisons (p < .05) revealed that children’s trust decisions were not significantly 

different from Controls (M = 2.16) in either the Antisocial In-group condition (M = 1.88) 
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or the Prosocial Out-group condition (M = 1.80). In contrast to the explicit preference and 

resource allocation findings, comparisons to chance revealed that children generally 

chose to trust their in-group member for information across conditions: Control, t(24) = -

3.88, p = .001; Prosocial Out-group, t(24) = -2.60, p = .02; Antisocial In-group, t(24) = -

1.96, p = .06 (see Figure 9).  

 

Figure 9. Children’s mean selective trust to their in-group member over 3 trials. Error bars represent 

standard error, and p-values denote significance from chance. ^p = .06, *p = .02, **p = .001 

Behavioral Endorsement 

 There were no condition differences of children’s endorsements of prosocial 

behaviors within-groups, F(2, 72) = 1.12, ns, or between-groups, F(2, 72) = 0.26, ns (see 

Table 1). However, across all three conditions, children’s endorsement of prosocial 

behavior within-groups significantly differed from their endorsement of these same 

behaviors between groups, t(74) = 10.52, p < .001, d = 1.66. There were also no condition 

differences in children’s endorsement of aggressive behaviors within-groups, F(2, 72) = 

1.23, ns, or between-groups, F(2, 72) = 0.30, ns. Across conditions, children’s 
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endorsement of aggressive behavior within-groups was not significantly different from 

their endorsement of these same behaviors between groups, t(74) = 1.37, ns. Thus, 

regardless of condition, children endorsed prosocial behaviors more than aggressive 

behaviors. 
 

 Antisocial In-group 

Condition 

Prosocial Out-group 

Condition 

Control Condition 

Measure M SD M SD M SD 

Prosocial within groups 2.72 .68 2.96 .20 2.80 .71 

Prosocial between groups 1.08 1.29 1.24 1.45 .96 1.37 

Aggressive within groups .64 1.08 .84 1.07 .40 .82 

Aggressive between groups .44 .82 .56 .87 .40 .58 
 

Table 1. Means and standard deviations for behavioral endorsement trials 

Discussion 

In an attempt to reduce children’s preferential in-group biases, we presented 

children with agents whose behavior conflicted morally with their group membership. 

We then measured children’s in-group preferences on multiple measures, hoping to 

capture the types of judgments that would be most affected by moral (or group) 

information. As in previous work (e.g., Bigler et al., 1997; Dunham et al., 2011), children 

in the present study displayed a robust baseline preference for members of their own 

social group: children rated their in-group member more favorably, shared more 

resources with, and preferred to learn from their in-group member. However, when moral 

behavior conflicted with group membership, two main findings emerged. First, moral 

information influenced children’s resource allocations and explicit liking of their in-

group member. Interestingly, the attenuation of children’s in-group preference was most 

apparent in the presence of negative moral information: children who saw their in-group 

member behave antisocially shared less with her and rated her as less likeable. In 
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contrast, when the out-group member behaved prosocially, children’s preference for their 

in-group member was less reduced. This is consistent with previous work suggesting that 

in-group preferences and out-group prejudice reflect different processes (Aboud, 2003; 

Schug et al., 2013; Spelke & Kinzler, 2007). Second, when deciding whom to trust for 

information, children relied on group status, electing to learn from an in-group member in 

spite of their prior antisocial behavior. Thus, while moral information dominated 

children’s explicit socio-moral judgments, group membership still guided children’s 

learning decisions. Taken together, these results demonstrate that children recognize the 

complex significance of group information: while in-group learning preferences are 

sustained in the presence of bad behavior, children’s social evaluations are moved by the 

moral behavior of individual group members.  

Study 1 also investigated whether children would generalize the behavior of 

individual group members to situations involving new group members. Regardless of the 

moral information provided, children endorsed prosocial behaviors for within-group 

interactions, but did not endorse prosocial behaviors between groups, nor aggressive 

behaviors within or between groups. These findings support prior literature indicating 

that children’s expectations about how people should interact fall along group dimensions 

(e.g., Rhodes & Brickman, 2011; Rhodes, 2012). If children had taken moral behavior 

into account on questions of how others should behave, we would have expected to find 

condition differences in children’s endorsements. Instead, moral information impacted 

how children evaluated the target agents, but not how they thought about hypothetical 

third-party group interactions. 
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These findings demonstrate that children’s in-group biases are quite flexible and 

responsive to moral considerations. Furthermore, these results reveal an independence 

between the factors that guide children’s social evaluations (i.e., explicit liking, sharing) 

and those that guide their learning. Rather than being driven solely by group information, 

children privileged moral behavior over group membership in their social evaluations, 

and privileged group membership over moral behavior in their learning decisions. In 

learning contexts, group membership may function as a cue to children, signaling the 

presence of a person who shares their interests and has information that is relevant for 

them. Thus, even if an in-group member violates moral norms, it may still make sense to 

use them as a guide for information. In other work, young children make the distinction 

between moral and conventional norms in group contexts, enforcing moral norms for 

both in- and out-group members but selectively enforcing conventional norms for in-

group members only (Schmidt et al., 2012). Similarly, in this paradigm children honored 

group boundaries in their learning decisions, while their social evaluations tapped moral 

norms, recognizing that morality goes beyond one’s group. 

Limitations 

While these findings provide insight into the circumstances that diminish group 

biases, a few caveats and open questions should be acknowledged. Condition differences 

in children’s social evaluations could be attributed to a negativity bias (e.g., Vaish et al., 

2009), given that children’s in-group bias was most attenuated when in-group members 

behaved badly (and less attenuated when out-group members behaved nicely). Perhaps 

children selectively attended to and had better memory for negative information, and this 

heightened monitoring of negative moral behavior reduced the in-group bias. Previous 
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research has found that children are more likely to remember negative actions committed 

by group members over positive ones, but in spite of affective in-group preferences, 

children are equally likely to remember negative actions whether they are committed by 

in-group or out-group members (Dunham et al., 2011). Children’s attention to and 

interpretation of social information in a group context remains an area open for further 

research, and is a line of questioning that we examined in Study 2. 

One could also argue that the negativity effects that emerged here resulted from 

the negative moral information (i.e., refusing to share) being stronger than the positive 

(i.e., sharing half of a resource), or from children regarding prosocial behavior as more 

normative or neutral. Perhaps a more appropriate prosocial agent would give away all of 

the resource instead of sharing half. However, this could have presented more of an 

altruistic act, with the agent incurring a cost to self, and we wanted to avoid this as 

children could have evaluated that negatively. It is also possible that children found the 

moral information provided here (i.e., refusing to share) irrelevant to learning decisions. 

If instead of refusing to share, an in-group member behaved in a way that was more 

overtly aggressive, perhaps children would be less inclined to seek information from 

them. In Study 3, we examine the impact that different types of overtly aggressive 

behavior may have on group biases.  
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Chapter 4 – Study 2 
 
 Study 1 demonstrated that negative moral information is sufficient to reduce 

children’s in-group bias in their social evaluations of group members, but not in their 

decisions to learn from them. Thus, although children’s liking of and decisions to share 

with these agents was driven by moral information, their learning preferences remained 

driven by group affiliation. Though Study 1 examined these explicit manifestations of 

children’s in-group bias, open questions concern in what other ways children might 

display a biased preference for in- over out-group members (in particular, on more 

implicit measures of group bias).  

The social information processing model (SIP; Crick & Dodge, 1994) proposes 

that some children are more inclined to attribute hostile intent in ambiguous situations 

due to biased notions about how individuals generally behave and interact (Dodge, 2006). 

Given findings in Study 1 that children expect group membership to constrain an agent’s 

behavior, and given findings that in-group biases can be expressed implicitly (Baron & 

Banaji, 2006; Dunham et al., 2011), Study 2 examines children’s intergroup cognition 

and SIP in response to ambiguous provocations. From the SIP literature, we know that 

some children display a hostile attribution bias (HAB), which causes them to misread 

ambiguous social cues as intentionally hostile (e.g., Crick, Grotpeter, & Bigbee, 2002; 

Mathieson et al., 2011). This HAB in turn leads to increased aggression and poorer peer 

relations (e.g., Dodge et al., 2003; Hubbard, Dodge, Cillessen, Coie, & Schwartz, 2001). 

Similarly, based on extant research in intergroup cognition, we know that children’s in-

group biases can be expressed both explicitly and implicitly (e.g., Baron & Banaji, 2006; 
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Dunham et al., 2011), and indeed, studies examining both implicit and explicit biases find 

stronger effects on implicit than on explicit measures (Dunham et al., 2011).  

Given these findings, it stands to reason that children’s in-group biases could be 

expressed in their interpretation of ambiguous interactions, in that they may be more 

likely to attribute hostile intent to out-group members and benign or accidental intent to 

in-group members. If in-group biases are present in children’s HAB of out-group actions, 

based on the SIP literature, we might expect this to lead to a biased misreading of out-

group social cues, and subsequently increased out-group bias and poorer out-group 

relations. Implicit interpretations might also manifest in children’s explicit behavior 

towards group members, making the presence or absence of such biased interpretations 

an important question for researchers to answer. 

Study 2 serves as an initial investigation of the impact of intergroup cognition on 

children’s cognitive appraisals of ambiguous group interactions. The specific aims of this 

research are to investigate young children’s cognitive appraisals of ambiguous peer 

interactions in a group context, hypothesizing that: (1) children’s in-group bias will be 

present in their attributions of intent, interpretation of meanness, and endorsement of 

aggressive responses in the face of ambiguous provocations, such that they more harshly 

evaluate out-group members compared to in-group members and (2) given the link 

between aggression and HAB in older children (e.g., Yeung & Leadbeater, 2007), 

children’s own engagement in aggressive behavior will moderate this relationship, such 

that children who engage in aggression will demonstrate an even stronger hostile 

attribution bias towards out-group members. 
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Method 

Participants 

Participants included 96 5- to 6-year-old children (48 female, Mage = 5.88; range = 

5.06-6.88). Four additional children were excluded from analyses for failure to complete 

the experiment (n = 1), due to technical issues in displaying stimuli during the experiment 

(n = 1), and for assignment to the incorrect condition (n = 2). The majority of participants 

were white (n = 90) and had at least one parent with a college degree (n = 94). Children 

were assigned to one of two conditions: instrumental aggression (n = 48, 24 females, Mage 

= 5.86; range 5.06 - 6.88) or relational aggression (n = 48; 24 females, Mage = 5.90; range 

5.08 - 6.80). 

Procedure 

As in Study 1, the procedure in Study 2 utilized a minimal group paradigm: 

children were randomly assigned to the blue or red color group and were given a 

wristband and t-shirt to wear that reflected this color group assignment. 

Vignettes. Participants completed an experimental procedure adapted from the 

standard method of assessing attribution biases in middle childhood and adolescence 

(e.g., Crick et al., 2002; Lemerise & Arsenio, 2000). Such measures typically present 

children with several vignettes involving ambiguous peer provocations, after which they 

are asked to reason about the intent of the provocateur. In Study 2, a series of simplified, 

brief vignettes were written to incorporate the group context of interest (see Appendix 1). 

These vignettes were created for Study 2 in order to present scenarios that would be 

developmentally relevant to younger children, but attempted to preserve ambiguity in the 

intentionality of the target agent’s behavior. Drawings illustrated the actions in the 
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vignettes, along with the experimenter’s explanation of the story (see Figure 10). Pilot 

testing preceded primary data collection to ensure the developmental appropriateness of 

the prompts in assessing children’s judgments, as well as the clarity and utility of the 

adapted vignettes.  

 

Figure 10. Sample illustration accompanying vignettes. 

When presenting each vignette, the experimenter first identified the agents both by 

name and by group status in order to reinforce the group context (e.g., “This is Karen and 

this is Rose. Karen is wearing a blue shirt. She’s not in your group. Here’s Rose, she’s 

standing over here.”) The accompanying drawings also labeled the agents’ names and 

group status (via the color of their t-shit). In each vignette, the target agent (wearing 

either a red or blue shirt) enacted the ambiguous behavior, and was always paired with a 

neutral agent (wearing neither a red or blue shirt) who was the recipient of the action. We 

chose to use a neutral agent instead of an in- or out-group recipient in order to avoid 

implications of intergroup competition or aggression.  

Next, the experimenter read the vignette aloud to the child (e.g., “One day, at show 

and tell, Karen brought in a toy she got at her birthday party last week. Rose wasn’t 
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invited to the party”). Each child heard a total of four vignettes depicting ambiguous 

interactions: two where the in-group member was the instigator or target agent, and two 

where the out-group member perpetrated the actions. The order of the presentation of 

these vignettes and the group status of the target agent was counterbalanced across 

participants. After hearing each vignette, children completed the following measures. 

Measures  

 Intent rating. Children were first asked to evaluate the intent of the target agent 

in an open-ended format (e.g., “Why did Karen leave Rose out of the party?”). Next, 

children were asked two binary forced choice questions: first, whether the target agent 

intended the act (e.g., “Did Karen want to leave her out of the party?”) and second, to 

evaluate how sure they are (“Are you a little bit sure? Or are you really sure?”) This 

series of questions subsequently yielded a 4-point intent rating for each participant: 1 

(no/did not intend to, very sure), 2 (no/did not intend to, a little sure), 3 (yes/intended to, 

little sure), or 4 (yes/intended to, very sure). 

 Meanness rating. Next, children rated the “meanness” of the target agent’s 

behavior (e.g., “Do you think Karen was trying to be really mean, pretty mean, a little bit 

mean, or not mean at all?”) on a 4-point scale accompanied by neutral to angry faces (see 

Figure 11). 

 
Figure 11. Scale accompanying meanness rating measure. 
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Response ratings. Children were asked to provide a response behavior that the 

recipient should enact towards the target agent in an open-ended format (“Now after this 

has happened, what do you think Rose should do?”). Next, children were asked to give 

moral ratings for three hypothetical responses that the recipient could enact towards the 

target agent on a 4-point scale. Children evaluated an instrumental aggression response 

(“Some kids might ruin something of Karen’s. If Rose ruined something of Karen’s, 

would that be good or bad?”), a relational aggression response (“Some kids might tell 

Karen they won’t be her friend anymore. If Rose told Karen she won’t be her friend 

anymore, would that be bad or good?”), and a socially competent response (“Some kids 

might talk to Karen about it. If Rose talked to Karen about it, would that be good or 

bad?”). The order of the presentation of these questions was counterbalanced across 

participants. 

As with the intent ratings, children’s evaluation of each response was split into a 

format of two paired questions per response (e.g., first “would that be good or bad?” and 

second, “would it be really [good/bad]? Or a little bit [good/bad]?”). This series of 

questions subsequently yielded a 4-point rating for each of the three response types: 1 

(really good), 2 (a little good), 3 (a little bit bad), or 4 (really bad). 

Parent reports. In addition to the experimental procedure outlined above, parents 

completed the parent version of the Children’s Social Behavior Scale (CSBS-P; see 

Appendix 2), which is a measure of children’s physical and relational aggression that has 

been used in previous work to assess these behaviors in young children (Crick, 1996; 

Ostrov & Bishop, 2008). The CSBS-P asks parents to rate how often their child engages 

in various physically aggressive and relationally aggressive behaviors.  
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Results 

Preliminary analyses examined the effect of child age, gender, vignette order, and 

color group, finding no significant effect of these factors. As such, the following analyses 

collapsed across these factors. The 13-item CSBS-P was collapsed across sub-scales, thus 

yielding mean scores of engagement in physical and relational aggression for each 

participant. These continuous predictors were mean-centered for the following analyses 

(Van Breukelen & Van Dijk, 2007). Alphas for these subscales ranged from good 

(physical subscale α = .86) to questionable (relational subscale α = .65). Still, as pre-

existing hypotheses incorporated the use of these measures, they were used for the 

following analyses. 

Intent rating 

 As preliminary analyses revealed no effect of vignette order, children’s intent 

ratings were averaged across vignettes within trial type (i.e., in-group or out-group), thus 

yielding one average in-group intent rating and one average out-group intent rating for 

each participant. These ratings were analyzed using a 2 (Condition) X 2 (Group) repeated 

measures ANOVA, with parent-rated physical and relational aggression scores entered as 

covariates. This analysis revealed a significant main effect of Group, F(1, 90) = 6.73, p = 

.0114, ηp² = .07, such that children rated the intent of out-group members (M = 1.99) 

higher than that of in-group members (M = 1.81). This analysis also yielded a significant 

main effect of Condition, F(1, 90) = 42.77, p = .000, ηp² = .32, such that children rated 

intent higher in the relational condition (M = 2.37) than in the instrumental condition (M 

= 1.44, see Figure 12). The interaction between Group and Condition was not significant, 

                                                
4 Significance values listed here and in subsequent comparisons incorporate a Bonferroni adjustment for 
multiple comparisons. 



 

 

44 

F(1, 90) = .011, ns. There was also no significant effect of parent-reports of relational 

aggression, F(1, 90) = 1.14, ns, or physical aggression, F(1, 90) = .59, ns, on children’s 

intent ratings. 

 

Figure 12. Participants’ mean intent ratings by vignette type and condition. Error bars represent standard 

error. Condition main effect is significant at p = .000. Group main effect is significant at p = .011. 

Meanness rating 

 As was done with children’s intent ratings above, meanness ratings were averaged 

across vignettes within trial type, thus yielding one average in-group meanness rating and 

one average out-group meanness rating for each participant. These ratings were analyzed 

using a 2 (Condition) X 2 (Group) repeated measures ANOVA, with parent-rated 

physical and relational aggression scores entered as covariates. This analysis yielded a 

significant main effect of Condition, F(1, 91) = 8.15, p = .005, ηp² = .08, such that 

children rated meanness higher in the relational condition (M = 1.79) than in the 

instrumental condition (M = 1.45, see Figure 13). There was no significant main effect of 



 

 

45 

group status, F(1, 90) = 1.50, ns; in contrast to their intent ratings, children were 

generally inclined to rate the meanness of in-group actions (M = 1.57) equivalent to that 

of out-group actions (M = 1.68). The interaction between Group and Condition was not 

significant, F(1, 91) = .07, ns. There was also no significant effect of parent-reports of 

relational aggression, F(1, 90) = .35, ns, or physical aggression, F(1, 90) = .61, ns, on 

children’s intent ratings. 

 

Figure 13. Participants’ mean meanness ratings by vignette type and condition. Error bars represent 

standard error. Condition main effect is significant at p = .000. Group main effect is not significant. 

Response ratings 

 Children rated three responses that the victim in each vignette could take: a 

relationally aggressive response, an instrumentally aggressive response, and a socially 

competent response. As was done for the intent and meanness ratings, children’s ratings 

here were averaged within trial type, yielding three average in-group response ratings and 

three average out-group response ratings for each participant. These ratings were 

analyzed using a 2 (Condition) X 2 (Group) X 3 (Response type) repeated measures 
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ANOVA, with parent-rated physical and relational aggression scores entered as 

covariates.  

This analysis revealed a significant main effect of response type, F(1.63, 90) = 

471.43, p = .000, , ηp² = .84.5 Pairwise comparisons demonstrated that this effect was 

present in children positively evaluating the socially competent responses (M = 3.62), and 

negatively evaluating the relationally aggressive (M = 1.43) and physically aggressive 

responses (M = 1.43, see Table 2). There was no significant impact of condition on 

children’s evaluations of the response options, F(1,90) = .73, ns. There was also no 

significant effect of parent-reports of relational aggression, F(1, 90) = 2.12, ns, or 

physical aggression, F(1, 90) = .15, ns, on children’s response ratings. 

 Relational Condition  Instrumental  Condition 

In-group Out-group In-group Out-group 

Response type M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Relational aggression 1.40 .64 1.46 .63  1.50 .66 1.36 .62 

Instrumental aggression 1.29 .41 1.32 .45  1.53 .73 1.58 .77 

Socially competent  3.63 .64 3.52 .79  3.69 .65 3.64 .72 

 
Table 2. Means and standard deviations for response ratings trials. Ratings range from 1 to 4, with 4 

indicating the highest, most positive endorsement of behavior. 
 

Open-ended responses 

 Children gave open-ended responses to two questions for each of the 4 vignettes: 

a why question (e.g., “Why did Karen leave Rose out of the party?”) and a response 

question (e.g., “Now after this has happened, what do you think Rose should do?”). 

                                                
5 This main effect reflects a Greenhouse-Geisser correction as Mauchley’s test of sphericity revealed that 
assumptions of sphericity had been violated, χ²(2) = 22.58, p = .000.  
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These questions were included solely in order to avoid biasing children’s responses with 

the format of the close-ended questions (e.g., “If Rose told Karen she won’t be her friend 

anymore, would that be bad or good?”). However, given the information that may be 

gleaned from children’s answers to these open-ended questions, responses were coded for 

further analyses. A coding scheme was developed by the author (see Appendix 3), and 

two undergraduate research assistants were subsequently trained to categorize children’s 

responses using this scheme. Children’s responses were first transcribed from 

audio/video recordings, and then coded from these transcriptions. Coders were blind to 

participant age, gender, and vignette group status.6 

Roughly 30% of responses (n = 30) were coded by both research assistants in 

order to establish inter-rater reliability. Cohen's κ established coders’ agreement amongst 

these categories, finding moderate (Viera & Garrett, 2005) to substantial (Landis & 

Koch, 1977) agreement for both the why question, κ = .749, p = .000, and the response 

question, κ = .748, p = .000. Disagreements between coders were resolved by consensus 

for subsequent analyses. The remaining sample (n = 65)7 was divided evenly between the 

two coders. Because no a priori hypotheses were made regarding children’s answers to 

these questions, and because of relatively low n’s within each coded category, responses 

were analyzed descriptively in the following sections. 

 Why question. Within the in-group vignettes, 70% of the responses children gave 

were informative and could be assigned to one of the first four categories (see Appendix 

3). The most common informative response given in the in-group vignettes made 

                                                
6 Coders could not be entirely blind to condition, as the specific vignettes used in the experiment differed in 
the relational and instrumental conditions.  
7 One parent requested that their child’s session not be video or audio recorded. As a result, their responses 
could not be coded here. 
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reference to the act being accidental (24.7% of responses), followed by references to the 

act being intentional (21.6% of responses), references to the activity itself (17.4% of 

responses) and references to group (6.3% of responses). 

Within the out-group vignettes, children’s explanations followed roughly the 

same pattern. Of responses children gave, 75% were informative. The most common 

informative response given in the in-group vignettes made reference to the act being 

accidental (26.8% of responses), followed by references to the act being intentional 

(22.6% of responses), references to the activity itself (17.9% of responses) and references 

to group (7.4% of responses). 

When examining differences in children’s responses by condition, diverging 

patterns emerged (see Figure 14). In the relational condition, the most common 

informative response made reference to the act being intentional (30.9% of responses), 

followed by references to the activity (14.4%), and the act being accidental (14.4%), and 

finally references to group (10.6%). However, in the instrumental condition, the most 

common informative response made reference to the act being accidental (37.0% of 

responses). This was followed by references to the activity (20.8%), references to intent 

(13.5%), and finally references to group (3.1%). 
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Figure 14. Number of responses to the “why” question by coded category and by condition. Note: Because 

each participant responded to the “why” question after each of the 4 vignettes, this yielded a total of 380 

responses across the 95 coded participants. 

 Response question. Within the in-group vignettes, 72.6% of the responses 

children gave were informative and could be assigned to one of the first six categories 

(see Appendix 3). The most common response given in the in-group vignettes suggested 

that the character talk to the target agent (41.6% of responses), followed by references to 

continuing the activity or ignoring the target agent (18.4% of responses), suggesting a 

prosocial behavior (6.3% of responses), suggesting the character talk to someone other 

than the target agent (4.7% of responses), and suggesting that the character react 

aggressively (1.6% of responses). 

Within the out-group vignettes, children’s explanations followed roughly the 

same pattern. Of responses children gave, 73.2% were informative. The most common 

response given in the in-group vignettes suggested that the character talk to the target 

agent (47.9% of responses), followed by references to continuing the activity or ignoring 
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the target agent (11.6% of responses), suggesting a prosocial behavior (8.9% of 

responses), suggesting the character talk to someone other than the target agent (3.7% of 

responses), and suggesting that the character react aggressively (1.1% of responses). 

As observed in children’s responses to the “why” question, several differences 

emerged when examining responses by condition (see Figure 15). In the relational 

condition, the most common response by far made references that the character should 

talk to the target agent (58% of responses), followed by references to continuing the 

activity or ignoring the target agent (9.0%), suggesting the character talk to someone else 

(4.8%), suggesting an aggressive response (2.7%), and finally suggesting responding with 

a prosocial behavior (0.5%). In the instrumental condition, talking to the target agent 

about their action was again the most common suggestion (31.8% of responses), followed 

by references to continuing the activity or ignoring the target agent (20.8%). Prosocial 

responses were more common in the instrumental condition (14.6%), followed by 

suggestions to talk to someone else. Interestingly, none of children’s responses in this 

condition suggested an aggressive reaction (0%). 
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Figure 15. Number of responses to the “response” question by coded category and by condition. Note: 

Because each participant responded to the “response” question after each of the 4 vignettes, this yielded a 

total of 380 responses across the 95 coded participants. 

Discussion 

This work represents the first empirical examination of young children’s 

interpretations of ambiguous situations in a minimal group context. Children were 

presented with vignettes depicting ambiguous intergroup interactions that could be 

interpreted as purposeful or accidental. Our findings demonstrated that children were 

generally more inclined to attribute intent to out-group rather than in-group members. 

The fact that children’s intent attributions fell along group lines seems to suggest that 

their in-group biases were being captured in their understanding of the events presented 

in the vignettes. These findings represent the first evidence that minimal in-group biases 

may be present in young children’s interpretations of ambiguous situations. 
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Conversely, children’s interpretations of the meanness of the agent’s behavior did 

not differ across group status. Given previous findings that older children (i.e., 7- and 9-

year-olds) are more inclined to judge those who intentionally enact harm as being more 

mean (Rotenberg, 1980), one might expect that children’s intent and meanness ratings 

would align in Study 2 (i.e., such that out-group members who were rated as more 

intentional would also be rated as being more mean). Still, these divergent findings may 

actually reflect a difference in the judgments children are being asked to make in these 

two distinct measures: 1) the agent’s intent in enacting the behavior and 2) the meanness 

of that intent. Specifically, it is not inconceivable that one might interpret an action as 

intentional (e.g., not receiving an invitation to a classmate’s birthday party likely 

indicates that they chose not to invite you) without seeing that behavior as being 

intentionally mean (e.g., perhaps they were only allowed to invite a few people to the 

party and you are not one of their close friends). This interpretation helps make sense of 

why children’s intent and meanness ratings might not align, as these can reflect different 

judgments.  

Participants in this study were also more inclined to attribute intent and meanness 

to the agent in the relational condition than in the instrumental condition. One possibility 

is that relationally aggressive actions are more salient and distressing to children at this 

age. This is supported by findings that 9-year-old children are slightly more inclined to 

attribute intent to relational over instrumental provocations (Nelson & Coyne, 2009), 

although unpublished findings may contradict this interpretation.8 Still, an alternative 

(and perhaps more plausible) interpretation is that this finding is due to subtle differences 

                                                
8 In a 2004 book chapter, Crick, Ostrov, Appleyard, Jansen, & Casas did report findings that 3- to 5-year-
olds found relational and instrumental situations equally distressing. However, these results were never 
successfully published in an independent manuscript, and as such they should be interpreted with caution. 
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in the scenarios presented in the vignettes. The situations presented in the relational 

vignettes may have contained cues that made them appear more intentional and mean 

than those presented in the instrumental vignettes. Unfortunately, given the differing 

nature of these two forms of aggression, it is quite difficult to control for subtle condition 

vignette differences in this case. Indeed, the interpersonal nature and phrasing of the 

situations in the relational vignettes may have lead children to interpret them as more 

intentional and mean when compared to the more concrete, physical nature of the 

wording in the instrumental vignettes. One way that we might have better controlled for 

this possibility would have been to pilot these vignettes with adult participants. Though 

the vignettes used in this study were subject to pilot testing with children, an open 

question concerns whether if rated by adults, the intentionality and meanness of the 

vignettes used in Study 2 would be equivalent across condition. This is a question that 

future research should consider and control for when examining SIP in young children. 

 Consistent with the behavioral attribution measures in Study 1, children in Study 

2 were generally hesitant to support aggressive behaviors against others, regardless of 

their group membership. Across conditions and vignettes, children generally evaluated 

socially competent responses positively and aggressive responses negatively. This seems 

to contradict previous findings that 4-year-old children will expect an agent to enact 

between-group harm after a conflict takes place (Chalik & Rhodes, 2014), though one 

could argue that children’s expectations vs. endorsement of behavior are fundamentally 

different measures. Still, these findings suggest that children’s group biases are not 

necessarily expressed in their evaluations of socially competent behaviors against in- and 

out-group members. 
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The open-ended explanations children gave also did not differ by vignette type 

(i.e., either in-group or out-group). However, interestingly, condition differences in 

children’s explanations did emerge. In the relational condition, the most common 

response was one that referred to the act being intentional, while in the instrumental 

condition, references to the action being accidental were most common. This finding 

aligns with condition differences in children’s intent and meanness ratings, and suggests 

that children generally found the relational scenarios to be more intentional and more 

mean than the relational scenarios. Future research should continue to address how 

children of this age might interpret relational and instrumental scenarios differently. 

Individual differences in parent-reported aggression did not have an effect on 

children’s interpretations of these vignettes. While relationally aggressive behavior has 

repeatedly been associated with biased interpretations of hostile intent in older children 

(e.g., Crick et al., 2002; Mathieson et al., 2011), very little research on children’s SIP has 

been done in early childhood.9 As such, it remains unclear whether Study 2 failed to 

uncover a relationship between children’s relational aggression and their interpretations 

of hostile intent due to the way in which it was measured, or if such a relationship even 

exists at this point in development. Additionally, alphas for the parent relational 

aggression measures were subpar. As such, this suggests that the aggression measure 

used did not coherently measure the construct of interest, which may explain why this 

measure had less predictive power. Future research should continue to explore whether 

there is concordance between parent-reported aggressive behaviors and children’s 

evaluations of aggression in group contexts. 

                                                
9 Indeed, a 2002 meta-analysis examining the relationships between attributions of hostile intent and 
aggression found only two studies that included children ages 4 to 6 (Orobi de Casto, Veerman, Kroops, 
Bosch, & Monshouwer, 2002), one of which was an unpublished dissertation. 



 

 

55 

Chapter 5 – Study 3 

Study 1 manipulated the presentation of moral information that conflicted with 

children’s in-group membership, finding that children’s in-group bias was most 

attenuated in the immoral in-group condition, and more specifically, such effects were 

seen on explicit liking and resource allocation measures. Compared to controls, children 

in the immoral in-group condition were more likely to express liking towards, and 

allocate resources to, the out-group member. However, interestingly, children’s selective 

learning preference for their in-group member was unmoved by the moral information: 

across conditions, children persisted in preferring to learn from their in-group member 

over the out-group member, regardless of their moral behavior. Thus, although children’s 

socio-moral appraisals of these agents was driven by the moral information, their learning 

preferences remained driven by group affiliation.  

Still, while Study 1 demonstrated that moral information was insufficient to move 

children’s learning preferences for their in-group member, open questions concern what 

other types of information may be most relevant in the expression of children’s in-group 

bias. For example, more severe demonstrations of aggression (in contrast to refusing to 

share) may have an even stronger impact on attenuating children’s in-group bias. 

Instances of relational aggression in particular may be more relevant in a group context, 

as relational aggression is very closely tied to concepts of group affiliation and social 

exclusion (Killen, Mulvey, & Hitti, 2013). Thus, seeing an in-group member behave in a 

way that is relationally aggressive may have a stronger impact on reducing children’s 

bias than seeing an in-group member enact instrumental aggression. Study 3 examines 

the differential roles that instrumental or relational aggression may play in attenuating 
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children’s in-group bias, predicting that relational aggression in particular will be more 

successful in attenuating children’s in-group biases. 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 96 5- to 6-year-old children (48 female, Mage = 5.88; range = 

5.06-6.88). Four additional children consented but were excluded from analyses for 

failure to complete the experiment (n = 1), technical issues in displaying stimuli during 

the experiment (n = 1), and for assignment to the incorrect condition (n = 2). The 

majority of participants were white (n = 90) and had at least one parent with a college 

degree (n = 94). Children were assigned to one of two conditions: Instrumental (n = 48, 

24 females, Mage = 5.86; range 5.06 - 6.88) or Relational (n = 48; 24 females, Mage = 5.90; 

range = 5.08 - 6.80). 

Procedure  

All children participating in Study 3 first participated in Study 2. After the 

completion of all four vignettes in Study 2, participants were given a short break lasting 

approximately 5 minutes. After the break, children were told, “Now we’re going to play a 

different game. In this game, we’re going to watch some videos about a person who’s in 

your group, and a person who’s not in your group. Let’s watch.” Before familiarization, 

participants saw a still image of the two agents who would appear in the video clips. The 

experimenter re-affirmed the group relationships for the child: “This person is wearing a 

[blue] shirt too, so she’s in your group. This person is wearing a [red] shirt, so she’s not 

in your group.” 
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Familiarization. Children saw a series of 3 video clips in which their in-group 

member engaged in either relationally or instrumentally aggressive behavior. Unlike in 

Study 2, familiarization stimuli presented unambiguous, clear instances of aggressive 

behavior. As in Study 1, Study 3 familiarization clips began with an in-group and out-

group member seated at a table (i.e., an agent wearing the same colored shirt as the child 

and an agent wearing a different colored shirt; see Figure 16). Across participants, we 

counterbalanced the child’s color group and which actor portrayed their in-group 

member. Participants maintained the same minimal color group from Study 2 in Study 3, 

and were also assigned to the condition that presented stimuli of the same provocation 

type (e.g., children who heard only relational vignettes in Study 2 saw only relational 

stimuli in Study 3).  

 

Figure 16. Still image of familiarization clips presented to participants. 

Children in the relational condition saw clips where their in-group member 

engaged in relational aggression directed at the out-group member. In the relational 

condition, a confederate addressed the child’s in-group member to initiate a social action 

(e.g., “Let’s go play on the swings”). Next, the out-group member expressed interest in 
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joining them (i.e., “I want to play too”). Finally, the in-group member enacted relational 

aggression against the out-group member by excluding her from joining in the social 

action: “You can’t play with us” (see Table 3). 
 

Relational condition  Instrumental condition 

Confederate: “Let’s go play on the swings” 
Out-group: “I want to play too.” 
In-group: “[To out-group member] You can’t 
play with us” 
 

 Confederate: “[To out-group member] I 
found your picture” 
Out-group says: “That’s my picture.” 
In-group says: “I’m going to take this now. 
[crumpling picture]” 
 

Confederate: “Let’s go play soccer” 
Out-group: “I want to play too.” 
In-group: “[To out-group member] You can’t 
play with us” 
 

 Confederate: “[To out-group member] I 
found your stickers” 
Out-group says: “Those are my stickers.” 
In-group says: “I’m going to take this now. 
[crumpling sheet of stickers]” 
 

Confederate: “Let’s go play a game” 
Out-group: “I want to play too.” 
In-group: “[To out-group member] You can’t 
play with us” 
 

 Confederate: “[To out-group member] I 
found your play-dough” 
Out-group says: “That’s my play-dough.” 
In-group says: “I’m going to take this now. 
[crumpling play-dough]” 
 

 

Table 3. Familiarization stimuli protocol presented in Study 3 video clips. 

In the instrumental condition, children watched clips where their in-group member 

engaged in instrumental aggression directed towards the out-group member. In the 

instrumental condition, a confederate addressed the child’s out-group member, saying 

that she had found an item belonging to her (e.g., “I found your picture”). Next, the out-

group member confirmed that the item belonged to her and took it from the confederate 

(e.g., “That’s my picture”). Finally, the in-group member enacted instrumental aggression 

against the out-group member by taking the item and destroying it: “I’m going to take 

this now” (see Table 3 above). In both conditions, each participant saw 3 clips, with the 
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same types of actions (i.e., either relational or instrumental) occurring each time. The 

order of the presentation of these clips was counterbalanced across participants. 

Measures 

After viewing all three familiarization clips, measures followed in a fashion 

similar to measures in Study 1. 

Explicit liking. Following familiarization, children were presented with images of 

the in- and out-group agents from the clips, and were asked to rate how much they liked 

each agent on a 6-point scale paired with incrementally sad-to-happy cartoon faces (see 

Figure 5 in Study 1). 

 Resource allocation. During resource allocation trials, children were presented 

with two cups, each bearing an image of one in-group agent and one out-group agent, and 

five paper coins. The experimenter directed children to distribute the coins to the agents 

by placing them into their corresponding cups (“How many coins should this person 

get?”). Participants completed 3 such trials. 

 Selective trust. Participants viewed a still image of the in- and out-group agents 

with a container between them (e.g., a box), to which the experimenter pointed and said, 

“I wonder what’s inside this [box]. Who would you like to ask what’s inside the [box]?” 

(see Figure 17). Participants completed 3 selective trust trials. 
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Figure 17. Selective trust stimuli presented to participants. 

Parent measures. Parents completed Feldman & Stenner's (1997) 4-item 

measure of Authoritarian child-rearing values (see Appendix 4). Previous research 

(Reifen Tagar, Federico, Lyons, Ludeke, & Koenig, 2014) has found that parent’s 

responses on this measure predicted individual differences in children’s willingness to 

trust an unconventional adult speaker. Thus, this measure may give insight into an 

additional factor underlying children’s interpretations in the experimental paradigm. 

Results 

Preliminary analyses revealed no significant effect of child gender, group color, 

or actor. As such, these factors were collapsed within conditions for the following 

analyses. Parents’ responses on the 4-item Authoritarianism measure was summed (with 

item 3 being reverse coded; see Appendix 4), thus yielding a total authoritarianism score 

for each parent ranging from 0 to 4. Following recommendations from Van Breukelen 

and Van Dijk (2007), this continuous predictor was mean-centered for the following 
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analyses. Internal consistency for this measure was relatively poor (Cronbach’s α = .47). 

Still, as pre-existing hypotheses incorporated the use of this measure, it was included for 

the following analyses. 

Explicit liking 

To examine descriptive differences in children’s ratings, and to parallel analyses 

in Study 1, children’s explicit liking of their out-group member was subtracted from their 

rating of their in-group member, yielding one explicit in-group preference score. Children 

in the relational condition rated their in-group member an average of .38 points less 

likeable than their out-group member, whereas children in the instrumental condition 

rated their in-group member, on average, equally as likeable as their out-group member. 

To examine the role that relational and instrumental aggression had on reducing 

children’s in-group bias relative to baseline, children’s explicit ratings in Study 3 were 

compared to the Control condition in Study 1. Due to the vastly different sample sizes 

between these groups, Welch’s adjusted t-test was used, finding that children in Study 3 

generally preferred their in-group member less than the Control in Study 1, t(2, 69.58) = 

5.03, p = .01, d = 1.21 (see Figure 18). 
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Figure 18. Children’s explicit liking preference for their in-group member over 3 trials in Study 1 and 

Study 3. Error bars represent standard error. *p = .03 

The effect of condition and group on children’s explicit liking was further 

analyzed using a 2 (Condition) X 2 (Group) ANOVA, with parent Authoritarianism 

entered as a covariate. There were no significant main effects of Group, F(1, 93) = .38, 

ns, Condition, F(1, 93) = .19, ns, or parent Authoritarianism, F(1, 93) = .003, ns, on 

children’s judgments. However, this analysis did reveal a significant Group X 

Authoritarianism interaction, F(1, 93) = 5.38, p = .023, ηp² = .055, such that children with 

parents who endorsed more authoritarian items were more inclined to rate their in-group 

member more positively and their out-group member more negatively (see Figure 19). 
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Figure 19. Explicit liking Group X Authoritarianism interaction. Error bars represent standard error. 

Interaction is significant at p = .023.  

Resource allocation 

The total amount of resources children allocated to their in-group member and to 

their out-group member was summed across the three trials, thus yielding two scores for 

each participant: total resources allocated to the in-group member and total resources 

allocated to the out-group member. Children shared roughly equivalently with their in-

group member across three trials in both the instrumental condition (M = 6.94) and the 

relational condition (M = 7.00); this difference was not significant, t(94) = .14, ns. To 

examine the role that in-group aggression had on reducing children’s in-group bias, 

children’s resource allocations in Study 3 were compared to the Control condition in 

Study 1. Again, due to the vastly different sample sizes between these groups, Welch’s 

adjusted t-test was used, finding that children in Study 3 generally shared less with their 

in-group member than in the Study 1 Control, t(2, 65.78) = 3.49, p = .04, d = .86. 
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Given variable rates of sharing in similar experimental paradigms (e.g., 

Hetherington et al., 2014; Dunham et al., 2011), children’s resource allocations were 

further analyzed non-parametrically by calculating the proportion of children in each 

condition who shared more with their in-group member than the out-group member 

across all three trials. Children’s tendency to share more resources with their in-group 

member than their out-group member was not significantly impacted by condition, χ2 (1, 

N = 96) = .042, ns (see Figure 20). In the relational condition, roughly 48% of children 

(23 out of 48) shared more with their in-group member; in the instrumental condition, 

roughly 46% of children (22 out of 48) shared more with their in-group member. 

Generally, compared to Study 1, children in Study 3 demonstrated a slight reduction in 

their willingness to allocate resources to their in-group member, such that children were 

roughly evenly divided in their sharing preference for the in- or out-group member. 

  

Figure 20. Children’s mean resource allocation preference to their in-group member in Study 1 and Study 

3. Chi-square test for Study 1 data is sig. at p = .03. Chi-square test for Study 3 data is not significant. 
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Selective trust 

Children’s selective trust towards their in-group member was summed across the 

3 trials, and did not significantly differ between the relational (M = 1.46) or instrumental 

(M = 1.65) conditions, t(94) = -.95, ns (see Figure 21). In contrast to Study 1, 

comparisons to chance revealed that children generally chose to trust their in-group 

member at chance levels in both conditions: Relational, t(47) = -.31, ns; Instrumental, 

t(47) = 1.01, ns. Parent-reported authoritarianism did not significantly impact children’s 

selective trust of their in-group member, F(1, 93) = 1.39, ns. We again examined the role 

that in-group aggression had on reducing children’s bias relative to the baseline condition 

in Study 1. Welch’s adjusted t-test was used, finding that children in Study 3 were 

generally less inclined to trust their in-group member for information than children in the 

Study 1 Control condition, t(2, 66.74) = 5.25, p = .01, d = 1.29. 

 

Figure 21. Children’s mean selective trust to their in-group member over 3 trials in Studies 1 and 3. Error 

bars represent standard error. P-values denote significance from chance. ^p = .06, *p = .02, **p = .001 
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Cross-measure comparisons 

 In an effort to examine the consistency of children’s in-group preferences across 

these measures, these data were further analyzed by dividing children into two groups 

based on their explicit liking ratings: those who rated the in-group member more likeable 

than the out-group member (n = 45) and those who rated the out-group member more 

likeable than their in-group member (n = 41).10 Those children who rated their in-group 

member higher on the explicit liking measure consistently showed similar in-group 

preferences across the other measures: they allocated significantly more resources to their 

in-group member (M = 8.13) than children who rated the out-group member as more 

likeable (M = 5.76), t(84) = 6.23, p = .000, d = 1.36. Children who liked the in-group 

member more also chose to trust their in-group member significantly more across three 

trials (M = 2.10) than children who liked the out-group member more (M = .88), t(84) = 

7.27, p = .000, d = 1.59.  

Discussion 

In Study 3, children were presented with clear instances of in-group aggression, 

either relational or instrumental, with the goal of discovering how different types of 

aggression might reduce the display of children’s in-group biases across several different 

measures. Across the explicit liking, resource allocation, and selective trust measures, 

there were no significant condition differences in children’s evaluations of their in-group 

members. However, when compared to Study 1 and to chance levels, it can be concluded 

that children’s in-group preferences were generally reduced by the stimuli presented: 

children did not display a significant preference for their in-group member in their 
                                                
10 Ten of the children who participated in Study 3 showed no preference for either agent in their explicit 
liking ratings (i.e., they rated their liking of their in-group member the same as the out-group member). As 
such, they were excluded from the cross-measure comparisons.   
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explicit attitude ratings, their resource allocations, or in their selective learning decisions. 

While the statistical comparisons to Study 1 controls should be interpreted with caution 

due to differences in the procedure of these two experiments, these comparisons do 

demonstrate that children’s in-group bias was generally reduced by the information 

presented in Study 3. Further, as evidence by the cross-measure comparisons, those 

children whose in-group biases were reduced on the explicit liking measure similarly 

displayed reductions in in-group preferences across the resource allocation and selective 

learning measures. As such, these results suggest that the instances of in-group 

aggression presented in the familiarization clips were sufficient to reduce children’s in-

group biases across several measures. 

In Study 3, children in both conditions trusted their in-group member at chance 

levels: that is, they displayed no systematic preference in whether they elected to learn 

information from their in-group or out-group member. This finding is in direct contrast to 

Study 1, where children did not take moral information into account in their learning 

decisions, and trusted their in-group member above chance across all three conditions 

(see Figure 21 above). One interpretation of this finding is that the behaviors presented in 

Study 3 (i.e., direct instances of aggression) were more detrimental to children’s general 

evaluations of their in-group member than those presented in Study 1 (i.e., refusing to 

share a resource). Another interpretation is that the moral information presented in Study 

3 was specifically more relevant to children’s learning judgments in a way that the moral 

information in Study 1 was not. In conjunction with the diverging findings in Study 1 in 

children’s learning decisions and explicit evaluations, this interpretation would suggest 

that children’s appraisals of group agents are sensitive to the measure in question. That is, 
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children do not simply perform general appraisals of agents based on their behavior, and 

then make all of their judgments in line with that appraisal. Instead, children evaluate 

agents based on both the type of behavior enacted and the type of measure on which they 

are asked to appraise an agent. Still, importantly, while children in Study 3 trusted their 

in-group member only at chance levels, they were not moved so far as to mistrust the in-

group member and instead reliably trust the out-group member. That is, while the 

instances of in-group aggression in Study 3 were sufficient to move in-group preferences 

to chance levels, they did not lead children to avoid the aggressive in-group member in 

favor of the out-group member. Future research should continue to examine which types 

of information children privilege when evaluating in- and out-group members. 

 While Study 3 failed to uncover any condition differences in children’s explicit 

liking of their in- and out-group members, individual differences in children’s ratings by 

way of parent-rated authoritarianism did emerge. Analyses revealed an interaction 

between group status and parent’s responses on the authoritarianism measure in 

children’s liking evaluations, such that children whose parents endorsed more 

authoritarian items tended to show higher in-group and lower out-group liking (see 

Figure 19 above). These findings make sense given arguments that authoritarianism is a 

pre-political tendency that favors social conformity, and that under threat, it results in 

out-group animosity (Feldman & Stenner, 1997). To the extent that children’s judgments 

may be tied to expressions of status or authority, these findings suggest that children from 

higher authoritarian households may be especially inclined to favor those who adhere to 

or support the norms of their group, and may be inclined to display a more cautious and 

discriminating response towards agents who fall outside of their group. In conjunction 
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with previous research (Reifen Tagar et al., 2014), these findings provide insight into 

how parents’ own values may come to be reflected in their children’s own evaluations of 

others. Still, poor internal consistency on the parent authoritarianism measure 

(Cronbach’s α = .47) calls into question its predictive power. As such, these results 

should be interpreted with caution. 

Limitations 

One limitation of Study 3 concerns the fact that all participants first participated 

in Study 2 (i.e., hearing vignettes involving ambiguous instances of in- and out-group 

aggression). This was done in order to maximize the number of participants in both 

studies and increase power in the analyses. Still, it is unknown what impact hearing the 

vignettes in Study 2 might have had on the evaluations children made in Study 3. An 

additional complication with these findings is the lack of a control or baseline condition 

to which children’s responses could be compared. Due to the nature of the stimuli 

presented, it was not possible to include a control condition in this paradigm. In Study 1, 

the control condition removed moral behavior of the in- and out-group agents. This 

control condition in Study 1 had the added benefit of both the in- and out-group members 

being equal recipients of the action of interest. Here in Study 3, because the moral 

behavior are acts of aggression rather than sharing actions, there was not a clean way to 

remove aggression from the group members’ behavior while still maintaining a parallel to 

the non-control conditions. For instance, were the confederate to enact the aggression in a 

control condition, towards whom would she direct the aggressive actions (i.e., the in- or 

out-group member)? If the out-group member was the only recipient of the aggression, 

would children evaluate her more positively as a sympathetic response? If instead it the 
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in-group member was the victim, would this bolster positive in-group attitudes even 

further, rather than serving as a proper baseline? Such concerns prevented the inclusion 

of a control condition in this study. Future research should address these limitations by 

including in-group aggression in the absence of previous group-based information, and 

by presenting some form of a control or baseline condition that removes aggression from 

the group members’ behavior. 
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Chapter 6 – General Discussion 

The goals of the studies presented in this thesis were 1) to explore how children’s 

in-group biases might be reduced when children are presented with information that 

conflicts with group status, 2) to examine how the expression of children’s in-group bias 

might vary depending on the measure in question, and 3) to investigate how in-group 

biases might relate to children’s social-information processing. With regards to the first 

goal, in Study 1, children were presented with group members who behaved in ways that 

contradicted group biases (e.g., an in-group member who behaved immorally or an out-

group member who behaved prosocially). Results from this study found that children’s 

in-group biases were most reduced in the presence of negative moral information. 

Similarly, in Study 3, we expanded on Study 1’s findings by presenting in-group 

members who behaved aggressively (either relationally or instrumentally), finding that 

both types of aggression were sufficient to reduce children’s in-group biases. These 

findings demonstrate that instances of negative in-group behavior are sufficient to reduce 

children’s minimal in-group preferences, at least in the short term. 

With regards to the second goal, children in Studies 1 and 3 evaluated group 

members across several different measures: explicit liking ratings, resource allocations, 

and selective learning decisions. Broadly, children’s explicit liking of and resource 

allocations towards group members was driven by the valence of the agents’ moral 

behavior: children in Study 1 showed no preference for the in-group member who refused 

to share, and children in Study 3 displayed no preference for the in-group member who 

behaved aggressively. Interestingly, findings diverged on the selective learning measures: 

children in Study 1 elected to learn from their in-group member even when she behaved 



 

 

72 

immorally, while Study 3 participants trusted an aggressive in-group member only at 

chance levels. In the selective learning literature, a first wave of research has shown that 

the valence of an informant’s behavior (Doebel & Koenig, 2013; Mascaro & Sperber, 

2009; Vanderbilt et al., 2011) and their group membership (Kinzler et al., 2007; Reyes-

Jaquez & Echols, 2013) are among the many features that children use when deciding 

from whom to learn. Recently, a second wave of research has presented children with 

additional information about an agent in order to examine how various speaker 

characteristics are weighed or integrated in children’s decisions (Corriveau, Kinzler, & 

Harris, 2013; MacDonald et al., 2013; Scofield, Gilpin, Pierucci, & Morgan, 2013).  

Studies 1 and 3 add to this second wave of research and demonstrate two key 

things. First, that certain forms of negative moral behavior (i.e., aggression), but not other 

forms of harm (i.e., refusal to share), disrupted children’s appeal to group as a guiding 

factor in their learning decisions. These findings suggest that while group status is highly 

privileged in children’s learning decisions, even above the presence or absence of sharing 

behavior, it is not immovable in the face of more severe aggressive behavior. Second, the 

extent to which a given source characteristic influences children’s judgments likely 

depends upon what kind of decision or evaluation children are making. While children’s 

explicit preferences and resource allocations were driven by the agents’ moral behavior 

across all studies, children’s information-seeking was more variable: it was guided by 

group membership in Study 1, and by both factors in Study 3. 

Finally, with regards to the third goal, children in Study 2 were presented with 

ambiguous situations involving in- and out-group members, where the behavior of the 

group members could be interpreted as intentionally hostile or as accidental. These 
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findings revealed that children were generally more inclined to attribute higher levels of 

intentionality to actions committed by out-group members over actions committed by in-

group members. Study 2 represents the first examination of how group biases may be 

present in young children’s interpretations of ambiguous scenarios, and are consistent 

with previous examinations of racially biased interpretations of ambiguous situations in 

older children (e.g., Killen et al., 2010; Sagar & Schofield, 1980). In accordance with 

Dodge’s (2006) proposal that within the SIP model, biased interpretations of behavior 

stem from children’s biased notions of how people behave and interact, and taken 

together with findings that children’s expectations of group members’ behavior falls 

along group-based lines (Hetherington et al., 2014; Rhodes, 2012), these findings suggest 

that displaying a HAB for out-group members’ behavior is an additional, implicit way 

that group biases may emerge in early childhood. The results of Study 2 demonstrate that 

children’s in-group biases can be observed in their more implicit interpretations of 

behavior, and raise questions concerning other ways in which children’s in-group biases 

might be observed in their social-information processing.  

Implications 

 The broader implications of these findings are twofold: first, these findings give 

insight into how group biases might be reduced in young children. A growing body of 

research has begun to examine what factors can reduce racial biases in children, finding 

some success with exposure to positive out-group exemplars in experimental settings 

(Gonzalez, Steele, & Baron, in press) and increased contact to out-group members in 

everyday life (Rutland, Cameron, Bennett, & Ferrell, 2005). Particularly promising are 

recent findings that after undergoing several training sessions in which children were 
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directed to attend to and challenge unfair behaviors that reflected gender biases, children 

were better able to identify instances of sexism in media and challenge sexist comments 

made by hypothetical peers (Pahlke, Bigler, & Martin, 2014). Studies 1 and 3 add to this 

growing body of work by demonstrating that negative in-group exemplars can also 

reduce children’s in-group bias, albeit within a minimal group context. Continued 

research on the factors that reduce in-group preferences in children can inform 

interventions that target reducing children’s racial and gender biases. 

 Relatedly, these studies provide additional information concerning the 

mechanisms that underlie social group biases in early childhood. Further work exploring 

the development and characteristics of minimal group biases can give insight into how in-

group preferences can lead to the emergence of phenomena like racial and gender group 

biases. While researchers have documented that the general public’s perceptions of the 

prevalence of racism have declined in recent years (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2000), the 

frequent deaths of unarmed Black men and women at the hands of police officers and 

others in power reveal that such problems are alive and well. Situations in which Black 

men and women are killed by White police officers who report feeling the victim “posed 

a threat” to themselves and others (State of Missouri v. Darren Wilson, 2014) raise 

questions concerning what role race played in their interpretations of these situations. 

Continuing to examine how social group information might impact the interpretation of 

ambiguous situations is a promising line of research in combating more subtle instances 

of prejudice and discrimination, and most importantly, such research has the potential to 

even save lives by influencing training programs that combat such biases as they occur in 

ambiguous situations. Further, given arguments that implicit racial and gender biases are 
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more firmly entrenched by adulthood (Rudman, 2004), efforts that target preventing the 

development of such biases in younger populations may prove most effective (Baron, 

2015). This in turn highlights the importance of continued developmental research on 

intergroup cognition. 

Open Questions 

These studies present a coherent examination of the conditions under which 

children display an in-group bias, and importantly, how that bias might be moved by 

other information beyond group status. Still, several open questions remain that should be 

addressed by future research. First, in regards to our findings that negative in-group 

behavior was sufficient to reduce children’s in-group biases, open questions concern what 

other types of information might be relevant to children when evaluating in-group 

members. Future research should continue to examine what types of information might 

move children’s in-group bias, keeping in mind that the expression of an in-group 

preference may depend heavily on the measure in question (e.g., information-seeking, 

resource allocation, etc.).  

Future research should also move beyond examining children’s evaluations in 

their immediate, one-shot judgments, and explore whether reductions in in-group 

preferences are sustained over time. For instance, in Study 1, those participants who saw 

their in-group member behave immorally were less inclined to display a preference for 

their in-group member. Would these reductions in in-group preference hold over time? If 

so, for how long? Further, would the negative behavior of this individual in-group 

member generalize to other members of the in-group, or would they remain isolated? 

That is, after seeing an in-group member behave in a way that is undesirable, would 
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children similarly negatively evaluate other in-group members? Or would their 

evaluations remain specific to the in-group member who enacted the undesirable 

behavior? Future research should examine such questions. 

In Study 3, we found a significant interaction between parent-rated 

authoritarianism and children’s explicit ratings of their in- and out-group members. 

Though these results should be interpreted with caution due to poor internal consistency 

in the parent authoritarianism measure, open questions concern how other parent 

behaviors or judgments may relate to individual differences in children’s own in-group 

preferences. Future research should continue to examine the presence or absence of 

concordance between parents’ judgments and their children’s evaluations in group 

contexts. Further, Study 2 neglected to find a relationship between children’s own 

engagement in aggressive behavior and their evaluations of the ambiguous situations 

presented in the vignettes. While this could be the result of poor internal consistency or 

the lack of such a relationship existing between these variables, the use of parent-report 

raises questions concerning what additional information might have been provided by 

seeking out other measures of aggression. For instance, if aggression had been teacher 

reported or assessed by observers, would these measures prove more reliable and 

accurate? Would the use of such measures reveal a relationship between children’s 

aggression and group judgments? Open questions concern how other individual 

differences might impact children’s judgments in group contexts, and future research 

should continue to investigate the existence of such relationships. 

Future research on intergroup cognition should also continue to draw from other 

areas of research that examine children’s reasoning, and in particular, work on aggression 
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and SIP (e.g., Crick & Dodge, 1994). Apart from a few studies (e.g., Denham et al., 2013; 

Nesdale et al., 2013), these two areas of research have largely remained separate from 

one another. This is troubling, as these two areas of research are closely tied together, and 

by integrating them we can better understand how children’s intergroup cognition and 

SIP might impact one another (e.g., perhaps group biases might feed into children’s 

schemas for how individuals behave and interact, further biasing their interpretations of 

out-group members’ behavior). By drawing on the SIP model in examining intergroup 

cognition, researchers might be able to better understand more implicit expressions of 

group bias in early childhood.  

Such integration can also help answer questions not addressed in the present 

studies, such as, how might children evaluate an in-group member who enacts relational 

aggression against a fellow in-group member? Given the link between relational 

aggression and concepts like social exclusion and group affiliation, would within-group 

relational aggression be evaluated more harshly than an act of intergroup relational 

aggression? More harshly than within-group instrumental aggression? Further, while the 

results of Study 3 support the notion that group status can impact how children interpret 

social situations, the long term impacts of such interpretations are unknown. Given 

evidence that children selectively remember positive in-group over out-group actions 

(Dunham et al., 2011), and given Dodge’s (2006) proposal that attribution biases result 

from biased schemas about how individuals interact and behave, it is possible that biased 

interpretations of out-group actions might further exacerbate group biases. For instance, 

do repeatedly biased interpretations of out-group behaviors lead to increased out-group 

animosity? Do they perpetuate and exacerbate generalizing attributions of intent in future 
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encounters with out-group members? Future research should examine such questions, and 

should continue to investigate the intersection of aggression and intergroup cognition. 

Conclusions 

To conclude, young children’s intergroup cognition is a relatively new, yet 

burgeoning area of research in child development. The studies in this thesis present 

findings that deepen our understanding of social group biases in early childhood. First, 

they demonstrate that children’s in-group biases are flexible in the face of additional 

information about individuals; however, this flexibility can vary depending on the 

measure in question and the strength of the information provided. Additionally, this work 

presents findings that children’s in-group preferences may be expressed in more subtle 

ways: specifically, in how they reason about group members’ behavior in ambiguous 

situations. Future research should continue to examine the development and presentation 

of in-group biases in early childhood and beyond. Through continued research, we can 

better understand the mechanisms that underlie this phenomenon. Though several lines of 

open inquiry remain, taken together, these studies provide a promising step in broadening 

our understanding of intergroup cognition in early childhood. 
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Appendix 1 – Study 2 vignettes 

Relational vignettes 
 
Birthday story: “This is Karen and this is Rose. Karen is wearing a (blue/red) shirt. 
Here’s Rose, she’s standing over here. One day, at show and tell, Karen brought in a toy 
she got at her birthday party last week. Rose wasn’t invited to the party.” 
 
Walking story: “This is Sarah and this is Jenny. Jenny is wearing a (blue/red) shirt. 
Here’s Sarah, she’s standing over here. One day, Sarah saw Jenny walking down the 
sidewalk and shouted to ask her where the park is. Jenny didn’t look at Sarah and just 
kept walking.” 
 
Piano story: “This is Alex and this is David. Alex is wearing a (blue/red) shirt. Here’s 
David – he’s standing over here. One day, David saw Alex playing some music. David 
asked Alex what song he was playing, but Alex didn’t look up and just kept playing.” 
 
Invitation story: “This is Bobby and this is Ryan. Ryan is wearing a (blue/red) shirt. 
Here’s Bobby -- he’s standing over here. One day at school, Bobby saw Ryan put a party 
invitation into someone else’s cubby. Bobby didn’t have an invitation in his cubby.” 
 
 
Instrumental vignettes 
 
Sandbox story: “This is Howie and this is Scott. Scott is wearing a (blue/red) shirt. 
Here’s Howie – he’s right over here. One day, Howie was playing in the sandbox when 
all of a sudden he got hit by a bouncing ball. He looked up and saw that it was Scott’s 
ball that hit him.” 
 
Paint story: “This is Billy and this is Sam. Billy is wearing a (blue/red) shirt. Here’s Sam 
– he’s standing over here. One day, Sam was drawing a picture of an airplane. He turned 
away for a minute to find a different color crayon, and when he turned back Billy had 
spilled some paint on the picture.” 
 
Toy story: “This is Marcie and this is Jane. Marcie is wearing a (blue/red) shirt. Here’s 
Jane – she’s standing over here. One day, Jane brought one of her toys to school. She told 
Marcie that she could play with it while she went to the bathroom. When Jane came back, 
the toy was broken.” 
 
Slide story: “This is Sally and Maria. Maria is wearing a (blue/red) shirt. Here’s Sally – 
she’s standing over here. One day, Sally was waiting to use the slide when all of a sudden 
she felt someone bump into her. She looked and saw that it was Maria who bumped her.” 
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Appendix 2  – CSBS-P measure (Crick, 1996; Ostrov & Bishop, 2008) 
 

Ratings of Children’s Social Behavior-Parent Report11 

Below are some things that kids do. We want to know how often your child does these 
things with kids outside of the family (not with his/her sibling). Answer about the child 
participating in the study by placing the appropriate number (1 to 5) in the blank space 
next to each item. Please use the following rating scale.  

 

_________ 1. Says supportive things to other kids.  

_________ 2. When mad at other kids, gets even by excluding those kids from his/her 
play group or friendship group.  

_________ 3. Hits or kicks other kids.  

_________ 4. Tries to cheer up other kids.  

_________ 5. Spreads rumors, secrets or gossips about other kids.  

_________ 6. Initiates or gets into physical fights with other kids.  

_________ 7. When angry at another kid, tells that child s/he can’t come to his/her 
birthday party.  

_________ 8. Is helpful to other kids.  

_________ 9. Threatens to stop being another kid’s friend in order to hurt the kid or to 
get what s/he wants from the kid.  

_________ 10. Threaten to hit or beat up other kids.  

_________ 11. When mad at a kid, ignores the kid or stops talking to him/her.  

_________ 12. Pushes or shoves other kids.  

_________ 13. Is kind to other kids. 
                                                
11 Relational items include items 2, 5, 7, 9, and 11. Physical items include items 3, 6, 10, and 12. Prosocial 
items  include items 1, 4, 8, and 13. 

Never True     Not Often True     Sometimes True    Often True   Almost Always True  

        1                          2                          3                          4                          5  
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Appendix 3  – Study 2 coding scheme 

 
“Why” question 

Variable 
Name 

Category Description Code Examples  

Why_1 
Why_2 
Why_3 
Why_4 

Attributes 
intent 

References the 
act as 
intentional. This 
can include 
references to the 
character being 
mean or not 
liking the 
person. 

1 “Cuz he was trying to be mean?” 
“Because he didn't like Howie.” 
“Um... he- Howie probably been 
mean to him and then Scott 
wanted to be mean back so he 
threw a ball at him.” 
“Because he's mean.” 
“Cuz maybe she just didn't want 
to invite her.” 
“Mmm because she wanted her to 
go faster so she could have a turn 
on the slide.” 
 

Reference to 
group  

Makes references 
to group 
membership 

2 “Because she was white and she's 
blue.” 
“Probably because Rose wasn't in 
Karen's group?” 
“Cuz David had a white shirt and 
not a red.” 
 

On accident References the 
act as accidental. 
This can include 
references to the 
character being 
careless in their 
behavior or 
unaware. 
 

3  “Because he wasn't careful.” 
“Because he wasn't trying to be 
mean.” 
“It was by accident.” 
“It just spilled” 
“Maybe because she ran too fast 
and she couldn’t stop in time.” 
“Uh because she was too far.” 
“He couldn’t hear” 
 

Activity References the 
activity at hand 
without 
references to 
group or intent 
 

4 “Because she was going on the 
slide.” 
“Because he wanted to play in the 
sand too.” 
“Because she was walking?” 
 

Uninformative Child only 
provides an 
uninformative 
response 
 

5 “I don’t know” 
silence 
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“Response” question 
Variable 
Name 

Category Description Code Examples  

Response_1 
Response_2 
Response_3 
Response_4 

Talk to them Makes reference to 
talking to the 
character 

1 “Maybe ask Ryan why he 
wasn't invited to the party.” 
“Talk to her about it.” 
“Say can we both please 
play with it?” 

Talk to 
someone else 

Makes reference to 
talking to a teacher, 
parent, or person 
other than the 
character 

2 “Tell the teacher.” 
“Tell somebody.” 
“He should… maybe he 
should tell a grown-up.” 

Activity References the 
activity in an 
instrumental way 

3 “Umm… mm… get the 
back ball, get the ball 
back.” 
“Fix it.” 
“Um wipe the paint off.” 
“Get a new picture.” 
“Tell Jenny um go figure 
out where the park is.” 

Prosocial References helping, 
sharing, or kind 
behavior (include 
references to 
forgiveness here) 

4 “Be nice to each other.” 
“Play with him.” 
“She should forgive her. 
Forgive the one who 
bumped her.” 
“She should say it's ok.” 

Ignore References ignoring 
the character or 
moving on to a 
different activity 

5 “Just he just for- he should 
just forget about it.” 
“Um… Just… not talk?” 
“Leave him alone.” 
“Just go down the slide.” 
“Just keep playing.” 

Aggressive Makes reference to 
an aggressive 
(relational or 
physical), mean, or 
unkind response  

6 “Not be her friend.” 
“Um not invite her- Karen 
to her birthday.” 
“Ask Rose why did you 
leave me out of the party in 
kind of a meanish voice.” 

Confused or 
Uninformative 

Makes reference to 
something the 
aggressor should do, 
rather than the 
character we’re 
asking about OR 
child provides an 
uninformative 
response. 

7 “Say sorry.” 
 “Apologize.” 
“I don’t know” 
silence 
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Appendix 4  –Authoritarianism measure (Feldman & Stenner, 1997) 
 
 

Parenting values12 
 
Although there are a number of qualities that people feel that children should 
have, every person thinks that some are more important than others. 
Following are pairs of desirable qualities. Please circle the one you think is 
more important for a child to have. 
  
 

1.   INDEPENDENCE                 or           RESPECT FOR ELDERS 
 
 
 

2.   CURIOSITY                          or           GOOD MANNERS 
 

 
 

3.   OBEDIENCE                        or            SELF-RELIANCE 
 
 

 
4.   BEING CONSIDERATE      or           WELL BEHAVED 

 

 

                                                
12 Authoritarian items include endorsing respect for elders, good manners, obedience, and being well 
behaved. 


