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Editorial on the Research Topic

Group norms and moral development: Reasoning and cognition

across the lifespan

As intergroup interactions increase with global migration, it is important to

understand how youth consider group interests in relation to justice and equal treatment.

The current Research Topic aims to examine the interplay between morality and group

processes throughout development as they bear on youths’ decisions about inclusion,

when to challenge prejudice, and how to distribute valued resources. Extensive research

has documented the early emergence of youth’s concerns for fairness, equity, and justice

(e.g., see work by e.g., Turiel, 2008; Killen and Smetana, 2013), and growing awareness of

group memberships and norms (e.g., Aboud, 2003).

The current Research Topic brings together a set of papers, using a broad variety

of different methodological approaches, and covering three main themes: (1) To what

degree are children’s moral judgments affected by social groups across different contexts?

(2) How do children and adolescents differ in ways that may provide insight into

development? (3) What possible mechanisms explain judgments of groups? We discuss

each of these briefly below, citing the literature in this collection where readers can find

more evidence and discussion.

Are moral judgments a�ected by social groups
across di�erent contexts?

A central theme that emerges from this Research Topic is the question of whether in-

group bias varies across contexts. While one may expect that children show preference

for their in-group across contexts (Nesdale and Flesser, 2001; Aboud, 2003), this set of
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studies demonstrated the contextual nature of in-group bias,

and the role that group norms play in determining when it is

acceptable to favor one’s in-group.

In early childhood, when preferences are pitted against

group membership, Yang and Park found that group

membership trumped preferences; thus children allocated

more resources to one’s in-group member even though an

out-group member liked the same thing as they did. These

decisions were driven by underlying beliefs about in-group

loyalty and obligation to one’s group. In other contexts, children

showed a more nuanced understanding of group membership

by demonstrating a sensitivity to group status. Yee et al. showed

that children demonstrated an understanding that high wealth

groups may hold more in-group biased norms compared to

popular groups. Yet in another context, Yuly-Youngblood

et al. showed that children do not use group membership

to judge an act of physical aggression, particularly when it

is intentional, but show bias when judging other forms of

aggression (e.g., relational).

Moral concerns for harm appear to trump in-group

membership in terms of judgments, but do they also affect

behavior? When allocating resources to different groups, Corbit

et al. demonstrated older children come to understand that it

is contextually inappropriate to favor one’s in-group, instead

discarding resources to ensure fairness for both in-group and

out-group members.

Developmental di�erences in
reasoning about groups

Many studies have shown that older children and especially

adolescents are increasingly able to coordinate multiple factors

in their moral judgments (Killen and Smetana, 2013). The

current collection of studies shows that adolescents are

more likely than children to consider moral consequences

in intergroup situations. In particular, Gönültaş et al. found

adolescents were more approving of bystanders who challenged

exclusion of immigrant peers, even when in-group members

espoused exclusive attitudes. Additionally, German adolescents

in Beißert and Mulvey showed inclusive orientations toward

Syrian refugees despite their expectations that in-groups would

be less inclusive.

Additionally, Farooq et al. examined evaluations of peer

group members who misinform and breach moral principles

of honesty. While both children and adolescents evaluated

an in-group misinformer more positively than an out-group

misinformer, adolescents, compared to children, understood

that a misinformer may have more positive intentions. Coupled

with the findings in Yuly-Youngblood et al., these findings show

indications of development. In more straightforward contexts

(e.g., physical aggression), children are capable of balancing

their in-group preference with competing contextual and moral

information, whereas in other more complex settings (e.g.,

misinformation) it is not until adolescence that youth can use

their knowledge of the setting to inform their judgments.

Developmental differences were also found in help-seeking

behaviors, and these were related to underlying beliefs about

trustworthiness and loyalty. For example, Yüksel et al. found

that children were more likely to seek help from teachers

after witnessing someone being excluded while adolescents were

more likely to seek help from peers. Their reasons for this

help-seeking behavior differed, highlighting the importance of

investigating participants’ reasoning.

Mechanisms for group influence on
moral judgment

What factors explain judgments about groups’ influence

on moral judgment? While most agree that moral judgments

involve a consideration of the impact of the protagonist’s

behavior on others (e.g., Piaget, 1932), the current collection also

points to cognitive processes such as considering other people’s

emotions (Stowe et al.), intent (Yuly-Youngblood et al.), and

beliefs. For example, Stowe et al. demonstrated that emotional

cues are used to make moral judgments when children, as young

as 5 years, recognize that someone will feel bad about receiving

less stickers they are more likely to judge the distribution

as unfair.

Many social situations also require an understanding of

others’ minds (i.e., Theory of Mind), an ability often acquired

with age. For instance, Gönültaş and Mulvey found participants

in middle school were more likely to attribute mental states to

their in-group members, while high school participants were

just as likely to attribute mental states to in-group and out-

group members.

Finally, group membership and social norms may

play a role by serving as sources of information about

intent or emotional response. For example, Farooq

et al. found group membership informed attributions

of intentions, where children believe that an out-group

member was intentionally misinforming others more than an

in-group member.

Conclusion

The studies in this collection represent a globally diverse

sample of children and adolescents (e.g., China, Germany,

Turkey, U.K., U.S.A), and they indicate that across cultures,

children consider moral principles, while they are also

influenced by group membership. The findings from this

collection suggest that concepts of group loyalty, often studied

in adolescence, may impact children as well, through their

understanding of intentions, beliefs, and emotions.
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Children Consider Procedures,
Outcomes, and Emotions When
Judging the Fairness of Inequality
Lucy M. Stowe1, Rebecca Peretz-Lange2 and Peter R. Blake3*

1 Department of Cognitive Sciences, University of California, Irvine, Irvine, CA, United States, 2 Department of Psychology,
State University of New York, Purchase, NY, United States, 3 Department of Psychological and Brain Sciences, Boston
University, Boston, MA, United States

Children tend to view equal resource distributions as more fair than unequal ones, but
will sometimes view even unequal distributions as fair. However, less is known about
how children form judgments about inequality when different procedures are used. In
the present study, we investigated children’s consideration of procedures (i.e., resource-
distributing processes), outcomes (i.e., the distributions themselves), and emotions (i.e.,
the emotional reactions of those receiving the resources) when judging the fairness of
unequal resource distributions. Participants (N = 130, 3- to 8-year-olds) were introduced
to a Fair Coin (different color on each side) and an Unfair Coin (same color on both
sides). In two between-subjects conditions, they watched a researcher flip either the Fair
or Unfair Coin in order to distribute resources unequally between two child recipients.
Participants then rated the fairness of this event, provided verbal justifications for their
ratings (coded for references to procedures and/or outcomes), and rated the emotional
state of each recipient (from which an Emotion Difference Score was computed). Results
revealed that participants rated the event as more fair in the Fair Coin than the Unfair
Coin condition. References to the outcome in children’s justifications predicted lower
fairness ratings, while references to the procedure only predicted lower ratings in
the Unfair Coin condition. Greater Emotion Difference Scores predicted lower fairness
ratings, and this effect increased with age. Together, these results show that children
consider procedures, outcomes, and emotions when judging the fairness of inequality.
Moreover, results suggest age-related increases in consideration of recipients’ emotions
makes inequality seem less fair, even when fair procedures are used. Implications for the
development of fairness are discussed.

Keywords: fairness judgments, procedures, distributive justice, emotions, development

INTRODUCTION

For everyone agrees that what is just in distribution must be according to worth in some sense. But they do
not all mean the same sort of worth: for democrats it is freedom, for supporters of oligarchy it is wealth, for
others it is noble birth, and for aristocrats it is virtue.

– Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics

As Aristotle famously noted in the Nicomachean Ethics, different groups have different moral
norms concerning which procedures for distributing resources are considered fair. Children
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recognize several possible approaches to distributing resources, as
described in classic research on the development of distributive
justice (Piaget, 1932; Damon, 1980). Recent studies have
expanded this work. Many studies have found that preschool
children generally view equal distributions as more fair than
unequal ones (Smith et al., 2013; Blake et al., 2014; Rakoczy et al.,
2016; McAuliffe et al., 2017). Critically, however, children also
believe that even unequal resource distributions can be fair if
they are based on merit (Baumard et al., 2012; Rizzo et al., 2020),
need (Paulus, 2014; Rizzo et al., 2016), rectifying past inequalities
(Rizzo and Killen, 2020), shared group membership (Rhodes
et al., 2018), or even a close relationship (Olson and Spelke,
2008; Paulus and Moore, 2014). In all of these cases, children
view the resource distributions as fair despite being unequal,
demonstrating great flexibility in recognizing different “sorts of
worth” in different contexts.

We aimed to build upon this research by investigating how
children evaluate the fairness of unequal resource distributions
when the procedures used to create them are ostensibly
fair or unfair. Recent events have highlighted how unequal
distributions are sometimes the output of procedures that
might still be considered fair, such as distributing vaccines to
high-risk populations before low-risk ones. People’s judgments
of these scenarios have important consequences, and these
judgments have their roots in early childhood. The present
study investigates two understudied factors which may contribute
to the development of fairness judgments of unequal resource
distributions: (1) children’s consideration of procedures used
to distribute resources vs. the distributions themselves, and (2)
children’s evaluations of the emotions of the recipients.

Fairness Judgments Based on
Procedures vs. Outcomes
Much research has examined how children evaluate distributions
(i.e., “outcomes”) as fair or unfair. By at least 12 months of
age, infants expect agents to create equal outcomes and prefer
these agents over ones who create unequal outcomes (Geraci
and Surian, 2011; Schmidt and Sommerville, 2011; Sloane et al.,
2012; Ziv and Sommerville, 2017; Buyukozer Dawkins et al.,
2019). Some studies even suggest that children’s experience with
resource-based interactions contributes to their expectation of
equal outcomes (Ziv and Sommerville, 2017). Infants also show
some expectations of procedural fairness: by 20 months of age,
infants expect agents to be impartial when helping others (Surian
and Margoni, 2020) and by 21 months of age they expect agents
to use merit to distribute resources (Sloane et al., 2012).

By the preschool years, children show both preferences
and expectations for equal outcomes, judging these to be
more fair than unequal outcomes and even protesting unequal
outcomes (Smith et al., 2013; Rakoczy et al., 2016; Rizzo
and Killen, 2016; McAuliffe et al., 2017). However, to date,
less is known about children’s judgments of distributional
processes (i.e., procedures) as fair or unfair, and the existing
evidence of children’s commitments to procedural fairness is
mixed. On the one hand, children will choose fair over unfair
procedures for distributing resources (Shaw and Olson, 2014;

Dunham et al., 2018), will spontaneously change a game’s unfair
rules to be more equitable (Grocke et al., 2015), and will even
sacrifice some resources to punish someone who distributes
resources unequally (McAuliffe et al., 2015). On the other hand,
preschoolers will sometimes accept and perpetrate unfair reasons
for inequality (e.g., giving more to whomever started with more,
Hussak and Cimpian, 2015; giving more to those who “just want
more,” Schmidt et al., 2016) and will avoid fair procedures to
receive an advantage (Shaw et al., 2014; Dunham et al., 2018).
Thus, open questions remain about children’s reasoning about
procedural fairness. Scenarios in which ostensibly fair procedures
produce unequal distributions are particularly useful in revealing
children’s reasoning, as these scenarios require children to weigh
outcomes and procedures against each other directly.

It is important to gain clarity on how children reason about
procedural fairness, as this is a major component of mature
reasoning about inequality. When children first encounter social
inequality in early childhood, they construct an understanding of
inequalities which then informs their social attitudes, judgments,
and behaviors (Rutland et al., 2010; Killen et al., 2018;
Elenbaas et al., 2020). Critically, young children tend to ignore
the procedures, systems, and structures that produce social
inequalities. Instead, children intuitively assume that inequalities
are produced by differences in groups’ intrinsic merit or inborn
abilities (Hussak and Cimpian, 2015; Dunlea and Heiphetz, 2020,
2021; Peretz-Lange and Muentener, 2021), though this tendency
to overlook the structures producing inequality declines over
development (Vasilyeva et al., 2018; Peretz-Lange et al., 2021).
We build on this research by investigating children’s nascent
understanding of procedures producing inequalities.

Fairness Judgments Based on Emotions
A second factor that may influence children’s fairness judgments
is how children understand the emotional impact on the
recipients of inequality. Prior work with 3-year-old participants
has found that emotional reactions to unfairness may be a
developmental precursor to more explicit moral judgments of
unfairness (LoBue et al., 2011), and some philosophers have
argued that emotions may play a theoretically central role in
moral judgment (Prinz, 2006, though other philosophers argue
for an alternative, rationalist view of morality, see Peacocke,
2004 and May, 2021 for reviews). Yet, little is known about how
children’s developing understanding of emotions shapes their
fairness judgments.

Several lines of research suggest that children’s ideas
about recipients’ emotions may increasingly shape their moral
judgments over development. First, classic work on the “happy
victimizer effect” shows that children increasingly consider
the emotions of the victims of moral transgressions with age
(Nunner-Winkler and Sodian, 1988; Arsenio and Kramer, 1992;
Keller et al., 2003). Research has also found that parent–child
conversations while watching a television episode involve more
perspective-taking and emotion-related language (e.g., “how did
that make him feel?”) as children grow older, which corresponded
with shifts in moral judgments (Cingel and Krcmar, 2019).
Finally, recent work by Smetana and Ball (2018, 2019) also
shows that children judge some moral violations more harshly
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than others (e.g., judging physical harm as worse than unequal
resource distributions), and that these judgments corresponded
with judgments of victims’ negative emotions.

In the present study, we investigated how children use
emotions to inform their judgments about inequalities that are
produced by either fair or unfair procedures. After children
were taught about these inequalities, they were asked to rate
the emotional state of the individuals who were advantaged or
disadvantaged by the inequality.

The Present Study
In the present study, we showed participants either a fair or unfair
procedure producing an unequal outcome, between-subjects. We
chose a large inequality (one vs. six stickers) as a strong test of
whether children would view a fair procedure as outweighing the
outcome. Participants were asked to rate whether this event was
good or bad overall. Next, participants provided justifications for
their rating, which we coded as referring to the outcome or the
procedure. Finally, participants were asked to rate the emotions
of the individuals who were advantaged or disadvantaged by the
inequality. These diverse measures provided a rich and in-depth
picture of children’s reasoning.

We predicted that (1) participants would rate the event
as worse after viewing an unfair procedure compared to a
fair procedure, following past work, (2) that this difference
between conditions would increase with age, following evidence
that children increasingly attend to the structures producing
inequality with age, (3a) that references to the outcomes in the
justifications would predict lower ratings of the event overall,
(3b) that references to the procedure would predict lower ratings
only in the unfair condition, and (4) that participants would
rate the disadvantaged child as being less happy than advantaged
child, and that larger differences between these two ratings would
predict lower fairness ratings.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Children between 3 and 8 years of age (N = 130; 75 females;
range = 36.6–107.7 months; M = 75.7 months; SD = 17.8) were
recruited through a family database at a university lab, at a
local museum, and in public parks. By age group, the sample
consisted of 31 3–4 years olds (M = 52.7 months, SD = 6.6,
19 females), 53 5–6 years olds (M = 72.2 months, SD = 7.1, 27
females), and 46 7–8 years olds (M = 95.2 months, SD = 7.6, 29
females). An additional seventeen children were excluded from
the final sample due to failing comprehension checks (14), a
cognitive diagnosis revealed by the parent (2) and ending the
task voluntarily (1). Demographic information was obtained on
a voluntary basis and only 36% of participants provided any
information. Of that subset, however, 79% were White and the
average income was in the range of $100,000 to $150,000.

We used the most similar prior research (Shaw and Olson,
2014) to target a sample size of 120 children: N = 20 children per
age group (3) per condition (2). We used G∗Power to determine
that a sample of 120 participants would be able to detect a

medium effect size (Cohen’s f 2 = 0.15; Cohen, 1992) at 95% power
for a regression model with three predictors [Age (continuous),
Condition and Age × Condition; Hypotheses 1 and 2] with alpha
set to 0.05. We continued data collection to N = 130 in an effort
to test more 3- to 4-year olds. Data collection ceased due to the
pandemic. A post hoc power analysis also showed that a sample
size of 130 would be sufficient to detect medium to small effects
(Cohen’s f 2 = 0.11) in a regression model with five predictors
at a power level of 80%. Parental consent was obtained for all
participants, and we also confirmed verbally with children that
they wanted to participate. All procedures were approved by
the university IRB.

Procedure
The procedure consisted of a familiarization phase and a test
phase. In the familiarization phase, participants were introduced
to the Fair and Unfair Coins, and their comprehension was
confirmed. In the test phase, participants were told about how
one coin (either the Fair or Unfair Coin, depending on condition
assignment) was used to distribute stickers between two other
children. They then provided fairness ratings, justifications for
these ratings, and emotion ratings.

Familiarization Phase
Participants were first shown an image of a slide and two
characters (gender-matched to the participant). They were told
that both characters wanted to go down the slide, but that only
one could go down at a time. Participants were then told that they
needed to choose a coin to help decide who could go down first
and were introduced to a Fair Coin that had blue on one side and
white on the other (matching the characters) and an Unfair Coin
that had white on both sides. They were shown short videos in
which each coin landed twice, with the blue\white coin landing
once on white and once on blue and the white coin landing twice
on white. They were instructed that the color the coin landed on
would determine who was allowed to go down the slide first. As
a comprehension check, participants were asked which coin they
would like to use, and also which character would get to go down
the slide first if the coin landed on blue or white. All participants
in the final sample passed both comprehension check questions.
Note that 11 additional participants (10 of whom were 3- and 4-
year-olds) were excluded from the sample after failing the first
comprehension check question, and 3 additional children were
excluded after failing the second comprehension check question
(2 of whom were 3- and 4-year-olds).

Test Phase
Participants were introduced to a laminated, drawn figure named
Maya/Michael (gender-matched to the participant). They were
told that Maya/Michael wanted to give stickers to two other
children who had recently helped her/him, and were then
shown images of these two children (also gender-matched to
the participant). The child images were selected from the Child
Affective Facial Expression (CAFE) data set (LoBue, 2014; LoBue
and Thrasher, 2015). We used the Maya/Michael character as an
intermediary who was making the decision as opposed to having
the experimenter make the decision so that children would feel
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more comfortable saying that the result was bad, knowing that
they were not criticizing the experimenter. They were told that
Maya/Michael only had two packages of stickers, one package
with one sticker and another with six stickers. The stickers were
presented in packages so that they could not be re-allocated.
Children were told that Maya/Michael would flip a coin to decide
who got which package. Participants were told that if the coin
landed on the color of the box (red or black) that was underneath
the photo of the child, then that child would receive the package
of six stickers and the other child would receive the package of
one sticker. We used an inequality of 1 vs. 6 because this would
be visually impressive even to young children whose number
knowledge was limited.

Participants were shown a video showing two coins, a Fair
Coin, which was red on one side and black on the other,
and an Unfair Coin, which had the same color (either red or
black) on both sides. In the video, a hand rotated each coin to
show both sides and then flipped it to demonstrate its possible
outcomes as in the familiarization phase. A comprehension check
confirmed that participants knew how the stickers would be
distributed under either outcome; all children passed this check.
Participants were then told that Maya/Michael actually only had
one coin, either the Fair or Unfair Coin, which represented the
condition manipulation. The experimenter then flipped the coin
for Maya/Michael, revealing the outcome, and the stickers were
distributed accordingly.

Children were shown a visual presentation of the result
of the coin flip (Figure 1). Participants were then asked to
rate the perceived fairness of the event overall. Specifically,
the experimenter said, “Maya/Michael used this coin [holding
up coin] to give 1 sticker to this girl/boy and 6 stickers to

FIGURE 1 | Example of the visual presentation of the result of the coin flip.
Photos of real children were used in place of the silhouettes.

FIGURE 2 | (A) Four-point fairness rating scale. (B) Five-point happy-sad
scale.

this girl/boy.” This particular phrasing was used to remind
participants of both the procedure (the coin) and the unequal
outcome, to avoid leading participants toward relying on only
the procedure or the outcome in making their judgments. The
experimenter then asked, “Do you think this was really bad (1),
not ok (2), ok (3), or really good (4),” pointing to the appropriate
ideograph on a 4-point scale (see Figure 2A). Two versions of
the scale, with either two thumbs down or up in the left position,
were counterbalanced between participants. Participants were
then asked why they had selected that point on the scale (e.g.,
“why was it really bad?”). Their responses were fully written down
at the time and later coded as referring to the procedure, outcome,
both, or neither.

Finally, participants were asked to predict both recipients’
emotions on a 5-point face scale (see Figure 2B). Two versions
of this scale, starting with either really sad or really happy,
were counterbalanced between participants. Children were asked,
“how do you think this girl/boy will feel about getting 1 (or 6)
sticker(s)? Will she/he feel really happy (5), a little bit happy (4),
just okay (3), a little bit sad (2), or really sad (1)?” Participants
were asked about the child who received more stickers and
the child who received fewer, in a counterbalanced order. An
Emotion Difference Score was computed as the ratings of the
six-sticker child minus the ratings of the one-sticker child.

RESULTS

Analyses focused on evaluating our predictions that (1)
participants would rate the event as worse in the Unfair Coin
condition compared to the Fair Coin condition, (2) that this
difference between conditions would increase with age, (3) that
the more participants referred to the unfair procedure in their
justifications, the worse they would rate the event, and (4) that
participants would rate the child receiving six stickers as happier
than the child receiving one sticker, and that larger differences
between these emotion ratings would predict lower fairness
ratings. All analyses were conducted in R version 4.0.2 (R Core
Team, 2020) using the lm function from the lme4 package for
linear regression models and the ANOVA function to compare
the fit of models. For model selection, we started with a full model
for each hypothesis and used the drop1 command to remove
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FIGURE 3 | Fairness ratings as a function of Condition and Age. Shaded
bands represent 95% CIs.

variables that did not significantly contribute to the model fit
(Bolker et al., 2009).

We first investigated whether condition impacted fairness
ratings (Hypothesis 1) and whether this changed with age
(Hypothesis 2). We first compared an intercept-only model to
a model with Age (months), Condition (Fair, Unfair) and the
interaction term. The full model significantly improved the fit
to the data [F(3,126) = 11.42, p < 0.001]. To assess the need for
the interaction term, we used the drop1 command (test = “F”)
which suggested dropping the interaction. The main effects only
model showed that children rated the task as less fair with age
(B = −0.01, SE = 0.005, p < 0.05) and as less fair in the Unfair
Coin condition (B = −0.93, SE = 0.18, p < 0.001). We next used
the ggeffects package to obtain estimates and 95% confidence
intervals for the ratings by age for each condition. This allowed us
to determine whether the ratings were within the Fair or Unfair
range of ratings (midpoint = 2.5). In the Fair condition, children’s
ratings were in the fair range until about 8 years of age, at which
point the 95% CIs included 2.5 (B = 2.59, 95% CI [2.28, 2.90]).
In the Unfair condition, children ratings were in the fair range
until about 5 years of age (B = 2.14, 95% CI [1.84, 2.44]). Thus,
until 5 years of age, children rated the procedure plus unequal
outcome as fair regardless of which coin was used (Figure 3).

Next, we investigated whether participants’ justifications
of their ratings predicted their fairness ratings (Hypothesis
3). Justifications were coded by two research assistants who
identified whether the explanations referred to the procedure
(e.g., “because he flipped a coin”), the outcome (e.g., “because
she got less”), both, or neither. The coders agreed 86.2% of the
time, for a kappa of 81.3, representing near-perfect agreement.
Discrepancies were resolved by the last author. Out of 123
justifications, 20% referred to only the procedure, 38% referred
to only the outcome, 8% referred to both, and 34% referred
to neither. Two dummy-coded binary variables were created
to respectively represent whether participants did or did not
refer to the procedure, and whether they did or did not
refer to the outcome.

To determine whether references to the procedure or the
outcome impacted children’s judgments, we created a regression
model that included interactions of Procedure references
(yes/no), Outcome references (yes/no) with Age and Condition.
We then used the drop1 function to eliminate terms that did
not significantly contribute to the model fit. The reduced model
included the main effects of Age, Condition, Outcome and
Procedure and the interaction of Condition × Procedure. The
results showed that references to the unequal outcome predicted
lower fairness ratings overall (B = −0.39, SE = 0.18, p< 0.05) and
references to the procedure predicted lower fairness ratings in the
Unfair Coin condition (B = −1.04, SE = 0.42, p < 0.05).

Finally, we analyzed participants’ emotion ratings as they
related to their fairness ratings (Hypothesis 4). First, we sought
to confirm that participants rated the child receiving six stickers
as happier than the child receiving one sticker. The descriptive
statistics showed the expected pattern with the recipient who
received more rated close to very happy on the 5-point scale
(M = 4.7, SD = 0.82) and the recipient who received less rated
close to a little sad (M = 1.7, SD = 1.17). These ratings were
combined into a difference score: recipient who received more
minus recipient who received less. To determine the effect of the
emotion difference score on fairness ratings, we created a full
model that included the interaction of Emotion Difference with
Age and Condition. We then used the drop1 function to eliminate
terms that did not significantly contribute to the model fit. The
reduced model included the main effects of Age, Condition,
Emotion Difference, and the interaction of Age × Emotion
Difference. The results showed that, holding Condition and Age
constant, Emotion Difference scores were positively associated
with fairness ratings overall (B = 0.61, SE = 0.28, p < 0.05). This
effect was qualified by a significant interaction between Emotion
Difference scores and Age (B = −0.01, SE = 0.001, p< 0.05), such
that for older children, larger emotion difference scores predicted
lower fairness ratings.

To examine this result more closely, we ran separate models
replacing the Emotion Difference score with the actual emotion
ratings for the child who received less (Emotion Less) and the
child who received more (Emotion More). Only the emotion
ratings for the child who received less predicted fairness ratings
(Figure 4). The results showed significant effects for: Age
(B = −0.03, SE = 0.001, p < 0.01), Condition (B = −0.91,
SE = 0.18, p < 0.001), Emotion Less (B = −0.58, SE = 0.29,
p < 0.05), and the interaction of Age × Emotion Less (B = −0.01,
SE = 0.01, p < 0.05). With increasing age, children who rated the
child who received less as being more sad also rated the event as
being less fair.

We next combined the emotion and justification ratings into
a single model in order to determine whether these variables
separately predicted fairness ratings. The results showed that
the interactions of Condition × Procedure and Age × Emotion
Less remained significant, indicating that these terms made
independent contributions to children’s fairness ratings (Table 1).
However, reference to Outcomes in children’s justifications was
no longer significant. This change suggests that the addition of
the emotion ratings explained some of the same variation as the
references to outcomes in the justifications.
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FIGURE 4 | Interaction of Age and Emotion rating for the child who received
less. Shaded bands represent 95% CIs.

TABLE 1 | Combined model including justifications and emotion ratings.

B (SE)

Intercept 4.63***
(0.67)

Age (months) −0.03**
(0.01)

Emotion Less −0.54·

(0.28)
Condition (Unfair) −0.64**

(0.22)
Refer to Procedure 0.72*

(0.33)
Refer to Outcome −0.35·

(0.18)
Age × Emotion Less 0.01*

(0.00)
Condition × Procedure −1.07*

(0.42)
R2 0.29
Adj. R2 0.25
Number of Observations 130

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; ·p < 0.1.

DISCUSSION

The present study introduced child participants to either a
fair or an unfair procedure which was used to distribute
stickers unequally (one vs. six stickers to two child recipients).
Participants were asked to rate the fairness of the event overall,
justify their rating, and predict the respective emotions of the
children who received one sticker and six stickers. Several key
results emerged, which we discuss below, along with implications
and limitations.

First, children at all ages differentiated between the two
procedures, rating the event as worse in the Unfair Coin
condition compared to the Fair Coin condition. Surprisingly,
the fairness ratings for both conditions declined with age. By
5 years of age, children in the Unfair condition rated the event
as being clearly unfair and by 8 years of age, children in the
Fair condition gave average ratings that included the midpoint

of the fairness scale. In fact, 50% of 7- to 8-year olds gave the
event a rating of really bad or not ok in the Fair condition. These
results suggest that while children attend to procedures from an
early age, they place more weight on outcomes with age when
evaluating how fair a distribution is. Although this result runs
counter to other studies showing that procedures can override
unequal outcomes with age (Shaw et al., 2014), it likely reflects
children’s greater experience and stronger opinions as to how
inequalities should be allocated.

Second, participants’ justifications also confirmed that
attention to the procedure contributed to fairness judgments.
In the Fair Coin condition, referring to the procedure predicted
rating the event as more fair, but in the Unfair Coin condition,
referring to the procedure predicted rating the event as less fair.
Referring to the unequal outcome also predicted lower fairness
ratings, as expected given the large literature showing that
children view unequal outcomes as unfair. These results from
participants’ justifications mirror findings from their ratings
alone, although to some extent children may have been engaging
in post hoc rationalization of the ratings they just gave. Future
research could explore children’s reasoning in more depth by
replacing the rating scale with semi-structured questions to
determine what aspects of the task drew their attention the most.
In sum, children integrate information about the procedure and
the outcome in order to make sense of distributions as a whole,
with both factors contributing to their fairness judgments.

Third, participants’ consideration of the emotions of the
recipients played an increasingly important role in their fairness
judgments with age. At all ages, participants rated the child who
received one sticker as less happy than the child who received
six stickers; however, the difference between these respective
ratings increasingly predicted children’s fairness judgments with
age. Specifically, results indicated that participants’ ratings of the
child who received fewer resources drove these effects. However,
despite this anticipation of distress for the disadvantaged
recipient, children do not use this emotion information in their
fairness judgments until about 5 years of age. Importantly,
although the role of emotion in the generation of fairness
judgments increased with age, it was not affected by the
procedure used to create the inequality. Put simply, the impact
of emotion on fairness judgments was driven by the outcomes.

These findings on the use of emotion information build
on a rich research literature showing that infants and toddlers
anticipate and respond to distress in others. This sensitivity to
victims motivates prosocial actions towards the victim (Brownell
et al., 2009; Svetlova et al., 2010; Dunfield, 2014; Vaish and
Hepach, 2020), even when the victim does not show overt distress
when harm befalls them (Vaish et al., 2009). The expectation
of distress can also motivate more than just direct prosocial
responses. When infants witness agents being attacked or being
treated unfairly, they prefer agents that intervene or punish the
offending agent, expect others to prefer them as well, and will
reward the defenders as opposed to a bystander that does nothing
(Kanakogi et al., 2017; Geraci, 2020; Geraci and Franchin, 2021).
By 16 months of age, infants will reward a fair agent who
distributes resources equally more often than they will punish this
agent, and will reward the fair agent more than an unfair agent

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 6 March 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 81590112

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-13-815901 February 26, 2022 Time: 18:28 # 7

Stowe et al. Children’s Fairness Procedures and Outcomes

(Ziv et al., 2021). Although the victims in these studies do not
express distress, infants and toddlers seem to infer or anticipate
their distress which likely motivates them either to act or to expect
a particular outcome. The current study adds to this research by
demonstrating that young children anticipate the distress of a
child who receives less than another and use that knowledge to
inform their judgment of the distribution process.

The fact that the impact of emotional evaluations on fairness
judgments increased with age aligns with earlier research showing
that as children grow older, they increasingly consider the
emotions of victims of moral transgressions (Nunner-Winkler
and Sodian, 1988; Arsenio and Kramer, 1992; Keller et al.,
2003). However, whereas the happy victimizer effect describes
how children rate a transgressor as less happy about their
transgression, in this case, older children’s focus on the “victim”
who received less drives the effect on judgments.

One limitation of this study is our inability to determine
the direction of causality between Emotion ratings and fairness
ratings. Although our results are consistent with the possibility
that children use predicted emotions to inform their fairness
judgments (i.e., reasoning that it is unfair because the child
who receives less will be sad), it is also possible that children
use fairness judgments to inform their emotion predictions (i.e.,
reasoning that the victim will feel sadder because the event
was unfair). However, future work should try to determine
the direction of causality by directly manipulating participants’
beliefs about how recipients feel.

Lastly, our combined analysis showed that consideration
of procedures and consideration of emotions independently
contributed to children’s fairness judgments. Thus, children
may integrate diverse kinds of information in order to form
judgments of fairness, providing support for theories such as
the Social Reasoning Developmental model (Elenbaas et al.,
2020). Our combined results suggest that although younger
children consider both procedures and outcomes when judging
the fairness of resource distributions, older children increasingly
integrate their concern for the welfare of the child receiving
less into their judgments. Further, what changes with age is not
children’s recognition that the child who receives less will be
more sad, but rather the extent to which this recognition informs
fairness judgments.

One potential avenue for future research is to investigate
how adults integrate the same information for their fairness
judgments. Generally, research on procedural justice has found
that adults are more likely to accept unequal outcomes when
procedures are considered fair (Lind and Tyler, 1988; Brockner
and Wiesenfeld, 1996; Lind, 2019). However, several studies also
show that procedures have little impact on fairness judgments
when unequal outcomes are made salient (Van den Bos et al.,
1997, 1998). Adults also do not accept seemingly fair procedures
in all cases. For example, multiple studies in community health
have found that adults reject random allocation procedures for
scarce medical resources (Biddison et al., 2018; Schoch-Spana
et al., 2020). Thus, when faced with large inequalities in outcomes,
adults may consider many procedures inappropriate and rate the
allocation process as unfair. Adults also feel empathic anger on
behalf of those who are unfairly disadvantaged (Batson et al.,

2007). If adults consider both the size of the inequality and expect
a negative emotional impact on the disadvantaged party, they
might judge the process for creating the inequality as unfair, just
as the oldest children in the current study do.

CONCLUSION

In sum, while a wide literature suggests that children view equal
resource distributions as more fair than unequal ones (Smith
et al., 2013; Blake et al., 2014; Rakoczy et al., 2016; McAuliffe
et al., 2017), this study highlights that children’s judgments of
inequalities change with age by integrating information about
procedures, outcomes and the emotions of the recipients. Overall,
with age children place greater weight on the emotions of the
recipients and less weight on fair procedures used to create the
unequal outcome. These findings run counter to claims that
children view inequalities as fair as long as a fair procedure
was used (Shaw and Olson, 2014). Instead, children’s fairness
judgments are more impacted by a concern for how unequal
outcomes will create distress for the disadvantaged. Future
research will need to establish a stronger causal connection
between emotion evaluations and fairness judgments, and
perhaps test addition procedures that children may accept as
more appropriate for creating large disparities in outcomes.
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Children’s Navigation of Contextual
Cues in Peer Transgressions: The
Role of Aggression Form,
Transgressor Gender, and
Transgressor Intention
Andrea C. Yuly-Youngblood* , Jessica S. Caporaso, Rachel C. Croce and
Janet J. Boseovski

University of North Carolina at Greensboro, Greensboro, NC, United States

When faced with transgressions in their peer groups, children must navigate a series
of situational cues (e.g., type of transgression, transgressor gender, transgressor
intentionality) to evaluate the moral status of transgressions and to inform their
subsequent behavior toward the transgressors. There is little research on which cues
children prioritize when presented together, how reliance on these cues may be affected
by certain biases (e.g., gender norms), or how the prioritization of these cues may
change with age. To explore these questions, 138 5- to 7-year-olds (younger children)
and 8- to 10-year-olds (older children) evaluated a series of boy and girl characters
who partook in physical or relational aggression with ambiguous or purposeful intent.
Children were asked to provide sociomoral evaluations (i.e., acceptability, punishment,
and intention attribution judgments) and social preferences. Transgressor gender only
impacted children’s social preferences. Conversely, aggression form and transgressor
intent shifted children’s sociomoral judgments: they were harsher toward physical
transgressors with purposeful intent over those with ambiguous intent but made
similar evaluations for relational transgressors regardless of intentionality. The present
results suggest that gender is perhaps not uniformly relevant to children across
all contexts, as other cues were prioritized for children’s sociomoral judgments.
Since children likely have less familiarity with relational aggression compared to
physical aggression, it follows that intent would only shift judgments about physical
transgressors. This research provides insight about how children simultaneously
navigate multiple cues in aggression contexts, which is likely reflective of their real-world
experiences.
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INTRODUCTION

As children’s social worlds grow in complexity, children
experience a variety of peer transgressions, such as aggressive
acts, and must evaluate these transgressions as they occur. At
the same time, children prefer individuals in their own social
categories (e.g., gender; Maccoby, 1988; Martin and Fabes, 2001;
Halim, 2016) and learn the social norms of group interaction and
cohesion. Gender is a salient and fundamental social category
that drives children’s social decision-making by preschool age,
including their attitudes and predictions about others (e.g., Ruble
et al., 2006; Arthur et al., 2008). Accordingly, preschoolers are
aware of the normative behaviors and preferences of their gender
ingroup (e.g., Ruble et al., 2006; Halim, 2016). In fact, some
findings suggest that children attend to gender at an earlier age
than they attend to other social categories, such as race, when
they reason about other people (e.g., Shutts et al., 2010; Shutts,
2015; Weisman et al., 2015). Therefore, when transgressions
occur, children might view these actions through the lens of
gender norms as they consider a multitude of other situational
cues (e.g., intentionality cues) to evaluate the moral status of an
aggressive violation (e.g., Margoni and Surian, 2017; Yoo and
Smetana, 2019). Beyond moral judgments, children may also
use these situational cues to make decisions about whom they
choose to befriend, as they may decide not to affiliate with an
individual who is disruptive to group cohesion (Hitti et al., 2014).
Importantly, the relevance of these cues and their interactions
likely shift with age, thereby altering children’s sociomoral
judgments and social preferences from early to middle childhood.

The current study examined the role of gender norms
on children’s moral evaluations and social preferences in
aggression contexts. Five- to 10-year-olds were presented
with a series of vignettes that included three situational
cues—type of aggression (i.e., aggression form), transgressor
gender, and transgressor intentionality. Importantly, these cues
emulate children’s knowledge, experiences, and biases regarding
peer conflict and social norms (Grant and Mills, 2011). In
fact, type of aggression, transgressor gender, and transgressor
intentionality have been individually shown to affect children’s
sociomoral reasoning (e.g., Giles and Heyman, 2005; Killen
et al., 2011; Smetana and Ball, 2018). The relevance of these
cues for sociomoral judgments may shift across development,
as children’s experiences with different forms of aggression (e.g.,
Alink et al., 2006; Orpinas et al., 2015), their adherence to gender
stereotypic beliefs (e.g., Conry-Murray and Turiel, 2012), and
their ability to attribute intentionality (e.g., Killen et al., 2011) all
change across early and middle childhood.

Few studies have examined these cues in concert, and it
is unclear which cues children prioritize when asked to make
sociomoral judgments. Certain contextual cues, such as lack
of information about transgressor intent, may lead children to
rely on other types of cues and leave space for children to
use informational processing biases in their judgments (Crick
and Dodge, 1996; Heyman, 2001; Boseovski et al., 2013). Other
contextual cues, such as transgressor gender, may be particularly
salient when the form of aggression violates children’s beliefs
about gender norms and aggression (e.g., a girl who commits a

physically aggressive act; Giles and Heyman, 2005; Ruble et al.,
2006). Consequently, it is important to examine how children
balance these various situational cues across childhood, especially
given that children must manage all of these cues during real-life
transgression scenarios.

Aggression Form
To begin, it is critical to establish how children perceive different
forms of aggression, regardless of gender or intentionality cues.
By early childhood, children differentiate whether a transgression
was characterized by sabotage to relationships (i.e., relational
aggression) or overt physical harm (i.e., physical aggression;
Björkqvist et al., 1992; Crick and Grotpeter, 1995). Generally,
4- to 10-year-olds judge physical aggression to be more serious,
more harmful, and more deserving of punishment than relational
aggression (Murray-Close et al., 2006; Smetana and Ball, 2018),
perhaps because physical harm is construed as serious in most
cultures and results in physical, observable distress. Physical
and relational aggression also differ in the frequency that they
occur in children’s everyday contexts, and this frequency changes
with age. Physical aggression is more common in preschool and
kindergarten than in elementary school, and acts of physical
aggression peak at 3.5 years of age for the majority of children
(NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 2004; Alink et al.,
2006). The use of physical aggression parallels how preschoolers’
friendships center on physical activities and proximity, along
with physical descriptions that include sharing toys or holding
hands (e.g., Selman et al., 1977).

Although relational aggression is also observed in the
preschool classroom (e.g., Perry et al., 2021), it does not reach
its peak occurrence until middle school (Orpinas et al., 2015). In
addition, the types of relational aggression observed in preschool
tend to be much less sophisticated (and possibly less harmful)
than the types of relational aggression that occur in middle and
late childhood (Ostrov et al., 2018). Also, parents and teachers
tend to condemn acts of physical aggression more frequently and
harshly than acts of relational aggression in the preschool years
(Swit et al., 2018).

Consequently, younger children generally have more
experience with physical aggression (as both victims and
transgressors) than with relational aggression. This is particularly
important because children actively construct moral concepts
from the information they receive from their environments
and daily experiences (Dahl, 2018; Smetana et al., 2018).
Younger children may view acts of physical aggression as
more damaging to group harmony than relational aggression,
especially since they prioritize the physical dimensions of
friendship (e.g., Selman et al., 1977). As children age, their social
goals become more relational to enhance peer relationships
and maintain group cohesion (Crick and Dodge, 1996). Older
children likely have more knowledge regarding relational
aggression and may be more sensitive to the harm caused
by relational aggression compared to younger children. In
fact, older children tend to attribute more negative intent and
have more complex explanations for relational transgressions
compared to their younger counterparts (Boseovski et al.,
2013). An improved understanding of relational harm may
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lead older children to harsher evaluations of relational
transgressions over physical transgressions (e.g., Yoo and
Smetana, 2019), at least in comparison to younger children.
Still, a variety of other situational cues are likely evident
in aggression contexts, such as transgressor gender and
attention to whether a transgressor behaves in line with
gender norms.

Transgressor Gender
There are a few noted gender differences in the perpetration
of physical and relational aggression. Boys are more likely to
engage in physical aggression than girls (e.g., Lansford et al.,
2012; Perry et al., 2021). Although there is mixed evidence
that girls engage in relational aggression more than boys (for
a review, see Card et al., 2008), girls are more likely to
engage in relational aggression compared to physical aggression
(e.g., Ostrov et al., 2014). As such, children stereotypically
categorize physical aggression as a characteristic of boys and
relational aggression as a characteristic of girls (e.g., Giles and
Heyman, 2005; Ruble et al., 2006; Martin and Ruble, 2010). This
follows children’s more general stereotypes that regard boys as
fighters/hitters who are rough and physically active, but girls
as gentle/passive, with relationships that center on intimate,
personal experiences (e.g., Maccoby, 1990, 2004; Basu, 1991;
Ruble et al., 2006; Miller et al., 2009). Past literature establishes
that these gender norms permeate children’s judgments about
others, including individuals in aggression contexts (e.g., Crick
et al., 1996; Giles and Heyman, 2005). As further support for
this idea, children are more likely to misremember “mismatched”
aggressive situations (i.e., a boy being relationally aggressive
or a girl being physically aggressive) than those that are
matched (i.e., a boy being physically aggressive or a girl being
relationally aggressive; Giles and Heyman, 2005). Given that these
characteristics reflect the group norms that children hold for their
gender ingroup, they may view individuals less favorably if they
behave in ways that go against group norms (Hitti et al., 2014;
Mulvey et al., 2014).

Although even preschoolers report that gender norm
adherence is a personal choice (Conry-Murray and Turiel,
2012; Conry-Murray et al., 2020), they also report fewer
positive judgments toward individuals who behave counter-
stereotypically and therefore against social group norms, at least
compared to those who behave stereotypically (e.g., Blakemore,
2003). By middle to late childhood, children exhibit increasingly
flexible gender attitudes and become more accepting of counter-
stereotypic information (Martin, 1989; Ruble et al., 2006; Conry-
Murray and Turiel, 2012). One explanation for this flexibility
with development is gender essentialism, which is endorsed in
early childhood but subsides by about 9 years of age (Taylor
et al., 2009). Young children who endorse gender essentialism
view gender as fixed and immutable, which allows them to make
a variety of predictions about others based merely on gender
category information (e.g., Taylor et al., 2009; Meyer and Gelman,
2016) and thus adhere to gender norms. Alternatively, since
even young children understand that adhering to gender norms
is a personal choice, perhaps this understanding strengthens
with development and becomes more uniformly applied across

contexts and situations, leading to flexible gender attitudes in
middle to late childhood.

In addition, younger children view harm committed by a
member of their gender ingroup as worse than harm committed
by a member of their gender outgroup, whereas older children
only focus on the transgression in their moral judgments
(Mulvey, 2016). Nevertheless, this does not suggest that younger
children prioritize gender over the moral harm implicated by
a transgression. Given younger children’s heightened attention
to gender as detailed above, one interpretation is that the
harm committed by a gender ingroup member was perceived
as betrayal and therefore more problematic than the harm
committed by a gender outgroup member. Thus, it is possible that
5- to 7-year-olds will use transgressor gender cues more than 8-
to 10-year-olds, particularly in situations when the transgressor
commits a form of aggression that counters norms for their
gender group (e.g., a girl who is physically aggressive; Giles and
Heyman, 2005). Still, reliance on gender cues will likely change if
the transgressor’s intent is unclear vs. purposeful.

Transgressor Intentionality
The use of both aggression form and transgressor gender
cues may depend on the extent to which the transgression
was committed with clear intent. Intentionality cues affect
how children process social situations and their subsequent
behaviors toward others, and the influence of intention extends
to contexts beyond aggression. For example, children as young
as 3 years of age selectively choose to help individuals with
helpful versus harmful intentions (Vaish et al., 2010). Further,
and compared to 3-year-olds, 5-year-olds choose to distribute
fewer resources to an actor with negative intentions and
judge how right or wrong a behavior is based on an actor’s
intentions (Li and Tomasello, 2018). Preschoolers also distribute
fewer resources to actors who take resources rather than give
away resources (Vogelsang and Tomasello, 2016). In aggression
contexts, intention influences children’s moral judgements of
transgressions (Killen et al., 2011), transgressor trait and emotion
attributions (Boseovski et al., 2013), and how children ultimately
respond to transgressions (Lansford et al., 2006). By 5 years
of age, children are readily able to incorporate intentionality
information into their sociomoral judgments (e.g., Zelazo et al.,
1996; Killen et al., 2011; Cushman et al., 2013). The ability
to weigh intentionality in conjunction with other relevant cues
(e.g., foreseeability and trait information) continues to develop
through middle childhood (Yuill and Perner, 1988; Heyman and
Gelman, 1998; Killen et al., 2011).

The degree to which a behavior is clearly intentional or
unintentional impacts children’s related judgments (e.g., Zelazo
et al., 1996; Heyman and Gelman, 1998; Grant and Mills,
2011; Cushman et al., 2013). Children attribute more negative
causal and trait attributions when a transgression is purposeful
compared to when intent is ambiguous (Boseovski et al., 2013).
In turn, children also judge intentional actions as more morally
wrong and believe that they cause more harm than accidental
transgressions (Killen et al., 2011). Consequently, no matter
what the form of aggression or the gender of the transgressor,
children may unilaterally condemn intentional transgressions.
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However, there is less consensus on how children judge acts in
which intentionality is ambiguous. Children may rely on other
situational cues, such as aggression form or transgressor gender,
more heavily in these scenarios. Indeed, children tend to rely on
gender cues when presented with characters whose intentions
are ambiguous (i.e., unclear if the person behaved purposely):
children evaluate boys’ ambiguous behaviors more negatively
than the same ambiguous behavior by girls (Heyman, 2001;
Giles and Heyman, 2004). This could result from expectations
that boys often engage in rough behavior that could lead to
physical aggression. Thus, the current study sought to clarify
the role of intent, among other cues, on children’s judgments
about transgressors.

The Current Study
In the current study, the impact of different contextual
cues (aggression form, transgressor gender, and transgressor
intentionality) was investigated to gain a better understanding
of the relative importance of each cue on children’s sociomoral
judgments, including age-related changes. We were particularly
interested in whether gender norms significantly impacted
children’s sociomoral evaluations of transgressors and how the
relevance of gender shifted for different forms of aggression or as
a function of transgressor intentionality. To accomplish this, 5- to
10-year-olds were presented with four transgression stories: a boy
perpetrating relational aggression, a girl perpetrating relational
aggression, a boy perpetrating physical aggression, and a girl
perpetrating physical aggression. All stories depicted intention as
either unambiguous (i.e., stories mentioned that the transgressor
behaved aggressively on purpose) or ambiguous (i.e., stories
mentioned that the transgressor behaved aggressively with no
mention of intentionality). Children’s reasoning was assessed
through acceptability, deserved punishment, and intention
attribution ratings. In addition, children were asked a social
preference question to gauge how much they would like to
befriend each transgressor. The addition of the social preference
question provided information about how children view the
person who committed the transgression, rather than focusing
on the transgression itself. This may have implications for who
children would include or exclude from their social groups: a
preference for one transgressor over another could suggest which
transgressor children would rather include in their group despite
aggressive behavior, along with whose exclusion children might
regard as more or less acceptable.

Because the goal of the current study was to examine
how these cues interact, our primary hypotheses focused
on interactions between aggression form, transgressor gender,
transgressor intentionality, and age. To begin, we expected
an interaction between aggression form, transgressor gender,
and transgressor intentionality. We predicted that children
would be more attentive to transgressor gender and aggression
form cues in the ambiguous condition due to the absence
of explicit information about intentionality (e.g., Crick and
Dodge, 1996; Heyman, 2001; Giles and Heyman, 2004). That
is, we expected that children across both age groups in the
unambiguous condition would rate the acts more harshly
across all judgment questions without differentiating their

judgments based on aggression form and transgressor gender,
whereas children in the ambiguous condition would rate
the transgressions differently based on aggression form and
transgressor gender.

Next, we expected an interaction between age and aggression
form: older children were predicted to report harsher judgments
toward relational transgressors than younger children. Although
both age groups were expected to view physical harm as serious,
only older children were expected to perceive relational harm
as equally wrong to physical harm because of the damage it
could inflict on social group cohesion. This was predicted due
to increasingly complex explanations for relational transgressions
with age (e.g., Boseovski et al., 2013), along with the increase in
experience with relational aggression compared to the decrease
in experience with physical aggression (e.g., Alink et al., 2006;
Orpinas et al., 2015).

Finally, we predicted an interaction between age, aggression
form, and transgressor gender. Because children are generally
less favorable toward gender counter-stereotypical behavior
(e.g., Blakemore, 2003), we expected that children would make
harsher judgments about transgressors who behaved counter to
gender norms (i.e., a physically aggressive girl and a relationally
aggressive boy). We further expected that children would report
less willingness to befriend a transgressor who behaved in a
counter-stereotypical way because the counter-stereotypical act
would violate group norms (e.g., Hitti et al., 2014). However,
these patterns were expected to dampen with age due to
increasingly flexible gender attitudes in middle to late childhood
(see Ruble et al., 2006 for review).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
In total, 138 5- to 10-year-olds were tested: 68 younger children
(5- to 7-year-olds; 36 girls and 32 boys; M = 6.01, SD = 0.84)
and 70 older children (8- to 10-year-olds; 35 girls and 35
boys; M = 9.01, SD = 0.81). Participants were recruited from a
developmental laboratory database in a mid-sized city, and the
majority were from middle- to upper-class families. Participants’
racial backgrounds were reported as follows: 58% White, 15.2%
Black, 1.4% Asian, 15.2% identified as mixed race, 2.2% identified
as other, and 8% chose not to report their racial background.

Materials
Children were shown cartoon pictures of boys and girls
participating in transgressions on a computer screen. Each
scenario had three sets of pictures that outlined what occurred
with both photos and words. Children were shown photos
of children playing board games or cards in a classroom for
relational aggression and photos of children playing catch with
a basketball or baseball outdoors for physical aggression. In all
scenarios, victims displayed a sad affect after the transgression
and friends of the transgressor displayed no affect. Transgressors
had an angry face when intent was purposeful (unambiguous
condition) and transgressors displayed neutral affect when intent
was ambiguous (ambiguous condition).
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Design
A mixed design was used with age (5- to 7-year-olds vs.
8- to 10-year-olds) and ambiguity condition (unambiguous:
purposeful intent vs. ambiguous: ambiguous intent) as between-
subject variables. Aggression form (relational vs. physical) and
transgressor gender (girl vs. boy) were within-subject variables.
Children in the unambiguous condition were explicitly told
that the transgressor acted on purpose, but intent information
was left out of the ambiguous condition. All children were
shown two instances of relational aggression (one with a boy
transgressor, one with a girl transgressor) and two instances of
physical aggression (one with a boy transgressor, one with a girl
transgressor). Thus, children saw boys and girls who engaged in
aggression that aligned with (girls: relational aggression, boys:
physical aggression) or countered (girls: physical aggression,
boys: relational aggression) gender norms. For each instance of
relational aggression, the transgressor and their friends ignored
a peer’s request to play. For each instance of physical aggression,
the transgressor hit someone with a ball. The victims in all stories
matched the transgressor’s gender (refer to Figures 1, 2).

Procedure
Children with signed parental consent forms were tested in
private rooms in their school or a developmental laboratory.
Researchers obtained verbal assent from all participants and
written assent from participants of 7 years of age and older.
Testing took approximately 20 min.

Prior to testing, a researcher introduced herself and told the
child she would be telling stories to which there were no right or

wrong answers. Following their assent, children were presented
with four stories. Ambiguity condition was counterbalanced. The
presentation order for aggression form (i.e., physical, relational)
was counterbalanced.

For relational aggression, children were presented with two
stories. One story included a group of boys and a boy transgressor
and the other included a group of girls and a girl transgressor
(adapted from Boseovski et al., 2013). Children were shown
photos of the transgressor and two friends playing a game as a
victim stood nearby. Game type (board game or card game) was
randomized. Importantly, children were told, “When [victim]
walks up to [transgressor] and [transgressor]’s friends, they
do not speak to [victim]. Instead, the boys/girls continue to
play as though they do not see [victim].” Children then saw
a photo of the victim, sad and alone in the room, and were
told, “Then, [transgressor] and his/her friends walk away and
leave [victim] standing alone in the room. [Victim]’s feelings
are hurt.”

For physical aggression, children were presented with two
stories. One story included a group of boys and a boy transgressor
and the other included a group of girls and a girl transgressor
(adapted from Dodge, 1980). Children were shown photos of the
transgressor and victim playing catch. Type of activity (basketball
or baseball) was randomized. Importantly, children were told,
“When [transgressor] gets the ball, he/she throws it and it hits
[victim] hard in the back. It hurts [victim].”

In the unambiguous condition, each relational or physical
aggression story concluded with the researcher stating the
transgressor’s actions were committed on purpose. Transgressor

FIGURE 1 | Example story depicting physical aggression in the ambiguous condition. This story is depicted with boy characters.

FIGURE 2 | Example story depicting relational aggression in the unambiguous condition. This story is depicted with girl characters.
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intent information was not included in the ambiguous condition.
Further, transgressors displayed negative as opposed to neutral
affect to emphasize their intent in the unambiguous condition.

Dependent Measures
After each story, children were asked the following questions.

Acceptability
Children evaluated the acceptability of each transgression.1 For
relational aggression, children were asked, “How bad was it
for [transgressor] to continue to play as though he/she didn’t
see [victim], and then leave [victim] alone in the room?” For
physical aggression, children were asked “How bad was it for
[transgressor] to throw the ball and hit victim hard in the back?”
Children used a 5-point visual Likert scale to respond. Answers
were scored as follows: 1 = not at all, 2 = a little, 3 = sort of, 4 = a
lot, and 5 = a whole lot.

Punishment
Children were asked whether the transgressor should get in
trouble. For relational aggression, children were asked, “Should
[transgressor] get in trouble for continuing to play as though
he/she didn’t see [victim] and leaving [victim] alone in the
room?” For physical aggression, children were asked “Should
[transgressor] get in trouble for throwing the ball and hitting
[victim] hard in the back?” Children responded no (scored as 0)
or yes (scored as 1).

Intention Attributions
Children were asked how purposefully each transgressor acted,
which represented how much intent children attributed to the
transgressor, above and beyond the intent manipulation (i.e.,
inclusion of whether the transgressor behaved on purpose).
For relational aggression, children were asked, “How much did
[transgressor] try to continue to play as though he/she didn’t see
[victim], and then leave [victim] alone in the room?” For physical
aggression, children were asked “How much did [transgressor]
try to throw the ball and hit [victim] hard in the back?” Children
used a 5-point visual Likert scale to respond. Answers were scored
as follows: 1 = not at all, 2 = a little bit, 3 = sort of, 4 = a lot, and
5 = a whole lot.

Social Preferences
Children were asked how much they wanted to befriend each
transgressor (i.e., “How much would you want to be friends with
[transgressor]?”). Children used a 5-point visual Likert scale to
respond. Answers were scored as follows: 1 = not at all, 2 = a little,
3 = sort of, 4 = a lot, and 5 = a whole lot.

RESULTS

A single 2 (age: 5–7.9 or 8–10 years) × 2 (ambiguity condition:
unambiguous or ambiguous) × 2 (aggression form: relational
vs. physical) × 2 (transgressor gender: girl vs. boy) × 2

1Children were also asked to provide justifications for their answers. Because
analysis of the justification data supported the presented data and did not add
any novel information, we decided not to include it in the final version of the
manuscript for the sake of parsimony and clarity.

(participant gender: girls vs. boys) mixed ANOVA was conducted
for each continuous measure (i.e., acceptability, intention
attributions, and social preferences). Generalized estimating
equations (GEE) were used to conduct binary repeated measures
logistic regression for dichotomous measures (i.e., punishment).
For follow-up tests, Holm–Bonferroni corrections were used to
minimize the risk of type I error.

A Monte Carlo simulation for factorial experimental designs
and follow-up pairwise comparisons (refer to Lakens and
Caldwell, 2021) revealed sufficient power for a two-way
interaction (90% power), but insufficient power for a three-way
interaction (less than 80% power). Thus, any null findings for
three-way interactions should be interpreted with caution.

Acceptability
A significant interaction between transgressor gender, aggression
form, and ambiguity condition was anticipated, but not
supported. Although not expected, there was a significant
aggression form × ambiguity interaction, F(1, 133) = 17.71,
ηp

2 = 0.12, p < 0.001 (refer to Figure 3). To interpret the
interaction, follow-up tests with Holm–Bonferroni corrections
revealed that relational transgressions were evaluated as similarly
bad in the unambiguous (M = 8.84, SD = 1.58) and ambiguous
conditions (M = 8.26, SD = 2.53), t(136) = 1.61, p = 0.11.
Children were more likely than expected by chance to report
that the relational transgressions were very bad regardless of
ambiguity condition, ps < 0.001. Conversely, children reported
that physical transgressions in the unambiguous condition
(M = 9.32, SD = 1.33) were significantly worse than physical
transgressions in the ambiguous condition (M = 7.09, SD = 2.65),
t(102) = 6.25, p < 0.001. Still, children were more likely than
expected by chance to report that the physical transgressions were
very bad regardless of ambiguity condition, ps ≤ 0.001.

A significant interaction between aggression form and
age group was hypothesized, but not found. Although not
anticipated, there was a significant main effect of age group,
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FIGURE 3 | Mean acceptability ratings by aggression form and ambiguity
condition across age groups. Error bars represent SEs. Note that acceptability
ratings were coded as follows: 1, not at all; 2, a little; 3, sort of; 4, a lot; and 5,
a whole lot. Ratings were summed across transgressor gender, resulting in a
range of 2–10. *** Indicates a significant difference (p < 0.001) between the
ambiguous and unambiguous conditions.
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F(1, 133) = 7.19, ηp
2 = 0.05, p = 0.008. Follow-up tests

suggested that older children (M = 17.60, SD = 2.79) evaluated
transgressions as significantly worse than younger children
(M = 15.84, SD = 4.36), t(113) = − 2.82, p = 0.01. Overall, both
age groups were more likely than expected by chance to rate the
transgressions as bad, ps < 0.001.

A significant interaction between transgressor gender,
aggression form, and age group was expected, but did not
emerge, p > 0.05.

Punishment
A significant interaction between transgressor gender, aggression
form, and ambiguity condition was hypothesized, but not found.
Although not hypothesized, there was a significant aggression
form × ambiguity interaction, Wald χ2 = 16.63, OR = 10.77,
p < 0.001. To interpret the interaction, follow-up tests with
Holm-Bonferroni corrections indicated that punishment ratings
were similar for relational transgressors in the unambiguous
(M = 1.75, SD = 0.56) and ambiguous (M = 1.70, SD = 0.65)
conditions, t(136) = 0.49, p = 0.63. Children were more likely
than expected by chance to report that relational transgressors in
the unambiguous and ambiguous conditions should be punished,
ps < 0.001. However, punishment ratings were higher for
physical transgressors in the unambiguous condition (M = 1.88,
SD = 0.41) compared to the ambiguous condition (M = 1.11,
SD = 0.93), t(95) = 6.34, p < 0.001. Children in the unambiguous
condition were more likely than expected by chance to report
that physical transgressors should be punished, t(67) = 17.91,
p < 0.001, yet children in the ambiguous condition did
not systematically report that physical transgressors should be
punished, t(69) = 1.03, p = 0.31 (refer to Figure 4).

A significant interaction between aggression form and age
group was predicted, but not supported, p > 0.05.
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FIGURE 4 | Mean punishment ratings by aggression form and ambiguity
condition across age groups. Error bars represent SEs. Note that acceptability
ratings were coded as follows: 0, no; 1, yes. Ratings were summed across
transgressor gender, resulting in a range of 0–2. *** Indicates a significant
difference (p < 0.001) between the ambiguous and unambiguous conditions.

A significant interaction between transgressor gender,
aggression form, and age group was anticipated, but did not
emerge, p > 0.05.

Intention Attributions
A significant interaction between transgressor gender, aggression
form, and ambiguity condition was hypothesized, but not found,
p > 0.05.

A significant interaction between aggression form and age
group was expected, but not supported. Unexpectedly, there was
a significant interaction between age group, aggression form, and
ambiguity condition, F(1, 128) = 6.56, ηp

2 = 0.05, p = 0.01 (refer
to Figure 5 and Table 1). To interpret the interaction, follow-
up tests were conducted with Holm–Bonferroni corrections. In
the unambiguous condition, there was no significant interaction
between aggression form and age group, F(1, 65) = 0.20,
ηp

2 = 0.00, p = 0.65. In the unambiguous condition, children
in each age group reported that the relational and physical
transgressors acted purposefully, ps < 0.001. However, in
the ambiguous condition, there was a significant aggression
form by age group interaction, F(1, 67) = 12.62, ηp

2 = 0.16,
p < 0.001. Compared to younger children (M = 6.92, SD = 2.90),
older children (M = 9.09, SD = 1.36) reported that relational
transgressors acted more purposefully, t(52) = − 4.08, p < 0.001.
Younger children’s reports did not differ significantly from
chance, t(35) = 1.93, p = 0.06, while older children’s ratings were
above chance, t(32) = 13.11, p < 0.001. By contrast, intention
attributions for physical transgressors did not differ between
younger children (M = 5.22, SD = 2.09) and older children
(M = 4.64, SD = 2.38), t(67) = 0.93, p = 0.36. Older children were
less likely than expected by chance to report that the physical
transgressors behaved purposefully, t(32) = − 3.29, p = 0.002.
Younger children did not respond systematically, t(35) = − 1.66,
p = 0.11.

A significant interaction between transgressor gender,
aggression form, and age group, was predicted, but did not
emerge, p > 0.05.

Social Preferences
A significant interaction between transgressor gender, aggression
form, and ambiguity condition was hypothesized, but not
supported. Although not anticipated, there was a significant
aggression form × ambiguity interaction, F(1, 133) = 28.03,
ηp

2 = 0.17, p< 0.001. To interpret the interaction, follow-up tests
were conducted with Holm–Bonferroni corrections. Children
reported a higher desire to befriend relational transgressors in
the ambiguous condition (M = 3.86, SD = 2.29) compared to the
unambiguous condition (M = 3.07, SD = 1.57), t(122) = − 2.35,
p = 0.02. Children in the unambiguous and ambiguous conditions
were less likely than expected by chance to report desire
to befriend the relational transgressors overall, ps < 0.001.
Further, children reported a higher desire to befriend physical
transgressors in the ambiguous condition (M = 5.51, SD = 2.64)
compared to the unambiguous condition (M = 2.93, SD = 1.36),
t(104) = − 7.27, p < 0.001. Children were less likely
than expected by chance to report desire to befriend physical
transgressors in the unambiguous condition, t(67) = − 18.58,
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FIGURE 5 | Mean intention attribution ratings by aggression form, ambiguity condition, and age group. Error bars represent SEs. Note that intention attributions
were coded as follows: 1, not at all; 2, a little; 3, sort of; 4, a lot; and 5, a whole lot. Ratings were summed across transgressor gender, resulting in a range of 2–10.
*** Indicates a significant age × aggression form interaction (p < 0.001).

p < 0.001. However, children’s ratings did not differ significantly
from chance in the ambiguous condition, suggesting a relatively
neutral desire to befriend physical transgressors, t(69) = − 1.54,
p = 0.128.

A significant interaction between aggression form and age
group was predicted, but not found. However, and unexpectedly,
there was a main effect of age group, F(134) = 5.64, ηp

2 = 0.04,
p = 0.02. Collapsed across aggression form, transgressor gender,
and transgressor intentionality, younger children (M = 8.54,
SD = 4.55) expressed a greater desire to befriend the transgressors
than older children (M = 6.90, SD = 2.90), t(113) = 2.52, p = 0.01.
Still, children from both age groups were less likely than expected
by chance to express a strong desire to befriend the transgressors
overall, ps < 0.01.

A significant interaction between transgressor gender,
aggression form, and age group was anticipated, but did not
emerge. Unexpectedly, there was a significant aggression
form × transgressor gender interaction, F(1, 133) = 10.20,
ηp

2 = 0.07, p = 0.002. To interpret the interaction, follow-up tests
were run with Holm–Bonferroni corrections. Children reported

TABLE 1 | Means and SDs for intention attribution question [“How much did
(transgressor) try. . .?”].

Unambiguous Ambiguous

Relational Physical Relational Physical

Age
group

n M (SD) n M (SD) N M (SD) n M (SD)

Younger 30 7.73 (2.61) 31 8.48 (2.06) 37 6.92 (2.90) 36 5.22 (2.81)

Older 37 8.76 (1.94) 37 9.19 (1.10) 33 9.09 (1.35) 33 4.64 (2.38)

Intention attributions were summed across transgressor gender. Range: 2–10.

a higher desire to befriend the relational boy transgressor
(M = 1.88, SD = 1.23), compared to the relational girl
transgressor (M = 1.59, SD = 1.06), t(137) = 2.93, p = 0.004.
However, children’s desire for friendship did not differ between
the physical boy transgressor (M = 2.04, SD = 1.35) and physical
girl transgressor (M = 2.20, SD = 1.33), t(137) = − 1.70, p = 0.09
did not differ. Children were less likely than expected by chance
to report desire to befriend the relational boy or girl transgressors
or the physical boy or girl transgressors, ps < 0.01.

Additional Findings
The mixed ANOVA for the social preferences measure revealed
a participant gender × transgressor gender interaction,
F(133) = 9.92, ηp

2 = 0.07, p = 0.002. We did not anticipate
this interaction, so these results are exploratory and should be
interpreted with caution. Follow-up tests with Holm–Bonferroni
corrections revealed that boys (M = 4.37, SD = 2.16) reported
a higher desire to befriend the boy transgressors than girls
(M = 3.49, SD = 2.06), t(134) = 2.45, p = 0.02. Conversely,
girls (M = 3.73, SD = 2.10) and boys (M = 3.85, SD = 1.88)
did not differ in their desire to befriend the girl transgressors,
t(136) = 0.35, p = 0.73. Both boys and girls were less likely than
expected by chance to report desire to befriend either boy or girl
transgressors, ps < 0.001.

DISCUSSION

The present study examined which cues (aggression form,
transgressor gender, and transgressor intentionality) children
prioritized to guide their sociomoral reasoning about
transgressors. We explored whether ambiguous transgressor
intent led children to prioritize aggression form and transgressor
gender cues to guide their sociomoral judgments, such as
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whether behaviors that were misaligned with gender norms and
thus violated group cohesion would be judged more harshly than
behaviors that aligned with gender norms. We also explored
how reliance on these cues differed between 5- to 7-year-olds
and 8- to 10-year-olds, as the prevalence of different aggression
forms changes across childhood (Alink et al., 2006; Orpinas et al.,
2015), along with children’s endorsement of gender norms (e.g.,
Ruble et al., 2006) and perceptions of intentionality (e.g., Killen
et al., 2011). Although past literature considered each of these
cues (e.g., Crick et al., 1996; Giles and Heyman, 2005; Boseovski
et al., 2013), this study was the first to experimentally investigate
all three cues concurrently.

Despite our initial hypotheses, aggression form, transgressor
gender, and transgressor intentionality did not interact to
guide children’s sociomoral judgments. Only aggression form
and transgressor intentionality guided children’s sociomoral
decision making (i.e., acceptability, punishment, and intention
attribution ratings): children across age groups evaluated physical
aggression more harshly when intent was purposeful, but intent
did not influence children’s relational aggression evaluations.
Although transgressor gender did not substantially influence
children’s sociomoral judgments, it was relevant to children’s
social preferences: across age groups, children reported a greater
desire to befriend the relational boy transgressor than the
relational girl transgressor. However, the present study did not
measure children’s perceptions of gender norms in aggression
contexts. Therefore, it is unclear whether the effect of transgressor
gender was due to transgressor gender or transgressor gender
in conjunction with whether the transgressor partook in gender
normative behavior. Regardless, the present results suggest that
transgressor gender (whether on its own or together with gender
normative behavior) was more relevant to children’s attitudes
about the transgressors (i.e., social preferences) than their
sociomoral judgments about the transgressor’s actions. Lastly,
although interactions with age group were limited to intention
attributions, sociomoral judgments were harsher among 8- to
10-year-olds than 5- to 7-year-olds, and older children reported
less desire to befriend the transgressors. This likely persisted
due to older children’s better ability to successfully integrate the
multitude of cues presented.

Sociomoral Judgments: Which Cues
Matter?
Previous research suggests that intent ambiguity could lead
children to focus on other contextual cues (e.g., Boseovski et al.,
2013), and the present study supplements this idea by illustrating
that the absence of intent information does not necessitate the use
of all other cues provided. We hypothesized that all three cues
provided (aggression form, transgressor gender, and transgressor
intentionality) in the present study would interact to influence
children’s sociomoral judgments, but children only relied on
aggression form and transgressor intentionality. Critically, this
pattern mostly persisted across age groups.

The minimized role of transgressor gender is surprising
because gender is a salient and relevant social category that drives
children’s social decision-making (e.g., Halim and Ruble, 2010),

along with the fact that children are attentive to information
that facilitates group cohesion (e.g., Hitti et al., 2014; Mulvey
et al., 2014). Specifically, physical aggression is more often
associated with boys and relational aggression is more often
associated with girls (e.g., Giles and Heyman, 2005). However,
past findings also reflect that young children view gender
norm adherence as a personal choice, whereas partaking in
aggression is morally wrong (e.g., Conry-Murray and Turiel,
2012; Smetana et al., 2014). Thus, the general harm implicated
by physical and relational aggression potentially led children in
the present study to disregard transgressor gender and instead
focus on the action committed for their sociomoral judgments.
It follows that aggression form and transgressor intentionality
would be relevant to children’s sociomoral evaluations across
age groups. It is possible that the role of transgressor gender,
or transgressor gender together with gender normative behavior,
would be better captured with a measure related to children’s
gender normative beliefs in aggression contexts. Still, the role of
aggression form and transgressor intentionality holds, regardless
of this limitation.

Overall, and consistent with previous literature (e.g., Murray-
Close et al., 2006), children across age groups generally
made harsher ratings toward physical transgressors with
purposeful intent (unambiguous condition) compared to those
with ambiguous intent (ambiguous condition). Although this
was not explicitly hypothesized, intention cues were likely
prioritized for physical aggression due to extensive experience
and understanding of physical aggression from a young age,
at least compared to relational aggression. Not only is physical
aggression more readily observable (i.e., someone is visibly
hit or hurt), but physical aggression occurs at higher rates of
frequency during early childhood (e.g., Alink et al., 2006), and
children are more likely to receive moral messages about physical
aggression from parents and teachers compared to relational
aggression (Swit et al., 2018). Preschoolers also rate physically
aggressive behaviors as wrong regardless of rules, authority,
or cultural context (e.g., Ball et al., 2017; Smetana and Ball,
2018). These findings are coupled with the fact that there are
pervasive environmental messages that stress the harm associated
with physical aggression. It follows that children’s sociomoral
judgments across age groups were impacted by intentionality
and therefore harsher for instances of physical aggression with
purposeful intent, rather than ambiguous intent.

Further, children seek to maintain positive perceptions of
others (e.g., Boseovski, 2010), which likely compounded with
their extensive knowledge about physical aggression to elicit less
harsh sociomoral evaluations toward physical transgressors with
ambiguous intentions compared to physical transgressors with
purposeful intentions. Indeed, research with adults suggests that
people are motivated to base their decision-making on their
expectations and desires, often in line with their biases (e.g.,
Kunda, 1990). Since children know that physical aggression can
cause serious harm and are likely aware that physical harm is less
common by the time that they reach elementary school (NICHD
Early Child Care Research Network, 2004; Alink et al., 2006; Ball
et al., 2017), they may be less willing to believe that physical harm
is a purposeful act in the absence of explicit intent information.
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Instead, their general preference for positive information and
perceptions may lead to assumptions that the transgression
was accidental in the ambiguous condition, and they therefore
discounted the seriousness of the physical transgression.

In fact, results from one type of sociomoral evaluation in
the present study (intention attributions) suggest that children
rated physical aggression as less intentional in the ambiguous
condition, but relational aggression as intentional in the
ambiguous condition. This was stronger among 8- to 10-year-
olds than 5- to 7-year-olds. Importantly, this pattern was not
anticipated and should be interpreted with caution. It is possible
that this age difference arose due to the increased occurrence
and experience with relational aggression as children progress
through middle childhood (Orpinas et al., 2015). It may also
reflect children’s increased abilities to integrate multiple pieces
of information to make complex judgments with age. Children
make use of intentionality information for their sociomoral
judgments by 5 years of age (e.g., Zelazo et al., 1996) and
judge intentional behavior as wrong (Killen et al., 2011). This
was evident in the present study by the lack of age differences
in intention attribution ratings when intent was purposeful
(i.e., unambiguous). Conversely, it seems that older children
were better able to jointly consider ambiguous intent and
aggression form with age. Past literature supports this idea by
demonstrating that children in middle childhood are increasingly
able to consider intention information with other contextual cues
(e.g., Heyman and Gelman, 1998).

To further explain the above age differences, it is critical to
note that the intention attribution question required children
to think about how much each transgressor tried to commit
their behavior, in contrast to the other sociomoral evaluations in
the present study. Acceptability judgments required children to
rate how bad the transgressor’s actions were, while punishment
judgments required children to decide whether the transgressor
should get in trouble. Thus, children only needed to think
about their own sociomoral beliefs. In turn, acceptability and
punishment were perhaps easier for children to comprehend
across age, leading to a lack of age-related interactions.
Conversely, intention attribution ratings were more complex
because children had to simultaneously navigate their own beliefs
about the transgressor’s actions and the cues presented in the
story (e.g., did the story state whether the transgressor behaved
on purpose or on accident?), which was likely difficult to do when
intent was ambiguous. Qualitative data (i.e., asking participants
to provide a reason for their intention attributions) could verify
how the cues provided in each story drove older and younger
children’s intention attribution ratings.

It is important to note that children’s other sociomoral
evaluations (acceptability and punishment) were similar
for relational transgressors with purposeful intentions and
ambiguous intentions across age groups, but this could be due to
the plausibility of the act in question. Since relational aggression
involves sabotage to personal relationships, rather than the overt
physical harm implicated with physical aggression (e.g., Crick
and Grotpeter, 1995), it is probable that relational acts in the
ambiguous condition were perceived as purposeful. Indeed,
the intention attribution findings above further support this

idea, as relational aggression was interpreted as intentional in
the ambiguous condition, yet this did not occur for physical
aggression. Despite these findings and the general reliance on
aggression form and transgressor intent cues for children’s
sociomoral evaluations, children’s social preferences reflected a
reliance on transgressor gender, suggesting a potential disconnect
between social preferences and sociomoral judgments.

Social Preferences: Which Cues Matter?
Across age groups, children expressed a greater desire to befriend
relationally aggressive boys over relationally aggressive girls, but
these differences did not arise for the physical transgressors. This
was unexpected, given that past findings report more positive
social judgments toward stereotypic over counter-stereotypic
individuals (e.g., Blakemore, 2003; Halim, 2016), perhaps because
stereotypic behavior facilitates group cohesion. It is unclear how
much gender norms guided children’s preference for relationally
aggressive boys over girls. If a lack of adherence to gender
norms drove the preference for relationally aggressive boys over
girls, one would expect a preference for girl transgressors over
boy transgressors in physical aggression contexts. Alternatively,
perhaps a preference for girls in physical aggression contexts
was not found because children prioritized physical harm cues
over gender norms.

Further, across age groups, children’s social preferences varied
by participant gender: boys reported a greater desire than girls
to befriend boy transgressors, but both boys and girls reported a
low desire to befriend girl transgressors, implying that only boys
were more forgiving of a fellow ingroup member committing
aggression. This pattern was not hypothesized but likely emerged
because boys often show stronger ingroup biases than girls (e.g.,
Benozio and Diesendruck, 2015). Further, past research suggests
that girls make harsher judgments than boys in aggression
contexts (e.g., Killen and Stangor, 2001; Goldstein et al., 2002;
Murray-Close et al., 2006). Still, gender was not the only relevant
cue that drove children’s social preferences.

Moreover, and in line with sociomoral judgments in the
present study and in past work about purposeful intent (Killen
et al., 2011; Boseovski et al., 2013), children were okay with
befriending physical transgressors with ambiguous intentions,
but they reported a low desire to befriend physical transgressors
with purposeful intentions. It follows that children would express
a higher desire to befriend physical transgressors with ambiguous
intentions over purposeful intentions, as they prioritized intent
and aggression form cues for other measures in the present
study (as previously mentioned, they interpreted the actions
by the physical transgressor with ambiguous intentions as less
bad and less punishable, and they provided less harsh intention
attributions). Further, because of their familiarity and experience
with physical aggression, participants have likely committed
accidental physical aggression at least once before or were
once victims of accidental physical aggression, which may have
facilitated their decisions to befriend the physical transgressor
with ambiguous intentions. Although children also reported a
higher desire to befriend relational transgressors with ambiguous
over purposeful intentions, children did not report a strong desire
to befriend either transgressor. Thus, children were forgiving
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of physical aggression and not relational aggression, but this
only occurred in the absence of explicit intent information (i.e.,
ambiguous condition).

Limitations and Future Directions
First, the achieved sample size was not enough to detect
three-way interactions. It is possible that the hypothesized
three-way interactions (e.g., aggression form × transgressor
gender × transgressor intentionality) would be detected with a
larger sample size, especially if the three-way interactions have
small effects. As mentioned earlier, results regarding the three-
way interactions should be taken with caution. Despite this
limitation, other significant effects and interactions were found
in the present study.

Further, participants’ judgments of and adherence to gender
norms were not measured, which limits interpretations centered
on gender normative behavior. Although gender stereotype
endorsement diminishes with age (e.g., Halim and Ruble,
2010), and there were few age-based interactions in the
present study, the role of gender normative behavior might
be better reflected with a measure that captures how much
children associate relational and physical aggression with each
gender or how much children adhere to gender norms.
Perhaps some children were unaware that a gender norm
was violated due to low endorsement of gender norms,
although this is unlikely given children’s abundant knowledge
about and experience with gender and aggression. It is
also possible that children who endorse gender norms the
most strongly were the harshest against transgressors who
behaved in contrast to gender norms and potentially violated
group cohesion (i.e., relationally aggressive boys and physically
aggressive girls).

Additionally, the present study matched transgressor and
victim gender but the influence of transgressor gender is
perhaps more evident when transgressor and victim gender are
mismatched. Nevertheless, this could also introduce ingroup
gender biases (e.g., Rutland et al., 2010): children might be
harsher toward transgressors of their gender outgroup, especially
if the transgression committed was against the ingroup. Future
researchers could also investigate whether children perceive that
transgressors with ambiguous intentions act more purposefully
when aggression is committed toward members of their gender
outgroup vs. gender ingroup.

Although the present depictions of relational and physical
aggression were based on previous literature, it is unclear if
both story types conveyed intentionality information to the same
extent. It is possible that physical aggression was more readily
perceived as accidental in the ambiguous condition, at least
compared to relational aggression (i.e., ignoring someone and
walking away from them on purpose vs. with ambiguous intent).
Therefore, even though we manipulated intent by the inclusion
of “on purpose” (unambiguous condition) or the exclusion of
“on purpose” (ambiguous condition), the relational story content
could have inadvertently conveyed intent information, above and
beyond our intent manipulation.

Most importantly, there are a multitude of other cues that
children might also consider, such as race, how frequently the

transgressor partakes in aggression, or if the transgressor was
acting in retaliation. Future studies should build on the present
findings by including these and other relevant cues. It is also
critical for future research to include a more diversified sample
(e.g., race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status), as beliefs might not
be uniform across all groups.

CONCLUSION

The present study investigated how children prioritize and make
use of different contextual cues—aggression form, transgressor
gender, and transgressor intentionality—in aggression scenarios
to guide their sociomoral reasoning, along with consideration
for how dependence on these cues changes between 5 to
10 years of age. The present research reveals that not all
contextual cues were treated equally. Only aggression form
and transgressor intentionality were impactful to children’s
sociomoral judgments: physical transgressors with unambiguous,
purposeful intent were judged more harshly than those with
ambiguous intent, yet intentionality did not impact judgments
about relational transgressors. Importantly, transgressor gender
changed children’s social preferences. This implies that children
value different contextual cues to guide their moral judgments,
which are reflective of behaviors and actions, compared to
their social preferences, which are reflective of their attitudes
about each transgressor. The findings from this study likely
extend to how children navigate issues in their own friendships
and subsequently form moral judgments about their peers:
aggression form and transgressor intentionality are valued over
transgressor gender.
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One of the most remarkable features of human societies is our ability to cooperate with
each other. However, the benefits of cooperation are not extended to everyone. Indeed,
another hallmark of human societies is a division between us and them. Favoritism
toward members of our group can result in a loss of empathy and greater tolerance
of harm toward those outside our group. The current study sought to investigate how
in-group bias impacts the developmental emergence of concerns for fairness and care.
We investigated the impact of in-group bias on decisions related to care and fairness
in children (N = 95; ages 4–9). Participants made decisions about how to allocate
resources between themselves and a peer who was either an in-group or out-group
member. In decisions related to care, participants were given two trial types on which
they could decide whether to give or throw away a positive or negative resource. In
decisions related to fairness participants and peer partners each received one candy
and participants decided whether to allocate or throw away an extra candy. If the extra
candy was distributed it would place either the participant or their recipient at a relative
advantage, whereas if the extra candy was thrown away the distribution would be equal.
We found that on fairness trials children’s tendency to allocate resources was similar
toward in-group and out-group recipients. Furthermore, children’s tendency to allocate
resources changed with age such that younger participants were more likely to allocate
extra candies to themselves, whereas older participants were more likely to allocate
extra candies to their recipient. On trials related to care we did observe evidence of in-
group bias. While distribution of positive resources was greater than negative resources
for both in-group and out-group recipients, participants distributed negative resources
to out-group recipients more often compared to in-group recipients, a tendency that
was heightened for young boys. This pattern of results suggests that fairness and care
develop along distinct pathways with independent motivational supports.

Keywords: in-group bias, fairness, care, prosocial behavior, cooperation

INTRODUCTION

One of the most striking features of human societies is the propensity to cooperate with others
yet, the benefits of cooperation are not extended to everyone. In-group favoritism based on gender,
religious, racial, or ethnic group identity can result in a loss of empathy and greater tolerance of
harm toward out-group members and has been linked to differential health outcomes and access
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to resources (Christie and Allport, 1954; Cikara et al., 2011;
Ridgeway, 2011). Indeed, while adults are often motivated to
alleviate suffering and help their in-group, they show a strong
reduction in care about the suffering of their out-group (for
a review Xu et al., 2009; Cikara et al., 2011). Indeed, this
loss of empathy toward out-group members even extends into
antipathy (Brewer, 1999; Cikara et al., 2014). Beyond a loss of
care for out-group members, adults show favoritism toward in-
group members in their concern for fairness. For instance, adults
allocate more resources to in-group members (Balliet et al., 2014),
are more likely to punish inequality that is perpetrated by an out-
group member (e.g., Bernhard et al., 2006; Baumgartner et al.,
2011; Schiller et al., 2014) and enforce harsher punishments
when inequality disadvantages in-group as opposed to out-
group members (Bernhard et al., 2006). Together this pattern of
findings suggests that in-group bias is a key determinant of moral
behaviors in the domains of care and fairness.

Care about the wellbeing of others and fairness as a standard
of justice are two concerns that are foundations across many
theories of moral psychology (Turiel, 1983; de Waal, 1996;
Smetana, 2006; Graham et al., 2011; Tomasello and Vaish, 2013).
Care is driven by a desire that the needs of others are met. This
concern is manifested behaviorally through prosocial behaviors
such as helping, sharing and comforting (Dunfield et al., 2011).
Care also has a reciprocal concern for the alleviation of others’
suffering, thus taking actions such as comforting to alleviate
suffering and avoiding actions that may cause suffering (Graham
et al., 2011; Paulus et al., 2020; Geraci et al., 2021). Fairness is a
standard of justice through which outcomes between individuals
are evaluated; equilibrium is met by balancing the perspectives
of all stakeholders and arriving at mutually satisfactory outcomes
(Piaget, 1997). Fairness is highly context dependent, but within
distributive justice guiding principles include equality, equity,
and need (Deutsch, 1975). Behaviors that maintain fairness in
the context of distributive justice include allocating resources
according to principles of fairness, punishment of fairness
violations, and rejecting distributions that are unfair (Fehr and
Schmidt, 1999; McAuliffe et al., 2017a).

Like adults, children show in-group favoritism in behaviors
related to care and fairness emerging in the preschool years (Over,
2018). Between 3- and 5 years of age, children show greater
generosity to race-matched peers (Zinser et al., 1981; Renno and
Shutts, 2015) and also share more with gender-matched peers
(Dunham et al., 2011, 2016; Renno and Shutts, 2015). Although
younger children (5–6 years of age) show a preference for their
racial in-group, older children (6–11 years of age) appear to
overcome this bias in favor of equity across groups (Olson et al.,
2011; Elenbaas and Killen, 2016; Elenbaas et al., 2016; Rizzo
et al., 2018), suggesting that principles of equity may overcome
in-group bias as children move into middle childhood.

Children’s in-group bias also occurs in minimal group
contexts, an experimental manipulation in which group status
is assigned arbitrarily (often based on T-shirt color), thereby
parsing in-group bias from prejudice directed toward specific
social categories (Tajfel, 1970). For instance, children aged 3–
6 years tend to be more generous toward in-group members
(Sparks et al., 2017), a pattern that appears stronger amongst

young boys (Benozio and Diesendruck, 2015). Children from
Canada and Iran between 5 and 6 years of age are more likely
to choose the equal allocations over an advantageous allocation
when their recipient was an in-group member compared to
an out-group recipient (Keshvari et al., 2021). In the same
study when children chose between equal and disadvantageous
allocations the rate at which they chose equal allocations was
not influenced by recipient group. In studies that have explicitly
probed the influence of in-group favoritism on fairness concerns
we see a mixed pattern of results. As third party observers,
children aged 6–8 years are more likely to punish selfish behavior
perpetrated by out-group members, particularly when in-group
members are harmed (Jordan et al., 2014). However, when
children were themselves the recipients of unequal distributions
of resources, they do not appear to show in-group bias
in punishment or in rejection of inequality (McAuliffe and
Dunham, 2017; Gonzalez et al., 2020).

Much like adults, children’s favoritism toward in-group
members is coupled with a loss of empathy and greater tolerance
of harm toward out-group members (Aboud, 2003; Cikara
et al., 2014; Kteily et al., 2016; McLoughlin and Over, 2018).
For example, 3- to 6-year-old children who learned about the
preferences of their recipients tended to give preferred resources
to in-group members, yet boys were also more likely to give
items that were disliked to out-group members (Benozio and
Diesendruck, 2015). Similarly, 6- to 8-year-old children gave
more positive resources to in-group members, while only 8-year-
old children gave more negative resources to out-group members,
a tendency that was once again stronger for boys than girls
(Buttlemann and Böhm, 2014). Other studies have examined the
influence of in-group bias on helping, another behavior related to
care, showing that children (5–10 years of age) are more willing
to provide help to racial in-group members (Katz et al., 1976), a
preference that extends to minimal groups amongst 5 years old
children (Plötner et al., 2015).

Thus, when examining the development of in-group bias on
the moral domains of care and fairness we are met with a
complex picture. In contexts related to care children often show
favoritism to their group, yet fairness results are mixed. Across
these studies, in-group favoritism has been contrasted with either
fairness concerns or care, but we are not aware of research
where these concerns have been evaluated simultaneously, using
a methodology that is able to specifically parse children’s concern
for fairness and their concern of care. By examining the impact
of in-group bias on fairness and care within the same children we
could gain important insight into the relative impact of in-group
bias on these two domains and examine developmental changes
in these preferences.

The current study sought to investigate how in-group bias
impacts the emergence of concerns for fairness and care. We
assigned children between 4 and 9 years of age to groups using
a minimal group technique (Dunham et al., 2011). Participants
were then presented with a resource allocation task wherein
a hypothetical peer was identified as either an in-group or
out-group member who would be the recipient of participant’s
allocation decisions. The decision that participants were given in
the resource allocation task was always whether to give or throw
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away a resource. To investigate the influence of in-group bias
on Care, participants were given two trial types on which they
could decide whether to give or throw away resources that had
been identified by the partner as having a positive or negative
valence, a preferred animal sticker or an aversive spider sticker
(adapted from Buttlemann and Böhm, 2014). Specifically, in this
task Care would be exhibited by giving positive resources and
throwing away negative resources as it would show a sensitivity
to the desires of the recipient. To investigate fairness concerns,
participants and their recipients each received one candy and
participants had to decide whether to allocate or throw away an
extra candy (adapted from Shaw and Olson, 2012). We presented
two trial types designed to elicit two forms of inequity aversion;
on advantageous trials participants could keep the extra resource
or throw it away (a measure of advantageous inequity aversion–
AI), on disadvantageous trials they could give it to the recipient
or throw it away (disadvantageous inequity aversion–DI). We
employed a fully within subject design where participants were
presented with each trial type in a resource allocation task across
two blocks of 12 trials. In one block the recipient was an in-group
peer and in the other an out-group peer.

We hypothesized that in-group bias would be more likely
to emerge in the domain of care relative to fairness. Empathy
is an important foundation for care but perhaps not fairness
(Decety and Cowell, 2015), and empathy has been found to
be stronger between in-group members compared to out-group
members (Cikara et al., 2011, 2014). Further, based on previous
findings we predicted that the in-group bias in care would be
stronger for young boys than girls (Buttlemann and Böhm, 2014;
Benozio and Diesendruck, 2015). We were not able to make
specific predictions on the developmental trends for the effect
of in-group bias on care as findings are mixed as to whether in-
group bias increases (Buttlemann and Böhm, 2014) or decreases
(Olson et al., 2011; Elenbaas et al., 2016; Rizzo et al., 2018) with
age in the domain of care. In contrast to care, fairness concerns
may override in-group bias. Fairness is hypothesized to depend
largely on cooperative norms (Fehr and Fischbacher, 2004) and
prominent theories have argued that fairness is founded upon a
concern for treating others impartially and with respect (Shaw
and Olson, 2014; Engelmann and Tomasello, 2019). Thus, in
line with previous work (Gonzalez et al., 2020) we predicted
that fairness concerns would be applied impartially, especially
amongst older children (7–9 years of age) who tend to show a
strong concern for equity-based fairness (Shaw and Olson, 2012;
Blake et al., 2015).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
We sampled 95 participants (n = 52 girls) between the
ages of 4 and 9 years (M = 7.12, SD = 1.82). Participants
were sampled with the goal of balancing across age and
gender (see Supplementary Table 1). One participant was
excluded due to experimenter error. We chose this sample
size based on typical samples in prior work examining the
development of in-group bias on resource allocation decisions

(Buttlemann and Böhm, 2014; Sparks et al., 2017). Participants
were recruited through the participant database of the Early
Social Development Lab (ESDL) at Dalhousie University, Halifax,
NS, Canada, and our sample was one of convenience. Parental
consent was obtained prior to the session and child assent
was obtained at the beginning of each session. This research
was approved as minimal risk by the Research Ethics Board at
Dalhousie University (file #2020-5308).

Materials
Each child was assigned to either a red or green team by picking
a red or green coin by chance. Participants were then given team
T-shirt that corresponded to the color of the team (green or red)
that they were assigned to. Photographs of four children (two
boys and two girls) were used to depict the recipients in the
sharing task. Children in the photographs appeared to be similar
of age to the participants. All four children were depicted in two
photographs, once wearing a green uniform and once wearing a
red uniform, so that each recipient could be randomly assigned
to either the in-group or out-group.

Resource Allocation Task
On Fairness trials we used commonly available candies (Skittles)
as the resource. On Care trials children were given 3D stickers
that depicted spiders (for harm trials) and animals (for care
trials). We used small paper bags for the participant to put
resources for themselves and for the recipient and a toy trash can
for the resources the participant wanted to throw away.

Procedure
The procedure began with a minimal group induction with the
participant randomly assigned to one of two “teams” based on
green or red T-shirt color (adapted from Dunham et al., 2011).
The induction began as the researcher presented the participant
two coins (green and red) corresponding to a green team and a
red team. The researcher placed these coins in their hands and
hid them behind their back, then asked the participant to point to
one of her arms. The coin in the chosen hand determined which
T-shirt color the participant was assigned. The researcher gave the
participant their T-shirt to wear, then presented the participant
with two pictures: one of children wearing green T-shirts and
the other of children wearing red T-shirts. A comprehension
check was conducted where the researcher asked the participant
which picture showed their team to ensure recognition of group
membership and all participants identified their group correctly
without further prompting.

The researcher introduced participants to a picture of a
gender-matched peer recipient, described as a real individual who
would “play the game later.” This recipient was either an in-group
or out-group member, which was assigned randomly prior to
testing. The researcher showed participants a paper bag attached
to the recipient’s picture for any resources they wanted to give the
recipient and another paper bag for any resources the participant
wanted to give themselves. The researcher also explained that the
“trash can” was for any resources the participant wanted to throw
away and not give to anyone.
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Next, the researcher introduced the resources used in the
trials. For fairness trials we used candies, and for care trials
we used spider stickers and animal stickers. The researcher told
the participant that the recipient liked candy and asked the
participant if they also liked candy, recording this response on
the coding sheet. Further, the researcher told the participant that
the recipient liked animal stickers (positive resource) but did
not like spider stickers (negative resource). In this task Care for
the recipient would manifest in giving a positive resource and
throwing away a negative resource. A comprehension check was
done to ensure participants understood what the recipient liked
and disliked and all participants answered the questions correctly.
Children were then given 12 trials, three each of the four trial
types (see Supplementary Table 2). The order of trials was
randomized. For the second block, researchers switched pictures
to a gender-matched peer with the opposite shirt color as the
first picture and introduced the participant to the new recipient.
The researcher reintroduced the bags, trash can, and resources,
stating the same likes and dislikes as for the first recipient. After
a second comprehension check on the recipient’s preferences,
we administered 12 additional trials. Group membership (in-
group and out-group) of the first and second recipients was
counterbalanced across participants.

Fairness Trials
Two of the four trial types were relevant to fairness and used a
method adapted from Shaw et al. (2016). These trials entailed
a choice between a fair or unfair distribution and assessed
participants’ allocation decisions. The participant was presented
with a distribution creating advantageous inequity (AI) in one
trial type and disadvantageous inequity (DI) in the other. AI trials
allowed the participant to choose between distributing an extra
resource to themselves or throwing it away to achieve equity. DI
trials allowed the participant to choose between distributing an
extra resource to the recipient or throwing it away to achieve
equity. For these trials, researchers placed one candy in front
of the participant and one in front of the recipient’s picture,
then showed the participant one extra candy. In AI trials, the
participant was asked if they wanted to give this extra candy to
themselves or throw it away. In DI trials, the participant was
asked if they wanted to give this extra candy to the recipient or
throw it away. There were three AI and three DI trials for both
the in-group and out-group conditions, totaling 12 fairness trials
per participant.

Care Trials
Two of the four trial types were relevant to care and used
a method adapted from Buttlemann and Böhm (2014). The
resources used in these trials either had positive valence or
negative valence, as established with the participant prior to the
trials. Positive valence resources were animal stickers, which the
researcher explained that the recipient liked. Negative valence
resources were spider stickers, which the researcher explained
that the recipient disliked. The researcher placed one sticker in
front of the participant and asked if they would like to distribute
this sticker to the recipient or throw it away. There were three
trials consisting of positive resource allocation (animal stickers)

and three trials consisting of negative resource allocation (spider
stickers) for both the in-group and out-group conditions, totaling
12 care trials per participant.

After the experimental trials the researcher asked the
participant if they would prefer to play with the recipient
on the green team or the red team in order to gain a
convergent measure of in-group preference. The researcher also
assessed the participant’s own preference for spider or animal
stickers following experimental trials. Amongst participants who
expressed a sticker preference (n = 78), the majority of both males
(n = 23) and females (n = 30) preferred animal stickers, while
some males (n = 14) and females (n = 11) expressed a personal
preference for the spider stickers.

Data Coding and Analyses
All sessions were videotaped. The primary outcome variable was
the number of trials on which children chose to give (coded
as 1) or throw away (coded as 0) a resource in the resource
allocation task. Children’s decisions were recorded live, and
reliability checked from video by a video coder who was blind
to the study hypotheses. Disagreements between the live and
video coding were rare (Cohen’s κ = 0.95) and were resolved by
rechecking the trials from video.

In order to investigate whether the likelihood that children
choose to give resources was influenced by our test predictors:
Age (continuous), Distribution (positive, negative, advantageous,
and disadvantageous), Group (in-group or out-group) and
their interactions, we used a Generalized Linear Mixed Model
(GLMMs; Bolker et al., 2009) with binomial error distribution
and logit link function. In preliminary analyses we conducted
a test to see if Trial Type (Fairness and Care) was a significant
predictor of children’s allocation decisions and found that the
overall rate of giving was influenced by Trial Type (LRT:
χ2 = 75.64, df = 4, p < 0.001). Thus, the analyses of
participants’ allocation decisions were performed separately for
each Trial Type.

Our first step in data analysis was to build full models for both
fairness and care trials that included the three-way interaction
between Age, Distribution (advantageous and disadvantageous
or positive and negative), and Group (in-group and out-group).
Participant identity (ID) was fit as a random effect (intercepts)
to control for repeated measures and participant gender was
included as a control effect. The models were fitted in R using the
function “glmer” from the R package “lme4” (Bates et al., 2012).
All figures were created in R and were made using the package
“ggplot2” (Wickham, 2009). The statistical significance of the
full model was determined by comparing its fit with that of the
null model comprising only the random effect, using a likelihood
ratio test (LRT), available as R function “anova,” package “stats.”
p-Values for individual effects were based on LRTs comparing
the full models with their respective reduced models (R function
“drop1”). The LRT was used for testing the interactions for
significance, and non-significant interactions were removed from
the model to reliably interpret the lower terms.

Gender has been shown to influence children’s in-group
bias in resource allocation tasks, with males showing a
greater tendency toward in-group bias in the domain of
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care (Buttlemann and Böhm, 2014; Benozio and Diesendruck,
2015). Thus, a second step in our data analysis plan was to
investigate whether the relation between our test predictors:
Age, Distribution, and Group varied by gender. The addition of
Gender to the full model resulted in a significantly better fit to the
data (LRT: χ2 = 38.48, df = 8, p < 0.001), thus children’s behavior
on care trials was analyzed separately by gender.

RESULTS

Fairness
The comparison of the full against the null model was significant
(LRT: χ2 = 56.91, df = 7, p < 0.001). The three-way interaction
between Age × Distribution × Group was not significant (LRT:
χ2 = 0.05, df = 1, p = 0.82; Supplementary Figure 1). The model
was reduced by dropping all non-significant two-way interactions
included in the three-way interaction (Group × Age, LRT:
χ2 = 0.20, df = 1, p = 0.66; Distribution × Group, LRT: χ2 = 0.15,
df = 1, p = 0.70). We further reduced the model by dropping
the non-significant main effect of Group (LRT: χ2 = 0.45, df = 1,
p = 0.50) and Gender (LRT: χ2 = 0.06, df = 1, p = 0.80). The final
model was comprised from the significant two-way interaction
between Distribution and Age (LRT: χ2 = 50.57, df = 1, p < 0.001,
Figure 1). Between 4 and 9 years of age, participants decreased
the allocation of candies on advantageous trials (LRT: χ2 = 12.32,
df = 1, p < 0.001), yet the tendency to allocate candies remained
stable on disadvantageous trials (LRT: χ2 = 1.02, df = 1, p = 0.32).
Figure 1 reveals that younger participants were more likely to
allocate extra candies to themselves, whereas older participants
were more likely to allocate extra candies to their recipient.

Care
The comparison of the full against the null model was significant
(LRT: χ2 = 658.59, df = 7, p < 0.001) for care trials. The
three-way interaction between Age × Distribution × Group
was not significant (LRT: χ2 = 0.60, df = 1, p = 0.44;
Supplementary Figure 2). The model was reduced by dropping
the non-significant two-way interaction included in the three-
way interaction, (Group × Age, LRT: χ2 = 0.24, df = 1, p = 0.62).
The final model was comprised of the significant two-way
interactions between Distribution and Age (LRT: χ2 = 9.75,
df = 1, p < 0.01) and Group and Distribution (LRT: χ2 = 4.95,
df = 1, p = 0.026, Figure 2) and a significant main effect of
Gender (LRT: χ2 = 4.23, df = 1, p = 0.040). Post hoc analyses
(mvt corrected) revealed that participants were more likely to
give negative resources to out-group compared to in-group
recipients (β = 2.41, p = 0.016) but no such difference was
observed for positive resources (β = 0.75, p = 0.45). Figure 2
reveals that distribution of positive resources was greater than
negative resources for both in-group and out-group recipients,
however participants distributed negative resources to out-group
recipients more often compared to in-group recipients.

Gender has been shown to influence children’s in-group
bias in resource allocation tasks, with males showing a
greater tendency toward in-group bias in the domain of
care (Buttlemann and Böhm, 2014; Benozio and Diesendruck,

2015). Thus, we examined the influence of the three-way
interactions between Age × Distribution × Group for females
and males separately. For females the three-way interaction was
not significant (p = 0.51, Figure 3), nor were any two-way
interactions (all p > 0.1). The only significant predictor of female
participants’ allocations was a main effect of Distribution (LRT:
χ2 = 472.12, df = 1, p < 0.001), with significantly more giving
of positive resources compared to negative resources (β = 13.07,
p < 0.001). In contrast, for males the three-way interaction was
marginally significant (LRT: χ2 = 3.37, df = 3, p = 0.066, Figure 4).
This marginal three-way interaction tentatively suggests that
young males allocated positive and negative resources at a similar
rate for out-group recipients, whereas older male participants
were much more likely to allocate positive resources compared
to negative ones. For in-group recipients, participants were more
likely to allocate positive resources compared to negative ones
across the age range. To further examine this trend, we conducted
exploratory analysis where age was coded as a categorical variable
(4–6 and 7–9 years of age), in this case the three-way interaction
between Age Group × Distribution × Group was statistically
significant (LRT: χ2 = 5.79, df = 1, p = 0.016). Post hoc analysis
revealed that younger males (4–6 years) are more likely to give
negative resources to out-group recipients compared to in-group
recipients (β = 2.97, p = 0.003; no other contrasts approached the
threshold for statistical significance).

Returning to our panned analysis with Age as a continuous
variable, dropping the marginally significant three-way
interaction from the model resulted in significant two-way
interactions between Distribution and Age (LRT: χ2 = 9.01,
df = 1, p < 0.01) and Group and Distribution (LRT: χ2 = 6.25,
df = 1, p = 0.012). Post hoc analyses (mvt corrected) revealed that
male participants were more likely to give negative resources to
out-group compared to in-group recipients (β = 2.36, p = 0.018),
but no such difference was observed for positive trials (β = 1.07,
p = 0.28). This pattern suggests that the tendency to give more
negative resources to out-group compared to in-group recipients
was stronger for males compared to females.

DISCUSSION

Our primary goal in this study was to examine the development
of in-group bias in children’s resource allocation decisions in
the domains of care and fairness. On fairness trials we did
not observe evidence of in-group bias on children’s allocation
decisions, suggesting that fairness behavior was not influenced
by in-group bias. Children’s decisions on fairness trials allowed
us to examine the developmental emergence of their aversion to
advantageous and disadvantageous inequity from early to middle
childhood. We found that between 4 and 9 years of age children
became less likely to give themselves a personal advantage. In
contrast their tendency to allow their peer to gain an advantage
remained stable across this age range.

In the domain of care, children were increasingly likely to
allocate positive resources and less likely to allocate negative
resources across age. In line with our hypotheses, we did observe
evidence of in-group bias on care trials. Specifically, children
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FIGURE 1 | Predicted proportion allocated on Fairness trials by Distribution, plotted over age. Ribbons show 95% confidence intervals.
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FIGURE 2 | Proportion allocated on Care trials by Distribution and Group. Error bars show binomial confidence intervals.

were more likely to allocate negative resources to out-group
than in-group recipients, however, no group effect was observed
for positive resources. Finally, this tendency to allocate negative
resources to out-group recipients was largely driven by young
males, we did not observe evidence of in-group bias amongst
older participants or amongst females participants.

On fairness trials we did not observe an effect of in-group bias
on children’s fairness behavior. This pattern held for allocation
decisions that placed the participants at either an advantage
or disadvantage relative to their peer. In the current study
advantageous trials provided a strong test of fairness, equal
outcomes came at a cost to the participant and did not provide
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FIGURE 3 | Predicted proportion allocated for females on Care trials, Distribution, facetted by Group, plotted over age. Ribbons show 95% confidence intervals.
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FIGURE 4 | Predicted proportion allocated for males on Care trials, Distribution facetted by Group, plotted over age. Ribbons show 95% confidence intervals.
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a material benefit to the recipient. In the case of disadvantageous
trials equal outcomes incurred a cost to the recipient, thus may be
motivated by spite or envy rather than fairness (Shaw and Olson,
2012; McAuliffe et al., 2014), whereas unequal outcomes provided
a material benefit to the recipient and could be motivated by
generosity. Several previous studies found that children were
more likely to choose equal allocations over advantageous ones
when recipients were in-group members (Sparks et al., 2017;
Keshvari et al., 2021). In these studies, equal outcomes on
advantageous trials provided a material benefit to the recipient,
thus may have been motivated by generosity. However, increased
generosity to in-group recipients does not account for behavior
on disadvantageous trials where children’s tendency to provide
their recipient with a relative advantage was not influenced by
group status. Thus, the weight of the evidence across these
studies favors an increased concern for fairness with in-group
recipients (Sparks et al., 2017; Keshvari et al., 2021). Another
study that examined the impact of in-group bias on children’s
aversion to advantageous and disadvantageous inequity did not
find strong evidence of in-group favoritism on children’s aversion
to inequity, though the results were inconclusive in the case
of advantageous inequity aversion (Gonzalez et al., 2020). In
the current study we did not see evidence that in-group bias
influenced either generosity or fairness, thus the precise impact
that in-group bias has on the development of fairness remain
an open question.

In contrast to fairness we did observe in-group bias on care
trials. Empathy is purported to be a core process through which
in-group bias can influence people’s tendency to care for in-group
members and tolerate the harm of out-group members (Batson
and Ahmad, 2009; Cikara et al., 2011; Kteily et al., 2016). Indeed,
increased empathy toward in-group members is found even in
a minimal group context (Masten et al., 2010). Importantly,
empathy is more likely to influence care relative to fairness
decisions (Hoffman, 1984; Eisenberg and Miller, 1987; Decety
and Cowell, 2015), and may explain the different impact of group
status across these domains. Characteristic of an empathy-based
response, behaviors related to care have the signatures of an
intrinsic motivation to benefit the wellbeing of others. During
infancy, children prefer agents that provide help rather than
harm (Hamlin et al., 2007). From 2 years of age toddlers show
the physiological manifestations of relief when they see someone
receiving help, even when they are not directly involved (Hepach
et al., 2012), and an affective benefit of their own generosity
(Aknin et al., 2012). Finally, from 3- to 6-years-of-age children’s
generosity increases with their understanding of the affective
benefits of sharing (Paulus and Moore, 2017).

Bolstering the argument that empathy and fairness are distinct
processes is evidence showing that children’s concern for fairness
is heavily influenced by cooperative norms and arises from a
desire to signal fair behavior to others. For example, children
(6–8 years of age) are less likely to behave fairly if they could
appear fair to an adult experimenter but act selfishly (Shaw
and Olson, 2014). Similarly, children (6–9 years of age) are
more likely to avoid personally advantageous distributions of
resources when a recipient is observing their decisions, compared
to when their actions are not observed (McAuliffe et al., 2020).

Convergent evidence suggests that adherence to cooperative
norms is a related determinant of fairness behavior (McAuliffe
et al., 2017b; House et al., 2020). Together, these findings
reveal that appearing fair and adhering to norms of fairness
are important extrinsic motivators related to fairness behavior.
Overall, while fairness behaviors have several extrinsic motivators
that operate independently of empathic responses, behaviors
related to care appear to be dependent on an empathetic response.

Limitations and Future Directions
In this study we sought to investigate the influence of in-group
bias in children concerns for care and fairness. In this initial
investigation we employed a minimal group paradigm to induce
group membership, as we wanted to assess the role of in-
group bias independently of social preferences toward specific
social categories. Thus, it remains an important open question
as to how children’s concern for care and fairness may differ
toward recipients that vary in terms of social categories such as
gender and race. Previous work suggests that young children’s
resource allocation decisions show a preference for gender and
race matched peers (Zinser et al., 1981; Dunham et al., 2011, 2016;
Renno and Shutts, 2015), yet by middle childhood children are
often willing to rectify group based inequality (Olson et al., 2011;
Elenbaas and Killen, 2016; Elenbaas et al., 2016; Rizzo et al., 2018;
Corbit et al., 2021). Future research that investigates the influence
of social categories such as gender and race on children’s concern
for both care and fairness will provide important insight into how
group-based prejudice can influence cooperative behavior.

CONCLUSION

Overall, our findings indicate that in-group bias differentially
impacted children’s moral behavior in the domains of care and
fairness. In the domain of fairness, decisions were similar for in-
group and out-group recipients. In contrast, in the domain of care
children were more likely to allocate negative resources to an out-
group compared to an in-group peer, revealing a tendency toward
out-group harm that was particularly pronounced amongst boys.
This pattern of results suggests that fairness and care develop
along distinct pathways with independent motivational supports.
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The current study examined how ingroup and outgroup Theory of Mind (ToM) predicts
children’s and adolescents’ reasoning for their acceptability judgments of intergroup
bullying of Syrian refugee peers and group support of intergroup bullying. Participants
included 587 Turkish middle (n = 372, Mage = 12.19, SD = 1.01; 208 girls) and
high school (n = 215, Mage = 14.81, SD = 0.97; 142 girls) students. Participants
read a bias-based bullying story with a Syrian refugee peer targeted by an ingroup
Turkish peer. Then, participants rated the acceptability of bullying and group support of
bullying and were presented with a reasoning question (Why?) after each acceptability
question (bullying and group support of bullying). Reasoning codes included Fairness,
Refugee Status/War, Prejudice and Discrimination, Harm, Prescriptive Norms, Group
Functioning, and Relationship with the Bully. Participants’ ingroup and outgroup
ToM abilities (measured using the Strange Stories) were evaluated as predictors of
reasoning. Results documented that middle school students were more likely to attribute
mental states to their ingroup members compared to outgroup members while high
school students’ ToM performance did not differ across contexts. Further, the more
unacceptable participants judged bullying to be, the more they reasoned about the
bullying by referencing fairness, refugee status, discrimination, and harm. Results also
documented that ingroup and outgroup ToM were positively related to attribution to
fairness and participants’ usage of multiple reasoning judgments while only outgroup
ToM was a significant predictor of reasoning around refugee status/war, discrimination,
and prejudice. The findings provide implications for intervention programs that tackle
intergroup bullying by examining bystanders’ social cognitive skills in a specific context.

Keywords: intergroup bullying, bystander judgments, outgroup theory of mind, ingroup theory of mind, fairness,
refugee status, discrimination, group functioning

INTRODUCTION

Recent studies showed that Syrian refugee youth in Turkey are highly prone to experiencing
intergroup school bullying rooted in racial discrimination and prejudice (Demir and Özgül, 2019;
Çeri et al., 2021). Intergroup bullying refers to repeated aggressive behaviors and attitudes that harm
someone within the context of a power imbalance because of a particular group membership (e.g.,
nationality, immigration/refugee background, religion, gender, sexual orientation, or disability,
Palmer and Abbott, 2018). Considering the widespread and long-lasting effects of bullying on
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refugee youth (psychological well-being, physical health,
educational attainment), it is critically important to identify
the ways to promote anti-bullying intervention programs to
foster inclusive schools. Although much research has focused
on victims and bullies, bystanders, peers who witness bullying,
are also central actors to stop bullying (Salmivalli et al., 2011).
Thus, it is important to understand bystanders’ judgments
and reasoning about intergroup bullying. As a critical social-
cognitive skill, Theory of Mind (ToM), may be related to
bystanders’ judgments of intergroup bullying as ToM may
enhance one’s understanding of the prejudicial roots behind the
bullying (Gönültaş and Mulvey, 2021a). However, the possible
association between adolescents’ reasoning about intergroup
bullying and ToM has not been explored yet. In the current study,
we examined whether ToM predicts adolescents’ reasoning for
their acceptability judgments of intergroup bullying of Syrian
refugee peers and group support of intergroup bullying.

Bystander Judgments About Intergroup
Bullying From Social Reasoning
Developmental Perspective
In the current study, we used the Social Reasoning
Developmental (SRD) approach informed by the Social Domain
Theory (SDT; Turiel, 1983) and Social Identity Development
Theory (SIDT, Nesdale, 2004) to examine children’s and
adolescents’ reasoning patterns. SDT posits that individuals
reason about social decisions by considering three domains:
the moral domain (issues of fairness, justice, and rights), the
societal domain (customs, conventions, and traditions), and the
psychological domain (related to personal choice and autonomy)
(Smetana et al., 2014). Further, SDT suggests that children and
adolescents evaluate social transgressions across domains of
reasoning that may involve ToM (Smetana, 2006; Killen et al.,
2011). We examined both ingroup and outgroup ToM as our
hypothetical intergroup bullying scenario involves ingroup and
outgroup characters.

SIDT suggests that children and adolescents develop
intergroup attitudes toward outgroups in four phases: (1) not
having a salient group membership, (2) group membership
awareness, (3) ingroup preference, (4) ingroup bias, prejudice,
and discrimination (Nesdale, 2004). According to SIDT,
children’s and adolescents’ evaluations of bullying can be
influenced by intergroup processes (e.g., group membership,
prejudice, discrimination, and threat perception) if the bullying
involves ingroup and outgroup members. For example, Ojala
and Nesdale (2004) demonstrated that students aged between 10
and 13 evaluated bullying as more okay when the victim was an
outgroup member who was perceived threat to ingroup members.
Moreover, Jones et al. (2012) documented that Italian children
aged 10–13 who were exposed to a cooperative group norm were
more likely to feel negative emotions such as anger or regret
following intergroup bullying. Thus, children and adolescents
evaluate bullying by considering group-related factors and bring
their social-cognitive awareness to these evaluations. By bringing
SDT and SIDT approaches together, SRD approach proposes
that children’s and adolescents’ judgments and evaluations

in the context of intergroup social conflicts depend on both
intergroup-related factors (e.g., group membership, prejudice,
discrimination, and threat perception) and social cognitive skills
(e.g., theory of mind, empathy). SRD approach also contends
that children and adolescents often evaluate social conflicts as
unacceptable by considering moral concerns but might support
social conflicts due to group membership, group wellbeing, and
functioning (e.g., Killen and Rutland, 2011; Killen et al., 2013;
Hitti et al., 2014).

Group Membership in the Context and
Its Relation to Bystanders’ Judgments
and Reasoning
Previous research drawing on SRD approach to intergroup
bullying showed that group membership of the victim (whether
the victim is an ingroup member or outgroup member) is related
to bystander judgments and responses (Gönültaş and Mulvey,
2021a; Palmer et al., 2022). For example, Gönültaş and Mulvey
(2021a) showed that non-immigrant adolescents were more likely
to evaluate bullying as unacceptable when the victim was a non-
immigrant peer compared to when the victim was an immigrant
peer in the United States. Similarly, Palmer et al. (2022) found
that Cypriot adolescents showed higher prosocial tendencies
toward Cypriot victims than non-Cypriot victims in the
context of social exclusion, while no differences were observed
in non-Cypriot adolescents’ prosocial bystander responses.
Relatedly, children and adolescents’ reasoning justifications
can be dependent on the context and group membership of
the victim. For example, Mazzone et al. (2018) documented
that participants (aged between 11 and 15 years) differed
in their answers when they were asked to think about the
possible underlying reasons for the bullying across two scenarios
(immigrant and non-immigrant victim). When the victim was an
immigrant peer, participants were more likely to think that the
reasons for the bullying can be cultural differences, coming from
a different country, language, religion and feelings of fear toward
immigrants even when the reason for bullying was not explicitly
given. However, participants were more likely to think that the
bullying could be related to victims’ personality characteristics
and physical appearance when the victim was a non-immigrant
peer (Mazzone et al., 2018).

Theory of Mind in the Context and Its
Relation to Bystanders’ Judgments and
Reasoning
Theory of mind can be described as the ability to attribute and
to predict subjective mental states of others including intentions,
beliefs, desires, and emotions (ToM; Wellman et al., 2001; White
et al., 2009). ToM is related to many social outcomes including
prosocial behaviors across childhood and adolescence (Razza and
Blair, 2009; Imuta et al., 2016). As an important social cognitive
ability, ToM may be one of the factors that helps children
and adolescents to understand and reason about underlying
motives behind different types of bullying (e.g., intragroup and
intergroup). Although ToM has been broadly defined by the
successful performance in false-belief tasks around age three,
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ToM competence involves a long and nuanced developmental
path (Peterson and Wellman, 2019). Wellman and Liu (2004)
developed a ToM battery to be able to comprehensively evaluate
several aspects of ToM across preschool and childhood, but
development of these skills does not cease during childhood.
Moving through adolescence, ToM abilities continue to grow
across this period including understanding sarcasm, irony, white
lies, and deception (Dumontheil et al., 2010; Peterson and
Wellman, 2019). The Strange Stories is one of the widely used
tasks to measure advanced ToM skills (White et al., 2009).
This measure involves several stories tapping into different sub-
domains of ToM including the understanding of mental states in
contexts involving white lies, persuasion, and misunderstanding.
Thus, ToM is a complex social-cognitive skill that has been
measured with a range of tasks requiring individuals to infer
others’ mental states. What has not yet been demonstrated,
however, is if this social-cognitive competency is related to
individuals’ reasoning about situations that may rely on mental-
state knowledge, such as intergroup bullying situations.

SRD model also argues that social-cognitive skills (e.g.,
ToM) are related to children’s and adolescents’ reasoning as
these skills help them to recognize the multifaceted nature of
social conflicts (Rutland and Killen, 2015). Thus, it is likely
that children and adolescents with higher social-cognitive skills
can consider different aspects of a social conflict and weigh
multiple considerations including the moral domain (issues
of welfare, justice, and rights), the societal domain (concerns
group functioning and social norms) and the psychological
domain (concerns one’s choice over private matters) (Turiel,
1983; Rutland and Killen, 2015).

ToM also fosters more complex moral reasoning while
evaluating intentional and unintentional social transgressions
(Killen et al., 2011; D’Esterre et al., 2019; Baker et al., 2021).
Previous research has demonstrated that ToM is related to active
bystander challenging behavior in generalized bullying (Gini,
2006; Caravita et al., 2010). ToM predicted higher defending
behaviors against intragroup bullying through increased social
competence (Metallidou et al., 2018). More recently, studies also
examined the possible role of ToM in bystander responses to
intergroup bullying of immigrant youth (Gönültaş and Mulvey,
2021a,b). Accordingly, adolescents’ ToM abilities predicted a
higher likelihood of bystander active responses to both bullying
and following retaliatory acts in intergroup contexts (e.g., when
an immigrant peer is victimized or seeks retaliation, Gönültaş and
Mulvey, 2021a,b).

In all these studies, ToM was evaluated as a generalized
ability. However, more recently, studies showed that children
and adolescents can be selective while using their efforts
to attribute mental states to their ingroup and outgroup
members (McLoughlin and Over, 2017; McLoughlin et al.,
2018; Gönültaş et al., 2020). For example, across two studies
children attributed less humanness and fewer mental states (e.g.,
believing, pretending, and deciding) to agents from different
groups (geographically based groups and gender-based groups)
and they were more likely to use their ToM skills for their
ingroup members than for outgroup members (McLoughlin
and Over, 2017; McLoughlin et al., 2018). Overall, these

studies suggest that children’s ingroup ToM and outgroup ToM
performance differ.

Two studies have been examined outgroup ToM in Turkish
adolescents (Gönültaş et al., 2020) and young adults (Ekerim-
Akbulut et al., 2020) to examine their mental state attribution to
Syrian refugee individuals. Gönültaş et al. (2020) demonstrated
that Turkish adolescents were more likely to attribute mental
states to Turkish story characters (ingroup ToM) compared
to Syrian refugee characters (outgroup ToM) in a study using
the Strange Stories task. They also found that discrimination
and threat perception toward refuges were negatively related
to adolescents’ outgroup ToM performance. Similarly, Ekerim-
Akbulut et al. (2020) also showed that Turkish college
students’ ToM abilities differ based on participants’ perceived
similarity with the refugees by using the Strange Stories task.
More specifically, participants who reported lower perceived
similarity with the targeted outgroups (refugees) showed worse
performance in attributing mental states to Syrian refugee
individuals compared to Turkish individuals.

Based on previous studies, it is likely that the group
membership of the target might matter for both children’s and
adolescents’ reasoning/judgments and their ToM performance in
intergroup contexts. Further, ingroup and outgroup ToM might
shape children’s and adolescents’ reasoning about intergroup
social conflicts, which involve ingroup and outgroup members.
Although separate research lines on bystanders’ judgments
and reasoning in intergroup bullying and ToM in intergroup
context are gaining attention, still little is known about how the
intersection of these lines of research might help us to have a more
context-sensitive understanding of the relationship between ToM
and reasoning in an intergroup context.

High-Tension Intergroup Context:
Intergroup Bullying of Syrian Refugees in
Turkey
The refugee crisis is a global issue that impacts many societies
across the world. Turkey, as one of those countries, has received
more than three million seven hundred thousand refugees from
the start of the crisis in Syria in 2011 through 2021 (United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 2021).
Syrian children and adolescents constitute a great percentage
of the Syrian refugee population in Turkey (United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 2021). Thus, it
is highly likely that non-refugee children and adolescents can
have opportunities for contact with Syrian peers. Relatedly, the
intergroup interactions between Turkish and Syrian adolescents
are high, especially in public schools (Gönültaş et al., 2020;
Içduygu and Nimer, 2020). Turkey also has a quite high
prevalence rate of bullying (24%) in schools (Programme for
International Student Assessment, 2018). Although these reports
do not provide information about the ethnic background of
victims or the reason for the bullying, recent studies showed
that Syrian refugee youth are highly prone to experiencing
intergroup school bullying rooted in racial discrimination and
prejudice. For example, Karaman (2021) examined the rates of
bullying among Syrian and Turkish students and found that
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Syrian students reported higher rates of bullying victimization
compared to their Turkish peers. A qualitative study by Demir
and Özgül (2019) also demonstrated that Syrian refugee students
were at an increased risk of being bullied due to discrimination,
language barriers, and cultural differences. One way to reduce
intergroup bullying is promoting active upstanding behavior of
non-refugee peers who witness the intergroup bullying of their
refugee peers. Bystander peers can serve as central actors to offset
both the occurrence and effects of bullying (Salmivalli et al.,
2011) when they show defending behaviors (e.g., challenging the
bully and supporting the victim). However, to date, little research
has focused on how non-refugee adolescents evaluate intergroup
bullying of their refugee peers and how ToM abilities for ingroup
and outgroup members might be related to their reasoning.

Present Study
This study is a part of a larger project that investigated the
bystander judgments and bystander responses to generalized
and intergroup bullying and inclusivity judgments (Gönültaş
et al., 2021). The purpose of the present study was to
examine how ingroup and outgroup ToM can be related to
bystanders’ judgments and reasoning to intergroup bullying
of refugee peers. Examining how children and adolescents
evaluate and reason about the intergroup bullying of refugees
provides novel information regarding the contexts in which
they challenge it and seek to stop it from occurring in the
future. Further, it is also important to identify factors involved
in children’s and adolescents’ reasoning to inform intervention
programs. However, our knowledge is limited in terms of
how social-cognitive factors can be related to adolescents’
judgments and reasoning as bystanders when they are evaluating
intergroup bullying. To address this, we examined to what extent
adolescents’ bystander judgments and reasoning might be related
to their ingroup and outgroup ToM abilities.

We conducted our research with middle and high school
students as previous studies showed some age-related patterns.
For example, middle school students were less likely to see
bullying as acceptable and were less likely to show active
responses compared to high school students (e.g., Mulvey
et al., 2019). Further, the SRD approach also contends that
children’s decisions, judgments, and reasoning about social
conflicts increasingly involve intergroup-related factors with age
(Killen and Rutland, 2011).

Hypotheses related to differences in ingroup–outgroup
ToM and acceptability judgments based on gender and age:

1. Based on earlier studies (McLoughlin and Over, 2017;
McLoughlin et al., 2018; Gönültaş et al., 2020), we
expected that participants would be more likely to attribute
mental states to their ingroup members compared to their
outgroup members.

2. Previous studies showed that females and younger
adolescents were more likely to evaluate bullying as
unacceptable and were more likely to show active
bystander responses to bullying (Mulvey et al., 2019). Thus,
based on the previous studies we hypothesized that middle
school students and female students would be likely to

evaluate intergroup bullying and group support as less
acceptable compared to high school and male students.

Main Hypotheses related to the relationship between
ingroup and outgroup ToM, acceptability judgments, and
reasoning:

3. Participants’ ingroup and outgroup ToM would positively
predict participants’ attribution to “fairness,” “welfare,”
“prejudice and discrimination, refugee status” in their
acceptability judgments about the intergroup bullying and
group support of intergroup bullying. The categories were
considered under the moral domain based on the previous
studies (e.g., Ruck et al., 2015). We also expected that
participants’ outgroup ToM would more strongly predict
the reasoning related to “fairness,” “welfare,” “prejudice and
discrimination, refugee status” compared to ingroup ToM
as outgroup ToM involves the understanding mental states
of outgroup members.

4. We expected that the more unacceptable participants
judged bullying and group support to be, the more they
would reason about the bullying by referencing “fairness,”
“welfare,” “prejudice and discrimination, refugee status.”
Further, as participants evaluate intergroup bullying
and group support as more acceptable, they would be
more likely to attribute to “prescriptive norms,” “group
functioning,” and “relationship with the bully.”

5. Participants with higher ingroup and outgroup ToM would
be more likely to attribute more than one justification in
their reasoning than those with lower ToM.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Data was collected from 587 Turkish adolescents in high
(n = 215, Mage = 14.81, SD = 0.97; 142 girls) and middle
(n = 372, Mage = 12.19, SD = 1.01; 208 girls) school in Istanbul,
Turkey. Istanbul hosts more than half a million Syrian refugees
(Directorate-General for Migration Management, 2021). We
collected data from eight schools in four different districts: two
districts with relatively a higher number of Syrian refugees and
two districts with a relatively lower number of Syrian refugees.
Syrian youth were not recruited as there were measures related
to attitudes toward Syrian refugees in Turkey. A power analysis
using G∗Power showed that a sample size of at least 382
participants would be needed with the desired statistical power
at 0.95, and an alpha of 0.05 (Faul et al., 2009) for the logistic
regression analyses.

Procedure
Ethical approvals were obtained from two universities (in the
United States and in Turkey). Students were recruited by sending
invitation letters and consent forms to parents through their
schools. All students with parental consent who assented to
participate were included in the study. Participants completed
the survey in a paper-based format in their schools. All measures
were presented in Turkish. We collected the data between
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December 9, 2019, and January 10, 2020. Students were given
small gifts (pencils, etc.) as compensation for their participation.

Measures
Intergroup Bullying Scenario and Acceptability
Judgments
Participants read the following hypothetical scenario in which a
Syrian refugee peer is bullied because of his/her refugee status
(intergroup bullying). The story was created based on earlier
research (Gönültaş and Mulvey, 2019; Mulvey et al., 2019)
and was adapted and translated for this study using forward-
translation and back-translation methods. Common Turkish and
Syrian names were used in the story and the story was gender-
matched to participants.

“Your group enjoys telling each other jokes about lots of things,
including about different groups of people. Now, imagine that the
school day has not yet started, and you are hanging out with your
group of friends in the hallway. There are no teachers around yet.
Barış (ingroup bully), who is one of the kids in your group of
friends, shouts out rude words against Syrian people. Meanwhile,
Joram (outgroup victim) appears. Joram is originally from Syria
but now lives in Turkey. When Barış realizes Joram is around, he
purposely shouts out a rude word at Joram because Joram is from
Syria as he did in the previous days.”

Acceptability Judgment for the Intergroup Bullying
Participants rated their acceptability judgment for the intergroup
bullying with the following question “How okay or not okay is it
that Barış acts this way?” on a six-point Likert scale ranging from
1 (really not okay) to 6 (really okay).

Acceptability Judgment for the Group Support of the
Intergroup Bullying
Then participants were presented with the following scenario
indicating group support for the bully “Because your group enjoys
telling jokes about lots of things, including about different groups
of people, your group finds what Barış did funny and starts
to laugh to support him.” Then, they were asked to rate the
acceptability of group support with the following questions “How
okay or not okay is your group for agreeing that shouting rude
words to someone from a different country is funny?” on a six-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 (really not okay) to 6 (really
okay). The explanations for the character names in parentheses
(“ingroup bully and outgroup victim”) were not provided in
the actual surveys.

Reasoning for the Acceptability Judgments
After participants completed their acceptability judgments for
the intergroup bullying and their group support for intergroup
bullying, they were presented with a reasoning question
(“Why?”) and they provided open-ended responses. Participants’
responses were coded based on a coding system developed
from the previous literature on individuals’ conceptions of
moral judgments and SDT theory (Killen et al., 2013). The
coding framework based on SDT has been also used in
Turkish (Gönül and Acar, 2018) with similar concepts including
fairness, harm, etc.

For the analyses, we only used the codes that frequency
percentages were more than 10%. To achieve 10%, we merged
“Refugee Status/War” and “Prejudice and Discrimination”
categories as a single category (“Discrimination, Prejudice,
Refugee Status and War”) for both outcomes. For the reasoning of
the acceptability of intergroup bullying analyses four codes have
emerged: (1) Fairness, (2) Discrimination, Prejudice, Refugee
Status and War, (3) Harm and (4) Prescriptive Norms (please
see Table 1 for frequencies and examples for each code). For the
reasoning of the acceptability of group support to the intergroup
bullying four codes have emerged: (1) Discrimination, Prejudice,
Refugee Status and War, (2) Harm, (3) Group Functioning and
(4) Relationship with the Bully (please see Table 1 for frequencies
and examples for each code). Interrater reliability between coders
was assessed based on about 25% of the interviews, with very
good reliability, Cohen’s κ = 0.89. Further, we also wanted to
examine whether participants’ ToM abilities were related to their
attribution to multiple categories. Thus, participants were given
“Yes/1” for the categories that they referred to and “No/0” for the
categories that they did not attribute. When participants referred
to multiple categories, they were given “Yes/1” for each code used
(up to three codes per response were recorded).

Theory of Mind
Participants’ ToM for the targeted outgroup and ingroup was
measured using a modification of the Strange Stories measure
(White et al., 2009; Devine and Hughes, 2016; Gönültaş et al.,
2020). We adapted two mind-reading stories (white lie and
persuasion) by referencing Syrian individuals and the other
two mind-reading stories (white lie and misunderstanding) by
referencing Turkish individuals. All participants were presented
with both ingroup and outgroup ToM (within-subject effect).
Thus, different stories were used to avoid practice effects. After
each story, participants were asked to answer a question that
requires understanding the mental state of the characters in the
story. Participants’ answers were coded by using the following
criteria 2 = correct answer with mental state attribution; 1 = correct
information without attributing mental states and 0 = false answer.
Interrater reliability (based on 25% of responses) was Cohen’s
κ = 0.96. Participants’ performance was calculated by summing
scores from two stories (ranged between 0 and 4) for both
ingroup ToM and outgroup ToM. The Turkish version of this
measure has been previously used by earlier studies (Ekerim-
Akbulut et al., 2020; Gönültaş et al., 2020).

Data Analysis Plan
First, bivariate correlation analyses were conducted to examine
the possible correlation between gender, age, ingroup ToM,
outgroup ToM, acceptability judgments to intergroup bullying,
and group support. Second, to examine differences between
ingroup and outgroup ToM based on gender (female/male) and
school (middle/high) a mixed ANOVA was conducted. Then, an
ANCOVA was conducted to compare participants’ acceptability
judgments for intergroup bullying with their judgments of
the acceptability for group support by school and gender
controlling for ToM. Lastly, to examine the relationship between
participants’ reasoning for acceptability judgments for intergroup
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TABLE 1 | Examples and percentages of reasoning for acceptability judgments.

Judgment Reasoning (percentages) Example

Acceptability judgments to
intergroup bullying

Fairness (12.1%) It is not fair to bully anyone for any reason

Discrimination, Prejudice, Refugee Status and War (50.2%) We shouldn’t treat like this her just because she is a refugee from
Syrian/It’s racist and discriminatory

Harm (20.4%) It will hurt his feelings

Prescriptive Norms (13.3%) Because you are not supposed to bully

Acceptability judgments for group
support of intergroup bullying

Discrimination, Prejudice, Refugee Status and War (14.3%) The situation can be worse if the group supports and everyone in the
school may hate from Syrian refugees.

Harm (21.2%) The girl is already sad. And if they laugh too, she can get more upset.

Group Functioning (13.5%) I don’t want to ruin the unity of the group over a little joke.

Relationship with the Bully (13.1%) I and my friends support Barış because he is our friend. I don’t want to
lose my friend because of a person that I do not know.

Example responses were translated from Turkish to English.

bullying and group support and their ingroup and outgroup
ToM abilities (continuous), separate Logistic Regressions were
conducted. Age, gender, and participants’ acceptability judgments
were also added to the analyses as possible predictors.

RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses
Correlations
Bivariate Pearson correlations showed that there was a
statistically significant positive correlation between ingroup
and outgroup ToM (r = 0.33, p < 0.001). Further, ingroup
ToM was negatively associated to acceptability judgments of
intergroup bullying (r = −0.11, p = 0.012) and group support
(r = −0.11, p = 0.011) while outgroup ToM was only negatively
correlated with acceptability of group support (r = −0.10,
p = 0.021) (please see Table 2 for correlations).

Differences Among Ingroup and Outgroup Theory of
Mind
A 2 (ToM: ingroup and outgroup) × 2 (gender: male and
female) × school (high school and middle school) repeated
measures ANOVA was conducted, with ToM as within-subject

TABLE 2 | Correlations among study variables.

1 2 3 4 5

Gender (0 = female,
1 = male)

−

Age (0 = middle,
1 = high)

−0.10* −

Ingroup ToM −0.04 −0.02 −

Outgroup ToM −0.21*** 0.16*** 0.33*** −

Acceptability of
intergroup bullying

0.08* 0.06 −0.11* −0.07 −

Acceptability of group
support of intergroup
bullying

0.08* 0.04 −0.11* −0.10* 0.62***

*p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.

and gender and school as between-subject factors to test
H1. Results documented a main effect of ToM indicating
that participants’ ingroup ToM was higher compared to their
outgroup ToM [F(1,534) = 7.36, p = 0.007, η2

p = 0.014]. Further,
a significant two-way interaction between ToM and school was
observed [F(1,534) = 9.13, p = 0.003, η2

p = 0.017]. Pairwise
comparison (with Bonferroni corrections) showed that middle
school students were more likely to attribute mental states
to their ingroup members compared to outgroup members
[F(1,534) = 23.99, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.043]. However, high
school students’ ToM performance did not differ between
ingroup and outgroup members [F(1,534) = 0.04, p = 0.449,
η2

p = 0.000]. Further, high school students’ outgroup ToM
was higher compared to middle school students’ outgroup
ToM [F(1,534) = 8.12, p = 0.005, η2

p = 0.015] while ingroup
ToM did not differ between middle and high school students
[F(1,534) = 0.30, p = 0.587, η2

p = 0.001] (see Figure 1).
Lastly, results showed a significant interaction between ToM and
gender [F(1,534) = 8.78, p = 0.003, η2

p = 0.016]. Accordingly,
male participants were more likely to attribute mental states
to their ingroup members compared to outgroup members
[F(1,534) = 18.43, p = 0.001, η2

p = 0.033], however, females’
ingroup and outgroup ToM did not differ [F(1,534) = 1.19,
p = 0.276, η2

p = 0.002] (see Figure 2).

Acceptability Judgments for Intergroup
Bullying and Group Support
A 2 (acceptability of intergroup bullying and acceptability of
group support to intergroup bullying) × 2 (gender: male and
female) × school (high school and middle school) repeated
measures ANCOVA was conducted, with acceptability judgments
as within-subject and gender and school as between-subject
factors (to test H2). Ingroup and outgroup ToM were included as
covariates in the analysis as they were significantly correlated with
the acceptability judgments. Results did not document a main
effect of acceptability judgments indicating that participant did
not differ in their judgments between acceptability of intergroup
bullying (M = 1.64, SD = 0.05) and group support of bullying
(M = 1.63, SD = 0.05), F (1, 527) = 0.73, p = 0.787, η2

p = 0.000.
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FIGURE 1 | Participants’ ingroup and outgroup ToM by school. ∗p < 0.05.
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FIGURE 2 | Participants’ ingroup and outgroup ToM by gender. ∗p < 0.05,
∗∗p < 0.01.

Only the main effect of gender was significant [F(1,527) = 4.76,
p = 0.030, η2

p = 0.009]. Overall (across intergroup bullying and
group support), females’ acceptability judgments (M = 1.53,
SD = 0.06) were lower compared to males (M = 1.74, SD = 0.07).
None of two way or three-way interactions were significant.
In general, participants judged bullying and group support for
bullying as unacceptable (all the means below midpoint 3).

Main Analyses
Initial frequencies demonstrated that different categories have
emerged for the acceptability of intergroup bullying. Thus, for
the reasoning about the acceptability of intergroup bullying
analyses, we conducted four logistic regression analyses by
using the following categories as our outcome variables: (1)
Fairness, (2) Discrimination, Prejudice, Refugee Status and
War, (3) Harm, and (4) Prescriptive Norms. For the reasoning
about the acceptability of group support of intergroup bullying
analyses, we conducted four logistic regression analyses by
using the following categories as our outcome variables: (1)
Discrimination, Prejudice, Refugee Status and War, (2) Harm, (3)
Group Functioning, and (4) Relationship with the Bully. Lastly,
we conducted two additional logistic regression analyses to see
whether participants’ ToM abilities (ingroup and outgroup) were
related to their reference to multiple categories in their reasoning
for their acceptability judgments for intergroup bullying and

group support to intergroup bullying. Overall, five separate
regressions were conducted for each outcome variable.

Reasoning Analyses for Acceptability
Judgments for Intergroup Bullying
With regard to fairness reasoning, the overall model indicates a
significant fit [χ2(4, N = 463) = 35.68, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.10,
p < 0.001] and the variables included made significant
contributions to the model (H3 and H4). Results showed that
the more unacceptable participants judged bullying to be, the
greater the odds that they reasoned about the bullying by
referencing fairness [β = −0.29, χ2(1) = 8.53, p = 0.003,
Exp(B) = 0.768, 95% CI [0.61, 0.91]]. Similarly, participants’
ingroup ToM [β = 0.34, χ2(1) = 6.73, p = 0.009, Exp(B) = 1.41,
95% CI [1.08, 1.83]] and outgroup ToM abilities [β = 0.32,
χ2(1) = 7.32, p = 0.007, Exp(B) = 1.37, 95% CI [1.09, 1.72]]
were positively related to participants’ fairness justifications.
School and gender were not significant predictors of participants’
fairness justifications (see Table 3).

For discrimination, prejudice and refugee status/war, the
null model significantly improved with all the predictors in
the model (age, gender, acceptability judgments, ToM), χ2(4,
N = 463) = 50.66, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.14, p < 0.001 (H3 and H4).
Accordingly, the effect of gender was significant, documenting
that female participants were more likely to refer to refugee
status/war than were male participants [β = −0.47, χ2(1) = 5.28,
p = 0.022, Exp(B) = 0.62, 95% CI [0.42, 0.95]]. Results also
documented that the more participants evaluated intergroup
bullying as acceptable, the less likely they were to refer to refugee
status/war [β = −0.45, χ2(1) = 14.47, p < 0.001, Exp(B) = 0.64,
95% CI [0.50, 0.80]]. Further, participants’ higher outgroup
ToM score was a significant positive predictor of participants’
attribution to refugee status/war reasoning justification for their
evaluation of intergroup bullying [β = 0.35, χ2(1) = 8.30,
p = 0.004, Exp(B) = 1.42, 95% CI [1.12, 1.81]]. Neither school nor
ingroup ToM were significant correlates of participants’ reference
to refugee status/war (see Table 3).

The overall model for harm reasoning was also significant
[χ2(4, N = 463) = 14.34, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.05, p = 0.014]. Neither
gender, school nor ToM were found as significant predictors
(H3 and H4). The only significant predictor was acceptability
judgments indicating that the more unacceptable participants
judged bullying to be, the greater the odds that they reasoned
about the bullying by referencing harm [β = −0.34, χ2(1) = 11.10,
p = 0.001, Exp(B) = 0.711, 95% CI [0.58, 0.86]] (see Table 3).

The overall model for prescriptive norm reasoning was also
significant [χ2(4, N = 463) = 13.93, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.05,
p = 0.016] (H3 and H4). The only significant predictor
was acceptability judgments. More specifically, increasing
acceptability was associated with a decreased likelihood of
attributing prescriptive norms [β = −0.60, χ2(1) = 6.23, p = 0.013,
Exp(B) = 0.549, 95% CI [0.34, 0.87]]. Neither gender, school
outgroup ToM nor ingroup ToM were found as significant
predictors (see Table 4).

Lastly, our logistic regression to understand predictors of
participants’ likelihood of using multiple types of reasoning
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for the acceptability judgments of intergroup bullying showed
that both outgroup ToM [β = 0.25, χ2(1) = 4.61, p = 0.032,
Exp(B) = 1.29, 95% CI [1.02, 1.62]] and ingroup ToM [β = 0.30,
χ2(1) = 4.680, p = 0.029, Exp(B) = 1.35, 95% CI [1.03, 1.76]]
positively predict the usage of multiple categories in participants’
reasoning (H5). Neither gender, age, acceptability judgment nor
ingroup ToM were found as significant predictors (see Table 4).

Reasoning Analyses for Group Support
of Intergroup Bullying
The logistic regression model for prejudice, discrimination and
refugee status/war reasoning justification was not statistically
significant [χ2(5, N = 463) = 10.75, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.04,
p = 0.057]. None of the predictors were significant (see
Table 5) (H3 and H4).

With regard to harm reasoning about the acceptability of
group support for intergroup bullying, the overall model was
significant [χ2(5, N = 463) = 11.25, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.04,
p = 0.047] (H3, H5 and H6). According to the last step
in the model, male participants [β = 0.46, χ2(1) = 3.84,
p = 0.049, Exp(B) = 1.58, 95% CI [1.00, 2.51]] and participants
who evaluated group support of intergroup bullying as more
acceptable [β = −0.32, χ2(1) = 4.99, p = 0.025, Exp(B) = 0.729,
95% CI [0.55, 0.96]] were less likely to attribute harm. Ingroup
and outgroup ToM abilities were not significant predictors of
participants’ harm reasoning to acceptability judgments for group
support to intergroup bullying (see Table 5).

The overall model for group functioning was not significant
[χ2(5, N = 463) = 4.36, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.02, p = 0.498] (H3 and
H4). None of the predictors were significant (see Table 5).

Similarly, model yields non-significant results for the
reasoning about the relationship with the bully [χ2(5,
N = 463) = 5.32, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.02, p = 0.378] (see
Table 6) (H3 and H4).

Lastly, our logistic regression to understand predictors of
participants’ likelihood of using multiple categories (yes/no) for
the acceptability judgments for group support to intergroup
bullying showed that the overall model fit was not significant
[χ2(5, N = 463) = 10.83, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.04, p = 0.055]
(H5). However, the results documented that high school students
were more likely to refer to more than one domain compared
to middle school students [β = 0.18, χ2(1) = 6.53, p = 0.011,
Exp(B) = 1.19, 95% CI [1.04, 1.38]]. None of the other predictors
were significant (see Table 6).

DISCUSSION

The extant body of research demonstrates the possible role
of ToM in bystander judgments and reasoning; however, this
relationship has not been explored by evaluating both ToM
and bystander responses in intergroup contexts in concert. The
current study examined how participants’ ingroup and outgroup
ToM relate to their different types of reasoning when evaluating
intergroup bullying and group support to intergroup bullying.
The novel findings of our study demonstrated that ingroup and

TABLE 3 | Binary logistic regression analyses for reasoning of acceptability judgments to intergroup bullying.

Fairness Discrimination, Prejudice, Refugee Status and War Harm

B SE Wald p Exp(B) B SE Wald p Exp(B) B SE Wald p Exp(B)

School −0.06 0.06 0.96 0.327 0.94 −0.09 0.06 2.07 0.150 0.91 0.00 0.06 0.00 0.980 1.00

Gender −0.10 0.20 0.25 0.616 0.90 −0.47 0.21 5.28 0.022 0.62 0.20 0.20 1.02 0.313 1.22

Acceptability −0.29 0.10 8.53 0.003 0.75 −0.45 0.12 14.47 0.000 0.64 −0.34 0.10 11.09 0.001 0.71

Outgroup ToM 0.32 0.12 7.32 0.007 1.37 0.35 0.12 8.30 0.004 1.42 0.00 0.11 0.00 0.983 1.00

Ingroup ToM 0.35 0.13 6.74 0.009 1.41 0.25 0.14 3.51 0.061 1.29 0.02 0.12 0.04 0.846 1.02

Chi square 35.68 50.66 14.34

Model sig. <0.001 <0.001 0.014

Nagelkerke R2 0.10 0.14 0.04

TABLE 4 | Binary logistic regression analyses for reasoning of acceptability judgments to intergroup bullying.

Prescriptive Norms Multiple Reasoning Attribution

B SE Wald p Exp(B) B SE Wald p Exp(B)

School 0.07 0.08 0.75 0.388 1.08 −0.01 0.07 0.05 0.824 0.99

Gender −0.29 0.29 1.00 0.318 0.75 −0.19 0.21 0.78 0.377 0.83

Group support −0.60 0.24 6.23 0.013 0.55 −0.07 0.11 0.36 0.547 0.94

Outgroup ToM −0.17 0.15 1.16 0.281 0.85 0.25 0.12 4.61 0.032 1.29

Ingroup ToM 0.22 0.18 1.44 0.230 1.24 0.30 0.14 4.78 0.029 1.35

Chi square 13.93 16.32

Model sig. 0.016 0.006

Nagelkerke R2 0.05 0.05
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outgroup ToM were related to participants’ reasoning about
their evaluation of intergroup bullying but not associated with
their reasoning about group support to intergroup bullying.
Further, only outgroup ToM predicted participants’ references
to intergroup-related themes (e.g., discrimination, prejudice,
refugee status/war).

In line with previous studies (Gönültaş et al., 2020), our
study also showed that middle school students were more likely
to attribute mental states to their ingroup members (Turkish
story characters) compared to outgroup members (Syrian refugee
story characters). However, high school students’ ingroup ToM
and outgroup ToM performance did not differ from each other
(H1 was partially supported). Earlier research examined this
phenomenon in early childhood (McLoughlin and Over, 2017;
McLoughlin et al., 2018), middle childhood (Gönültaş et al.,
2020), and young adulthood (Perez-Zapata et al., 2016; Ekerim-
Akbulut et al., 2020). It is likely that adolescents may have
more opportunities for contact with Syrian refugees in their
school environments compared to children and adults which
may lead to an increase in perceived similarity. Further, it
might be also that high school students have more knowledge
about different social groups in the society compared to middle
school students (Levy and Killen, 2010), leading to improved
abilities to infer mental states about outgroup peers. Further,
Gönültaş et al. (2020) found that perceived threat perception
toward Syrian refugees was negatively related to middle school
students’ outgroup ToM performance. It is likely that middle
school students have a relatively higher threat perception toward
Syrian refugees compared to high school students leading them

to differentiate in their ToM performance across ingroup and
outgroup members. The possible factors that might be related
to the non-significant differences between ingroup and outgroup
ToM in older adolescents should be examined further by using
different ToM tasks as well.

Contrary to our hypothesis, we did not find any school
(middle/high) or gender-related differences in participants’
acceptability judgments to intergroup bullying and group support
(H2 was not supported). Thus far, similar age and gender-related
patterns in bystanders’ judgments and responses were observed
in generalized bullying that does not involve any intergroup-
related processes (Mulvey et al., 2019; Gönültaş et al., 2019).
However, there are mixed results about bystander responses in
intergroup context documenting either no difference or reverse
patterns (e.g., Yüksel et al., 2021). Thus, there is a need for
further understanding of how different factors might be related
to different age and gender patterns in bystander responses to
different types of bullying.

Our novel findings suggested that ingroup ToM (ToM
in a generalized context) positively predicted participants’
attribution to fairness in judging the acceptability of intergroup
bullying. This is in line with previous studies documenting the
relationship between generalized ToM and moral judgments
in intergroup context (e.g., Burkholder et al., 2019; Gönültaş
and Mulvey, 2021a). Considering earlier studies on the role of
ToM for social relationships, it is plausible to conclude that
this relation is mostly studied in a generalized context and
less attention is paid to outgroup ToM. To our knowledge,
for the first time, we have examined outgroup ToM and

TABLE 5 | Binary logistic regression analyses for reasoning of group support to intergroup bullying.

Discrimination, Prejudice, Refugee Status and War Harm Group Functioning

B SE Wald p Exp(B) B SE Wald p Exp(B) B SE Wald p Exp(B)

School 0.03 0.08 0.13 0.717 1.03 0.04 0.07 0.38 0.539 1.05 −0.09 0.09 1.00 0.317 0.92

Gender −0.52 0.30 3.00 0.083 0.59 0.46 0.23 3.85 0.050 1.58 −0.35 0.29 1.43 0.231 0.71

Group support −0.23 0.17 1.86 0.173 0.80 −0.32 0.14 4.99 0.025 0.73 0.16 0.12 1.77 0.183 1.17

Outgroup ToM 0.30 0.17 2.94 0.086 1.35 0.09 0.13 0.43 0.510 1.09 −0.11 0.15 0.56 0.456 0.89

Ingroup ToM −0.06 0.18 0.10 0.749 0.94 0.16 0.15 1.10 0.294 1.17 0.05 0.17 0.08 0.780 1.05

Chi square 10.75 11.25 4.37

Model sig. 0.057 0.047 0.498

Nagelkerke R2 0.04 0.04 0.02

TABLE 6 | Binary logistic regression analyses for reasoning of group support to intergroup bullying.

Relationship with the Bully Multiple Reasoning Attribution

B SE Wald p Exp(B) B SE Wald p Exp(B)

School −0.11 0.09 1.53 0.216 0.90 0.18 0.07 6.53 0.011 1.20

Gender 0.29 0.28 1.11 0.293 1.34 −0.11 0.22 0.28 0.599 0.89

Acceptability −0.23 0.16 2.01 0.156 0.80 −0.14 0.13 1.12 0.291 0.87

Outgroup ToM −0.01 0.15 0.00 0.960 0.99 0.07 0.12 0.39 0.533 1.08

Ingroup ToM 0.03 0.17 0.03 0.862 1.03 0.21 0.14 2.29 0.130 1.23

Chi square 5.32 10.83

Model sig. 0.378 0.055

Nagelkerke R2 0.02 0.04

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 9 March 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 81563947

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-13-815639 March 24, 2022 Time: 15:12 # 10
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its relationship with the participants’ reasoning in addition
to ingroup ToM. Our findings showed that only outgroup
ToM predicted participants’ attribution about intergroup-
related factors including discrimination, prejudice, and refugee
status/war. This suggests that participants who were better at
understanding their refugee peers were more likely to understand
the underlying reasons of the intergroup bullying and were more
likely to consider these reasons while evaluating the bullying
act (H3 was partially supported). Investigating outgroup ToM
while examining judgments and reasoning in intergroup social
conflicts is important as mental state understanding does not
take place automatically and one might need motivation to
engage in cognitive resources to understand the mental states of
individuals (Carpenter et al., 2016). In other words, contextual
factors, including the characteristics of individuals (e.g., being an
ingroup or outgroup member) can act as a trigger with which
individuals would be willing to use their cognitive resources
to understand how others think. However, most of the ToM
tasks do not account for the characteristics of the target. Thus,
considering the context in designing ToM tasks is especially
important when investigating the relation between ToM and
intergroup relations.

Furthermore, this study underlines the point that both
ingroup and outgroup advanced ToM contribute to participants’
attribution to multiple considerations in their reasoning about
the acceptability of intergroup bullying (H5 was supported).
Extensive research evidence drawing from the SRD approach
demonstrates that socio-cognitive abilities (e.g., ToM) and
group processes (e.g., group membership, loyalty to the
group, etc.) simultaneously influence the reasoning about
social conflicts in intergroup context (Rutland and Killen,
2015). In intergroup contexts, individuals may be drawn to
consider group distinctions as they make evaluations, drawing
on our cognitive tendency to promote our ingroup and to
identify with others who share our racial/ethnic and national
ingroup identity (Sani and Bennett, 2004; Davoodi et al., 2020;
Feeney et al., 2020). Such complex social situations might
lead children and adolescents to weigh multiple considerations
in their reasoning, attending to both their identity as well
as their moral principles, for instance. Our results provide
novel insight by documenting that the more ToM (both
ingroup and outgroup) the more likelihood of participants’
referencing more than one category in their reasoning judgments
This indicates the possible relationship between ToM and
sophisticated reasoning.

Consistent with our prediction, participants’ acceptability
judgments were related to their reasoning. More specifically,
the lower the participants’ acceptability judgments, the more
likely it was that they reasoned about the bullying by
referencing fairness, refugee status, discrimination, and harm.
For example, participants who evaluated intergroup bullying
as less acceptable were more likely to justify these evaluations
by giving explanations like “We shouldn’t treat her like this
just because she is a refugee from Syrian; It’s racist and
discriminatory; It is not fair to bully anyone for any reason.”
However, participants’ acceptability judgments were not found
to be related to their attribution to social-conventional domain

reasoning (prescriptive norms, group functioning) (H4 was
partially supported).

Our hypothesis regarding the association between ToM and
reasoning about the acceptability of group support to intergroup
bullying was not supported. Neither ingroup nor outgroup ToM
was significantly related to participants’ reasoning about group
support of intergroup bullying of refugee peers. This might be
related to the nature of ToM task that we used. More specifically,
although we contextualized Strange Stories in terms of our
targeted ingroup and outgroup, the stories require participants
to attribute mental states to individual characters (either Turkish
or Syrian individuals). However, the ToM stories did not involve
any group-related process. It is likely that understanding group
perspective and group dynamics can be different from the
understanding of single-person perspective. Although to our
knowledge no ToM task has been developed to evaluate the ability
to understand group perspective, previously The Developmental
Subjective Group Dynamics (DSGD) model has addressed
the importance of recognizing possible differences in groups’
perceptions of the same person (Abrams et al., 2003, 2008).
This model has proposed the concept of “theory of social mind
(ToSM)” that is particularly related to the ability to differentiate
between someone’s own evaluations from peers’ reaction to
deviant members of the group. A further interesting avenue for
future research could be adapting or developing such measures
to understand group perspectives to social conflicts in intergroup
contexts. This can help us to understand better how social-
cognitive factors might play a role in making judgments about
group behavior and awareness of different perspectives in group
settings. With regard to the association between participants’
acceptability judgments of group support and reasoning, our
results documented that the more participants evaluated group
support of intergroup bullying as unacceptable, the more they
reasoned about harm. For example, they were more likely to use
justifications like “The girl (Syrian peer) is already sad. And if they
(group members) laugh too, she can get more upset.”

Limitations and Future Directions
Our results should be considered in light of some limitations.
First, this study exclusively investigated how adolescents
evaluated and reasoned about acts of intergroup bullying of
refugee peers and group support of bullying of refugee peers
through hypothetical scenarios. Further, we only measured
participants’ evaluations and reasoning about one type of bullying
(shouting rude words). However, different types of bullying
(physical, social exclusion, name-calling) might elicit different
evaluations and reasoning. We also did not measure participants’
own experiences as bystanders, bullies, and victims in the
context of intergroup bullying. Thus, future research can test
whether the current findings can be observed in actual behavior
and whether their own experiences in different roles can be
related to their evaluations and reasoning. For instance, it
may be that observational data collection can clarify exactly
what types of contact Turkish and Syrian peers have and
whether that intergroup contact is high quality and positive or
not. Second, although text-based assessments (e.g., the Strange
Stories) provide evidence for ecological validity, it is still likely
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that real social interactions involve more complex situations
that require understanding the perspective of the characters in
context. For example, we used the school context to ensure it
would make sense to the participants in terms of a common
intergroup bullying context, but our ToM measure did not
involve such social conflicts scenarios in the school context.
Recently, online ToM (e.g., VAMA) tasks have been created
to measure advanced mental state understanding that can be
applied to different social settings to provide a more naturalistic
environment which in turn leads to an increase in ecological
validity (Canty et al., 2017; Grainger et al., 2020). Such tasks
would be useful to measure ToM abilities in intergroup contexts
that involve social conflicts. Further, as discussed earlier, such
tasks can be also helpful to measure children’s and adolescents’
simultaneous recognition of possible differences between group
perspective and single-person perspective. Further, multi-item
larger batteries that capture different domains of ToM can
be helpful to understand the relationship between adolescents’
mental state understanding and their reasoning about different
types of bullying and social conflicts (Wellman, 2018). Third,
extant literature provides evidence for several other factors that
can be related to both ToM and bystanders’ reasoning including
executive functions (Doenyas et al., 2018; Jenkins et al., 2018;
Hoyo et al., 2019; Baker et al., 2021) and empathy (Barchia
and Bussey, 2011; Gönültaş et al., 2019). For example, studies
showed that executive functions might help individuals to show
advanced social reasoning skills, such as those necessary for
complex interactions involving moral issues (Doenyas et al.,
2018; Baker et al., 2021). Thus, future studies should consider
examining other possible factors that might help to understand
possible mechanisms between ToM and bystanders’ judgments
and reasoning. Fourth, we used different stories to measure
ingroup and outgroup ToM considering within-subject design.
However, we did not counterbalance the stories across outgroup
and ingroup ToM. Although previous studies did not show
mean differences in participants’ performance across stories
in generalized contexts (Gönültaş et al., 2020), it would be
more comparative and informative to counterbalance stories
while using them in the context of intergroup. Fifth, the extant
literature provides evidence for several other intergroup factors
(e.g., prejudice, discrimination, threat perception) that may
be related to both bystander judgments and responses (e.g.,
Gönültaş and Mulvey, 2021a) and Theory of Mind (Gönültaş
et al., 2020). However, in the current study, we have only focused
on the possible role of group membership (refugee/non-refugee).
Future studies should examine how intergroup attitudes, threat
perception, social identity, perceived similarity with the targeted
outgroup might be related to their reasoning both directly
and indirectly (through ToM). Lastly, peer group norms about
bullying and Syrian refugee peers can be also related to
participants’ reasoning about intergroup bullying (Jones et al.,
2012; Gönültaş and Mulvey, 2021a). For example, if adolescents
are more likely to be surrounded by peers who do not support
bullying and do not have negative attitudes toward Syrian
refugees, they might be more likely to evaluate bullying as

unacceptable and more likely to detect the discriminatory and
prejudicial nature of the intergroup bullying.

CONCLUSION

Overall, the findings extend earlier research by examining
both ingroup and outgroup ToM in relation to participants’
reasoning to acceptability judgments of intergroup bullying and
group support. Understanding the perspective of others who are
involved in bullying can be an effective tool to recognize the
complex nature of bullying and the underlying reasons behind
it especially when it is rooted in prejudice and discrimination.
Thus, understanding the perspective of children and adolescents
who observe bullying and how they reason about bullying in
an intergroup context is an important first step in identifying
the mechanism to promote prosocial bystander reactions. Thus,
the findings of the current study provide implications for
understanding how ingroup and outgroup ToM skills might be
related to reasoning about intergroup bullying. This is especially
important for intervention programs that tackle intergroup
bullying by promoting bystanders’ social cognitive skills.
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Given the high numbers of refugees from Syria entering Germany in the recent years,
the social integration of refugee youth has become an increasingly important issue
in Germany. Thus, the current study examines adolescents’ decisions and reasoning
around the inclusion of Syrian peers in Germany. Using a hypothetical scenario, we
assessed adolescents’ (N = 100, M = 13.65 years, SD = 1.93, 51 females, 49 males)
peer inclusion decisions and reasoning with attention to comparing inclusion of a
Syrian refugee peer and a German peer. Given the importance of group norms for
adolescents, we assessed not only adolescents’ own inclusion decisions, but also
what they would expect their peer group to decide and what they think their peer
group should do. Moreover, adolescents’ underlying reasoning was assessed. The
analyses revealed that adolescents thought they would be more inclusive of a Syrian
peer than a German peer and that their peer group should be more inclusive of a
Syrian peer than a German peer. These tendencies toward including refugees were
justified with references to morality as well as social-conventions. In contrast to their
own decisions and to what they think their peer group should, participants expected
their group would be more inclusive toward a German peer than a Syrian peer. This
was mainly justified by referencing aspects of group functioning and psychological
information about the peers, whereas moral and prosocial reasoning was very rarely
used for the expected group decision. In sum, these findings document that adolescents
in Germany wish to be inclusive regarding refugee peers and that they balance attention
to morality and other domains of social reasoning when thinking about inclusion
decisions while they expect that their peers will not consider morally relevant information
when making these decisions. These findings have important practical implications
as they indicate the importance of interventions that focus on promoting inclusive
peer group norms.
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INTRODUCTION

In the recent years, refugee migration has increased tremendously
all over Europe. Since the beginning of the Syrian civil war
in the year 2011 almost 7 million people have fled to Europe
(UNHCR, 2021), among them many children and adolescents
(Eurostat, 2021). Moreover, estimates indicate that over one
half of Syrian refugees in Germany are youth under age 18
(Eurostat, 2021). Consequently, in many European countries, the
integration of refugees has become an increasingly important
issue. However, integration is not a unidirectional process
that can be accomplished by the refugees alone. Integration
is a reciprocal process of mutual accommodation between
the incoming refugees and the members of the host society
(Berry et al., 2006). The members of the host society need
to be open to integration and welcoming toward the refugees
(Berry, 2011). Thus, the attitudes of the members of the
host society toward refugees are crucial for integration. This
does not only hold for formal aspects of integration such as
educational or occupational opportunities, but also in terms of
the social integration of refugees. The current study focuses
on the openness of adolescents in Germany to include refugee
peers from Syria into their peer activities. Additionally, the
current study examines not only adolescents’ perceptions, but
also their expectations for their peers’ inclusivity, given that
adolescents may be influenced by their perceptions of their
peers’ attitudes (Mulvey et al., 2014b). Finally, the current study
examines not just evaluations, but also reasoning in order to
explore underlying motivations that may drive inclusive practices
toward refugees.

The Need to Belong
Being included in peer activities is central for youth because
the need for relatedness and social belonging are fundamental
for human beings (Baumeister and Leary, 1995; Deci and Ryan,
2000) and fulfilling this need is considered essential for healthy
development. For instance, feeling included or connected to
others is associated with better health outcomes (Walton and
Cohen, 2011), subjective well-being (King, 2015; Schmidt et al.,
2020) and life-satisfaction (Rodríguez-Meirinhos et al., 2020).
Additionally, belonging in class affects academic outcomes such
as motivation (Walton et al., 2012), engagement (Furrer and
Skinner, 2003; King, 2015), and achievement (Buhs and Ladd,
2001; Martin and Dowson, 2009) and additionally can buffer the
negative effects of being bullied at school (Marksteiner et al.,
2020). Being excluded in contrast, can have severe consequences
for an individual’s health and well-being (Mulvey et al., 2017).

While a desire for connection with others is present even
during infancy, as demonstrated by the research on the
importance of secure attachments (Ainsworth, 1978), during
adolescence, when peer relations become increasingly important,
the need to belong and to be accepted by others is particularly
strong (Jose et al., 2012; Lamblin et al., 2017). While adolescents
in this phase strive for independence from parents, the peer
group and reliable relationships with peers become increasingly
important (Masten et al., 2009; Morningstar et al., 2019).
Moreover, during adolescence, youth may feel pressure to

conform to their peers’ expectations, behaviors, and attitudes in
order to “fit in” (Brown et al., 1986; Miyajima and Naito, 2008;
Choukas-Bradley et al., 2015; Mulvey and Killen, 2016b). Thus,
examining adolescents’ tendencies toward inclusion, as well as
how their own inclusivity might or might not align with their
expectations of their peers’ inclusivity may provide particular
insight into how to best support adolescents as they seek to belong
and to build social connections with others. In fact, prior research
demonstrates that even though adolescents do not always believe
their peer group will be inclusive, they often place a high priority
on preventing harm to others and assert that they, individually,
will include others even if their group would not (Mulvey et al.,
2014b; Mulvey and Killen, 2016b).

The Special Situation of Refugee Youth
For youth from refugee families, social contacts are particularly
important: refugee youth in Germany note challenges with
friendships as a concern, but also highlight social support
(for instance from friends and family) as central to coping
with challenges they face (Alhaddad et al., 2021). Children
and adolescents from refugee families experience high levels of
trauma, and upheaval, with reports indicating that more than one
third of asylum seeking youth in Germany meet the criteria for
Post-Traumatic Stress Syndrome and 30% experience clinically
significant bouts of depression (Müller et al., 2019). They had
to leave their homes and their country and many of them have
experienced traumatic events or other psychological stressors
(Lustig et al., 2004; Ruf et al., 2010).

In such a precarious situation, stable social relationships are
of particular importance (Alhaddad et al., 2021) and supporting
a feeling of relatedness in early resettlement is essential for
young refugees’ well-being (Correa-Velez et al., 2010). Thus,
relatedness might be particularly important for adolescents from
refugee families; and it is conceivable that social exclusion might
have an even greater impact on them than on other groups.
In line with this, research indicates that social exclusion during
the acculturation process is a significant acculturative stressor,
making integration more difficult (Verkuyten and Thijs, 2002;
Ward et al., 2020) and that being included (i.e., having friends
at school) can serve as a key coping mechanism during the
acculturation process (Alhaddad et al., 2021).

However, research has shown, that many refugees face social
exclusion and marginalization when coming to a new country
(Beirens et al., 2007; Kocak et al., 2021). This tendency to
exclude refugees may be rooted in children’s essentialist thinking
about national identity (Feeney et al., 2020). Children begin
to think of national identity as immutable quite early and this
essentialist thinking about nationality is quite strong, having been
documented in many different countries (Hussak and Cimpian,
2019; Davoodi et al., 2020; Feeney et al., 2020; Siddiqui et al.,
2020). Thus, to improve the situation of refugee youth, one
aim should be to support them and provide opportunities to
build friendships with local peers in order to foster positive
connections and develop relationships in their host society,
especially at school (Marshall et al., 2016), especially given that
they may not be seen as part of the host society. As mentioned
above, integration is a reciprocal process and the openness of the
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members of the host society is very important for this (Berry
et al., 2006; Berry, 2011). Thus, one key step in ensuring that
refugee youth have ample opportunities to build relationships
and connections in the new country is to focus on understanding
the attitudes and reasoning of youth from the host society around
inclusion of refugee peers.

Examining this question in Germany, in particular, is
important given the high number of refugee youth in Germany
(Eurostat, 2021). Further, prior research on German adolescents’
attitudes toward refugees documents that more German
adolescents perceived that they learned about the cultural history
and traditions of both Germans and refugees and the similar
German adolescents saw themselves and refugees, the more
prosocial they intended to be toward refugees (Aral et al.,
2021). Additionally, prior research demonstrates that German
adolescents were more likely to include Syrian refugees who
had good German language skills, suggesting the importance of
cultural integration for inclusivity (Beißert et al., 2020). While
some prior research demonstrates that German youth may wish
to be inclusive of refugees, and act in prosocial ways, much less
is known about the underlying reasons youth use when making
inclusion decisions.

Theoretical Framework: Social
Reasoning Development Perspective
Given our interest in understanding youth attitudes and
reasoning, we framed this study using the Social Reasoning
Development perspective (SRD; Rutland et al., 2010; Rutland and
Killen, 2015). This perspective, which draws on social domain
theory (Turiel, 1983; Smetana et al., 2014) and social identity
theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1976, 1986), posits that individuals’
social decisions are often made as they balance information
about group loyalty and group priorities with information about
what is morally right and just (Rutland et al., 2010; Rutland
and Killen, 2015). In fact, even very young children and infants
demonstrate support for their ingroup (Jin and Baillargeon,
2017; Pun et al., 2018). Prior research has shown that many
adolescents in Germany have an open attitude regarding refugees
in Germany (Albert et al., 2019) with more open attitudes the
younger they are (Kober and Kösemen, 2019). Additionally,
children and adolescents in Germany are generally quite open
to include refugees in their peer activities (Beißert et al., 2020;
Andresen et al., 2021). However, prior research from a SRD
perspective documents that when youth must make decisions
between inclusion of an in-group or an out-group member
(for instance, a German peer or a Syrian peer), at times they
do prioritize inclusion of in-group members and justify these
choices by referencing group functioning and group loyalty
(Mulvey et al., 2014a). Research also demonstrates, however,
that moral principles do play a role in adolescents’ inclusion
decisions, with findings suggesting that children and adolescents
will reason about fairness, and harm when making inclusion
decisions (Killen et al., 2013). As noted, at times there is also
a disconnect between one’s own expectations of inclusion and
their expectations of their group’s inclusivity (Mulvey et al.,
2018). Findings also suggest that peers do often expect their

ingroup to be less inclusive, and factors such as stereotypes
can shape these expectations (Hitti and Killen, 2015b). Recent
scholarship on intergroup attitudes toward refugees documents
that children and adolescents struggle to take the perspective of
refugees and immigrants and highlights how factors such as peer
expectations can shape intergroup relations between native and
refugee youth (Gönültaş and Mulvey, 2019). In fact, research
suggests that even toddlers differentiate depending on context
when evaluating situations involving helping others who are
dissimilar to one’s self (Geraci and Franchin, 2021). Thus, the aim
of the current study was to more comprehensively understand
adolescents’ inclusive tendencies in a salient context: Germany,
which hosts over a million refugees as of 2021 (UNHCR,
2021).

Current Study
What is still unknown, however, is how adolescents make
inclusion decisions for refugee peers and what underlying reasons
they will use when making inclusion decisions. Further, much
prior research on inclusion has used a forced choice paradigm
where you must select between two peers (Hitti et al., 2014;
Mulvey et al., 2014b; Hitti and Killen, 2015a). In the current
study, participants were asked to indicate likelihood of inclusion
for both a native and refugee peer and to provide reasoning for
these evaluations in order to have a more complete picture of
their reasoning and decisions.

Moreover, as demonstrated by prior research (Mulvey et al.,
2014b, 2018), it is not only important to ask adolescents
what they personally would decide. Decisions and behavior
are not only based on one’s personal norms, attitudes, or
values, but group norms are very important as well and
can influence adolescents’ decisions and behavior (Killen
et al., 2017; Mulvey and Killen, 2017; McGuire et al., 2018).
Children and adolescents may struggle with social decisions
when group norms conflict with individual norms or values
(Mulvey et al., 2013). Thus, we are not only interested
in what adolescents, themselves, would decide. We are also
interested in what they think what their peer group would
decide, given the very powerful influence that the norms and
decisions of the peer group can have on one’s behaviors and
intentions. Therefore, we examined adolescents’ own decisions
and compared them with what they expect their group to
do and what they think their group should do. With these
measures, we can assess individual decisions, expected group
decisions and prescriptions about what adolescents believe is the
right thing to do.

Our aim was to also explore the reasoning or justifications
that underlie these decisions. The social domain model identifies
three domains of social reasoning, the moral domain (justice
and welfare), the social-conventional domain (conventions,
traditions, and group norms), and the psychological domain
(personal choice, psychological knowledge, and autonomy)
(Turiel, 1983; Smetana et al., 2014). In the current research, all
three domains play important roles: adolescents may consider
the moral domain (e.g., feeling empathy or showing prosocial
behavior), the social-conventional domain (e.g., aspects of group
functioning or perceiving the pressure to show loyalty to the
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group and maintain the group norms) and the psychological
domain (e.g., applying psychological knowledge or referring to
personal choices or autonomy).

Thus, using a hypothetical scenario, we asked German
adolescents to make judgments about their own inclusion of
German and Syrian peers, as well as their expectations of their
group’s inclusion and their sense of who should be included. We
also asked them to provide reasoning for each assessment. We
expected that:

1) Adolescents would expect that their group would be less
inclusive of the Syrian peer than they would and then they
thought their group should.

2) Adolescents who were more inclusive of the Syrian peer
than the German peer would use more references to the
moral domain, recognizing the importance of inclusion
and prevention of harm of the Syrian refugees.

3) Adolescents would reason about the group decision
using more references to social-conventions and group
functioning and would reason about their own decision
and their prescriptive decision for their group using more
moral reasoning.

4) Adolescents would use less reasoning about the
psychological domain (for instance autonomy) for
the prescriptive group decision than their own decision or
their expected group decision.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
The study included 100 adolescents (M = 13.65 years, SD = 1.93)
attending grades 5–10 of a high school (Gymnasium) in Northern
Germany. The sample was approximately evenly divided by
gender (51 female, 49 male) and 39% of the participants had
a migration history in the family (i.e., at least one parent
born in a country other than Germany). Three participants
were excluded from the analyses as their families were from
Syria, and thus, the in-group-out-group manipulation would
not have worked for them as we used Syrian refugees as the
focal out-group.

Design and Procedures
Participants completed paper-pencil questionnaires in class
under the guidance of a trained research assistant. Participation
was voluntary and informed consent was obtained from all
participants and their parents. Additionally, before handing out
the questionnaires, the research assistant reminded participants
about the voluntariness and anonymity of the participation
and that there were no disadvantages if they decided not to
participate or leave the study early without completing it. After
the participants had completed the surveys, they were debriefed
about the background of the study. They had the possibility to ask
questions and talk with the research assistant about the aims and
the background study.

Materials and Measures
The survey included demographic questions (age, grade,
migration history in the family) and a hypothetical scenario, in
which the participants had to decide which of two peers they
would like to include in a leisure time activity. They were told that
they can invite only one more person. But there are two additional
peers who would like to join the group. Both are new in class; one
moved here from another German town and the other one came
here with his family as refugee from Syria.

The exact wording of the vignette was as follows:

Imagine you have a group of friends at school. You usually spend
recess and much of your free time together. The following situation
refers to this group.
Imagine you and your group are planning to play video games, this
afternoon. You can only invite one other person. There are two
boys/girls, who would like to join your group: Lukas/Laura and
Rami/Shata. Both are new at your school. Lukas/Laura moved here
from Frankfurt, he/she is German. Rami/Shata came to Germany
with his/her family as a refugee from Syria.

To avoid intergroup effects based on gender, the names
of the protagonists in the scenario matched the gender of
the participant.

After reading the scenario, the participants had to answer
the following three questions for each protagonist separately: (1)
How likely is it that you would choose xxx? (own decision) (2)
What do you think, how likely is it that your group would choose
xxx? (expected group decision) (3) Do you think, your group
should choose xxx? (prescriptive group decision). Each of these
three measures was presented on a separate page including the
questions regarding both protagonists. The order of questions
was the same for all participants. First, they responded to the
question about the German peer, followed by the question about
the Syrian peer. Participants answered all questions with a six-
point Likert-type scale. For the questions (1) and (2), this scale
ranged from 1 = very unlikely to 6 = very likely. For question (3),
the scale ranged from 1 = not at all to 6 = definitely. For each
measure, participants were also asked to provide reasoning about
their choice (why?).

As participants assessed both inclusion of the German and
Syrian peer, this manipulation was within subjects.

Coding of Reasoning
To code participants’ answers to the open-ended questions
(i.e., the reasoning about their decisions), a coding system
was established drawing on prior research (Beißert et al.,
2020) that was extended by adding categories inductively
developed from the surveys themselves (see Table 1 overview
and examples).

Coders coded up to three relevant justifications for each
statement. If the participant used only one code, this was assigned
a value of 1.0. If they used two codes, each was given a value
of 0.5. If three codes were used, each was given a value of
0.33. Coding was completed by two independent coders. Based
on 25% of the interviews, interrater reliability was high, with
Cohen’s kappa = 0.83.
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TABLE 1 | Coding system and frequencies of usage.

Own decision Expected group decision Prescriptive group decision Total

German Syrian German Syrian German Syrian

MORAL DOMAIN

Moral

“because there should be fairness” 15 17 2 4 18 25 81

Prosocial

“because I want to help her find friends” 14 26 3 6 6 19 74

SOCIAL-CONVENTIONAL DOMAIN

Group functioning

“it’s easier to play with someone who knows our culture” 25 18 31 25 12 13 124

Origin

“I’d choose him because he is German” 3 4 6 7 8 6 34

PERSONAL DOMAIN

Autonomy

“because I want to get to know her” 7 11 2 3 5 3 31

Psychological information about skills/characteristics

“if she is nice and friendly why should I not choose her” 30 27 14 12 10 8 101

Xenophobia and stereotypes

“Black people don’t belong here” 4 5 11 10 1 6 37

Other

Useful, but single statements 17 10 7 12 7 3 56

RESULTS

Data were analyzed using repeated measures ANOVAs. As
preliminary analyses revealed that there were no effects based on
the participants’ own migration history (for inclusion decisions)
and migration history, age and gender (for reasoning), these
variables were not included in the respective analyses. Age was
included as a covariate for the inclusion decisions just to confirm
effects above and beyond age.

Inclusion Decisions
To test for differences in inclusion decisions for the two
protagonists and across the three questions, a 2 (gender:
male, female) × 2 (protagonist: German, Syrian) × 3
(measure: own inclusion decision, expected group decision,
prescriptive group decision) ANOVA was conducted with
repeated measures on the last two factors with age as a
covariate. There was a significant main effect of participant
gender, F(1,89) = 5.920, p = 0.017, η2

p = 0.06, revealing
that girls were slightly more inclusive than boys. Further,
results revealed a significant interaction of protagonist and
measure, F(1.42,125.96) = 12.70, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.12.
The Greenhouse–Geisser adjustment was used to correct
violations of sphericity. Pairwise comparisons revealed that
for the own decision and the prescriptive group decision,
participants were more inclusive of the Syrian protagonist than
the German protagonist. For the expected group decision in
contrast, participants expected their group would be more
inclusive to the German protagonist than the Syrian one.
See Figure 1 for these results and Table 2 for the respective
pairwise comparisons.
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FIGURE 1 | Inclusions decisions for both protagonists and all three measures.
High values indicate a high likelihood include the respective protagonist.

Reasoning Analyses
Reasoning analyses were conducted on the proportional use
of the four most used reasoning codes. These categories were
“moral,” “prosocial,” “group functioning,” and “psychological
information.” In order to test for differences in reasoning
between the two protagonists and the three measures, a 2
(protagonist: German, Syrian) × 3 (measure: own inclusion
decision, expected group decision, prescriptive group
decision)× 4 (category: moral, prosocial, group functioning, and
psychological information) ANOVA was run for proportional
use of each code.
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TABLE 2 | Means and Standard Deviations of all three measures for each protagonist.

Measure MGerman (SD) MSyrian (SD)

Female Male Total Female Male Total

Own decision 3.54 (1.64) 3.48 (1.72) 3.51a,e (1.19) 4.42 (1.59) 3.81 (1.17) 4.12c,e (1.15)

Expected group decision 4.38 (1.22) 4.34 (1.27) 4.36a,b,f (0.88) 3.48 (1.63) 3.25 (1.70) 3.36c,d,f (1.15)

Prescriptive group decision 3.65 (1.79) 3.61 (1.87) 3.63b,g (1.29) 4.40 (1.72) 3.79 (1.80) 4.10d,g (1.24)

a,b,c,d,f p < 0.001, ep = 0.003, gp = 0.016.
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FIGURE 2 | Category use for both protagonists across all three measures.

The analysis revealed a significant interaction between
category and protagonist, F(2.45,178.59) = 6.47, p < 0.001,
η2
p = 0.08, and a significant interaction of category and

measure, F(5.17,377.52) = 8.26, p < 0.001, η2
p = 0.10. The

Huynh–Feldt adjustment was used to correct violations of
sphericity. The respective comparisons will be presented in the
following two sections.

Differences in Category Use Based on the Two
Different Protagonists
Pairwise comparisons revealed that justifications from the
category “prosocial” were used more often when justifying the
inclusion decision of the Syrian protagonist than when justifying
the inclusion decision regarding the German protagonist,
p < 0.001. Further, reasons related to group functioning were
referenced more frequently when reasoning about the inclusion
of the German protagonist compared to the Syrian protagonist,
p = 0.007. See Figure 2 for means.

Differences in Category Use Based on the Three
Different Measures
In terms of the interaction between measure and category,
pairwise comparisons revealed that the categories “moral” and
“prosocial” were used more often, when justifying the own
decision and the prescriptive group decision than when reasoning
about the expected group decision, ps ≤ 0.001. In contrast,
justifications related to group functioning were used much more
frequently in reasoning about the expected group decision than
in reasoning about the own decision or the prescriptive group
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FIGURE 3 | Category use for all three measures across both protagonists.

decision, ps < 0.05. Further, participants used the category
“psychological information” more often when justifying their
own decision compared to the expected group decision and or the
prescriptive group decision, ps < 0.01. See Figure 3 for means.

DISCUSSION

The current study was conducted in Germany and examined
adolescents’ peer inclusion decisions and reasoning with
attention to comparing inclusion of a Syrian refugee peer and a
German peer. Moreover, we assessed not only adolescents’ own
inclusion decisions, but also what they would expect their peer
group to decide and what they think their peer group should
do. Additionally, we were interested in adolescents’ underlying
reasoning. Our novel findings document that adolescents thought
they would be more inclusive of a Syrian peer than a German
peer and that one should be more inclusive of a Syrian peer
than a German peer. These tendencies toward including refugees
were justified with references to morality as well as social-
conventions. On the other hand, participants expected their
group would be more inclusive toward a German peer than a
Syrian peer and justified these decisions primarily by referencing
group functioning and psychological information about the
peers. These findings document the important ways in which
adolescents recognize the value of including refugees, but also
acknowledge that the norms of their peer group may not
support such inclusion.

On a positive note, we found that adolescents’ own decisions
largely correspond with their prescriptive group decision, i.e.,
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what they thought the group should do. However, while they
thought one should and that they would include a Syrian
refugee peer, they also believed that their group would be
less likely to include a Syrian peer. Interestingly, the means
for all responses, including the group decision, were near or
above the mid-point, suggesting that participants generally had
high expectations for their own inclusivity and their peers’
inclusive, even though they were significantly less likely to expect
their group to include the Syrian peer. This is an important
extension of prior research, which has often employed a forced
choice inclusion paradigm (Hitti et al., 2014; Hitti and Killen,
2015a; Mulvey et al., 2018), and these findings indicate that,
if possible, adolescents generally would like to include peers
regardless of their background. This is important, given the
findings that suggest how central inclusion is for adolescents’
well-being (Schmidt et al., 2020). However, although prior
research does document that youth’s inclusion intentions do often
align with their behaviors (Mulvey et al., 2018), findings also
reveal that experiences of social exclusion are quite common
(Killen and Rutland, 2011). For example, more than 25% of
youth in the United States report experiencing repeated social
exclusion (Wang et al., 2010). Thus, it may be that there is still
a disconnect between adolescents’ desires to be inclusive and
their actual behaviors. Our findings, then, are consistent with
prior developmental theories, in particular the SRD perspective,
that highlights the tension children and adolescents may feel
between their moral principles that encourage inclusion and a
desire to maintain connection to their group (Rutland et al.,
2010; Rutland and Killen, 2015). Research on refugee youth
in Germany notes that difficulties with friendships and social
connections are a key challenge they face (Alhaddad et al., 2021),
highlighting the importance of continued attention to fostering
inclusive tendencies.

It may be that expectations of peer norms that promote
including ingroup members over outgroup members may explain
why social exclusion is still so prevalent. In the current study
we do find that adolescents rate their peers’ inclusion of Syrian
peers to be significantly lower than their own inclusion desires.
Moreover, perceptions of exclusive peer group norms can be
very powerful, even leading to greater exclusion when school
norms promote inclusion (McGuire et al., 2015). Our findings
align with prior research which demonstrates that expectations
for one’s group and one’s own expected inclusion are often mis-
aligned (Mulvey et al., 2014b, 2018; Mulvey and Killen, 2016a).
Taken together, these findings indicate that interventions that
encourage the general inclusive tendencies of adolescents and
promote norms of inclusivity may be effective. It is also important
to note that our findings document a gender difference, with
female participants generally reporting more inclusive tendencies
than male participants, consistent with prior research (Killen,
2007; Beißert et al., 2020). Thus, interventions might also work
to ensure that both boys and girls receive encouragement for
inclusive behavior.

In terms of reasoning about inclusion decisions, our findings
document nuances in adolescents’ reasoning, consistent with
prior findings (Mulvey, 2015). Specifically, when reasoning about
choosing to include a Syrian peer, adolescents used more moral

and prosocial reasons, highlighting their recognition of the
importance of fair treatment and helping refugee peers to connect
with others. However, even when evaluating inclusion of a Syrian
peer, adolescents referencing psychological information about
that peer and even group functioning. Thus, they really did
think about inclusion decisions of refugees in multifaceted ways.
For example, an 11-year-old girl said “We should choose Shata
because she might be nice and I want to get to know her. We can
help her to get along in this new country. However, on the other
side, we might have less fun playing with her because we need to
explain and translate things all the time.” Interestingly, prosocial
reasoning really only emerged when considering including the
Syrian peer and not the German peer, suggesting that adolescents
may recognize the challenges that Syrian refugees are facing
(Marshall et al., 2016; Gönültaş and Mulvey, 2019; Alhaddad
et al., 2021). This becomes apparent in statements like “Because
he is a refugee and has not had such an easy life so far” (12-
year-old boy) or “She fled from another country and now is sad
because she probably had to leave many friends there” (11-year-
old girl).

While adolescents reasoned about their own decision and
what they should one should do, they used a range of
different reasons, noting moral, prosocial, group functioning
and psychological concerns. However, when considering how
inclusive their peer group might be, adolescents tended to rely
more on social-conventional and psychological reasoning. They
asserted that their group might be concerned with how the
group would operate if a Syrian peer was included, for instance.
In fact, moral and prosocial reasoning was very rarely used
for the expected group decision. This suggests that adolescents’
own decision-making balances attention to morality and other
domains of social reasoning, while they expect their peers will not
consider morally relevant information when making decisions.
This suggests that interventions might focus on reasoning and
giving adolescents opportunities to talk together about why it
might be valuable to include others, with attention to issues
around equity, fairness, and harm.

In concert, these findings suggest that adolescents do wish to
be inclusive, and consider inclusion from a variety of standpoints.
However, they also expect that their peers will be less inclusive
than they individually would or than they should. These findings
have implications for programs to promote inclusion, generally,
as well as inclusion of refugee peers, in particular. Specifically, the
results highlight the importance of encouraging adolescents to
talk with each other about their desires to be inclusive, promoting
norms of inclusion and helping each other to see the many
benefits of being inclusive.

Strengths and Limitations
The current study does provide important and novel findings.
Namely, this study’s strengths include the rich assessment
of adolescents’ reasoning and careful approach to asking
participants to evaluate both their own and their group’s expected
behaviors. Importantly, we document German adolescents’
inclusivity tendencies: they were generally quite inclusive and
thought they would be more inclusive of a Syrian peer than
a German peer and that one should be more inclusive of a
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Syrian peer than a German peer, highlighting their attunement to
the challenges faced by refugee peers. While we extended prior
literature by asking participants to provide separate evaluations
and reasoning for each potential peer whom they might include,
participants did, at times, mention both protagonists in their
reasoning. This may suggest that they were still focused on the
fact that there was only space for one peer and made their
evaluations considering the relative likelihood of including one
peer over another. This consideration of both peers may have
participants to provide reasoning considering both inclusion of
one and exclusion of the other. Without this blending of their
evaluations, it is possible that the differences in reasoning would
be more pronounced.

As noted, participants generally reported high rates of
inclusion. This indicates that there may be a social-desirability
effect at play. However, prior research showed that participants’
responses in hypothetical scenarios correspond with their
authentic decisions in behavioral experiments (Mulvey et al.,
2018), which provides support for the use of hypothetical
scenarios in this context. This research explored adolescents’
reasoning, but we were not able to deeply examine developmental
changes in adolescents’ evaluations. However, prior research
in China documents that adolescents are often more exclusive
than are young adults when considering inclusion of language
out-group members (Zheng et al., 2021). We were also unable
to examine the impact of intergroup contact with refugees,
although prior research does demonstrate the importance of
positive intergroup contact (Gönültaş and Mulvey, 2019). Thus,
future research should aim to explore age-related patterns and
the role of intergroup contact in shaping inclusivity toward
refugees. Additionally, this research focused on participants from
one school in Germany. Future research should aim to test
the generalizability of these findings in different settings and
contexts. Finally, this study only assessed inclusion in a leisure-
time activity. However, refugees may also struggle with inclusion
in other settings, for instance, in academic contexts. Future
research should continue to explore inclusive tendencies in a
range of contexts and settings.

CONCLUSION

The current study documents adolescents’ decisions and
reasoning around inclusion of German and Syrian peers,
revealing the important ways in which adolescents’ own
expectations differ from their expectations of their peer
group’s inclusivity. Moreover, the findings reveal complexity
in adolescents’ social reasoning. Adolescents generally expected
their peers would focus more on group functioning when making

inclusion decisions, but they recognized the importance of
morality, prosociality, group functioning and even considered
the psychological traits of the peers who they might include.
In sum, the findings provide evidence that highlights the
importance of interventions which work to promote inclusive
peer group norms.
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Beißert, H., Gönültaş, S., and Mulvey, K. L. (2020). Social inclusion of refugee
and native peers among adolescents: It is the language that matters! Journal of
Research on Adolescence. 30, 219–233. doi: 10.1111/jora.12518

Berry, J. W. (2011). Integration and multiculturalism: Ways towards social
solidarity. Papers Soc. Repres. 20, 2.1–2.21.

Berry, J. W., Phinney, J. S., Sam, D. L., and Vedder, P. (2006). Immigrant Youth
in Cultural Transition: Acculturation, Identity, and Adaptation Across National
Contexts.Mahwah NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers.

Brown, B. B., Clasen, D., and Eicher, S. (1986). Perceptions of peer pressure, peer
conformity dispositions, and self-reported behavior among adolescents. Devel.
Psychol. 22, 521–530. doi: 10.1037/0012-1649.22.4.521

Buhs, E. S., and Ladd, G. W. (2001). Peer rejection as antecedent of young children’s
school adjustment: An examination of mediating processes. Devel. Psychol. 37,
550–560.

Choukas-Bradley, S., Giletta, M., Cohen, G. L., and Prinstein, M. J. (2015). Peer
influence, peer status, and prosocial behavior: An experimental investigation of
peer socialization of adolescents’ intentions to volunteer. J. Youth Adolesc. 44,
2197–2210. doi: 10.1007/s10964-015-0373-2

Correa-Velez, I., Gifford, S. M., and Barnett, A. G. (2010). Longing to belong:
Social inclusion and wellbeing among youth with refugee backgrounds in the
first three years in melbourne, australia. Soc. Sci. Med. 71, 1399–1408. doi:
10.1016/j.socscimed.2010.07.018

Davoodi, T., Soley, G., Harris, P. L., and Blake, P. R. (2020). Essentialization of
social categories across development in two cultures. Child Devel. 91, 289–306.
doi: 10.1111/cdev.13209

Deci, E. L., and Ryan, R. M. (2000). The “what” and “why” of goal pursuits: Human
needs and the self-determination of behavior. Psychol.Inquiry 11, 227–268.
doi: 10.1207/s15327965pli1104_01

Eurostat. (2021). First Instance Decisions on Applications by Citizenship, Age and
Sex - Annual Aggregated Data (Rounded). Available online at: https://ec.europa.
eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/MIGR_ASYDCFSTA__custom_1497203/book
mark/table?lang=en&bookmarkId=062d9510-98db-4fc8-9e30-e07b3d30ae79
(accessed December 15, 2021).

Feeney, A., Dautel, J., Phillips, K., Leffers, J., and Coley, J. D. (2020). The
development of essentialist, ethnic, and civic intuitions about national
categories. Adv. Child Devel. Behav. 59, 95–131. doi: 10.1016/bs.acdb.2020.05.
004

Furrer, C., and Skinner, E. (2003). Sense of relatedness as a factor in children’s
academic engagement and performance. J. Educ. Psychol. 95, 148–162. doi:
10.1037/0022-0663.95.1.148

Geraci, A., and Franchin, L. (2021). Do toddlers prefer that agents help similar or
dissimilar needy agents? Infant Child Devel. 30:e2247.
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Previous developmental research shows that young children display a preference for
ingroup members when it comes to who they accept information from – even when
that information is false. However, it is not clear how this ingroup bias develops into
adolescence, and how it affects responses about peers who misinform in intergroup
contexts, which is important to explore with growing numbers of young people on
online platforms. Given that the developmental span from childhood to adolescence
is when social groups and group norms are particularly important, the present study
took a Social Reasoning Developmental Approach. This study explored whether children
and adolescents respond differently to a misinformer spreading false claims about
a peer breaking COVID-19 rules, depending on (a) the group membership of the
misinformer and their target and (b) whether the ingroup had a “critical” norm that
values questioning information before believing it. 354 United Kingdom-based children
(8–11 years old) and adolescents (12–16 years old) read about an intergroup scenario
in which a peer spreads misinformation on WhatsApp about a competitor. Participants
first made moral evaluations, which asked them to judge and decide whether or not
to include the misinformer, with follow-up “Why?” questions to capture their reasoning.
This was followed by asking them to attribute intentions to the misinformer. Results
showed that ingroup preferences emerged both when participants morally evaluated
the misinformer, and when they justified those responses. Participants were more likely
to evaluate an ingroup compared to an outgroup misinformer positively, and more
likely to accuse an outgroup misinformer of dishonesty. Adolescents attributed more
positive intentions to the misinformer compared with children, with children more likely
to believe an outgroup misinformer was deliberately misinforming. The critical norm
condition resulted in children making more positive intentionality attributions toward an
ingroup misinformer, but not an outgroup misinformer. This study’s findings highlight the
importance of shared group identity with a misinformer when morally evaluating and
reasoning about their actions, and the key role age plays in intentionality attributions
surrounding a misinformer when their intentions are ambiguous.
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INTRODUCTION

Misinformation is false information which circulates as the truth
and has been regarded as one of modern society’s biggest threats
(Lewandowsky et al., 2017), and yet on certain popular social
media platforms, it is more widespread than real news (Shin
et al., 2018). This is a particular concern given that reports
show that 55% of 12–15 years old get their news from social
media (Office of Communications, 2020). According to the adult
literature, one of the leading causes of belief in and spreading
of misinformation is the desire to sustain and propagate the
views held by one’s social (e.g., political) group, regardless of
accuracy, often to maintain the acceptance within that group
(Levy et al., 2021). Understanding whether a similar dynamic
occurs in childhood, and when, may inform ways to tackle the
spread of misinformation when it originates from identification
with and loyalty toward the source (i.e., social group), rather
than accuracy. The present study aimed to investigate for the
first time, development differences in how individuals spreading
misinformation (misinformers) are evaluated depending on the
group peership of the misinformer and their target, as well as the
children’s or adolescents’ group norms.

Social Reasoning Developmental
Approach
Spreading misinformation can be perceived as a moral
transgression, yet we know it often emerges to serve the
concerns of social groups (i.e., sustain their beliefs). This suggests
both the development of morality and intergroup processes
are key to understanding if and when children and adolescents
accept misinformers. The present study, therefore, took a
Social Reasoning Developmental (SRD; Rutland et al., 2010)
approach to children’s evaluations of misinformers in intergroup
contexts, since this theory emphasizes both the role of moral
and intergroup process (e.g., group identity and group norms) in
children’s social and moral decision making. The SRD approach
draws from Social Identity Theory (SIT; Tajfel and Turner,
1986) and Social Domain Theory (SDT: Turiel, 1998; Smetana,
2013). SIT contends that individuals value social groups they
share identities with (e.g., gender and age) and as a result, are
motivated to favor peers who are ingroup peers. It is therefore
expected that children’s ingroup favoritism will also be evident
in evaluations of individuals who misinform about ingroup
or outgroup peers. Research drawing from the SDT approach
shows there are three different domains of knowledge from
which children draw from when evaluating social and moral
events: the moral domain (i.e., concerns about welfare, fairness
and deception), the social-conventional domain (i.e., concerns
about group functioning, group norms and group identity) and
the psychological domain (i.e., an individual’s mental states,
preferences, traits and autonomy).

Previous research using the SRD approach has documented
that when it comes to evaluating peers who commit acts with
moral and social implications, such as group-based exclusion,
children tend to focus on concerns about morality, e.g., whether
it is right or wrong to do so (Killen et al., 2013). However,

as children get older and enter adolescence they begin also to
pay attention to social-conventional matters, e.g., what does
it mean for their group (Rutland et al., 2015). From late
childhood into adolescence we typically see reasoning drawing
from a wider range of domains, including the social-conventional
or even the psychological domain, e.g., whether it is their
personal choice or perspective (Killen and Rutland, 2011). It
was therefore expected, in the present study, that children will
mostly refer to moral concerns, whereas adolescents will also
cite other domains, such as social-conventional or psychological,
when evaluating a misinformer in an intergroup context. To
our knowledge there has not been any research using the
SRD approach to investigating how children and adolescents
evaluate a misinformer.

Children’s Acceptance of Information
A big part of living in our current digital society involves
being presented with information from various sources and with
varying levels of accuracy. It is, therefore, vital to understand how
young, developing minds determine who to accept information
from, and when the information source, or who the information
is about, matters more than its accuracy. Past research shows
that young children up to the age of 7 years old prefer
new information that comes from ingroup peers rather than
outgroup peers (Chen et al., 2013) and their acceptance of
information about an outgroup peer is higher when the source
of the information is an ingroup peer (Aldan and Soley, 2019).
Alarmingly, this ingroup bias persists even if the information is
false. In children as young as 4 years old, inaccurate testimonies
about the placement of a toy are accepted when it comes from
an ingroup peer over an outgroup peer (McDonald and Ma,
2016). What remains unclear is how this ingroup bias, which
arguably makes children more susceptible to believing false
information, impacts their moral judgments about the source
of the false information. This is particularly important to know
from a moral development perspective, as the act of giving out
false information, if done with the intention to deceive, can be
regarded as having moral implications (Evans and Lee, 2013).

Children’s Judgments of Morality and
Intentionality
Traditionally, children’s moral evaluations have been measured
through their assignment of punishment and decisions about
whether to include or exclude someone (Killen and Rutland,
2011) and typically, children strive for fairness and equal
treatment. However, when evaluating morally dubious behavior
such as not sharing resources equally, ingroup biases become
prevalent in children’s moral judgments. For example, when
children aged 6 and 8 years old were tasked with assigning
punishments for selfish behavior, ingroup favoritism and
outgroup biases emerged, resulting in harsher punishments for
outgroup peers committing the same selfish transgression as
their ingroup counterparts (Jordan et al., 2014). These findings
indicate that even amongst children who generally prefer to
be fair, witnessing morally inappropriate behavior can elicit
intergroup biases that can ultimately influence moral evaluations
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of ingroup and outgroup peers. This suggests that the group
peership of the individual committing the immoral act is an
important indicator of how the children will evaluate it and was
expected to be an important determinant of how children and
adolescents evaluated a misinformer in the present study.

Research also suggests that the intentions of the person
committing the morally dubious act are important when children
make social and moral judgments (Killen et al., 2011). This is
key in the context of misinformation in particular, as the act of
sharing misinformation can be perceived differently depending
on whether the sharer’s intent has been regarded as deliberate or
accidental. For children, perceiving someone as deliberately or
accidentally sharing misinformation, requires a level of mental
state understanding and ability to infer intentionality (Perner,
1997). This ability, however, is subjected to developmental
differences. According to research, from the age of 5 years old,
children start to consider the intentions of a character when
making social and moral judgments about their lying behavior,
however, they tend to struggle to tell the difference between
intentionally and unintentionally deceptive statements (Peterson,
1995). As a result, when young children attribute intentions to a
supposed moral transgressor, they tend to make more negative
evaluations than older children. For instance, younger children
are more likely to assume the transgressor deliberately engaged
in the transgression, whereas older children apply their more
advanced perspective taking skills to consider the transgressor’s
point of view. So, the attribution of intentions increases in
positivity as children get older (Killen et al., 2011). This trend
continues into middle childhood up to the age of 11 years
(Jambon and Smetana, 2013).

In addition to these developmental differences, group peership
and consequently ingroup biases can also influence intentionality
evaluations. For instance, from as young as 5 years of age,
children refer to an ingroup peer’s mental state more than an
outgroup peer’s (McLoughlin and Over, 2017) and older children
make more accurate inferences about mental states for similar
ingroup peers than outgroup peers (Gönültaş et al., 2020). This
suggests that even measurements of intentionality are susceptible
to ingroup biases, and so can potentially result in children making
mental state assessments about individuals that are first and
foremost based on their group peership. Therefore, we would
expect that children’s and adolescents’ intentionality attributions
of the misinformer will be related to the group membership of the
misinformer. Specifically, we anticipate that the attributions will
be more positive when there is an ingroup misinformer/outgroup
victim compared to an outgroup misinformer/ingroup victim.

What remains unclear is whether these ingroup biases come
into effect in the context of morally evaluating someone who is
spreading false information with intentions that are ambiguous.
If they do so, it is also unknown how these evaluations
develop over the course of late childhood and adolescence, when
attribution of intention can become more positive (Killen et al.,
2011), but is also when exposure to information from misleading
and deceptive sources increases, with growing use of social media
(Office of Communications, 2020). This is of particular interest
given the influence of group norms also start to become prevalent
from late childhood onward (Abrams and Rutland, 2012) and can

influence how children and adolescents morally judge someone
who is spreading misinformation.

The Importance of Group Norms and
Group Loyalty
With age, children start paying increased attention to their
group’s norm, and even make moral judgments, such as whether
or not to exclude someone, based upon the norms of their
ingroup (Hitti et al., 2014). Similarly, due to the importance
of groups, and how central they can be to one’s social identity
(as per SIT; Tajfel and Turner, 1986), loyalty to the group is
a key expectation of group peership, and loyal ingroup peers
are typically preferred from late childhood onward (Abrams
and Rutland, 2012). According to developmental research, from
middle childhood, the importance of showing loyalty to one’s
group norm is regarded as a way of staying included and
accepted in it (Killen et al., 2013; Rutland et al., 2015). It is,
therefore, of interest to explore whether group peers default
to showing loyalty to their group, even when not explicitly
told to do so, and even when their group peers commit
potentially immoral acts such as spreading misinformation about
an outgroup peer and so disadvantaging the outgroup. This
can have important implications for addressing ways in which
belief in misinformation, and support for people who spread
misinformation, can be tackled.

Critical Thinking Against Susceptibility to
Misinformation
One way to tackle the spread of misinformation amongst children
is by introducing them to the idea of critical thinking. This would
promote a way of thinking that encourages being questioning
and evaluative about information and its source. While research
shows that adolescents and young adults are relatively poor
at discerning false information from credible news, there is
promising evidence to suggest that improved critical thinking
skills can lead to better ability to identify misinformation (Kahne
and Bowyer, 2017; Nygren and Guath, 2018). This suggests that
questioning and investigative skills, which encourages striving for
accuracy rather than solely following group-based beliefs, may
help children and adolescents overcome the ingroup biases that
lead them to support false testimonies. Individuals can develop
such critical thinking, but these skills can also be perceived as
normative (i.e., expected) for a social group and become key to
how they define their group. It is important to investigate whether
creating an ingroup norm that promotes being critical about
information can override ingroup biases amongst children and
adolescents when morally evaluating a misinformer.

The Present Study
The aim of the present study was to explore the factors that
influence children’s (8–11-year-old) and adolescents’ (12–16-
year-old) moral evaluations and intentionality attributions with
regards to a peer spreading misinformation about another
peer within an intergroup context. These age groups were
chosen for a number of reasons. Firstly, around 8 years old
is when children become capable of nuanced reasoning that
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considers factors pertaining to others’ beliefs and mental states,
as well as social and moral concerns, simultaneously (Wainryb
et al., 1998). As a result, children younger than 7–8 years old
understand experiences relating to psychological harm (e.g.,
name-calling) differently to older children (Helwig et al., 1995),
which could extraneously influence understanding of the present
study’s context. Furthermore, a recent report shows that 21% of
United Kingdom children aged 8–11 years who go online have
a social media profile, and this significantly increases to 71%
of 12–15-year-old (Office of Communications, 2020). For the
purpose of interventions, we wanted to understand how these age
groups in particular differ, given their supposed different level of
exposure to online sources, as well as when implementation of
interventions would be most effective.

Moral evaluations were measured in the form of making
a judgment about the misinformer, as well as the decision to
include the misinformer. Intentionality attribution was measured
by asking participants to rate the extent to which they thought
the misinformer was deliberately spreading misinformation, and
so the intentions of the misinformer were unknown to the
participants, to capture differences in attributions based on the
manipulated factors.

The first factor which was manipulated was the type of ingroup
norm participants were prescribed upon being introduced to
their school group, which served as the intergroup context for the
present study. Half of the participants were assigned to a control
condition where the only expectation was to be competitive, and
where a default of showing loyalty to fellow ingroup peers was
expected given the sample was all above 7 years of age, when
children are known to evaluate peers based on their loyalty to
the group (Abrams and Rutland, 2012). Indeed, previous research
shows that loyalty to the group is a feature of group peership
that children understand from approximately 7 years of age
(Abrams et al., 2003, 2008). The other half of the participants
were assigned to a “critical” ingroup norm condition where there
was an explicit norm encouraging group peers to be critical in
how they considered information and seek truth above all else.
This was to investigate whether being placed in a group that
values being critical about information can influence evaluations
of someone spreading false information, even if they are from
their own group. This ingroup norm is based on the findings
about how to counter misinformation which states that critical
thinking about the source and accuracy of information is key to
being able to detect false or unreliable information (Kahne and
Bowyer, 2017; Swire and Ecker, 2018).

The second factor which was manipulated was the group
membership of the misinformer and the target of their
misinformation. Half of the participants were exposed to an
ingroup misinformer who spread misinformation about an
outgroup peer, and the other half read about an outgroup
misinformer who spread misinformation about a peer of the
participant’s own group. This was done to examine whether
ingroup biases are present when children and adolescents make
moral judgments and attribute the intentionality of someone who
is sharing information that is potentially false.

It was therefore expected that both moral evaluations and
intentionality attributions would differ depending on both
manipulated factors. Due to the past research which has shown

children’s intentionality attribution toward a moral transgressor
becomes more positive with age (Killen et al., 2011; Jambon and
Smetana, 2013; we expected a similar trend to emerge in our
sample. Due to the literature that suggests children’s social-moral
reasoning about moral transgressors tends to be more concerned
with moral factors (Killen et al., 2013) while adolescents’
draws from different domains such as social-conventional or
psychological (Rutland et al., 2015), we predicted that the same
would occur in the present study’s context.

Hypotheses
H1: Children and adolescents’ moral evaluations and
intentionality attributions of the misinformer were
expected to be more positive when they were assigned an
ingroup misinformer/outgroup target than an outgroup
misinformer/ingroup target.

H2: Children and adolescents’ moral evaluations of the
misinformer were expected to be less positive if they were
assigned the critical norm condition, compared to if they
were assigned to the control condition.

H3: Adolescents were expected to attribute more positive
intentions to the misinformer compared with children.

H4: When justifying their moral evaluations of the
misinformer, children were expected to be more
concerned with moral factors in their reasoning,
whereas adolescents were expected to also be concerned
with social-conventional or psychological factors in
their reasoning.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Participants (N = 354) were recruited from schools in the South-
West of England. The participants consisted of 206 (113 male, 93
female) children 8–11 years old (Mage = 9.40, SD = 0.90) and 148
(71 male, 77 female) adolescents 12–16 years old (Mage = 14.16,
SD = 1.07). This sample size was determined by conducting
an a priori power analysis for an ANOVA with eight groups
under the assumption that there would be main effects and
interaction effects in G∗Power using an alpha of 0.05, a power
of 0.95 and a medium effect size (η2 = 0.25) (Faul et al., 2007).
This calculation estimated a required sample size of 210. The
sample, which was representative of the non-diverse areas of
South-West England where the data were collected, consisted of
approximately 66.1% White British, 15.6% White European, 6.8%
Dual Heritage, and 8.5% other ethnic backgrounds (including
Black, Indian, and Bangladeshi). 3% of participants withheld
ethnic identity information. Parental consent and participants’
confirmation to participate was obtained for the whole sample.

Design
This study used a 2 (age group: children vs. adolescents)
× 2 (ingroup norm: control condition vs. critical
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norm condition) × 2 (group membership: ingroup
misinformer/outgroup target vs. outgroup misinformer/ingroup
target) between-participants design.

Procedure
Ethical approval for this study, its procedure and its measures
was obtained from the first author’s University. This study only
consisted of participants whose parent or guardian had given
consent for their child to take part. Participants who were happy
to begin the questionnaire were informed about a nationwide
inter-school “Spelling Bee” competition, in which their school
was taking part, and had made it to the final where they would
be competing with a (fictional) rival school from their local area
for a much coveted trophy, a picture of which they were shown.
Information about the competition detailed how the winner
would be decided based on a points system, and that COVID-19
guidelines (which followed official United Kingdom Government
COVID-19 restrictions at the time of the study) were required be
followed at all times, such as hand-washing, avoiding touching
the face, and social distancing by standing at least 2 m apart at
all times. In order to establish group peership with their school,
participants chose a logo and a mascot for their school team. This
is a commonly used way of heightening group identification by
making group identity salient in children, as demonstrated by
previous developmental research (Nesdale and Dalton, 2011).

Ingroup Norm
Participants then received a message from their school team,
which was randomized by the survey software Qualtrics, and so
they received one of the following messages: Participants in the
control condition were shown the following message: “Welcome
to the team. Our goal is to win this competition!” Participants in
the critical norm condition were shown the following message:
“Welcome to the team. Our goal is to win this competition! Now
that you are a peer of this team, you should know what is important
to us. We think that we should make sure something is true before
we believe it, no matter who it comes from.”

Group Membership
Next, participants were introduced to ingroup and outgroup
peers who were also competing in the Spelling Bee
competition. These group peers were always gender-matched to
the participants.

Participants in the ingroup misinformer/outgroup target
condition were first introduced to Sam, who was representing
the same school as the participant, and was therefore in the
participant’s ingroup. The participant was then shown other
ingroup peers who were also representing the participant’s school
in the competition, Charlie, Jamie, Joe (or Jo), and Jordan. Then,
an outgroup peer, Alex, was introduced, who was representing
the opposition school team in the competition.

Participants in the outgroup misinformer/ingroup target
condition were first introduced to Alex, who was representing
the same school as the participant, and was therefore in the
participant’s ingroup. The participant was then shown other
ingroup peers who were also representing the participant’s school
in the competition, Charlie, Jamie, Joe (or Jo), and Jordan. Then,

an outgroup peer, Sam, was introduced, who was representing the
opposition school team in the competition.

After being shown their ingroup and outgroup peers,
participants were then informed that on the final day of the
National Interschool Spelling Bee Competition, Sam posted a
video to WhatsApp. Alongside the video, Sam had written: “Just
saw Alex breaking social distancing rules! [shocked emoji].”

Participants in the control condition saw responses by most
of their fellow ingroup peers underneath Sam’s comment, which
were all in support of their teammate, and so were congruent
with the default expectations of a group – but these responses
varied depending on the group identity of the misinformer. If
participants were in the ingroup misinformer/outgroup target
condition, their ingroup peers were showing their support for
fellow ingroup peer Sam (“I trust Sam, he/she is right. Alex
was breaking the rules!”). If participants were in the outgroup
misinformer/ingroup target condition, their ingroup peers were
disagreeing with outgroup peer Sam to support fellow ingroup
peer Alex (“I trust Alex, he/she can’t be breaking the rules. Sam is
wrong”). The ingroup peers within the WhatsApp group always
defended the ingroup peer whether they were the misinformer or
target to provide ecological validity to the context. This is because
from an early age, ingroup peers typically expect loyalty from
members of their peer group (Abrams and Rutland, 2008; Yazdi
et al., 2020).

Participants in the critical norm condition saw responses by
most of their fellow ingroup peers underneath Sam’s comment,
which were always in support of seeing more information, and
so congruent with the explicit norm those participants had seen
in the beginning (“I think we should wait for more information to
see if this is true”). They saw this response from fellow ingroup
peers regardless of whether their misinformer was an ingroup
or outgroup peer.

In all conditions, participants were then shown the reaction
of a final teammate, Jordan, who despite being an ingroup peer,
was deviating from the responses of fellow ingroup peers. In the
control condition, Jordan said: “I think we should wait for more
information to see if this is true.” In the critical norm condition,
Jordan said: “I trust Sam, he/she was breaking the rules. Alex was
breaking the rules!” when Sam was an ingroup misinformer and “I
trust Alex, he/she can’t be breaking the rules. Sam is wrong” when
Sam was an outgroup misinformer.

All participants were then informed that Sam’s video was
misleading, and the angle from which it was taken did not convey
the truth, which was that Alex was indeed social distancing. All
participants saw the following message: BUT. . .Sam’s video was
taken from very far away, which made it look like Alex was not
social distancing. Other videos and pictures, which were taken
closer to the team, showed that Alex was standing 2 m away from
everyone else. Sam did not check this information before posting the
video to WhatsApp.

Measures
Judgment of Misinformer
Participants were asked to give their judgment of Sam, the
misinformer, “Sam, from [relevant group affiliation] posted the
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video to WhatsApp. How do you feel about Sam?” They then
selected their response from a 5-point scale showing faces ranging
from 1 (very unhappy face) to 5 (very happy face).

Inclusion of Misinformer
Participants were then asked to decide whether they wanted Sam
to be a part of their team, “Do you want Sam to still be in/join
your team?” They selected their answer from a 5-point Likert scale
which went from 1 (“Definitely not”) to 5 (“Definitely yes”).

Intentions of Misinformer
Participants were finally asked about the misinformer’s
intentions, “Do you think Sam thought he/she was doing
something OK when he/she posted the video and comment on
WhatsApp?” They gave their responses on a 5-point Likert scale
which went from 1 (“Definitely not”) to 5 (“Definitely yes”).

Reasoning Coding
After participants indicated their judgment and inclusion
decisions about the Misinformer, they were asked each time to
elaborate on their response by answering open-ended ‘Why?’
questions. These responses were coded in accordance with
Social Domain Theory (Turiel, 1998; Smetana, 2013) and the
three distinct domains of reasoning it outlines (moral, social-
conventional, and psychological). Based on these domains, five
subcategories were drawn which emerged the most from within
the participants’ responses, having been referred to more than
10% of the time (see Table 1 for examples of each subcategory
from the participants’ responses). The coding was conducted by
two trained coders, one of whom was blind to the hypotheses
of the study, on 25% of the sample of responses (n = 89).
A high level of interrater agreement was achieved for both
measures (Judgment of Misinformer: Cohen’s κ = 0.98; Inclusion
of Misinformer: Cohen’s κ = 0.96). Participants who referenced
moral concerns in relation to fairness and equality or personal
concerns in terms of autonomy were dropped from the final
analyses due to the frequency of their use being less than
10%, along with participants who referenced other matters
(e.g., lack of information). Often, participants referenced more
than one subcategory in the same response (e.g., “Everyone
in the team is important for us to win, and everyone makes
mistakes”) and so multiple coding was adopted. Each subcategory
was given a code, where 1 = full use of the subcategory,
5 = even use with another subcategory, 0 = no use of the
subcategory. Both negative and positive responses were included
in each subcategory.

Data Analytic Plan
The first analysis set out to examine H1, H2, and H3, which
concerned the misinformer evaluations (judgments, inclusion
and intentionality of the misinformer). These hypotheses were
analyzed with a 2 (age group: children vs. adolescents) × 2
(ingroup norm: control condition vs. critical norm condition)
× 2 (group membership: ingroup misinformer/outgroup target
vs. outgroup misinformer/ingroup target) univariate ANOVA.
Follow up independent-sample t-tests for interaction effects
were conducted with Bonferroni corrections for multiple

TABLE 1 | Social-moral reasoning categories, with examples of participant
responses for each of the subcategories which are in bold.

Examples

1. Moral

Welfare
Concerns relating to harm including
hurting feelings

“because she did something pretty
mean”

Lying and deceit
Any references to lying, deception,
but also honesty

“he made one of our team mates
look like he was breaking rules”

2. Social-conventional

Group functioning
References to winning, group
dynamics and loyalty

“because he’s helping us and
sounds like a good team mate”

Conventional norms and expectations
Non-competitive references to rules
and norms

“because if she has not broken the
rules she deserves to [be included]”

3. Personal

Personal
References to personal choice, traits and
perspective taking

“because he could have just made
a mistake and misinterpreted Alex’s
social distancing”

comparisons applied. Participants’ interest in spelling and
their identification with their school group was controlled for
in each analysis.

To investigate H4, another analysis was conducted on
participants’ open-ended reasoning responses for Judgments
and Inclusion of Misinformer. This was achieved with a 2
(age group: children vs. adolescents) × 2 (ingroup norm:
control condition vs. critical norm condition) × 2 (group
membership: ingroup misinformer/outgroup target vs. outgroup
misinformer/ingroup target) × 5 (reasoning: welfare, lying and
deceit, group functioning, conventional norms and expectations,
personal) ANOVA with repeated measures on the final variable
(for Inclusion of Misinformer, welfare was dropped as a moral
subcategory as only 5% participants made references to such
concerns). Where sphericity was violated, the Huynh–Feldt
adjustment was reported. Pairwise comparisons were observed
for main effects, and independent-samples t-tests were used to
break down interactions. Participants’ interest in spelling and
their identification with their school group was controlled for
in each analysis.

RESULTS

Judgment of Misinformer
As expected, there was a significant main effect of group
membership on Judgment of Misinformer, F(1,343) = 16.02,
p < 0.001. Participants with an ingroup misinformer/outgroup
target judged Sam, the misinformer, more positively (M = 2.81,
SD = 0.96) than those with an outgroup misinformer/ingroup
target (M = 2.38, SD = 1.03). There were no significant main
effects of ingroup norm (p = 0.58) on this measure, and
no interactions.
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Inclusion of Misinformer
Again, as anticipated, there was a significant main effect of group
membership on Inclusion of Misinformer, F(1,343) = 79.73,
p < 0.001. Participants with an ingroup misinformer/outgroup
target included Sam, the misinformer, more (M = 3.64,
SD = 1.10) than those with an outgroup misinformer/ingroup
target (M = 2.49, SD = 1.16). There were no significant main
effects of ingroup norm (p = 0.36) on this measure, and
no interactions.

Intentionality of Misinformer
There were no significant main effects of either age group
(p = 0.08), ingroup norm (p = 0.12) or group membership
(p = 0.28) on Intentionality of Misinformer. However, there
was a significant three-way interaction effect between age
group, ingroup norm and group membership, F(1,343) = 4.70,
p = 0.031 (see Figure 1). Age-related differences in intentionality
attributions emerged in both norm type conditions, dependent
on the identity of the misinformer/target.

Amongst participants in the control condition, there was a
significant difference between children and adolescents with an
ingroup misinformer/outgroup target t(76) = 2.45, p = 0.017,
but not between children and adolescents with an outgroup
misinformer/ingroup target (p = 0.32). Adolescents in the control
condition attributed more positive intentions to an ingroup
misinformer with an outgroup target (M = 3.43, SD = 0.82) than
children in the control condition did (M = 2.83, SD = 1.17). In
the control condition, children’s intentionality attributions did
not significantly differ by group membership, (p = 0.61) nor did
adolescents’ (p = 0.21).

Amongst participants in the critical norm condition, there was
a significant difference between children and adolescents with
an outgroup misinformer and an ingroup target t(71) = 2.16,
p = 0.034, but not between children and adolescents with
an ingroup misinformer and an outgroup target (p = 0.78).
Adolescents in the critical norm condition attributed more
positive intentions to an outgroup misinformer with an ingroup
target (M = 3.46, SD = 0.92) than children in the critical
norm condition did (M = 2.93, SD = 1.07). In the critical
norm condition, children’s intentionality attributions did not
significantly differ by group membership, (p = 0.055) nor did
adolescents’ (p = 0.53).

Amongst the children in the sample, there was a significant
difference in intentionality attributions by ingroup norm for
those with an ingroup misinformer and outgroup target,
t(101) = 2.33, p = 0.022, but not with an outgroup misinformer
and ingroup target (p = 0.95). Children in the critical norm
condition attributed more positive intentions to an ingroup
misinformer with an outgroup target (M = 3.38, SD = 1.21),
than children in the control condition did (M = 2.83,
SD = 1.17).

Amongst the adolescents in the sample, there were no
significant differences in intentionality attributions by ingroup
norm for neither those who had an ingroup misinformer and
an outgroup target (p = 0.60), nor those adolescents who had an
outgroup misinformer and an ingroup target (p = 0.19).

Taken altogether, the three-way interaction shows that in
the control condition, adolescents attributed more positive
intentions to a misinformer compared with children, but only
when the misinformer was an ingroup peer and their target was
an outgroup peer. In the critical norm condition, adolescents
also attributed more positive intentions to the misinformer,
but only when the misinformer was an outgroup peer and
their target was an ingroup peer. For children specifically, there
was an effect of the ingroup norm manipulation, where being
allocated to the critical norm condition resulted in more positive
intentionality attributions toward the misinformer, but only
when the misinformer was an ingroup peer and their target was
an outgroup peer.

Reasoning About Judgment of
Misinformer
There was a significant reasoning by age group interaction,
F(1,349) = 6.31, p = 0.012, η2 = 0.02 in participants’ open-
ended responses about their Judgments of the Misinformer.
Welfare reasoning (e.g., “because he was trying to get Alex into
trouble”) was used more by children (M = 0.16, SD = 0.34)
than adolescents, (M = 0.05, SD = 0.19), t(335) = 3.85,
p < 0.001. Lying and deceit reasoning (e.g., “because Sam could
be making it up”) was also used more by children (M = 0.23,
SD = 0.40) than adolescents (M = 0.08, SD = 0.24), t(342) = 4.37,
p < 0.001. However, reasoning referencing conventional norms
and expectations (e.g., “because she might of broken the rules”)
was prioritized by adolescents (M = 0.23, SD = 0.39) more
than children (M = 0.09, SD = 0.25), t(231) = 3.83, p < 0.001.
This interaction shows that children’s reasoning about their
judgments of the misinformer included more moral concerns
(i.e., welfare, lying and deceit), whereas adolescents included
more social-conventional matters (i.e., conventional norms
and expectations).

Reasoning About Inclusion of
Misinformer
There was also a significant reasoning by age group interaction,
F(3,347) = 2.76, p = 0.046, η2 = 0.008 in participants’ open-
ended responses about their Inclusion of Misinformer evaluation.
Children used more lying and deceit reasoning (e.g., “because I
think she’s lying to us so that’s why I don’t want her to join our
team”) to justify their inclusion decisions (M = 0.24, SD = 0.41),
than adolescents did (M = 0.09, SD = 0.26), t(346) = 4.46,
p < 0.001. Adolescents used more group functioning reasoning
(e.g., “because she doesn’t seem like a team player”) in their
inclusion justifications (M = 0.33, SD = 0.45), than children
did (M = 0.23, SD = 0.40), t(293) = 2.17, p = 0.016. These
interaction shows that children’s reasoning about their inclusion
evaluations of the misinformer, referred to more moral concerns
(lying and deceit) whereas adolescents’ reasoning referred to
social-conventional matters more (group functioning).

There was also a significant reasoning by group membership
interaction, F(3,347) = 4.24, p = 0.007, η2 = 0.012. Participants
cited lying and deceit concerns (e.g., “that is because he is probably
a liar”) more when they had an outgroup misinformer and an
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FIGURE 1 | Participants’ intentionally attributions (1 = Definitely not OK intentions, 5 = Definitely OK intentions) of the misinformer by age group, ingroup norm, and
group membership (with standard errors bars).

ingroup target (M = 0.23, SD = 0.40), than when they had
an ingroup misinformer and an outgroup target (M = 0.13,
SD = 0.31), t(346) = 4.46, p < 0.001. Alternatively, participants
used more personal reasoning, (e.g., “because I think Sam thought
that Alex wasn’t social distancing because it was far away”)
when they had an ingroup misinformer and an outgroup target
(M = 0.24, SD = 0.40), than when they had an outgroup
misinformer and an ingroup target (M = 0.11, SD = 0.30),
t(335) = 3.45, p < 0.001. This shows that inclusion evaluations
were justified using moral concerns such as lying and deceit more
for an outgroup misinformer with an ingroup target, whereas
inclusion evaluations about an ingroup misinformer with an
outgroup target were justified more using personal reasoning.

DISCUSSION

The present study used a Social Reasoning Developmental (SRD;
Rutland et al., 2010) approach to understand how children
and adolescents evaluated and reasoned about an individual
spreading misinformation, depending on factors such as the
group membership of the misinformer and their target, as
well as the norm of the participants’ ingroup. In terms of
children’s and adolescents’ judgment of the misinformer, and
their decision to include the misinformer in their group,
results showed that only group membership impacted responses.
As predicted in H1, when the misinformer was an ingroup
peer who had spread misinformation about an outgroup peer,
participants were more likely to be happy with and include the
misinformer in their group. However, unlike moral evaluations,
intentionality attributions were not directly affected by the group
membership manipulation.

With regards to the ingroup norm, contrary to predictions
(H2), there was no main effect of the critical norm condition
on participants’ moral evaluations of the misinformer. In terms
of intentionality attributions, while there were no main effects
of either age group or misinformer identity on participants’
attribution of intentions, there was a three-way interaction
between age group, ingroup norm and group membership. The
three-way interaction indicated developmental effects in line
with predictions (H3), insofar as adolescents attributed more
positive intentions to the misinformer compared with children
in both norm manipulation conditions, but this was dependent
on the identity of the misinformer/target. The interaction
also highlighted the role of the critical norm condition in
increasing children’s intentionality attributions compared to
the control condition, but only when the misinformer was an
ingroup peer who had spread misinformation about an outgroup
peer. Finally, H4 was also supported as children used more
moral reasoning (welfare, lying, and deceit) to justify their
evaluations of the misinformer than adolescents did, whereas
adolescents comparatively used more social-conventional (group
functioning, conventional norms, and expectations) reasoning
than children did.

The Importance of Group Identity
In line with Social Identity Theory (SIT; Tajfel and Turner, 1986),
children and adolescents did indeed exhibit an ingroup bias when
morally evaluating a misinformer. This study is the first of its kind
as it focused on children’s and adolescents’ moral evaluations
of the individual spreading misinformation in an intergroup
context, and so provides a novel insight into a phenomenon that
is becoming increasingly more relevant to our current digital
society. This finding is important as it implies that from the age of
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8, children differentiate between individuals from their group and
individuals from a different group even when they commit the
same morally dubious act – and they continue to do so through to
adolescence. Crucially, having an ingroup norm that emphasized
being questioning of information, and thus an ingroup peer
who spread information without checking, did not have a direct
impact on participants’ responses. This could have been because
of the failure of the critical norm manipulation itself, which due
to the strong ingroup bias demonstrated in this context, may
have required more emphasis and frequent reminders in order
have an impact. As critical thinking skills training can be effective
in reducing belief in misinformation, it is possible that for a
critical norm to be effective in impacting moral evaluations of
the misinformer, it would need to be prioritized over the strong
ingroup preference that children display. The question is then
what may encourage children and adolescence to prioritize being
critical over supporting their ingroup.

From the trends observed in participants’ reasoning, it is clear
that the group identity of the misinformer and their target led
to different justifications being used by the participants. When
participants had an outgroup misinformer and an ingroup target,
they cited lying and deceit concerns to justify their inclusion
evaluations, which involved more accusations of dishonesty. In
comparison, participants with an ingroup misinformer and an
outgroup target used more personal reasoning to justify their
inclusion evaluations, which tended to include more perspective
taking on the misinformer’s part. This highlights that despite
the misinformer’s claim being the same for participants in
both misinformer identity conditions, having an ingroup peer
as a misinformer can result in more likelihood to engage in
mental state understanding, whereas having an outgroup peer
as a misinformer results in less belief in their claim. This is in
line with past research showing that children and adolescents
are more likely to consider the mental states of ingroup peers
than outgroup peers (McLoughlin and Over, 2017; Gönültaş
et al., 2020). It is also an important insight, for it suggests
that to counteract the ingroup bias in accepting misinformers,
emphasizing concerns in these particular areas of the moral and
social domains of reasoning may be most effective.

Developmental Differences
There were important age-related differences that emerged in
the present study. Firstly, children made more references to
moral concerns, such as welfare and lying and deceit, than
adolescents did when judging the misinformer. On the other
hand, adolescents’ reasoning about their judgments consisted
of more references to social-conventional matters, such as
group functioning and conventional norms and expectations.
This developmental shift is congruent with previous research,
which claims that children are relatively more concerned with
moral factors in their reasoning, whereas adolescents become
comparatively more concerned with social-conventional or
psychological matters (Killen and Rutland, 2011; Killen et al.,
2013) as explained by adolescents’ more fervent interest in group
norms and dynamics (Rutland et al., 2015).

Furthermore, as predicted, and in line with previous research
(Killen et al., 2011; Jambon and Smetana, 2013), participants’

intentionality attributions became more positive with age;
adolescents made more positive intentionality attributions about
the misinformer compared with children. This age trend, when
broken down, was partially due to the two conditions in
which adolescents were more likely than children to believe a
misinformer was spreading misinformation unintentionally.

First, in the control condition where loyalty to the group
was expected, adolescents attributed significantly more positive
intentions to an ingroup misinformer compared with children.
This could have been due to adolescents’ superior perspective
taking abilities, which may have resulted in them being more
likely to regard the misinformer’s actions as accidental, an
effect exacerbated by the ingroup status of the misinformer,
the outgroup status of the target and the expectations of
loyalty in the group.

Second, the other condition that showed an age difference
was when there was an ingroup norm that encourages thinking
critically. In this condition, children’s intentionality attributions
for an outgroup misinformer were significantly more negative
than adolescents’, suggesting the critical norm facilitated a dislike
for the outgroup amongst the children only. This could have been
linked to the evidence that shows younger children are worse at
acknowledging and interpreting the mental states of outgroup
peers, and consider the mental states of ingroup peers more, than
older children and adolescents do (McLoughlin and Over, 2017;
Gönültaş et al., 2020).

Further, when children were assigned to the critical ingroup
norm condition, they made more positive intentionality
attributions about an ingroup misinformer than when they were
in the control condition. This finding opens up the possibility
that a group norm of being critical may encourage children
to be more positive in their perspective taking regarding an
ingroup misinformer’s intentions. Hence, a norm of thinking
critically may have made children question their assumption of a
misinformer’s intentions, but in a negative direction for outgroup
peers and in a positive direction for ingroup peers, given children
are better at interpreting their ingroup’s mental states. The
present study did not take an isolated measure of participants’
social-cognitive perspective taking ability, such as their Theory
of Mind ability, so it is not possible to underpin the mechanism
responsible for this effect. Future research should, therefore,
explore Theory of Mind ability in relation to age-related effects
of a critical ingroup norm on intentionality attribution.

These developmental differences may also have been linked to
children’s open-ended justifications of both moral evaluations,
which were significantly more concerned with lying and
deceit than adolescents. Hence, it is possible that given the
misinformer’s intentions were ambiguous in the study, children
were more likely to presume the misinformer had deliberately
spread misinformation, and so committed an intentional act of
deception. This is supported by prior research, which has shown
that even when a false claim is made unintentionally, children
justify negative evaluations of the claim with references to lying
(Rizzo et al., 2019). Developmental differences in intentionality
attributions, therefore, are necessary to consider in the context
of misinformers, especially as much of misinformation online
can be spread unintentionally or with ambiguous intentions.
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These developmental differences in attributing intentions should,
therefore, be considered when designing interventions that
combat the spread of misinformation, as age may play a key
role in whether someone is perceived as being intentionally or
unintentionally deceptive.

Limitations and Future Directions
The manipulation of the ingroup norm, which failed to have a
predicted effect, is a limitation of the study. This may have been
because, with regards to the critical norm condition, a norm
message from their school team telling them what they value may
not have been enough to influence their judgments and decisions.
Rather, seeing their fellow peer group members being critical, or
being presented with a context that explicitly highlights moral
concerns over group concerns might have been needed. Without
seeing what being critical means in practice, it is possible that it
is not strong enough to influence the participants as much as the
manipulation of the misinformer’s identity did. Given this was the
first time a norm of this kind was used in a study manipulation,
it is possible that with more development and further studies,
it can become more effective. The control condition may also
have been a possible weakness for not having an explicit norm,
and for assuming loyalty to be the norm without making it a
more salient expectation. Together, this may have been why the
effect of the norm was not as predicted, and may need to be
strengthened in future studies. From this study alone, the findings
suggest that critical thinking is something that requires more
than just a single norm message to encourage in children and
adolescents, and perhaps first it needs to combat the strong effect
of ingroup biases.

The present study’s design manipulated the group
membership of both the misinformer and the target of the
misinformation, so the misinformer was always in the opposing
team of their target. This was done to create an intergroup
context with ecological validity, as in real-life contexts, it
is unlikely for a group member to share a false accusation
about their fellow group member in a competitive intergroup
context, resulting in a disadvantage for their own group. We
still acknowledge that not having comparative groups where
an ingroup misinformer targets a fellow ingroup peer, and
an outgroup misinformer targets a fellow outgroup peer, is
a limitation of the present study. Adding such manipulation
conditions would have made the conclusions much clearer in
terms of whether it is the group membership of the misinformer
or the target that drives the evaluations made by our sample,
which we are aware is currently unclear from our present study.
Future research should include such comparisons for more
comprehensive conclusions and include evaluation questions
about both the misinformer and their target.

Ingroup and outgroup membership in this study was related
to school teams in a spelling competition. We recognize that the
inclusion evaluation may have been affected by the presumption
that an individual cannot easily leave their school team to join
another. Nonetheless we would have anticipated similar results
in an alternative intergroup context other than a school, such as
a sports team, where moving between groups is also potentially

difficult and risky. In future research, this question could be
reframed around the inclusion of the misinformer in a future
event and a different intergroup context, for instance, rather than
the same inter-school context.

It should also be noted that this research was conducted
during the COVID-19 pandemic, in-between national lockdown
cycles and during strong, government-led norms about social
distancing and following rules for the sake of saving lives. It is
unclear from this study how the COVID-19 social distancing
guidelines, which feature in the intergroup context, were
perceived by the participants. This was not a factor we had
controlled for, as to our knowledge, there have not been any
studies conducted around children and adolescents’ reasoning
about COVID-19 rules. It is therefore uncertain whether they
perceived social distancing as a matter of moral concern, social-
convention or personal choice. This lack of certainty is a
limitation of the present study, but a definite exploration for
future research to undertake.

Nonetheless, in some cases participants’ reasoning about their
evaluations indicated that the welfare concerns of not social
distancing (such as spreading of the virus, getting sick, etc.)
were not a priority. From the whole sample, welfare concerns
in the context of health risk was only commented on twice (e.g.,
“broke rules risking people’s health” and “because he is telling her
friend to keep 2 m so she doesn’t get COVID-19”), suggesting
COVID-19 and its guidelines were not seen as much of a moral
matter, but was frequently commented on in the context of just
following the social distancing rules (e.g., “because she does not
break the social distancing rules”), which on its own was regarded
as a social-conventional matter. While these indications alone
are insufficient to draw conclusions from, there is a likelihood
that the participants of the study viewed the social distancing
guidelines as a social-conventional matter rather than a moral
welfare concern.

Overall, the findings in this study make a strong case for
focusing on group identity effects, as highlighted by both
evaluation responses and open-ended reasoning, when trying
to address ingroup biases toward misinformers. In the adult
literature, it has been demonstrated that misinformation belief
and spread can be attributed to individuals’ desire to gain
the acceptance of an identity group, often at the expense
of maintaining the accuracy of the information itself (Levy
et al., 2021). The present study and its findings arguably
tap into a similar mechanism occurring in childhood and
adolescence, where participants who share a group identity
with the misinformer make more favorable evaluations of the
misinformer, even attempting to understand their perspective
more. The developmental differences in intentionality attribution
and choice of reasoning also highlight that evaluations of
misinformers are subject to age-related influences. It is therefore
crucial that interventions that focus on challenging children
and adolescents’ susceptibility to misinformation and its
source should consider the intergroup factors that may be at
play, alongside emerging developmental differences. For this
reason, the present study makes an important and necessary
Contribution To The Field of understanding children and
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adolescents’ evaluations of peers who spread misinformation
about fellow peers.

Conclusion
The present study provided a novel contribution to existing
research by demonstrating that group membership and
age-related differences influence moral and intentionality
evaluations and reasoning about a misinformer. Ingroup
preferences emerged both when participants morally evaluated
the misinformer, and when they justified those responses.
Participants were more likely to engage in perspective taking
when the misinformer was an ingroup peer targeting an outgroup
peer, and more likely to level an accusation of dishonesty
toward an outgroup misinformer targeting an ingroup peer.
The age-related differences highlighted in the present study also
extend previous research, reinforcing the relative importance of
moral concerns for children and social-conventional matters for
adolescents, and providing insights from children’s reasoning for
their more negative intentionality attributions compared with
adolescents. Altogether, this study argues for an approach to
tackling the spread of misinformation that takes into account
factors such as shared group identity with, and developmental
differences in attribution of intentionality to the spreaders of
misinformation itself.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be
made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

ETHICS STATEMENT

The studies involving human participants were reviewed and
approved by Dr. Nick Moberly, University of Exeter Ethics
Committee. Written informed consent to participate in this study
was provided by the participants’ legal guardian/next of kin.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

AF, AR, and AA conceived of the study and contributed to
manuscript revision, read, and approved the submitted version.
AF carried out the data collection, performed the data analysis,
with assistance from EK on reliability coding, and wrote the first
draft of the manuscript. All authors contributed to the article and
approved the submitted version.

FUNDING

This research was supported by the lead author’s funder, College
of Life and Environmental Sciences, University of Exeter. Funds
for the Open Access Publication Fees were also received from the
University of Exeter.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We would like to thank the head teachers, school staff and pupils
of the schools who participated in this study for their generous
time and support during a difficult period.

REFERENCES
Abrams, D., and Rutland, A. (2008). “The development of subjective group

dynamics,” in Intergroup Relations and Attitudes in Childhood Through
Adulthood, eds S. R. Levy and M. Killen (Oxford: Oxford University Press),
47–65.

Abrams, D., and Rutland, A. (2012). “Children’s understanding of deviance and
group dynamics: the development of subjective group dynamics,” in Rebels
in Groups: Dissent, Deviance, Difference and Defiance, eds J. Jetten and M. J.
Hornsey (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell), 135–157. doi: 10.1002/9781444390841.ch8

Abrams, D., Rutland, A., and Cameron, L. (2003). The development of subjective
group dynamics: children’s judgments of normative and deviant in-group and
out-group individuals. Child Dev. 74, 1840–1856. doi: 10.1046/j.1467-8624.
2003.00641.x

Abrams, D., Rutland, A., Ferrell, J. M., and Pelletier, J. (2008). Children’s judgments
of disloyal and immoral peer behavior: subjective group dynamics in minimal
intergroup contexts. Child Dev. 79, 444–461. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8624.2007.
01135.x

Aldan, P., and Soley, G. (2019). The role of intergroup biases in children’s
endorsement of information about novel individuals. J. Exp. Child Psychol. 179,
291–307. doi: 10.1016/J.JECP.2018.11.007

Chen, E. E., Corriveau, K. H., and Harris, P. L. (2013). Children trust a consensus
composed of outgroup members-but do not retain that trust. Child Dev. 84,
269–282. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8624.2012.01850.x

Evans, A. D., and Lee, K. (2013). Emergence of lying in very young children. Dev.
Psychol. 49, 1958–1963. doi: 10.1037/a0031409

Faul, F., Erdfelder, E., Lang, A., and Buchner, A. (2007). G∗Power 3: a flexible
statistical power analysis program for the social, behavioral, and biomedical
sciences. Behav. Res. Methods 39, 175–191. doi: 10.3758/bf03193146
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Children’s understanding of status and group norms influence their expectations about
social encounters. However, status is multidimensional and children may perceive status
stratification (i.e., high- and low-status) differently across multiple status dimensions (i.e.,
wealth and popularity). The current study investigated the effect of status level and
norms on children’s expectations about intergroup affiliation in wealth and popularity
contexts. Participants (N = 165; age range: 5–10 years; Mage = 7.72 years) were
randomly assigned to hear two scenarios where a high- or low-status target affiliated
with opposite-status groups based on either wealth or popularity. In one scenario,
the group expressed an inclusive norm. In the other scenario, the group expressed
an exclusive norm. For each scenario, children made predictions about children’s
expectations for a target to acquire social resources. Novel findings indicated that
children associated wealth status to some extent, but they drew stronger inferences
from the wealth dimension than from the popularity dimension. In contrast to previous
evidence that children distinguish between high- and low-status groups, we did not
find evidence to support this in the context of the current study. In addition, norms of
exclusion diminished children’s expectations for acquiring social resources from wealth
and popularity groups but this effect was more pronounced between wealth groups. We
found age differences in children’s expectations in regards to norms, but not in regards
to status. The implications of how these effects, in addition to lack of effects, bear on
children’s expectations about acquiring resources are discussed.

Keywords: group norms, status, wealth, popularity, intergroup

INTRODUCTION

Social status reflects the level of prestige and deference that an individual or group is afforded by
others (Anderson et al., 2015). Status stratification is prevalent across societies and young children
attend to status cues based on dimensions such as power, wealth, dominance, and social acceptance.
By their preschool years, children accurately identify individuals who are high- or low-status, which
further guides their expectations about others’ traits, abilities, and behavior (Brey and Shutts, 2015;
Charafeddine et al., 2015; Shutts et al., 2016; Gülgöz and Gelman, 2017; Enright et al., 2020). Often,
children associate multiple dimensions of status. For example, they view wealthy targets as popular
(Shutts et al., 2016) and associate physical dominance with competence and possessing more
resources (Charafeddine et al., 2015). Moreover, studies examining various status dimensions find
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that children associate more positive attributes with high-status
individuals and exhibit stronger preferences for them than for
low-status individuals (Horn, 2006; Newheiser et al., 2014; Mistry
et al., 2015; Shutts et al., 2016; Enright et al., 2020).

Children may favor high-status peers over low-status peers
for a variety of reasons. In addition to inferring that individuals
possess similar rank across status dimensions, they may broadly
infer positive traits from positive status information (Cain et al.,
1997). For example, children associate the wealthy with more
positive traits (e.g., smart, hardworking, clean, good, honest,
polite) than the poor (Mistry et al., 2015). They may also infer
positive traits in order to justify existing disparities observed
between status groups (Baron and Banaji, 2009; Newheiser et al.,
2014).

Alternatively, children may be motivated to identify with
groups that are positively distinguished in order to enhance their
own self-esteem (Abrams and Rutland, 2008; Nesdale, 2008).
Status distinctions may indicate to children the extent to which
an individual can functionally benefit others. Affiliation with
popular peers, for instance, can enhance one’s own social standing
(Dijkstra et al., 2010). Children expect wealthy peers to share
more resources than non-wealthy peers (Ahl and Dunham, 2019;
Ahl et al., 2019) and also allocate more resources to peers who
they expect to share with them and help them (Dunham et al.,
2011; Renno and Shutts, 2015).

Despite associations between multiple dimensions of status,
no studies to date have compared children’s expectations
about the benefits of cross-status affiliation between different
dimensions. Moreover, although children expect to receive
material resources from the wealthy, less is known about
whether children also expect to receive relatively more social
benefits from wealthy peers than non-wealthy peers. The current
study first aims to investigate children’s associations between
two dimensions of status: wealth and popularity. In addition,
we aim to extend previous literature by comparing children’s
expectations about acquiring social benefits through cross-status
affiliation in wealth and popularity contexts.

Conceptions of Wealth Status
Children are aware of wealth stratification from a young age
and often favor wealthy peers over non-wealthy peers. Children
view wealthy individuals as more competent (Woods et al., 2005;
Sigelman, 2012; Li et al., 2014; Mistry et al., 2015; Shutts et al.,
2016), more likely to share (Ahl and Dunham, 2019; Ahl et al.,
2019), and having more friends (Shutts et al., 2016) than non-
wealthy individuals. Moreover, children as young as 4 years of age
explicitly and implicitly prefer wealthy peers over non-wealthy
peers (Olson et al., 2012; Horwitz et al., 2014; Li et al., 2014;
Newheiser et al., 2014; Shutts et al., 2016).

Despite these biases, children are simultaneously sensitive to
the needs of the economically disadvantaged. They view poverty
as unfair and recognize that the poor lack basic necessities as
well as a social network (Chafel and Neitzel, 2005). Children
increasingly attempt to reduce inequality by allocating more
resources and opportunities to low-wealth peers than high-wealth
peers with age (Li et al., 2014; Elenbaas and Killen, 2019; Zhang
et al., 2021). In contrast to 4-year-olds, 8-year-olds reported more

negative emotions after hypothetically excluding an economically
disadvantaged peer (Dys et al., 2019). However, some evidence
suggests that after age 11, children increasingly legitimize wealth
inequality and their beliefs that the rich should give to the poor
then decline (Leahy, 1990).

Children’s preferences for the wealthy appear to be at odds
with their egalitarian beliefs. Li et al. (2014) found that 4- and 5-
year-olds preferred to be friends with a resource rich target than
a resource poor target, but allocated more toys to the resource
poor target. Interestingly, when children forgot which target
initially possessed more resources due to a delay between the
preference and allocation tasks, they favored the resource rich
target in both their preferences and allocations. Thus, children’s
wealth preferences may be driven by automatic and unconscious
positive associations. Moreover, their attitudes and behavior may
not consistently favor the wealthy when moral concerns arise.

Studies focusing on children’s trait associations with wealth
groups, suggest that children’s preferences may be particularly
driven by beliefs that wealthy individuals are competent and
likely to share (Woods et al., 2005; Sigelman, 2012; Li et al., 2014;
Mistry et al., 2015; Shutts et al., 2016; Ahl and Dunham, 2019; Ahl
et al., 2019). At the same time, children as young as 8 years view
wealthy individuals as greedy, selfish, and exclusive (Elenbaas and
Killen, 2019; Burkholder et al., 2020). Preferences for the wealthy
may not merely be driven by beliefs that they are particularly
likeable. Rather, affiliating with individuals who are viewed as
competent and able to share their resources may provide certain
economic and social benefits that children find attractive.

Conceptions of Popularity Status
Peer popularity is another important dimension of status for
children and is defined as individual’s prestige, visibility, and
reputation among peers (Cillessen and Marks, 2011). Traditional
sociometric methods (for review, see Cillessen, 2009) have
assessed popularity using peer nomination procedures, where
children rank their peers by who they like the most to the least.
Those who received the most nominations were then classified
as popular and those with the least were classified as unpopular.
However, peer relation studies now distinguish popularity from
mere peer preference. For example, a study of 9- to 13-year-
olds found that children who were explicitly nominated as the
most popular exhibited more social dominance (i.e., ability to
compete for or control material and social resources) than those
who were nominated as the most well-liked (Lease et al., 2002).
The same study also found an association between popularity
and wealth in terms of having money to spend and high-quality
possessions such as expensive clothing and a very nice house.
Younger children in grades 3–5 also identify popular peers
as those who influence others’ behavior and set social norms
(Lease et al., 2020). However, peers who were considered both
popular and well-liked were distinguished from the broader
popular group by prosocial qualities and being less likely to
use ridicule or model misbehavior in order to influence others.
Thus, popular peers are viewed as both prosocial and antisocial
(LaFontana and Cillessen, 2002).

Children’s associations between popularity and peer
preference decline between early childhood and adolescence
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(Cillessen and Marks, 2011). This may be due, in part, to
children’s increasing consideration of group dynamics (e.g.,
status hierarchies, norms, and distinctions between personal
and consensus-based judgments). There is also evidence that
popularity becomes increasingly related to antisocial behavior
such as aggression (Sandstrom, 2011). In addition, children
increasingly prioritize popularity status. Compared to children
in grades 1–4, children in grades 5–8 were more likely to make
decisions that increase or maintain their popularity status at
the expense of friendship, compassion, achievement, and rule
adherence (LaFontana and Cillessen, 2010).

In addition, children may be more willing to disregard or
admire a high-status peer’s antisocial behavior than a low-status
peer’s. Children explicitly prefer popular peers over unpopular
peers even if they hold implicit negative attitudes toward them
(Lansu et al., 2012), and choose to include them in activities
over unpopular peers (Horn, 2006). While prosocial behavior
predicted higher perceived friendship quality among unpopular
children, popular children were viewed as possessing high quality
friendships regardless of their prosocial tendencies (Poorthuis
et al., 2012). Even in the absence of prosocial traits, popular peers
may possess other redeeming qualities such as being powerful
and influential, which may help others enhance their social
standing (Cillessen and Marks, 2011). A study among adolescents
found that an individual’s popularity and likeability increased the
closer they affiliated with popular peers (Dijkstra et al., 2010).
However, it’s unclear whether elementary school-aged children
view affiliation with popular peers as a means for achieving status
or acquiring additional social resources.

Group Norms and Status
Children’s understanding of social norms can powerfully regulate
their intergroup attitudes and behavior (Nesdale et al., 2005;
Rutland et al., 2005; Bennett, 2014; McGuire et al., 2017).
Social norms promote group functioning by establishing a sense
of common ground and by regulating within-group behavior
(Feldman, 1984; Abrams et al., 2003a,b). The manifestation of
prejudice and discrimination depends on the strength of one’s
group identification, perceptions of threat and competition, and
the extent to they view these attitudes and behaviors as in line
with group standards (Rutland and Killen, 2015). For instance,
children who were assigned to a group with a norm of exclusion
favored their own group and expressed attitudes that were
consistent with their group’s norm (Nesdale et al., 2008). Under
some circumstances, norms can also moderate children’s biases
toward their own group. When children view an outgroup as
holding a competitive or exclusive norm, they are more likely
to dislike and lack empathy for outgroup members than when
the outgroup is perceived to be cooperative or inclusive (Nesdale
et al., 2005, 2007; Nesdale and Dalton, 2010). However, children
are inclined to view their own group’s positively and therefore,
may be more likely to view their own group as more inclusive
than an outgroup when norms are not explicit. For example,
Non-Arab American adolescents expected their own group to
include peers based on shared interests, but expected Arab
American peers to include peers based on ethnicity (Hitti and
Killen, 2015). Whether they show out-group prejudice or not

will depend in part on the strength of their identification with
their group, how much they feel their group is being threatened,
and if they understand and believe that showing such prejudice
is consistent with the expectation of their group (i.e., the in-
group norm).

Further, the way in which norms guide children’s behavior
depends on group status. In a study where participants were
assigned to an advantaged or disadvantaged group that held
either a norm of equality or equity, disadvantaged adolescents
allocated more resources to their in-group when their group held
a norm of equity, rather than equality (McGuire et al., 2019).
In contrast, advantaged adolescents distributed resources equally
even when their group prescribed an equity norm. Group norms
are based on a consensus among peers. However, individuals who
possess substantial social status have greater influence over the
attitudes and behaviors of others. For example, popular children
have the ability to exert control over group norms by serving as
visible models of group standards and reinforcing norms through
their social networks (Sandstrom, 2011). While wealthy children
vary in their visibility and social connectedness, they may have
the ability to influence others due to their control over material
resources (Ahl and Dunham, 2019; Ahl et al., 2019). Thus, norms
may be more strongly determined by high status groups and they
may impact status groups differently.

Children’s understanding of group dynamics becomes
increasingly sophisticated with age (Nesdale et al., 2005; Abrams
and Rutland, 2008; Abrams et al., 2009; Rutland et al., 2010). For
example, a study by McGuire et al. (2019) found differences in
how children considered their group’s relative social standing
and group norms when deciding how to allocate resources.
Adolescents allocated more resources to their disadvantaged in-
group over a disadvantaged outgroup when their ingroup held a
norm of equity. In contrast, children prioritized equal allocations
regardless of the norm and even when it perpetuated their
own disadvantage. Studies that investigate children’s reasoning
further shed light on changes in their cognition. For instance,
older children are more likely to prioritize group loyalty (Rutland
and Killen, 2015) and cite concerns about group functioning
in order to justify exclusion than younger children (Hitti and
Mulvey, 2021). This increasing awareness of competing factors
contributes to a shift in children’s motivations and behavior
during intergroup encounters.

The Current Study
The first goal of this study was to investigate children’s
associations between wealth and popularity status.

H1: We expected that participants in the current sample
would demonstrate a bidirectional association between
wealth and popularity status, such that they would view
wealthy targets as more popular than non-wealthy targets
and would view popular targets as wealthier than unpopular
targets. Investigating these associations served to clarify
existing literature about the relationship between wealth
and popularity. Despite some evidence that children
conflate features of wealth and popularity (Lease et al.,
2002; Charafeddine et al., 2015; Shutts et al., 2016;
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Gülgöz and Gelman, 2017; Enright et al., 2020), studies
have not compared the relative strength of inferences across
these two dimensions.

Our second goal was to investigate and compare children’s
expectations about acquiring social resources through cross-
status affiliation in wealth and popularity contexts. Specifically,
we examined children’s expectations about positive group
attitudes toward a cross-status target, the target’s personal
enjoyment from cross-status affiliation, and the group’s future
inclusion of the target. The interplay between group norms
and social status was a primary focus of our investigation and
we predicted that several factors would contribute to children’s
expectations for social resources.

H2: We predicted that overall, participants would have
higher expectations for a target to acquire social resources
from a group that held a norm of inclusion rather than
exclusion, but that the extent to which the norm influenced
expectations would depend on the group’s status level.
Children’s expectations about others’ attitudes and behavior
are sensitive to their perceptions of how individuals
conform or deviate from group standards (Rutland and
Killen, 2015). Exclusive norms can exacerbate in-group
biases and facilitate prejudice, while inclusive norms can
elicit positive intergroup attitudes and have been shown
to mitigate prejudice toward low-status groups (Nesdale
et al., 2007; Nesdale and Lawson, 2011). We anticipated
that children would also have higher expectations for a
target to acquire social resources through affiliation with a
high-status group than a low-status group. Children expect
to receive material resources from wealthy peers (Ahl and
Dunham, 2019; Ahl et al., 2019) and to increase their
social network from popular peers (Dijkstra et al., 2010).
If wealth and popularity status are associated, children
may expect there to be social benefits to affiliation with
the wealthy as well. These expectations may contribute to
children’s preferences for high-status groups, which have
been well-documented (Horn, 2006; Newheiser et al., 2014;
Mistry et al., 2015; Shutts et al., 2016; Enright et al., 2020).
As a result, children might have higher expectations for
acquiring social resources from a high-status group than a
low-status group, even when both groups have a norm of
inclusion. Further, children may also be willing to overlook
antisocial attributes of peers when they have redeeming
qualities such as high-status (Cillessen and Marks, 2011;
Poorthuis et al., 2012). Compared to an inclusive low-status
group, for instance, children may still have relatively high
expectations for an individual to acquire social resources
from an exclusive high-status group. Alternatively, children
might have relatively low expectations for acquiring
resources from an exclusive high-status group. Children
view high-status peers as setting norms (Gülgöz and
Gelman, 2017; Lease et al., 2020) so a norm of exclusion
could be viewed as a more difficult barrier to overcome with
a high-status group. In addition, a high-status group might
ultimately reject a low-status individual because affiliation

with them could be viewed as a threat to their group’s
positive social standing (Nesdale et al., 2005). They may also
view high-status group as particularly exclusive even when
one member is inclusive (Lease et al., 2002; Cillessen and
Marks, 2011; Elenbaas and Killen, 2019; Burkholder et al.,
2020).

H3: We also expected the effect of norm on children’s
expectations for acquiring resources to be more
pronounced when affiliation occurs between wealth groups
than between popularity groups. Wealth distinctions may
be more salient to children than popularity distinctions.
Children view the wealthy as competent and hardworking,
while the view the poor as incompetent and lazy (Woods
et al., 2005; Sigelman, 2012; Li et al., 2014; Mistry et al.,
2015; Shutts et al., 2016). Some children are also more
favorable to the poor and distinguish the wealthy as
selfish and entitled, while the poor are viewed as generous
(Elenbaas and Killen, 2019; Burkholder et al., 2020).
Evidence that children readily endorse stereotypes about
high- and low-wealth groups suggests that wealth is a
particularly informative status distinction. Moreover,
children expect their peers to preferentially include others
on the basis of wealth due to more perceived comfort
with their own group (Burkholder et al., 2021). They may
assume that groups are exclusive even in the absence of an
explicit norm (Burkholder et al., 2020, 2021) and thus, more
readily generalize an individual group member’s exclusive
preferences to a wealth group than a popularity group.
On its own, popularity status may be less informative
for predicting behavior during childhood. Children may
be less inclined to generalize an exclusive preference to
a popularity group since there’s no evidence that they
stereotype popularity groups as particularly exclusive or
negative toward each other before adolescence. Rather,
they may expect more variability among the members of
popularity groups some group members more readily than
they do among wealth groups. For example, they recognize
that some popular individuals are more well-liked by their
peers than others and that popular individuals exhibit
both prosocial and antisocial qualities (LaFontana and
Cillessen, 2002; Lease et al., 2020). In addition, we predicted
that children’s expectations about wealth and popularity
groups would further depend on the group’s status level.
Although evidence suggests that wealth and popularity are
associated, children may be more likely expect a popular
individual to have a large social network than a wealthy
individual. Therefore, a less popular individual might
socially profit from a popular peer to a greater extent
than they would from a wealthy peer. While children
expect there to be benefits from affiliating with wealthy
(Ahl and Dunham, 2019; Ahl et al., 2019) and popular
peers (Dijkstra et al., 2010; Cillessen and Marks, 2011;
Lease et al., 2020), these expectations for wealthy children
may be specific to material resources (Ahl and Dunham,
2019). For instance, they may be expected to share more
than a poor individual due to having more resources to
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spare, rather than due to a broader prosocial tendency. In
contrast, children expect popular individuals to help others
in need and mediate conflict between others (Cillessen
and Marks, 2011; Lease et al., 2020). For this reason, we
included measures to examine children’s associations
between wealth and popularity with prosocial helping and
sharing behavior as an exploratory part of our investigation
to examine children’s relative associations of wealth and
popularity status groups with prosocial behavior.

H4: Lastly, we predicted that the effects of status and
group norms would become increasingly pronounced
with age. During middle childhood (ages 5–7 children
generally have positive perceptions of high-status wealth
and popularity groups (Cillessen and Marks, 2011;
Shutts et al., 2016; Enright et al., 2020). However,
by late childhood (ages 8–10) children attribute selfish
motives to wealthy groups (Elenbaas and Killen, 2019)
and overt and relational aggression to popular groups
(Sandstrom and Cillessen, 2006). Previous research also
shows between middle and late childhood, children’s
understanding of how groups function (e.g., considerations
of status, threat, group loyalty) becomes increasingly
advanced (Nesdale et al., 2005; Abrams and Rutland,
2008; Abrams et al., 2009; Rutland et al., 2010). Evidence
suggests that this is due, in part, to advanced perspective-
taking abilities that emerge after the age of 8 (Banerjee,
2000) and allow children to better predict mental states
within and between groups (Abrams et al., 2009). In
addition, they become better at simultaneously weighing
competing factors, such as the dynamics between status
groups, norms, and their own personal preferences,
when strategically reasoning about intergroup encounters
(Abrams et al., 2003a; Killen and Rutland, 2011; Mulvey,
2016). The current study compared 5- to 7-year-old
children’s expectations to those of 8- to 10-year-old children
in order to examine differences in children’s conceptions
of wealth and popularity status in relation to changes in
their understanding of group dynamics and developing
cognitive abilities.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
The study included 165 5- to 10-year-old children (52.7% female,
Mage = 7.72 years). Participants’ racial-ethnic background was
indicated by parental report as follows: 60% White, 14.5% Black,
8.5% Latinx, 3.6% Asian, 6.1% multiethnic, 3.6% other, and
6% undisclosed. Participants were recruited from afterschool
programs in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States
and through online venues. Identical protocol was used to
test participants in-person and via Zoom, an online video
conferencing software. All participants were shown colorful
illustrations on a computer screen and interviewed individually
by a researcher face-to-face.

Design
The study utilized a 2 (Status Dimension: wealth, popularity) × 2
(Status Composition: low-status protagonist with high-
status group, high-status protagonist with low-status
group) × (Participant Age: 5–7, 8–10) × 2 (Gender: female,
male) × 2 (Norm Presentation Order: inclusive first, exclusive
first) × 2 (Norm: inclusive, exclusive) mixed design with repeated
measures on the last factor. An a priori power analysis conducted
in G∗Power (Faul et al., 2009) determined that a sample size of
160 participants would be required to detect an effect size of
f = 0.22 with 80% power, based on previous research utilizing
similar designs which found effect sizes of ηp

2 = 0.04 and 0.055
(Nesdale and Lawson, 2011; McGuire et al., 2015). This number
was subsequently rounded up to include 165 participants in
order to account for counterbalancing and potential exclusion
from the final analyses due to reasons such as experimental error
or attrition. In this study, all participants finished the protocol
and there were no errors or attrition.

Procedure
Participants were randomly assigned to one of four between-
subjects conditions based on status composition (low-status
protagonist/high-status group vs. high-status protagonist/low-
status group) and status dimension (wealth, popularity).
Participants were first introduced to a protagonist, who was
described by their status dimension and level.

Wealth Status Descriptions
For participants in the wealth condition, status was depicted in
terms of the target’s monetary resources, type of car, and type
of house. Participants who saw a low-wealth target were told,
“This is [protagonist/host]. [Protagonist/host]’s family has very
of money. They drive a car like this, and they live in a house
like this.” Low-wealth characters were shown with a small stack
of dollar bills, an old rusty car, and a small and modest looking
house. Participants who saw a high-wealth character and told,
“This is [protagonist/host]. [Protagonist/host]’s family has lots
and lots of money. They drive a car like this, and they live in
a house like this.” High-wealth characters were shown with a
large stack of dollar bills, a new luxury sports car, and a large
and expensive looking house. The depictions were comparable
to previous studies examining children’s conceptions of wealth
(Mistry et al., 2015; Elenbaas and Killen, 2019; Burkholder et al.,
2020).

Popularity Status Descriptions
For participants in the popularity condition, status was
depicted in terms of friend group size (two = “low-
popularity”; ten = “high-popularity), visibility, and influence.
Participants who saw a low-popularity target were told, “This
is [protagonist/host]. [Protagonist/host]has a friend group like
this. Only a few kids know who [Protagonist/Host] is. At recess,
[protagonist/host] always joins what someone else is doing.”
Participants who saw a high-popularity target were told, “This is
[Protagonist/Host]. [Protagonist/Host] has a friend group like
this. All of the other kids know who [Protagonist/Host] is. At
recess, a lot of kids always want to do what [Protagonist/Host]is
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doing.” The depictions were designed to be comparable to
the wealth manipulation and were adapted from sociometric
descriptions of popularity (Lease et al., 2002).

Participants were told that the protagonist was going to attend
two birthday parties for two different peers (i.e., the hosts). The
first party vignette was introduced by describing the host as being
the opposite status level (same dimension) from the protagonist
using the descriptions from above. Participants were informed
that, apart from the protagonist, all of the other party attendees
(i.e., the group) were the same status as the host (i.e., wealth:
“Other kids with [very little/lots and lots] of money are going
to the party”; popularity: “Other kids with [only a few/a lot
of] friends are going to [Host]’s party”). The protagonist and
host were both gender-matched to the participant to control for
potential confounds with gender preferences.

Trait Associations
In order to examine children’s associations with wealth and
popularity status participants in each of the four conditions
made inferences about the host’s traits: wealth (“How wealthy is
[Host]?”); popularity (“How many friends does [Host] have?”);
sharing (“How often does [Host] help other kids who are sad
and lonely?”); and helping (“How often does [Host] share the
things he/she has with other kids?”) For each of these measures,
participants indicated their responses on a 4-point Likert-type
scale. The wealth measure served as a manipulation check in the
two wealth conditions. Similarly, the popularity measure served
as a manipulation check in the two popularity conditions.

Group 1 Norm Manipulation
Following the trait measures, participants the heard that the
host held either an inclusive or exclusive norm regarding
their status group.

For the inclusive host, participants heard, “[Host] says
they like to be friends with kids who have any amount of
[money/friends]. Some of their friends have only a [little bit
of money/few friends] and some of their friends have a lot of
[money/friends]. [Host] doesn’t think it matters how [much
money/many friends] other kids have and they like kids who have
any amount of [money/friends].

For the exclusive host, participants heard, “[Host] says they
only like to be friends with kids who have [the same amount]
of [money/friends]. None of their friends have [the opposite
amount] of [money/friends] and all of their friends have [the
same amount] of [money/friends]. [Host] thinks it really matters
how much [money/friends] other kids have and they only like
kids who have [the same amount] of [money/friends].”

Expectations for Social Resources
To examine how social status and normative information
influences children’s expectations about acquiring social
resources in cross-status encounters, participants predicted the
group’s attitudes toward the protagonist (“How much will the
other kids at this party like [Protagonist]?”), the protagonist’s
enjoyment (“How much fun do you think the party will be for
[Protagonist]?”), and group inclusion of the protagonist. For
the attitude and enjoyment measures, participants indicated
their responses on a 4-point Likert-type scale. For the inclusion

measure, six targets (gender-matched to the participant) were
displayed in an array and participants were told, “Here are
some kids from the party. They’re each going to have their own
birthday parties later this year.” Each target was then displayed
individually and participants were asked, “Do you think this kid
will invite [Protagonist] to their birthday party?” The number of
“yes” responses (0–6) were recorded as a raw score.

Since we did not predict differences between these three
measures, we created a composite score from participant ratings
of group attitudes toward the protagonist, the protagonist’s
enjoyment, and inclusion of the protagonist. For each measure,
raw scores were transformed into z-scores and subsequently
added to create a composite “expectations for acquiring social
resources” score.

Group 2 Norm Manipulation
Next, the second party was introduced. Similar to the first
vignette, the host and group were described as being the opposite
status from the protagonist. However, participants were told
that the second host held the opposite norm as the first host
regarding their status group (host/group are same status in
both vignettes). For this vignette, participants again predicted
the group’s attitudes toward the protagonist, the protagonist’s
enjoyment, and group inclusion of the protagonist. The order in
which the participant received the inclusive or exclusive host in
the first vignette was counterbalanced.

Data Analytic Plan
Data were analyzed using the lme4 package for mixed-effects
models in R (Bates et al., 2015; R Core Team, 2017). Preliminary
analyses did not find significant effects of the interview method
(i.e., in-person vs. online), gender, or the presentation order of
the norm vignettes, which were unrelated to our hypotheses
(ps > 0.05). Therefore, these variables were excluded from
subsequent analyses. To test trait associations with wealth and
popularity, we examined the effect of status dimension, status
level, and participant age on ratings of the target’s wealth,
popularity, sharing behavior, and helping behavior using analysis
of variance (ANOVA).

The expectations for acquiring social resources composite
score had acceptable internal consistency (3 items; α = 0.74).
Thus, in order to test predictions about acquiring social
resources, we examined the effect of status dimension, status
level, group norm, and participant age on children’s expectations
of social resources using mixed ANOVA with group norm as the
within-subjects factor (see Supplementary Material for separate
analyses by item). For each model, pairwise comparisons of the
estimated marginal means were used to test expected differences
between the factors and Bonferroni post-hoc tests were conducted
to control for Type I errors.

RESULTS

Associations Between Wealth and
Popularity
First, we confirmed that the status descriptions use in the study
effectively manipulated children’s beliefs about the targets’ wealth

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 6 May 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 81620579

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-13-816205 May 5, 2022 Time: 14:21 # 7

Yee et al. Wealth and Popularity

FIGURE 1 | Children’s associations between wealth and popularity (with standard error bars). (A) Predicted wealth as a function of age, status dimension, and status
level. (B) Predicted popularity as a function of age, status dimension, and status level.

and popularity status. Children rated the high-wealth target
(M = 3.81, SE = 0.08) as wealthier than the low-wealth target
(M = 1.74, SE = 0.14), t(161) = 13.70, p < 0.001 (Figure 1A,
Wealth Dimension). Children also rated the high-popularity
target (M = 3.93, SE = 0.05) as more popular than the low-
popularity target (M = 1.62, SE = 0.17), t(161) = 13.80, p < 0.001
(Figure 1B, Popularity Dimension).

As predicted (H1), we found a bidirectional association
between wealth and popularity dimensions. An interaction
between status dimension and status level on ratings of the
target’s wealth, F(1, 157) = 58.22, p< 0.001, η2

p = 0.27 (Figure 1A,
Popularity Dimension), revealed that children rated high-
popularity targets (M = 3.20, SE = 0.09) as more wealthy than low-
popularity targets (M = 2.78, SE = 0.12), t(161) = 2.72, p < 0.001.
Similarly, there was an interaction between status dimension and
status level on ratings of the target’s popularity, F(1,157) = 56.70,
p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.27 (Figure 1B, Wealth Dimension), such
that children rated high-wealth targets (M = 3.91, SE = 0.07)
as more popular than low-wealth targets (M = 3.29, SE = 0.14),
t(161) = 3.76, p < 0.001.

Participants’ wealth ratings did not significantly differ across
age groups. However, there was an interaction between age and
status level on popularity ratings, F(1,157) = 6.84, p < 0.01,
η2
p = 0.04. Participants did not differ by age in how they rated

high-status targets, but older children (M = 2.15, SE = 0.19) rated

low-status targets as significantly less popular than did young
children (M = 2.76, SE = 0.20), t(161) = 2.94, p < 0.01.

Expectations About Acquiring Social
Resources
Children’s expectations about acquiring social resources are
shown in Figure 2. Overall, children had greater expectations
for the target to acquire social resources from a group that
held norm of inclusion (M = 0.93, SE = 0.15) rather than from
group that held and norm of exclusion (M = −0.93, SE = 0.20),
F(1,157) = 91.36, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.40. Although we expected this
effect to be influenced by the group’s status level, we did not find
support for this prediction (H2). Children’s expectations about a
high-status group (M = 0.09, SE = 0.18) and a low-status group
(M = −0.09, SE = 0.20) did not differ significantly. In addition,
there were no significant interactive effects of status level on
children’s expectations for acquiring social resources. Children’s
expectations were slightly greater for a high-status inclusive
group (M = 1.15, SE = 0.18) than for a low-status inclusive group
(M = 0.69, SE = 0.24) but they did not differ from chance.

However, consistent with our predictions (H3), there was
a significant main effect of status dimension, F(1,157) = 5.90,
p = 0.02, η2

p = 0.04, and a interaction between norm and
status dimension on children’s expectations for acquiring social
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FIGURE 2 | Children’s expectations for acquiring social resources as a function of norm, status dimension, status level, and participant age (with standard error
bars). Expectations for acquiring social resources are based on a composite of z-scores for children’s predictions of the group’s attitudes toward the protagonist, the
protagonist’s enjoyment, and the group’s inclusion of the protagonist. A score of zero indicates the mean of each sub-measure.

resources, F(1,157) = 7.40, p < 0.001, η2
p = 0.05. Overall, children

had lower expectations in the wealth dimension (M = −0.33,
SE = 0.21) than in the popularity dimension (M = 0.34, SE = 0.16).
When the group held a norm of inclusion, children exhibited
similar expectations across both dimensions. However, the
negative effects of a norm of exclusion on children’s expectations
for acquiring resources were particularly pronounced for wealth
groups (M = −1.54, SE = 0.30) compared to popularity groups
(M = −0.30, SE = 0.24) independent of their status level.

Although we speculated that this finding might be due to
differences in children’s associations of wealth and popularity
with prosocial behavior, we did not find evidence for this.
Participants generally viewed the target positively regardless of
their status dimension or level. However, participant age did
influence the extent to which children associated a target with
sharing, F(1,157) = 15.68, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.09, and helping,
F(1,157) = 14.30, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.08. Younger children
(M = 3.29, SE = 0.10) were more likely to expect targets to
share material resources than older children M = 2.77, SE = 0.08)
and younger children were also more likely to expect targets to
help others in need (M = 3.37, SE = 0.09), than older children
(M = 2.88, SE = 0.09).

We found partial evidence for our hypothesis that the effect of
norms and status become more pronounced with age. Overall,
older children (M = −0.67, SE = 0.19) had lower expectations
for a target to acquire social resources than younger children
(M = 0.60, SE = 0.18), F(1,157) = 22.54, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.13.
There was also an interaction of participant age and norm on
expectations for acquiring social resources, F(1,157) = 13.41,
p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.08. When the group held an inclusive norm,
older children (M = 0.09, SE = 0.18) and younger children
did not differ in their expectations, p > 0.05. However, when
the group held an exclusive norm, older children (M = −1.93,
SE = 0.26), expected fewer resources than younger children
(M = 0.02, SE = 0.26), t(157) = 6.00, p < 0.001. Neither
status dimension nor status level, however, interacted with
participant age.

DISCUSSION

Previous research suggests that children infer rank across
multiple dimensions of social status and favor high-status groups
over low-status groups. We speculated that children’s biases could
be, in part, due to associations between wealth and popularity
dimensions and expectations about the benefits of intergroup
affiliation might contribute to children’s biases. The present study
extended previous research by comparing the relative strength of
children’s associations between wealth and popularity status, and
examining children’s expectations acquiring social resources (i.e.,
positive attitudes, enjoyment, and inclusion) through cross-status
affiliation in wealth and popularity contexts. Two primary novel
findings emerged.

First, we found that children positively associated wealth
and popularity status. Children viewed high-popularity targets
as wealthier than low-popularity targets (provided with no
information about wealth) and viewed high-wealth targets
as more popular than low-wealth targets (provided with no
information about popularity). This finding is consistent with
previous work showing that children associate features of wealth
and popularity (Lease et al., 2002; Charafeddine et al., 2015;
Shutts et al., 2016; Gülgöz and Gelman, 2017; Enright et al., 2020).
However, we extend previous research by providing evidence of
a bidirectional association and comparing the relative strength of
inferences across these two dimensions.

Children inferred popularity from wealth descriptions more
strongly than they inferred wealth from popularity descriptions.
They viewed high-wealth targets as equally popular as high-
popularity targets but did not view high-popularity targets as
equally wealthy as high-wealth targets. Moreover, older children
distinguished between high- and low-wealth targets in their
inferences about popularity to a greater extent than younger
children. Evidence suggests that young children make inferences
on the basis of one’s quantity of physical resources such as
possessions and friends (Pun et al., 2016; Ahl and Dunham,
2019). However, they may view non-physical resources as less
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indicative of status. For example, 3- to 4-year-old children
view individuals who control access to material resources as
powerful, but do not view an individuals who gives orders as
powerful until 7–9 years of age (Gülgöz and Gelman, 2017).
In addition, children in grades 3–5 view peers who influence
others’ behavior and set social norms as high-status (Lease et al.,
2020). We suspect that young children do not necessarily view
social visibility and influence over others’ behavior as attributes
that contribute to status while older children likely do. However,
we can only speculate about children’s relative prioritization
of physical and non-physical resources. More investigation is
needed to determine whether children distinguish between these
types of resources.

The second novel finding was that norms of exclusion
diminished children’s expectations for acquiring social resources
from wealth and popularity groups but was more pronounced
in wealth contexts. Surprisingly, we did not find evidence that
children’s expectations were dependent on the group’s status
level. This is in contrast to an overwhelming body of research
that suggests that considerations of wealth status (Woods et al.,
2005; Sigelman, 2012; Li et al., 2014; Mistry et al., 2015;
Shutts et al., 2016; Ahl and Dunham, 2019; Ahl et al., 2019;
Enright et al., 2020) and popularity status (LaFontana and
Cillessen, 2002; Lease et al., 2002, 2020; Cillessen and Marks,
2011; Sandstrom, 2011) do indeed impact children’s attitudes
an expectations about others. Our results do not imply that
children’s broader evaluations, or even their more specific
expectations about acquiring social resources, are not informed
by status differences. In fact, additional analyses conducted
on each independent social resources sub-measure found that
children expected that attending a low-wealth party would be
significantly less enjoyable than attending a party with a high-
wealth or either type of popularity group (see Supplementary
Material). Rather, our findings suggest that group norms and
status dimension are relatively more informative for children’s
expectations about acquiring resources than status level. Norms
of inclusion and exclusion had a particularly powerful effect
on children’s expectations overall, but operated differently for
wealth and popularity.

We suspect that children more readily generalized the host’s
exclusive preferences to other wealth group members than they
did to popularity group members due to their pre-existing beliefs
about wealth groups. Regardless of whether children make more
favorable assumptions about high- or low-wealth groups, they
may generally believe that both groups prefer their in-group.
This explanation would be consistent with evidence that children
expect peers to prefer affiliation with their own wealth group
even those wealth in-group members are out-group members
on another dimension such as race (Burkholder et al., 2021).
Also in line with evidence that norms of inclusion can mitigate
prejudice (Nesdale et al., 2007; Nesdale and Lawson, 2011), our
findings suggest that although children may hold pre-existing
beliefs about wealth groups are exclusive, norms of inclusion may
broadly reduce their perceptions of social barriers between high-
and low-status groups.

However, given that the current study already included
multiple factors that could influence children’s, we could not

control for the influence of norms, for instance, by including a
condition that would allow us to examine children’s expectations
in a more neutral context (i.e., without the influence of
an explicit norm). Therefore, we could not draw conclusion
about the relative impact of norms on children’s pre-existing
expectations about cross-status affiliation. Children may hold
different stereotypes about how inclusive or exclusive wealth and
popularity groups are in general. For instance, in the absence
of explicit information, children could expect wealth peers to
be exclusive while viewing popular peers as inclusive. If this
were the case, then our finding that children’s expectations
about an inclusive wealth group were just as optimistic as they
were for an inclusive popularity group would suggest that the
norm was relatively more powerful for wealth groups than for
popularity groups.

This limitation of the study design may have also obscured
potential status level differences. The negative effects of an
exclusive norm may could have been due to negative assumptions
about the group’s status or the protagonist’s status. Children
differentiate more between malevolent and benevolent forms of
status (Gülgöz and Gelman, 2017; Kajanus et al., 2020). Although
they infer similar rank between prestigious and dominant targets,
children expect a character to prefer affiliation with a prestigious
target who shares their opinion when asked over a dominant
target who forces their opinion (Kajanus et al., 2020). Yet, the
participants in our sample generally rated all targets positively
prior to hearing the norm manipulation so we do not believe
that the main effects of the norm were strongly based on
children’s assumptions that a target would be more or less
likely to acquire social resources from a certain status group.
However, more evidence is needed to understand why children’s
expectations were lower for an exclusive wealth group than an
exclusive popularity group and future research should investigate
how children’s expectations about similarly ranked wealth and
popularity groups might differ in more ambiguous contexts.

In addition to the previously described findings, we found
age-related differences in children’s expectations for acquiring
social resources. The participant age groups included in this study
held similar expectations for inclusive wealth and popularity
groups, but 8- to 10-year-old children’s expectations for acquiring
social resources were significantly lower than 5- to 7-year-old
children’s expectation. This is consistent with previous evidence
that children become increasingly sensitive to group norms
with age (Nesdale et al., 2005; Abrams and Rutland, 2008;
Abrams et al., 2009; Rutland et al., 2010; Rutland and Killen,
2015). However, we did not find evidence that age differences
in children’s expectations about obtaining social resources were
specifically linked status groups based on wealth and popularity.
This in contrast to evidence that children’s conceptions of wealth
and popularity status change between middle- and late-childhood
(Cillessen and Marks, 2011; Shutts et al., 2016; Enright et al.,
2020). It’s possible that the interaction of norms and participant
age could be explained by a stronger positivity bias among
younger children than among older children, however, there
are many instances in which younger children are seemingly
more pessimistic or negative than older children in in their trait
attributions and expectations for behavior (Aboud, 2008). For
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example, younger children are more willing than older children
and adults to condone retribution and punish a transgressor
regardless of intention (Mulvey et al., 2020).

In the current study, children’s expectations about wealth
and popularity dimensions appear to be similarly informed
by norms and their prioritization of norms increases with
age. However, we suspect that the effects of how younger
and older children differentially consider norms in relation to
different aspects of status may be too subtle to detect between
middle and late childhood (Nesdale et al., 2007; McGuire
et al., 2019). Adolescents’ (13–16 years), but not children’s (7–
11 years), resource allocations to disadvantaged in-groups than
disadvantaged out-groups (i.e., low-status) were dependent on
group norms (McGuire et al., 2019). In other words, participants
had to coordinate considerations of status level, how each norm
applied to each level, and how their own group membership
interacted with these factors. Similarly, the current study asked
children to consider these same factors in relation to different
status dimensions instead of group memberships. The added
consideration of the group membership distinction in the
McGuire et al. (2019) study and of the dimension distinction
in the current study, in conjunction with group norms, may be
beyond children’s abilities to systematically coordinate in late
childhood. Given that with age, children differentially coordinate
how they apply norms to different groups (including those based
on status level), we posit that the absence of an interactive
effect on either status level or status dimension had more to do
with a limited ability to coordinate multiple competing factors,
rather than due to a limitation in children’s ability to differentiate
between dimensions and levels of status.

CONCLUSION

Reasoning about status can become rather complex, perhaps
overwhelmingly so for children, given its multifaceted features.
Therefore, children’s expectations about status appear to
be highly dependent social contexts. It’s possible that in
some contexts (i.e., regarding material resources) children’s
expectations about acquiring resources may be more informed
by the relative status rank between groups than the dimension
of status. In the context of the current study, exclusive norms
across status dimensions appeared to lead to lower expectations
for acquiring social resources than exclusive norms across
groups of different status levels. This is a promising finding

because sheds light on the possibility for mitigating children’s
biases toward high-status groups. Emphasizing positive qualities
among low-status groups or negative qualities among high-
status groups across broader dimensions may, to some extent,
reduce children’s tendency to favor high-status groups more
generally. Understanding the nuances in how children prioritize
multiple features of status is thus, critical to devising methods
that mitigate status biases.
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Group Membership Trumps Shared 
Preference in Five-Year-Olds’ 
Resource Allocation, Social 
Preference, and Social Evaluation
Li Yang  and Youjeong Park *

Department of Child Development and Family Studies, Seoul National University, Seoul, South Korea

This study investigated five-year-olds’ priority between shared preference and group 
membership in resource allocation, social preference, and social evaluation. Using a 
forced-choice resource allocation task and a friend choice task, we first demonstrate that 
five-year-old children distribute more resources to and prefer a character who shares a 
preference with them when compared to a character who has a different preference. 
Then, we pitted the shared preference against group membership to investigate children’s 
priority. Children prioritized group membership over shared preference, allotting more 
resources to and showing more preference toward characters in the same group who 
did not share their preferences than those from a different group who shared their 
preferences. Lastly, children evaluated resource allocation and social preference in others 
that prioritized group membership or shared preference. Children regarded prioritization 
of group membership more positively than prioritization of shared preference from the 
perspective of a third person. The results suggest that children by five years of age consider 
group membership as of greater importance than shared preference not only in their own 
resource allocation and social preference, but also in their evaluation of others’ resource 
allocation and liking.

Keywords: group membership, social liking, third-party evaluation, resource distribution, shared interest, 
five-year-olds

INTRODUCTION

Children’s social behaviors are often based on choices. For example, choosing which friend 
to share candies or play with presents a child with multiple options; children may also select 
whom to help in some contexts (e.g., Dunfield and Kuhlmeier, 2010; Vaish et al., 2010; Kenward 
and Dahl, 2011; Dahl et al., 2013). A considerable amount of research has focused on identifying 
the bases of these selections, such as social group membership, reciprocity, and others’ past 
moral and immoral behavior (for review, see Kuhlmeier et  al., 2014). Relatively little attention 
has been paid, however, to examining the bases that children consider more important than 
others while making such decisions, despite its relevance for predicting and understanding 
their behaviors.
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One foundation of young children’s social liking is shared 
preferences. Children by two years recognize similarity in 
preferences between themselves and others (Fawcett and Markson, 
2010a). At three years, they prefer to play with peers whose 
food and toy preferences match their own (Fawcett and Markson, 
2010b). Further, four- to six-year-old children, most of whom 
have at least one focused interest which persists for some time 
(e.g., dinosaurs and constructive play; Alexander et  al., 2008), 
report common play and interests as important criteria for 
friend selection (Rekalidou and Petrogiannis, 2012). In addition, 
experimental studies that presented a variety of interests such 
as books, games, and TV shows by way of character 
representations such as pictures of peers have revealed children’s 
liking for same-preference individuals at four to six years 
(Sparks et al., 2017) and six to nine years (Heiphetz et al., 2014).

Moreover, although few studies have investigated the effects 
of shared preferences on young children’s generosity in resource 
allocation, limited evidence suggests that shared preferences 
can influence young children’s resource distribution to some 
extent. When asked to distribute stickers between themselves 
and a fictional peer, four- to six-year-old children distributed 
less to peers who disliked their preferences than to those who 
shared their preferences or whose opinions were unknown 
(Sparks et al., 2017). In addition, three- to six-year-old children 
who had equally distributed resources to in-group and out-group 
members switched to unfair allocation favoring their in-group 
after being informed that their in-group, but not out-group, 
shared their preferences (Sudo, 2021). Although findings are 
limited to children from Western countries, these findings 
together with those regarding young children’s friend choice 
suggest that shared preference is closely linked to affiliation 
formation and an increased possibility of positive social behaviors 
through the preschool years.

Young children’s affiliation with others who share their 
preferences may be  explained by the general preference for 
similar others, a preference evident from infancy (e.g., Mahajan 
and Wynn, 2012). According to Dishion et  al. (1994), 
interpersonal similarity may lead to an emotional sense of 
connectedness that begins the process of becoming friends. 
The initial feeling of connectedness serves as a guide to 
discovering more similarities and establishing a friendship. 
Therefore, shared preferences cannot guarantee, but at least 
indicate a possibility of a good relationship. Young children’s 
generosity to those with similar preferences may also be explained 
by the feeling of affiliation (Sparks et  al., 2017). In addition 
to the general effect (i.e., the positivity toward those who are 
like them), more strategic motives may partially contribute to 
children’s generosity to those who share their preferences. As 
Sparks et  al. (2017) postulated, an interpersonal compatibility 
may make investing in a relationship seem more promising.

Another well-established factor of young children’s social 
liking is group membership—namely, whether the person belongs 
to the same group as the child (in-group) or not (out-group). 
Particularly, a social group is defined as two or more people 
who interact with one another, share similar characteristics, 
and collectively have a sense of unity (Reicher, 1982). Among 
various types of groups (Lickel et al., 2000), group membership 

in social groups such as social categories (e.g., nationality) 
and task groups (e.g., a team) has been shown to influence 
social liking. For example, three-year-olds show a stronger 
tendency toward friendship with their same-sex peers (Shutts 
et  al., 2013). Five-year-old Caucasian children tended toward 
friendship with children who matched their race (Abel and 
Sahinkaya, 1962). In addition, five-year-old American children 
who spoke English wanted to be  friends with English-speaking 
peers more than French-speaking peers and preferred those 
who spoke English in their native accent more than those 
who spoke with a French accent (Kinzler et  al., 2009). 
Furthermore, in a minimal group task in which children were 
randomly assigned to groups (teams) by a temporary minimal 
criterion, five-year-olds rated their liking for in-group members 
higher than out-group members (Dunham et  al., 2011; 
Sudo, 2021).

Group membership can also play a role in young children’s 
resource allocation. Three- to six-year-old children distributed 
more resources to in-group than out-group members in groups 
assigned according to gender (Dunham et  al., 2011), race 
(Renno and Shutts, 2015), or a combination of accent and 
race (Spence and Imuta, 2020). In minimal group contexts, 
young children distributed resources in favor of their in-group 
members (Sparks et  al., 2017) although the tendency failed 
to reach statistical significance in a few studies (Dunham et al., 
2011; Plötner et  al., 2015a; Sudo, 2021).

The effects of group membership on young children’s social 
preference and resource allocation may be  explained by 
developing group-mindedness. It has been argued that human 
beings have developed a unique way of thinking called group-
mindedness, reflecting the importance of the group to human 
survival (Tomasello et  al., 2012; Tomasello, 2019). Human 
beings live in groups, allowing individuals to protect themselves 
from external threats better, share important information among 
group members, and more efficiently select a mate for 
reproduction (Ward and Webster, 2016). Therefore, humans 
recognize group division, are more favorable to in-group than 
out-group members, and they pay attention to and abide by 
group norms, enabling the group to operate smoothly (Tomasello, 
2019). This group-mindedness is evident from about three 
years of age (for review, see Tomasello, 2019). Young children 
begin to classify people into social groups based on appearance 
and behavior, and distinguish between in-group and out-group 
(e.g., Nesdale et  al., 2004). They exhibit In-Group Favoritism 
(IGF; Nesdale et  al., 2004; Patterson and Bigler, 2006; Shutts 
et  al., 2013). In addition, children from the age of three will 
reprimand and correct an in-group member who breaks a 
social norm in a way that threatens the group’s function, and 
strive to bring the group back into line (Schmidt et  al., 2012). 
Thus, although group-mindedness persists into adulthood (Billig 
and Tajfel, 1973; Brewer and Silver, 1978; Dobbs and Crano, 
2001; Falk et  al., 2014), the preschool period is crucial for 
its development.

While studies have demonstrated that shared preference and 
group membership impact preschool-aged children’s resource 
allocation and social preference, little research has examined 
which of the two factors more strongly affects such behaviors. 
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In practice, members of the same social group may tend to 
share preferences (Reicher, 1982), but preferences may not 
always vary with group membership. That is, children may 
encounter in-group members with different preferences and 
out-group members with the same, which implies that shared 
preference and group membership can be  in conflict with one 
another. Considering such conflict, Sudo (2021) examined how 
the conflicting versus non-conflicting cues about group 
membership and shared preferences would affect three- to 
six-year-old children’s social preference and resource allocation. 
Children who received the non-conflicting cues that their group 
(but not the out-group) shared their preferences rated their 
liking (measured on a five-point scale) and distributed resources 
in favor of their in-group. However, children who heard the 
conflicting cues that their out-group (but not the in-group) 
shared their preferences equally liked the groups. They also 
allocated resources equally to their in-group and out-group 
characters, just like they did before they were given the 
information about preferences. Together, the out-group was 
not favored over the in-group by these children despite its 
common preference, suggesting a limited impact of shared 
preference and a robustness of intergroup biases in the face 
of its conflict with shared preference.

The findings by Sudo (2021) have provided important initial 
evidence for the robustness of intergroup biases relative to 
the effect of shared preferences in young children’s social liking 
and resource allocation. Yet, the study had a limitation in 
revealing children’s priority between shared preference and 
group membership as bases of liking and favorable behaviors. 
Specifically, the task in Sudo’s (2021) study included not only 
the shared preference and group membership but also the 
equality rule as the choices; children always had the option 
of distributing resources equally (they were given eight coins 
and eight potential recipients, four of whom were in-group 
members), thus allowing young children’s preference for equal 
distributions of resources between individuals (e.g., LoBue et al., 
2011; Cooley and Killen, 2015) to overshadow the choices 
between the shared preference and group membership. Possibly, 
young children’s priority was not clearly evident in Sudo’s (2021) 
study due to the equality option. This possibility calls for 
empirical research that excludes the equality option and focuses 
on demonstrating which of the shared preference and group 
membership children consider more important in selective 
favorable behaviors.

A combination of several research findings predicts that 
young children—especially, five-year-olds—would privilege group 
membership over shared preference in selective resource 
distribution and liking. First, Sudo (2021) measured children’s 
liking with two types of tasks (i.e., a five-point scale versus 
a forced-choice task in which they were asked to choose one 
that they liked more). Children of three to six years, when 
given the conflicting cues, trended toward preferring their 
in-group member with a different preference over an out-group 
member with a shared preference on the forced-choice task 
(p = 0.06). Second, evidence indicates that group loyalty becomes 
a strong factor in children’s own behaviors and evaluation of 
others’ between the ages of four and five years. Specifically, 

five-year-olds consider group loyalty so important that they 
willingly pay a personal cost for the benefit of their group 
even with minimal groups (Misch et  al., 2016), consider a lie 
told in favor of in-group members more morally acceptable 
than for out-group (Jin et  al., 2019), and are less likely to 
tattle on transgression of their group members when much 
is at stake for the group (Misch et  al., 2018). Thus, moral 
reactions of five-year-olds are moderated by group loyalty in 
some contexts. In addition, children by five years expect group 
loyalty as a norm, evaluating loyal individuals positively but 
disloyal individuals negatively (Misch et al., 2014). These findings 
align well with the developing group-mindedness during the 
preschool years (Tomasello, 2019) and social identity development 
theory (Nesdale, 2004) that characterizes preschool-aged children 
with a focus on, and concern for, belonging to their group 
and positively distinguishing their in-group from out-groups. 
Taken together, it would be  reasonable to expect that group 
membership would outweigh the general positivity effect of 
shared preference at least in older preschoolers’ resource allocation 
and social liking in forced-choice contexts.

Another question that remains unanswered concerns young 
children’s reasoning about group membership (and shared 
preference) as a basis of liking and favorable behaviors. In 
particular, children’s own choices in resource allocation and 
social liking do not speak to whether they have a normative 
sense that prioritizing one factor (e.g., group membership) 
over the other is something good and more appropriate, or 
their priority is merely behavioral inclinations. Children’s 
evaluation of others may provide a venue for exploring this 
question. If children have a normative sense that prioritizing 
group membership over shared preferences is desirable, then 
children should evaluate a character prioritizing group 
membership over shared preference positively, but a character 
showing the reverse priority negatively. Importantly, exploring 
this possibility requires one to test children’s evaluation of 
resource allocation and preference of others who are in no 
relation to the children, to rule out the possibility that the 
responses are based simply on the behaviors’ outcomes (e.g., 
more resources) to or their positive feelings for their own 
groups (Abrams et  al., 2003) rather than based on a general, 
abstract understanding of the prioritization. This third-party 
evaluation of others’ resource allocation and preference in fact 
is likely to occur in young children’s lives. Preschool-aged 
children have rich opportunities to observe others’ resource 
allocation and preferences as they expand their scope of social 
experiences by attending preschools. They also spontaneously 
evaluate others’ behaviors that are not directed to them, based 
on the diverse social norms that they have acquired, such as 
fair allocation of resources and respect of others’ property 
right, as an unaffected bystander (e.g., Rossano et  al., 2011; 
DeJesus et  al., 2014; Hardecker et  al., 2016; Hardecker and 
Tomasello, 2016). Thus, how children evaluate others’ resource 
allocation and preferences based on shared preference and 
group membership is a matter of interest. To our knowledge, 
however, no study has yet investigated the issue, particularly 
when shared preference and group membership are in conflict. 
Thus, it would be  interesting to explore how children reason 
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about peers who prioritize either group membership or shared 
preference in friend choice and resource allocation in forced-
choice scenarios. This would be  informative for theorizing on 
the development of a norm for prioritizing group membership 
over shared preference.

Although not a direct test of how children evaluate others 
who prioritize shared preference over group membership and 
those who show the reverse priority, an investigation of children’s 
evaluation of others’ group loyalty suggests the possibility that a 
normative stance toward group membership priority would 
be  evident later in the preschool years. It is not until the age of 
five years that children not only choose group loyalty themselves 
(Misch et  al., 2016, 2018) but also clearly regard group loyalty 
as being morally good and disloyal group members as being 
morally bad (“a betrayal”) in a third-party standpoint (Misch 
et  al., 2014). Five-year-olds, who have demonstrated that loyal 
behavior is the expected norm (Misch et al., 2014), would negatively 
evaluate others’ behaviors that are more beneficial to out-group 
members than in-group members. Thus, it was predicted that 
five-year-old children would evaluate others’ resource allocation 
and friend choice that prioritized group membership more positively 
than those choices that prioritized shared preferences.

Based on the research gaps mentioned above, this study 
had three goals. The first was to test whether shared preference 
affects resource allocation and social preference among young 
children in an East Asian country. The second goal was to 
test whether children would prioritize shared preference or 
group membership for resource allocation and social preference 
when the two are in conflict and they have to favor one 
person over the other. Furthermore, we  aimed to examine 
whether the choice would generalize to children’s evaluation 
of the resource allocation and liking of others, to obtain an 
insight into young children’s developing normative sense about 
prioritizing between shared preference and group membership 
in their selective social behaviors. Together, this study would 
provide novel data regarding the relative impact of shared 
preference and group membership on young children’s resource 
allocation, social preference, and social evaluation.

To achieve the goals, we pitted the characters’ group membership 
against shared preferences. For the purpose of the present study, 
we used fictional classes as groups. Although groups can be formed 
on the basis of various criteria including shared preferences (e.g., 
a music club), prior work has shown that five- to six-year-old 
children’s spontaneous definition of a “group” is limited to classes 
in kindergartens (Plötner et  al., 2015b). Classes also meet the 
definition of a social group (i.e., two or more people who interact 
with one another, share similar characteristics, and collectively 
have a sense of unity; Reicher, 1982). Furthermore, our pilot 
study revealed that the term “class (班)” was familiar to and 
normally used by preschool-aged children in China, whereas the 
term “team (组 or 队)” was unfamiliar to them. We also reasoned 
that having to choose a play partner between a classmate with 
a dissimilar preference and a peer who has similar tastes from 
a different class does happen in young children’s lives. Likewise, 
conditions where children are required to benefit one person 
more than the other in resource distribution can occur for reasons 
such as limited resources. We expected that while shared preference 

would have an impact on young children’s resource allocation 
and social liking, five-year-old children would provide clear evidence 
for their prioritizing group membership over shared preference 
when they were to select one over the other as a play partner 
or one who benefits more. Moreover, their priority to group 
membership was predicted to generalize to their evaluation of 
others’ selective social liking and resource distribution.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Sixty-four five-year-old children (32 boys, 32 girls; 
M = 64.98 months, SD = 3.52 months) residing in Zhangjiakou 
City, Hebei Province, China, participated in this study. Four 
additional children participated but were excluded for the 
following reasons: two children’s answers were not recorded 
due to an equipment error; one child could not concentrate 
on the study due to a change in test place in the middle of 
test session; and one child did not understand the researcher’s 
explanation as indicated by the comprehension check. Among 
the participants, 14.06% (n = 9) were first born, 48.44% (n = 31) 
were second born, 7.81% (n = 5) were third born, and 29.69% 
(n = 19) were the only child. With regard to years of kindergarten 
attendance, two to three years was the most common (50.00%, 
n = 32), followed by three to four years (28.13%, n = 18), one 
to two years (20.31%, n = 13), and less than one year (1.56%, 
n = 1). Prior to data collection, we conducted an a priori analysis 
to determine a sample size required to detect an effect of 
medium size (0.5) in one-sample t-tests and paired t-tests. 
Given the alpha level of 0.05, a medium effect size of 0.5, 
and two-tailed tests, a required sample size was 54. The medium 
effect size was based on previous results. For example, in Sparks 
et al. (2017), the effect of shared preference on resource allocation 
was d = 0.47. Also, sample sizes of previous studies were 32 
(Sparks et  al., 2017, Exp.1 and Exp.  2), 81 six to nine year 
olds (Heiphetz et  al., 2014), and 76 three to six year olds 
(Sudo, 2021, with one between-participants manipulation).

Materials
Task 1: Resource Allocation and Social 
Preference Task Based on Shared Preference
The first task was designed to test children’s resource allocation 
and social preference based on shared preferences. Four pairs of 
toys or pets familiar to young Chinese children were selected as 
the objects of preference (Figure  1). Also, four picture cards of 
black and white line drawings, each showing a pair of characters 
that looked identical (Figure 2A), were constructed. The characters’ 
hairstyles varied with cards. One character in each pair shared 
a preference with the child, and the other had a different preference. 
Identical characters were used to control for the influence of 
facial expression, gender, and appearance on responses. Laminated 
pictures of the objects were used to demonstrate the characters’ 
preferences.

In addition, three stickers were used as resources for allocation 
as they are considered valuable to young children, are often used 
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as rewards in kindergarten (Park et al., 2019), and have frequently 
been used in studies examining resource allocation in children 
(e.g., Cha and Song, 2015; Plötner et  al., 2015a). We  limited the 
number of resources to three, as young children’s ability to count 
has been shown to affect their distributive behavior (Chernyak 
et  al., 2016; Choe et  al., 2021), as exemplified in previous studies 
(Olson and Spelke, 2008; Shutts et  al., 2013; Renno and Shutts, 
2015). We  measured children’s social preference using the friend 

selection method, which has been used widely in previous studies 
(Kinzler et al., 2009; Fawcett and Markson, 2010b; Shutts et al., 2013).

Task 2: Resource Allocation and Social 
Preference Task Based on Shared Preference vs. 
Group Membership
The second task aimed to determine children’s priorities in 
resource allocation and preference when shared preference was 

FIGURE 1 | Four pairs of objects of preference used in Tasks 1 and 2. The images of toys and animals used in task 1 and 2 were obtained from the following free 
image websites (www.huihua8.com; www.jianbihua.com; www.51yuansu.com; www.baiqi008.com; www.jbhdq.com; www.photophoto.cn).

A

C

B

FIGURE 2 | Sample items of Tasks 1 (A), 2 (B), and 3 (C). The images of toys and animals used in task 1 and 2 were obtained from the following free image 
websites (www.huihua8.com; www.jianbihua.com; www.51yuansu.com; www.baiqi008.com; www.jbhdq.com; www.photophoto.cn).

90

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles
https://www.huihua8.com
https://www.jianbihua.com
https://www.51yuansu.com
https://www.baiqi008.com
https://www.jbhdq.com
https://www.photophoto.cn
https://www.huihua8.com
https://www.jianbihua.com
https://www.51yuansu.com
https://www.baiqi008.com
https://www.jbhdq.com
https://www.photophoto.cn


Yang and Park Shared Preference Versus Group Membership

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 6 May 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 866966

in conflict with group membership. The task consisted of four 
picture cards identical to those in Task 1, except that the 
characters’ group membership information was added. Group 
membership was indicated by the color of a flag held by the 
characters. Sky blue and light green were selected because they 
had neither positive nor negative meanings associated with them 
in Chinese culture. One character in each pair shared a preference 
with the child but belonged to a different group, whereas the 
other belonged to the child’s group but showed a preference 
for a different object. Again, children were asked to distribute 
three stickers between the two characters and choose a character 
they would like to be  friends with Figure  2B.

Task 3: A Task of Third-Party Evaluation 
on Others’ Resource Allocation and Social 
Preference
The third task was constructed to test children’s evaluation of 
others’ resource allocation and preference that prioritized either 
shared preference or group membership. It consisted of eight 
picture cards showing three characters, two in the upper row 
and the third, the protagonist, at the bottom (Figure  2C). 
The task employed a new set of characters to avoid a carry-
over impression from Tasks 1 and 2. The two upper characters 
shared either preference or group membership with the 
protagonist. The left–right position of the two characters was 
counterbalanced. A gender-neutral name such as Ji Mi/几米 
was given to the protagonist for each picture card.

A new set of objects and groups was used to avoid potential 
confusion caused by repeated use of the same sets. Representations 
of novel toys and pets similar to those used in previous studies 
(e.g., Roberts and Horii, 2019) were employed with two new 
pairs of color to indicate the groups (Figure  3).

Four of the eight picture cards depicted how the protagonist 
distributed the three stickers to the other two characters, and 
the other four depicted the protagonist’s liking indicated by 
heart over their preferred character. Two of the four distribution 
picture cards showed resource allocation biased in favor of 
shared preference over group membership, while the other 
two showed a bias in favor of group membership over shared 
preference. Of the four liking cards that indicated the protagonist’s 
character preference, two favored the character who shared 
preferences, while the other two favored the character who 
shared group membership.

Procedure
The procedure of this study was approved by the Bioethics 
Review Committee of Seoul National University (IRB No. 
2012/003–016). Data collection took place in a kindergarten 
in Zhangjiakou City, Hebei Province, China. We  first obtained 
written permission from the head of the kindergarten after 
explaining the purpose and procedure of the study. Study 
descriptions, consent forms, and questionnaires were described 
to the teachers who distributed the material to the children’s 
guardians. Only children who expressed interest and whose 
guardians provided written consent participated in this study.

Children were individually tested in a quiet room in a 
kindergarten. The researcher had a casual conversation with 
the child before the tasks to build rapport. A practice session 
was initiated once the child felt comfortable. In the practice 
session, the child was presented with three stickers and a 
picture card showing a panda and a frog. The child was 
then told to distribute the stickers between the animals freely 
but to use up all the stickers. The researcher ensured that 
all stickers were distributed. After that, the researcher asked 
the child which of the two animals he/she wanted to be friends 
with but instructed him/her to choose only one. This practice 
session was followed by the three tasks described below. The 
tasks were presented in a fixed order, at advancing levels of 
complexity, to facilitate children’s understanding of the tasks. 
The pilot test (conducted with an additional five children) 
suggested that some children might have difficulty 
understanding Task 3 (a relatively complex task) when it was 
presented as the first task of the experiment. For all tasks, 
children’s responses were recorded by the researcher on video 
and a test sheet.

The first task tested resource allocation and social preference 
based on shared preferences. The researcher presented the child 
with a pair of toys (or pets) and asked which of the two 
items he/she would like to play with more. After ascertaining 
the child’s preference, she showed the child a picture card 
depicting two characters and introduced a character who shared 
the child’s preference and a character who did not. The researcher 
indicated which character liked to play with the shared preference 
and which character liked to play with an item that the child 
did not choose, putting the laminated pictures of the items 
next to the characters. Then, the researcher requested the child 
to distribute the stickers between the characters explaining 

FIGURE 3 | Objects of preference and flags used in Task 3.
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that they should use all the stickers. Once the child distributed 
the stickers to the characters, the researcher asked the child 
which character he/she wanted to be friends with. The resource 
allocation always preceded the friend choice question as in 
previous work (Renno and Shutts, 2015) so that children’s 
decisions in resource allocation could not be  influenced by 
their friend choice. After the child had allocated the stickers 
or selected a friend, the researcher verbally confirmed the 
responses. Each child received four trials for this task, distributing 
the resources four times and choosing friends four times. Two 
trials presented the child with pairs of toys, and the remaining 
two presented them with pairs of pets as items of preference.

Task 1 was followed by Task 2. The researcher showed the 
child two different color flags and told him/her that whichever 
color he/she was given was the color class he/she would belong 
to. The child was then handed a flag and thereby assigned to 
a group (e.g., a sky blue class). The color of the flag given to 
the child was counterbalanced. Next, the researcher introduced 
two characters to the child, using a picture card. One character 
introduced shared a preference with the child but not the child’s 
group; the other character introduced shared a group with the 
child, but not their preference. The researcher then asked the 
child to confirm which character shared the child’s preference 
and which character shared the child’s group to demonstrate 
understanding. If answered incorrectly, the child was reinformed 
of the characters’ status until the correct answers were given. 
After that, the child’s resource allocation and social liking were 
measured in the same way as in Task 1, by asking them to 
distribute three stickers between the characters and choose which 
they wanted to be friends with. Once the child allocated resources 
or selected a friend, a confirmation was made. Again, there 
were four trials for this task. The presentation order of the 
characters (i.e., Same-preference character and Same-group 
character) was counterbalanced within and across participants.

Once the child completed Task 2, Task 3 was carried out 
to test children’s evaluation of resource allocation and social 
preference of others. The task consisted of four trials whereby 
children were first asked to evaluate others’ resource allocation 
and then to evaluate others’ social preference. The researcher 
introduced the protagonist (e.g., Ji Mi) on a picture card and 
indicated the protagonist’s preference and group for each trial. 
The researcher then introduced two additional characters—a 
character who shared the same preference as the protagonist 
but belonged to a different group and a character who did 
not share a preference with the protagonist but belonged to 
the same group. Children’s understanding of the three characters, 
their group, and their preferences was confirmed. If the child 
confirmed incorrectly, the information was reinformed to 
ensure understanding. After confirmation of understanding, 
the researcher described how the protagonist distributed the 
stickers to the other characters. The picture card also indicated 
which character received more stickers than the other. She 
then asked the child to evaluate the protagonist’s resource 
allocation by asking if the behavior was good or bad and to 
what degree. If the child answered that the behavior was 
good, the researcher asked them to clarify whether it was a 
little good or very good. The same was asked if they answered 

that the behavior was bad. They were also asked to justify 
the evaluation. The protagonist’s preference was then evaluated. 
The researcher described the protagonists’ friend choice between 
the two characters. The child’s evaluation of the protagonist’s 
friend choice was measured using the same questions as those 
used to evaluate the protagonist’s resource allocation. After 
the third task, the child was thanked and given a small gift. 
The exact wording for the procedure of Tasks 1 to 3 is 
presented in the Supplementary Material.

Scoring
For each trial of Task 1, children received one point for a 
response in favor of the character with a shared preference. 
That is, if they distributed more stickers to the character with 
a shared preference, or if they chose them as the one they 
wanted to be  friends with in each trial, they received one 
point. Otherwise, they received no points. Thus, the possible 
resource allocation scores ranged from 0 to 4. The possible 
social preference scores ranged the same. Higher scores indicated 
more resource allocation and social preference in favor of the 
shared-preference character over the different-preference character.

For Task 2, children were given one point for responses in 
favor of a same-group-different-preference character over the 
different-group-same-preference character. That is, they received 
one point if they distributed more stickers to the same-group 
character or chose the same-group character as friends. Otherwise, 
they received no points. The possible scores for resource allocation 
and social preference based on group membership ranged from 
0 to 4. Higher scores indicated more responses in favor of 
the same-group character over the same-preference character.

For Task 3, evaluation of the protagonist’s behavior was 
scored as follows: very bad was scored as −2, a little bad −1, 
a little good 1, and very good 2. If no clear evaluation was 
given, no points were assigned. Then, for each child, the average 
scores for the two trials in which children evaluated protagonist’s 
resource distribution or social preference in favor of the same-
group character were obtained. Likewise, average scores for 
the remaining two trials in which children evaluated protagonist’s 
resource distribution or social preference in favor of shared 
preference were obtained. The averages obtained allowed for 
a more intuitive understanding of children’s evaluations, which 
could be  mapped between very bad (−2) and very good (2).

RESULTS

Resource Allocation and Social Preference 
Based on Shared Preference
Figure 4 indicates the main results of this study. Children allocated 
more resources to characters who shared preferences with them 
than to those who had different preferences in 3.42 trials (SD = 0.83) 
out of four trials, which differed significantly from chance 
probability, t(63) = 13.67, p < 0.001, d = 1.71. In addition, children 
chose characters who shared preferences as friends in an average 
of 3.42 trials (SD = 1.04) out of four trials. The score differed 
significantly from chance probability, t(63) = 10.98, p < 0.001, d = 1.37. 
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Thus, children favored characters with the same preferences as 
them over those with different preferences in both resource 
allocation and social preference.

Resource Allocation and Social Preference 
Based on Shared Preference vs. Group 
Membership
Children distributed more resources to characters in the same 
group who did not share preferences than to characters in a 
different group who shared preferences, in an average of 3.27 
(SD = 0.91) out of four trials. The score differed significantly 
from chance, t(63) = 11.09, p < 0.001, d = 1.40. Also, children 
chose to be  friends with characters from the same group who 
did not share their preferences in an average of 2.59 (SD = 1.35) 

trials, which differed significantly from the chance probability, 
t(63) = 3.51, p < 0.001, d = 0.44. Therefore, children prioritized 
group membership over shared preferences in their distribution 
of resources and friend choice.

Third-Party Evaluation on Others’ 
Resource Allocation and Social Preference
When shared preference and group membership conflicted with 
one another, the average evaluation score for resource allocation 
that prioritized shared preferences was −1.15 (SD = 1.05). The 
score differed significantly from zero, t(63) = 8.76, p < 0.001, 
d = −1.10, indicating that children evaluated the behavior as 
negative. In contrast, the average evaluation score for resource 
allocation prioritizing group membership was 1.50 (SD = 0.89), 

FIGURE 4 | Results of Task 1 (upper left), Task 2 (upper right), and Task 3 (bottom). Error bars depict ±1 standard error, and asterisks indicate means that are 
significantly different from chance (***p < 0.001).
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which differed significantly from zero, t(63) = 13.54, p < 0.001, 
d = 1.69, indicating a positive evaluation of the behavior. These 
scores differed significantly, demonstrating that children evaluated 
resource allocation that prioritized group membership more 
positively than resource allocation prioritizing shared preference 
from a third-party standpoint, t(63) = 16.12, p < 0.001, Hedges’ 
g = 2.69.

The mean evaluation score for others’ social preference that 
prioritized shared preference was −1.20 (SD = 1.14), which was 
significantly different from zero, t(63) = 8.39, p < 0.001, d = −1.05. 
Thus, children evaluated the preference as negative. However, 
the average evaluation score for preference prioritizing group 
membership was 1.39 (SD = 1.04), significantly greater than 
zero, t(63) = 10.69, p < 0.001, d = 1.34, indicating positive 
evaluation of the preference. Children favored prioritization 
of group membership over prioritizing shared preference when 
shared preference and group membership were in conflict as 
a third party, t(63) = 14.04, p < 0.001, Hedges’ g = 2.35.

DISCUSSION

This study was designed to test (1) whether five-year-old children 
would consider shared preference for their resource allocation 
and social liking, (2) whether five-year-old children would 
prioritize shared preference or group membership for resource 
allocation and social liking when the two are in conflict, and 
(3) whether the priority would generalize to children’s third-
party evaluation of the resource allocation and liking of others.

First, five-year-old children allocated more resources to and 
showed more liking toward the characters who shared their 
preferences than those who had different preferences. These 
results indicate that children take shared preference into account 
for both resource allocation and social liking at age five, 
consistent with earlier findings with younger children’s (e.g., 
Fawcett and Markson, 2010b), same-age peers’ (Rekalidou and 
Petrogiannis, 2012; Sparks et al., 2017), older children’s (Heiphetz 
et  al., 2014), and adults’ (Vélez et  al., 2019) social liking. The 
results are also in line with young children’s resource sharing 
in Sparks et al. (2017). In addition, it extends previous findings 
showing the effect of shared preferences on young children’s 
affiliation and generosity, from children in Western countries 
to children in an East Asian country. Moreover, this finding, 
combined with previous findings showing that the recipient’s 
group membership affects young children’s resource allocation 
and social liking (e.g., Dunham et  al., 2011; Sparks et  al., 
2017; Yang and Dunham, 2019), suggests that shared preference 
and group membership can be placed in competition as factors 
of resource allocation and social preference in young children.

However, the present study cannot tell us about the 
mechanisms underlying the affiliation with and generosity to 
similar-preference individuals. The mechanisms may relate to 
an emotional sense of connectedness that interpersonal similarity 
might bring about Dishion et  al. (1994). There may be  more 
strategic motives as well. For instance, children may care about 
shared preference because it is a positive sign for a possible 
friendship (Fawcett and Markson, 2010b) and investing in a 

potential friendship is more promising (Sparks et  al., 2017). 
Exploration of children’s reasoning about shared preferences 
would be  an interesting avenue for future research.

Our second finding concerns children’s relative weighing in 
forced-choice scenarios of resource allocation and social liking 
when shared preference and group membership are in conflict. 
Five-year-old children distributed more resources to and showed 
more liking toward characters in the same group who did not 
share their preferences than those from a different group who 
shared their preferences. This finding is consistent with the 
earlier finding by Sudo (2021) in that children do not favor 
the out-group over their in-group despite the shared preference. 
However, going beyond that, our study provides the first evidence 
that young children actually favor the in-group with dissimilar 
tastes over the out-group with similar tastes, when required 
to choose one person to befriend or benefit more in resource 
allocation. Thus, when the equality rule cannot be  followed, 
children privilege group membership over shared preference 
in both resource allocation and social liking.

The current finding corroborates five-year-old IGF in resource 
allocation (Dunham et  al., 2011; Plötner et  al., 2015a; Sparks 
et al., 2017) and social preference (Dunham et al., 2011; Sparks 
et al., 2017; Yang and Dunham, 2019), adding new information 
about its importance relative to shared preference. In addition, 
it is comparable to the prioritization of group membership 
over shared preferences in older children (Nesdale et al., 2010). 
Thus, our finding suggests that attaching greater importance 
to belonging to the same group than having some preferences 
in common in selective favorable behaviors is already evident 
by the age of five.

Another novel finding of this study is that five-year-old 
children’s prioritization of group membership over shared 
preference translates to their third-party evaluation of others. 
Five-year-old children positively regarded resource allocation 
and social liking in others that prioritized group membership 
over a shared preference, whereas they evaluated behaviors 
that prioritized shared preference over group membership 
negatively. Importantly, children were affiliated with neither 
group in the task and were not influenced by the protagonist’s 
resource allocation and friend choice. Thus, children’s 
evaluation in the present study is likely to apply to others 
in general (i.e., in an agent-neutral way). The result then 
provides initial evidence suggesting that five-year-old children 
possess a normative stance that the priority to group 
membership over shared preference is something good and 
more appropriate than the reverse priority if the two are 
in conflict.

Our finding that children regard others’ prioritization of 
group membership more positively than prioritization of shared 
interest from the perspective of a third person is compatible 
with the prior findings that group loyalty is an expected norm 
for five-year-old children (Misch et  al., 2014, 2016, 2018; Jin 
et  al., 2019). Perhaps, becoming a reliable member of a social 
group may be a more important issue for five-year-old children, 
relative to affiliating with and being generous to individuals 
with similar preferences, as suggested by the social identity 
development theory (Nesdale, 2004).
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In the present study, we  have provided the analysis of 
children’s justifications of social evaluations in 
Supplementary Material. A large proportion of the responses 
refer to the group membership and preference information 
given by the researcher (e.g., “Because this child is in the 
same class,” “They are not classmates,” and “They like different 
pets”). However, some responses offered interesting explanations 
for their endorsement of group membership prioritization. As 
justification for distributing more resources to in-group members, 
children indicated both an expectation of reciprocity among 
in-group members and a belief that benefitting in-group members 
is a normative behavior. For example, children said that by 
distributing more resources to in-group members, they could 
receive help from them. They also indicated that giving more 
resources to in-group members was “a kind of duty,” and 
“normal,” “natural,” or the “right” behavior. On the contrary, 
allocating more resources to out-group members was seen as 
the “wrong behavior.” These justifications are consistent with 
the previous finding that five- to thirteen-year-olds judged that 
characters would feel more obligated to help an unfamiliar 
child from an in-group than an out-group (Weller and Lagattuta, 
2013). In addition, some children referred to out-group members 
as an “out person (外人)” and said that giving them only one 
sticker should be  okay. In contrast, they called an in-group 
member a “companion (同伴)” and said that giving the 
companion only one sticker should not be okay. As justifications 
for playing with in-group members, children mentioned that 
playing with classmates was the most “appropriate” and “correct” 
behavior. One child mentioned that other classmates might 
disapprove of the protagonist if the protagonist did not choose 
the same-class member as a friend. Lastly, a few children 
deemed that being in the same class was a prerequisite for 
being friends. Thus, in fact, children’s normative stance about 
the priority to group membership is also found in their 
justifications of social evaluations.

Altogether, our findings indicate that group membership 
weighs more than shared preference in young children’s selective 
actions (resource allocation and liking) and their third-party 
appraisal of the actions of others. However, several limitations 
should be  noted about the current study. It only tested five-
year-old children and could not speak to possible developmental 
changes. Comparing the findings from multiple studies indicates 
that five- to eight-year-olds, but not three- to four-year-olds, 
show in-group preference in minimally defined groups (Dunham 
et  al., 2011; Dunham and Emory, 2014; Yang and Dunham, 
2019). Furthermore, a positive evaluation bias for in-group 
members is evident in six-year-olds but not in three-year-olds 
(Dunham and Emory, 2014). Future research should examine 
developmental changes in children’s tendency to prioritize group 
membership over shared preference. Second, our findings may 
not apply to children from other cultures as this study was 
conducted only on Chinese children living in China. Prioritization 
of group membership may differ in children from an 
individualistic culture that emphasizes self-direction based on 
individuals’ desires, preferences, and needs. Those in a collectivist 
culture may emphasize the maintenance of group harmony 
based on in-group cohesion and the duties imposed by the 

collective (Schreier et  al., 2010; Yu et  al., 2016; Over and 
McCall, 2018; Triandis, 2018). Further studies should 
be  conducted on children from diverse cultures such as Korea 
and the United  States. Third, our study presented characters 
as drawings rather than photos or actual children. While 
drawings can control for potential variables of characters that 
may influence children’s responses, the results might not 
be  representative of their responses to actual peers. Future 
studies should investigate children’s resource allocation, social 
preference, and evaluation in a more naturalistic setting. 
Additionally, while children were distributing the resources 
and choosing friends, the researcher ensured their safety and 
adherence to the distribution and friend choice rules. Although 
the researcher responded to the children’s behaviors neutrally, 
the researcher’s presence might have influenced the children’s 
responses in the tasks. Nonetheless, we  consider it unlikely 
that the findings would change in the absence of the researcher, 
considering that most children in our study responded to the 
task without any hesitation. Also, although not all children 
were able to articulate their reasons underlying the evaluations, 
there were responses that clearly justify the prioritization of 
group membership over shared preference. Last but not least, 
it is important to note that the current findings were obtained 
from forced-choice paradigms. The forced-choice format 
represents only a part of real life situations. Children in real 
life may be  given more diverse options; for instance, they may 
distribute resources to others and keep the remaining sticker 
with them. Thus, generalization of the current findings is 
limited. Nevertheless, it is true that children sometimes encounter 
such situations in which they have to selectively benefit or 
approach others in their lives. Our study aimed to focus on 
the relative importance of shared preference versus group 
membership and suggests that children may regard group 
membership over shared preferences in such contexts.

Despite the limitations, the present study fills the gap in 
prior work on the impact of shared preference and group 
membership on children’s social preference and resource 
allocation, by presenting a situation in which shared preferences 
are in conflict with group membership and children have to 
favor one over the other in their liking and resource allocation. 
Also, this study is the first to examine five-year-old children’s 
evaluation of resource allocation and preference by unaffiliated 
others, where either shared preference or group membership 
were prioritized in a third-party context. Lastly, most previous 
work on children’s group-mindedness was conducted in 
individualistic western countries. This study fills the gap by 
testing children living in an eastern collectivist country and 
provides a stepping stone for cross-cultural research to better 
understand the development of group-mindedness in children 
from different cultural backgrounds.

As a whole, the study elucidates children’s developing group-
mindedness. First, children readily recognized the group division 
even though the groups were previously unfamiliar ones, as 
evident in not only their correct answers to the confirmation 
questions (e.g., “I am  in the sky blue class.”) but also their 
frequent, spontaneous use of distinguishing labels during the 
task (e.g., “I have to give a lot to my class” and “I should give 
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my class two, and their class one.”). Second, they demonstrated 
more favorable social behaviors to their in-group than out-group 
members despite the shared preferences with the out-group 
members. Third, their justification for evaluating others’ resource 
allocation and preference reveals that children pay attention to 
and abide by group norms, as indicated by their remarks that 
a favorable behavior toward in-group members is normal and 
that a more favorable behavior toward out-group members is 
considered wrong and carries the cost of social rejection.

In conclusion, although shared preference affects children’s 
resource allocation and social preference at the age of five, 
young children attach greater importance to group membership 
than shared preference in their selective resource allocation 
and social liking when the two are in conflict. Further, this 
priority translates to their evaluation of resource allocation 
and social preference of others as a third party. Our findings, 
together with other converging evidence from five-year-olds 
(Dunham et  al., 2011; Misch et  al., 2014, 2016, 2018; Plötner 
et  al., 2015a; Sparks et  al., 2017; Jin et  al., 2019; Yang and 
Dunham, 2019), suggest that, by five years of age, children 
are already developing a strong sense of group-mindedness, 
with group membership playing a crucial role in their social 
behavior and peer evaluation.
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The present study examined British children’s and adolescents’ individual and perceived 
group evaluations of a challenger when a member of one’s own group excludes a British 
national or an immigrant newcomer to the school (Turkish or Australian) from participating 
in a group activity. Participants included British children (n = 110, Mage in years = 9.69, SD = 1.07, 
44 girls, aged 8–11) and adolescents (n = 193, Mage in years = 14.16, SD = 0.92, 104 girls, 
aged 13–16), who were inducted into their group and heard hypothetical scenarios in 
which a member of their own group expressed a desire to exclude the newcomer from 
joining their activity. Subsequently, participants heard that another member of the ingroup 
challenged the exclusionary act by stating that they should be inclusive. Children’s and 
adolescents’ individual evaluations of the bystander who challenged the social exclusion 
of an immigrant peer were more positive than their perceived group evaluations, recognizing 
that groups are often exclusionary. Only adolescents but not children differed in their 
individual and perceived group evaluations in the social exclusion of British peers. When 
the newcomer was an immigrant peer, adolescents were more likely to evaluate the 
challenger positively in both their individual and perceived group evaluations compared 
to children. Further, children, compared to adolescents, were more likely to reason about 
social and group norms to justify their evaluations only when the excluded peer was an 
immigrant but not when the excluded peer was British. Adolescents were more likely to 
reason about fairness, rights, and equality. The findings indicate that exclusionary group 
norms surrounding immigrants begin in childhood. Interventions that focus on changing 
group norms to be more inclusive could be effective in reducing prejudicial attitudes toward 
immigrants in childhood.

Keywords: moral reasoning, evaluation of a challenger, group functioning, intergroup and intragroup social 
exclusion, immigrants
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INTRODUCTION

Immigrant children and adolescents represent a growing part of 
the United  Kingdom population (Vargas-Silva and Rienzo, 2019; 
Office for National Statistics, 2020). As a result, intergroup 
interactions between immigrant and non-immigrant children and 
adolescents are becoming increasingly likely in schools in the 
United  Kingdom. However, despite this increase in intergroup 
interactions, immigrant children and adolescents are at higher 
risk of experiencing social exclusion because of their national 
identity (Stevens et  al., 2020). As bystanders are central actors 
who can stop intergroup social exclusion when they challenge 
the excluder, it is critically important to understand how 
non-immigrant children and adolescents consider peer group 
members who stand up against the social exclusion of immigrant 
peers (Evans et  al., 2014; Palmer and Abbott, 2018). Termed a 
“challenger,” peers who stand up to members of their group that 
victimize and harass others are a central factor in reducing prejudice 
and changing group norms. Thus, investigating how children and 
adolescents evaluate and reason about bystanders who challenge 
exclusionary behaviors and treatment is both urgent and timely.

Social exclusion includes both intergroup (e.g., when an outgroup 
member is excluded) and intragroup (i.e., when an ingroup member 
is excluded) contexts (Killen et  al., 2013a). In the current study, 
we  examined British children’s and adolescents’ individual 
evaluations, and their perception of their group’s evaluation of a 
challenger who stands up against the social exclusion of immigrant 
(intergroup) and British (intragroup) peers.

The Social Reasoning Developmental 
Perspective
The present study examined children’s and adolescents’ individual 
and perceived group evaluation of challenger based on the premises 
of the social reasoning developmental (SRD) model (Killen and 
Rutland, 2011; Rutland and Killen, 2015). Children and adolescents 
often experience incidents that require them to make decisions 
about whom to include in, or exclude from, their peer activities 
within their daily lives. The SRD model provides a theoretical 
and empirical framework to examine children’s and adolescents’ 
behaviors, attitudes, and reasoning in such situations by integrating 
the social domain theory (SDT, Turiel, 1983; Smetana et al., 2014) 
and social identity development and group dynamics theories 
(Nesdale, 2004; Abrams and Rutland, 2008). By drawing on these 
theories, the SRD model enables to understand how children 
and adolescents reason about fairness, equality, and concerns for 
others to challenge social exclusion and to understand how they 
attribute group functioning, social and group norms while justifying 
their exclusionary attitudes and behaviors (Killen and Rutland, 2011).

Empirical studies based on the SRD model have also indicated 
that in some contexts, children and adolescents evaluate social 
exclusion as unacceptable based on the unfair treatment of 
others (Palmer et  al., 2015; Mulvey et  al., 2016). As well, they 
also support instances of social exclusion for reasons related 
to group functioning and group dynamics (Hitti et  al., 2011; 
Mulvey, 2016). Further, the SRD model proposes that, with 
age, children become more capable of balancing moral and 

group concerns when evaluating social exclusion by recognizing 
the multifaceted nature of it (Killen and Rutland, 2011; Rutland 
and Killen, 2015). As a complex process, social exclusion can 
occur at many levels including intragroup and intergroup, and 
it is highly likely to occur covertly (Rutland and Killen, 2015). 
Thus, examining how children and adolescents reason about 
their peers’ approach (e.g., challenging or supporting) toward 
intragroup and intergroup social exclusion provides a stage 
for researchers to understand interpretations and motivations 
that underlie exclusionary behavior and treatments in different 
contexts. Unlike intragroup social exclusion (Killen and Malti, 
2015), intergroup social exclusion is mostly rooted in prejudice, 
discrimination, and negative attitudes toward the targeted 
outgroups. Examining and comparing children’s and adolescents’ 
evaluation of challenger peers in different social exclusion 
contexts will provide insights into the developmental awareness 
of the role that intergroup processes play when evaluating and 
reasoning about how ingroup and outgroup members respond 
to social exclusion and victimization. It is vital to understand 
these processes to identify the ways to promote inclusive schools, 
especially in intergroup contexts (Palmer et  al., 2021).

Individual and Group Evaluations of a Peer 
Who Challenges Social Exclusion
Although earlier research has focused on excluded peers of 
social exclusion and excluders, there has been a recent shift 
to focus on bystanders. Bystanders, who are peers witnessing, 
social exclusion, and other different types of victimization can 
serve as central actors to offset both the occurrence and effects 
of social exclusion and other types of peer aggression (Salmivalli 
et al., 2011). Research in the area of intragroup exclusion reveals 
that when bystanders challenge social exclusion and bullying, 
these incidences tend to cease within a short time (Hawkins 
et  al., 2001; Salmivalli et  al., 2011). Yet, research has not fully 
delved into the role of bystanders for intergroup social exclusion.

Children and adolescents are concerned with fairness and 
often act prosocially to challenge someone being unfairly socially 
excluded in both intragroup and intergroup contexts (Killen 
and Rutland, 2011). Yet, especially in intergroup contexts when 
deciding whether to challenge social exclusion, individuals must 
also consider group norms and how their group will react to 
an ingroup peer who challenges social exclusion.

For example, the national identity of the excluded peer might 
shape how children and adolescents evaluate an ingroup member 
who challenges the exclusion including whether the excluded peer 
is from the same group as the child doing the excluding (e.g., 
non-immigrant peer) or from an outgroup (e.g., immigrant peer; 
Palmer et  al., 2022). Further, understanding children’s and 
adolescents’ cognition and reasoning about the role of the bystander 
and the potential costs involved of challenging exclusionary behavior 
sheds light on the interpretations and motivations that underlie 
responses to victimization.

A growing literature on bystander responses to social exclusion 
has revealed that children and adolescents have differentiated 
judgments about the likelihood that a member of their own 
group would challenge an act of aggression committed by a 

99

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles
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member of their own group. Further, studies have shown that 
children and adolescents differentiate their own judgments from 
the groups’ judgments in intergroup settings involving 
stigmatization or status (Mulvey et  al., 2014, 2018; Mulvey and 
Killen, 2016). For example, Mulvey and Killen (2016) showed 
that children (9 to 10-year-olds) and adolescents (13 to 14-year-
olds) were individually more supportive of challenges to peer 
aggression than they expected their group to be  in a gender-
based intergroup context. Similarly, both children and adolescents 
were more likely to report that they would be  more supportive 
of challenger peers than their group would in the context of 
challenging gender stereotypes (Mulvey and Killen, 2016). Youth 
recognize that there is a cost to challenging group norms even 
when they view the challenging act as legitimate and sometimes 
imperative as in the case of bullying and harassment.

The differentiation between children’s and adolescents’ own 
judgments and their perception about their group’s judgments 
has also been found in different intergroup contexts. For example, 
Mulvey et  al. (2018) showed differentiation in individual and 
group judgments in a social inclusion context in which they 
manipulated language spoken by outgroup members (e.g., Spanish, 
Chinese, or Arabic speaking). They found that children (aged 
8–11 years) were more likely to rate their own inclusivity judgments 
of a language-outgroup member as higher compared to their 
group’s inclusivity judgments documenting differentiation between 
their own perspective and their group’s perspective. Thus, youth 
recognize that group norms apply to the ingroup and the outgroup.

Age-Related Differences in Individual 
Versus Group Evaluations of the 
Challenger
Drawing on the SRD model (Rutland et  al., 2010; Killen and 
Rutland, 2011) the ability to differentiate between individuals’ 
own perspective and their group’s perspective can be important 
for social interactions in which there is a need to consider 
multiple perspectives. By late childhood individuals typically 
evaluate exclusion in intergroup contexts negatively, though 
they perceive their group may be  less negative about such 
exclusion. Age differences regarding this distinction have been 
documented in different intergroup contexts. For example, 
McGuire et  al. (2019) found that adolescents’ (13- to 5-year-
olds) ability to differentiate between their own evaluation and 
group perspective in an inter-school context was more stable 
as compared to children (8- to 11-year-olds). Similarly, in a 
gender-based intergroup context, participants (aged between 
9.5 and 13.5 years) differentiated their own individual favorability 
from the group’s favorability for an ingroup challenger as they 
get older (Mulvey et  al., 2014). Together these studies show 
how the interaction between context and age impacts children’s 
and adolescents’ individual and group evaluation of the challenger. 
It is particularly important to examine individual evaluations 
together with perceived group evaluations across different age 
groups considering the importance of peer influence in children’s 
and adolescents’ decision-making in social exclusion.

To our knowledge, no studies have examined age-related changes 
regarding evaluations and reasoning about whether a peer would 

challenge as a bystander, their individual evaluations of challenging, 
and their perception of their group’s evaluation of challenging 
social exclusion of immigrant peers. Youth’s judgments and reasoning 
about the group processes surrounding bystander challenging are 
important, as understanding these social cognitions may ultimately 
help reduce prejudice-based social exclusion.

Present Study
The current study examined British children’s and adolescents’ 
individual evaluations, their perception of their group’s 
evaluations, and reasoning about the challenger of the social 
exclusion of immigrant (either Turkish or Australian) and 
British peers by drawing from the SRD approach to social 
exclusion (Rutland et  al., 2010; Killen and Rutland, 2011; 
Rutland and Killen, 2015). Further, we  examined whether the 
difference between an individual’s evaluation of a challenger 
peer and their perception of their group’s evaluation of an 
ingroup challenger was present in intergroup and non-intergroup 
contexts. It is important to note that the current study is part 
of a larger project that examines bystander judgments and 
responses to the intergroup social exclusion of immigrants.

In the current study, participants were presented with 
hypothetical scenarios of either non-immigrant (British) or 
immigrant peers (Turkish or Australian). Both groups were 
reported to be  newcomers as they had recently moved to the 
school featured in the scenarios; the distinction was that the 
British youth moved from another area in Britain and the 
immigrants moved to the United  Kingdom from their home 
country. We  purposefully chose immigrants as the intergroup 
context because immigrants are one of the groups stigmatized 
and treated differently in the United Kingdom based on different 
characteristics nationality, religion, and language (Ford et  al., 
2015; Creighton and Jamal, 2020). Considering the widespread 
and long-lasting effects of social exclusion on immigrant youth 
(psychological well-being, physical health, educational 
attainment), it is critically important to identify how children 
and adolescents evaluate their peers’ challenging behaviors to 
create inclusive norms in school contexts (Oxman-Martinez 
et  al., 2012; Rodríguez Hidalgo et  al., 2014). For explanatory 
purposes, we also manipulated the nationality of the immigrant 
being excluded, so they were either a Turkish immigrant peer 
or an Australian immigrant peer in the scenarios. Although 
different immigrant groups in the United  Kingdom share 
common experiences (e.g., moving from another country), each 
of these immigrant groups might have unique characteristics 
and might be perceived differently by British individuals. Thus, 
we  also examined whether British children’s and adolescents’ 
evaluations differ when their ingroup members challenge the 
social exclusion of immigrants from different backgrounds.

As a summary, in the current study, we  examined both 
participants’ individual evaluations and their perceptions of 
group evaluations of the challenger to gain a more comprehensive 
understanding of bystanders’ judgments in intergroup contexts 
in relation to group dynamics. Further, we  also examined our 
participants’ reasoning about their evaluations of the challenger 
of social exclusion to have insight into what drives their 
motivation in their evaluations (fairness, prejudice, 
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discrimination, group norms, societal conventions, etc.) based 
on the SDT (Turiel, 1983).

The following hypotheses were tested:

Hypotheses
Participants’ individual and group evaluations of the challenger 
peer were expected to differ based on the exclusion condition 
(whether excluded peer was an immigrant peer vs. a British 
peer) and age (children and adolescents):

 1. We expected that participants would be  more likely to 
evaluate the challenger’s action as acceptable in intragroup 
(when the excluded peer is British) compared to intergroup 
(when the excluded peer is an immigrant) social exclusion.

 2. Similarly, we  hypothesized that participants would be  more 
likely to think that their group would evaluate the challenger 
act as more okay in intragroup (when the excluded peer 
is British) compared to intergroup (when the excluded peer 
is an immigrant) social exclusion.

 3. We expected that both adolescents and children would report 
that their group would evaluate the challenger less positively 
than they would in intergroup social exclusion of immigrants 
as group identities and norms should become more salient 
in this condition.

 4. We expected that adolescents but not children would 
differentiate between their individual and group evaluation 
in intragroup social exclusion when the excluded peer was 
a British peer as adolescents are cognitively able to attend 
to what a group might expect better in both intergroup 
and intragroup context.

Participants’ reasoning for their judgments were expected 
to differ based on their evaluations:

 5. We expected that reasoning justifications would differ based 
on participants’ individual and group evaluation of the 
challenger (okay or not okay).

Age and condition base differences in participants’ reasoning 
judgments were also examined for exploratory purposes.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Our initial sample consisted of 386 participants including 133 
children (Mage in years = 9.67, SD = 1.08, 57 girls, aged 8–11) and 
253 adolescents (Mage in years = 14.23, SD = 0.94, 135 girls, aged 
13–16). We excluded participants who did not identify themselves 
as British (no = 42; I do not know = 11). Participants who failed 
to answer attention check questions about where their own 
group of friends (n = 22) and the excluded peer (n = 17) were 
born were also dropped from analyses. Overall, the final sample 
included 110 children (Mage in years = 9.69, SD = 1.07, 44 girls, aged 
8–11) and 193 adolescents (Mage in years = 14.16, SD = 0.92, 104 
girls, aged 13–16). The ethnic breakdown of our final sample 
was as follows: White-British (71%), White-European (10.6%), 

White-Irish (3%), White-Polish (0.3%), Bangladeshi, Indian or 
Sri  Lankan (2%), Black-Caribbean (0.3%), mixed-race (3.4%), 
or “other” (9.6%). The G*Power analysis (alpha of 0.05, power 
of 0.95, and an effect size of 0.25) demonstrated that 279 
participants were required (Faul et  al., 2007).

Design
Our original design was 2 (Age group: children and adolescents) 
x 3 (Exclusion condition: Turkish, Australian, British) between-
participant design. However, as we  did not find differences 
between the two immigrant conditions in our dependent 
variables (Turkish and Australian), we  merged those into one 
category called as immigrant condition (explained in detail in 
the data analysis section below). The dependent variables were 
participants’ individual and group evaluations of a challenger 
peer’s bystander reaction to the social exclusion, and participants’ 
reasoning responses to their individual and group evaluations.

Procedure
After obtaining Ethics Committee Board approval, 
we  introduced the study to the school principals. All 
participants were recruited by sending invitation letters and 
consent forms to parents through their headteachers. Both 
parental consent and participants’ own assent were sought. 
All students with parental consent who assented to participate 
were included in the study. Participants completed 
questionnaires online via survey software Qualtrics. Participants 
worked on their own computers, within class-sized groups, 
with support from trained researchers where needed. Debriefs 
were provided verbally (to participants) and in writing via 
letters sent home to primary caregivers. Small gifts (e.g., 
stickers or pens) were given to participants as a token of 
thanks for their participation.

Measures
Initial Group Affiliation Story
Participants were presented with the following initial group 
manipulation scenario: “We would like you to imagine that you are 
in the story and tell us what you  think of what is happening. In 
the story, let us say that you  are part of a group of friends who 
all live in England, which is in Britain. All your friends in this 
group were born here in Britain. Everyone in this group describes 
themselves as British” (based on the previous literature, e.g., Killen 
et  al., 2013a; Mulvey and Killen, 2016; Mulvey et  al., 2016). This 
hypothetical friendship group description was accompanied by 
gender-matched silhouettes of a group of friends (see 
Supplementary Documents for the gender-matched silhouettes). 
A question (“Where were your friends in this story born?”) was 
asked as a comprehension check question. Participants who failed 
to answer were dropped from the analyses (n = 22). After they 
were introduced to the group, they completed a brief group 
affiliation task to increase shared identity with the group. For 
this task, they selected a name and a symbol for their group. 
Participants were also asked to rate the following question “How 
much do you  like being part of this group of British friends? 
(1 = no way, 6 = yes, definitely)” to see whether the affiliation task 
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worked. Descriptive statistics showed that overall participants 
reported that they liked being part of this group (Turkish exclusion 
condition: M = 5.14, SD = 0.80; Australian exclusion condition: 
M = 5.07, SD = 0.79; British exclusion condition: M = 5.06, SD = 1.00) 
and no significant differences were found between conditions (all 
ps > 0.05). Then, participants were asked to imagine their group 
of friends had chosen to go to an after-school cooking and baking 
club, “that involves cooking and baking food that is popular 
in Britain.”

Social Exclusion Story
After the group affiliation part, participants read about a 
newcomer to the school (described as Turkish or Australian 
or British): “Imagine one week there’s a new student who 
has come along to your group’s cooking club and wants to 
join in. Deniz/Charlie/Jamie was born in Turkey/Australia/
Britain.” Those in the Turkish/Australian conditions then 
read: “Deniz/Charlie recently moved from Turkey/Australia 
with his/her family to live in Britain.” Those in the British 
condition read: “Jamie recently moved here with his/her 
family from somewhere else in Britain.” A comprehension 
check ensured participants understood where the newcomer 
was from. Those who answered incorrectly were dropped 
from the analyses (n = 17). Participants then read that someone 
in their British group of friends did not want the newcomer 
to join (from hereon, the “excluder”): “Sam, who is in your 
group of friends, says to [newcomer], ‘We do not want 
you  to join our group because you  are from somewhere 
else  - you  are different’.”

Evaluation to Challenger Reactions to 
Social Exclusion
After the social exclusion scenario participants read that someone 
in their British group of friends disagreed with excluding the 
newcomer (from hereon, the “challenger”): “Alex is one of the 
friends in your British group. They disagree with [excluder]. 
Alex thinks that your group should invite [newcomer] to cook 
with them.” After participants were asked to evaluate two 
outcome variables (1) individual evaluation of challenger (2) 
group evaluation of challenger:

Individual Evaluation of Challenger
To measure participants’ evaluation of challenger response, 
participants read the following sentences “Imagine that Alex 
(challenger) tells Sam (excluder) that they think the group 
should invite Deniz/Charlie/Jamie (excluded) to cook with 
them. How OK or not OK was it for Alex (challenger) to 
say that to Sam (excluder)?” and were asked to evaluate on 
a six-point Likert type scale (1-definitely not OK to 6-yes, 
definitely OK).

Perceived Group Evaluation of Challenger
To measure perceived group evaluations, we  asked, “How OK 
or not OK does your group think Alex (challenger) is for 
telling Sam (excluder) that Deniz/Charlie/Jamie (excluded) should 

be  invited to cook with the group?” Participants responded 
on a 1 (definitely not OK) to 6 (yes, definitely OK) scale.

Reasoning
After each evaluation question, participants were asked, why 
do you  think that? and typed their open-ended response into 
a text box. Participants’ responses were coded based on a 
framework derived from Social Domain Theory (SDT, Turiel, 
1983; Killen et al., 2013b; Smetana et  al., 2014). SDT explains 
how individuals identify and evaluate different domains of 
social knowledge when judging socially relevant actions including 
moral (i.e., involves reasoning around issues of fairness, equality, 
welfare, prejudice, and discrimination), societal (i.e., relate to 
reasoning around social norms, group identity, group norms, 
and group functioning), and personal domains (i.e., involves 
concerns around autonomy; Turiel, 1983).

Our coding system consisted of seven categories in three 
different domains. In the moral domain, there was: (1) Fairness 
and Individual Rights, (2) Prejudice and Equality, (3) Welfare. 
In the social conventional domain, there was (4) Social and 
Group Norms, (5) Group Dynamics and Functions, (6) 
Repercussions and Representation Management. Finally, in the 
personal domain, there was (7) Autonomy. Responses that did 
not make sense or fell outside of these categories were coded 
as (8) Undifferentiated. Codes that were used less than 10% 
were combined conceptually with other categories of higher 
usages (see Table  1 for the frequencies). Each response was 
coded under one of those categories (no double codes were 
used). Interrater reliability was assessed based on 25% of the 
interviews, with all Cohen’s κ = 0.93.

For each outcome, different categories were merged and 
used based on their frequencies. For the “why” question related 
to the individual evaluation of challenger, four different categories 
emerged: 1-Fairness, Rights, Prejudice, and Equality, 2-Welfare 
(of others), 3-Social and Group Norms, Group Dynamics/Functions 
Repercussions and Reputation Management and 4-Autonomy. 
For the “why” question related to group evaluation of challenger, 
four different categories emerged: 1-Fairness, Rights, Prejudice, 
and Equality, 2-Welfare (of others), 3-Social and Group Norms, 
and 4-Group Dynamics/Functions Repercussions and 
Reputation Management.

Data Analytic Plan
Data analysis was conducted in multiple steps. A dummy code 
of Turkish (−1), Australian (−1), and British (+2) was created 
to understand whether participants’ evaluations of the challenger 
and their reasoning varied based on the immigration status 
of the excluded peer (Exclusion condition: immigrant versus 
British). First, a mixed ANOVA was conducted to investigate 
age group and exclusion condition-based differences in 
participants’ individual and group evaluations. To evaluate 
participants’ reasoning, Multinomial Logistic Regressions were 
conducted to examine the relationship between our reasoning 
categories and our independent variables while simultaneously 
controlling for how each of these may be  influenced by the 
other variables.
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RESULTS

Individual and Perceived Group 
Evaluations of Challenger
A 2 (Evaluation of challenger: individual, perceived group) x 
2 (Exclusion condition: immigrant, British) x 2 (Age group: 
children, adolescents) repeated measures ANOVA was conducted, 
with individual and group evaluations of the challenger as 
within-participant and condition and age as between-participant 
factors. Results showed that there were no significant differences 
in participants’ individual evaluation [F (1, 294) = 0.46, p = 0.500, 
ηp

2 = 0.002] and perceived group evaluation [F (1, 294) = 0.13, 
p = 0.715, ηp

2 = 0.000] across exclusion conditions. Our H1 and 
H2 (main effect of exclusion condition) were not supported.

However, a significant interaction between exclusion condition, 
age group and evaluation was found, F (1, 294) = 4.06, p = 0.045, 
ηp

2 = 0.014. In the immigrant exclusion condition, both children’s 
and adolescents’ individual evaluations of challenger were more 

positive than their perceived group evaluations [children: 
F (1, 294) = 13.87, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.045; adolescents: F (1, 294) = 18.14, 
p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.058; H3 was supported]. However, in the British 
exclusion condition children’s individual and perceived group 
evaluations did not differ, while adolescents’ individual evaluations 
were positive compared to group evaluations [children: 
F (1, 294) = 0.09, p = 0.762, ηp

2 = 0.000; adolescents: F (1, 294) = 15.72, 
p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.051; Please see Figures  1, 2; supports H4].
Further, we  also explored pairwise comparisons (with 

Bonferroni corrections) that examine children and adolescents 
across two outcomes (individual evaluation and perceived group 
evaluation of challenger). In the immigrant exclusion condition, 
adolescents were more likely to evaluate the challenger positively 
in both their individual [F (1, 294) = 6.78, p = 0.010, ηp

2 = 0.023] 
and perceived group evaluations [F (1, 294) = 6.63, p = 0.011, 
ηp

2 = 0.022] compared to children. However, in the British 

TABLE 1 | Frequencies (percentages) and examples for the reasoning.

Individual evaluation of challenger Perceived group evaluation of challenger

Fairness and Individual Rights 13.7% (Because Jamie deserves to be in the group just as 
well as everyone else)

9.4% (Because other people in the group also thinks that it’s just 
unfair to exclude someone)

Prejudice and Equality 7.2% (People should not be discriminated for where they 
come from)

3.6% (There’s nothing wrong with you or your group cooking with 
someone of different race)

Welfare 27.1% (Because he is standing up for Sam which makes 
him feel more welcome)

22.7% (Because it was her first day she needs to feel welcomed by 
the group)

Social and Group Norms 9.2% (it depends on what the rest of the group thinks as 
well)

19.4% (Because they all class themselves as British and do not want 
someone different joining them)

Group Dynamics and Functions 14.7% (Group could have had something planned for only 
that amount of people)

28.1% (Because some people in the group do not like Jamie)

Repercussions and Representation 
Management

1% (Because he is putting his friendship in risk as they 
could go against him too)

1.1% (Because they probably agree with Alex but are too scared to 
be “different”)

Autonomy 21.2% (Because she is expressing her opinion) 7.9% (It is her choice to say that that and no one can judge her for it)
Undifferentiated 5.8% (Because he gets to cook with them) 7.9% (There’s nothing wrong with Charlie)

FIGURE 2 | Adolescents’ individual and perceived group evaluations of 
challenger by exclusion condition.

FIGURE 1 | Children’s individual and perceived group evaluations of 
challenger by exclusion condition.
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exclusion condition, adolescents’ individual evaluations were 
more positive than children’s [F (1, 294) = 7.66, p = 0.006, 
ηp

2 = 0.025], but children’s and adolescents’ perceived group 
evaluations of the challenger did not significantly differ, F (1, 
294) = 0.01, p = 0.907, ηp

2 = 0.000.

Reasoning
Individual Evaluations of Challenger Reasoning
Multinomial logistic regression was used to explore participants’ 
reasoning while justifying their individual evaluations of the 
challenger as a dependent variable with the following four 
categories: 1-Fairness, Rights, Prejudice, and Equality, 2-Welfare 
(of others), 3-Social and Group Norms, Group Dynamics/
Functions Repercussions and Reputation Management and 
4-Autonomy. Exclusion condition (immigrant and British), age 
groups (children and adolescents), and individual evaluation 
of challenger (categorical: okay versus not okay) were entered 
as factors. The model represents a significant improvement in 
fit over the null model with the addition of predictors, χ2 (9, 
N = 275) = 30.46, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.11, p < 0.001. Both Pearson’s 
chi-square test [χ2 (12) = 8.20, p = 0.770] and Deviance chi-square 
[χ2 (12) = 9.55, p = 0.656] indicate good fit.

Result showed that individual evaluation of challenger (okay 
versus not okay) was found as a significant factor [χ2 (3, 
N = 275) = 13.87, p = 0.003]. Participants who evaluated the 
challenger’s actions as not okay were more likely to attribute 
“social and group norms” than “fairness, rights and equality” 
(p < 0.001) and “welfare” (p < 0.001) compared to participants 
who evaluated challenger as okay (H5 was supported, see 
Figure  3 for the raw percentages for each category across 
“okay” and “not okay”). Those who evaluated the challenger’s 
action as not okay were more likely to justify their evaluations 
with reference to the social norms and group functioning (e.g., 

“it is not okay because it will affect their friendship”) while 
those who evaluated the challenger’s action as okay were more 
likely to refer to the moral domain using fairness and welfare 
reasoning (e.g., “because she deserves to be  treated the same 
as the others”; “Alex has given Jamie an opportunity to make 
friends and not be  alone”).

A significant main effect of age was also found, χ2 (3, 
N = 275) = 11.16, p = 0.011. Welfare (e.g., “To make him happy”) 
justifications were more likely to be  used than “fairness, rights 
and equality” (e.g., “Because Sam was being really unfair and 
impolite to Jamie”) justifications by children compared to 
adolescents (p = 0.009). Further, children (compared to 
adolescents) were more likely to attribute “social and group 
norms” (e.g., He  is not in our group; they have to work as 
a group; I  think that because it is always good to make new 
friends; Jaime was not born in the same part that the group 
of friends were born in) justifications relatively to “fairness, 
rights and equality” (e.g., “because Sam needs to know and 
learn that you  cannot treat people differently based on where 
they are from; Because Charlie has just the much right as 
anyone else to join the group”) justifications (p = 0.006).

Although no significant main effect of exclusion condition 
was observed (immigrant vs. British), an interaction between 
condition and age was found, χ2 (9, N = 275) = 20.69, p = 0.014. 
Accordingly, children were more likely to attribute “social and 
group norms” than “fairness, rights and equality” only in 
immigrant exclusion condition, p = 0.025 (not in the British 
exclusion condition, p = 0.729). For example, children in the 
immigrant exclusion condition provided justifications like “it 
would be  hard because Sam (excluder) is your friend and 
because the group might not need her, and they do not know 
what she is like yet.” Contrary to children, adolescents’ justifications 
about “social and group norms” and “fairness, rights, and 
equality” did not differ from each other in both conditions.

FIGURE 3 | Percentages of participants reasoning of individual evaluation of challenger by individual evaluation (okay, not okay). FIPE, Fairness and Individual 
Rights and Prejudice and Equality; Wel, Welfare; SoCon, Social and Group Norms, Group Dynamics and Functions and Repercussions and Representation 
Management; and Aut, Autonomy. Numbers represent the percentages of participants within “okay” and “not okay” categories.
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Lastly, “welfare” justifications were more likely to be  used 
than “autonomy” justifications by children only in British 
exclusion condition, p = 0.044 (but not in immigrant exclusion 
condition, p = 0.839). For example, children who read about a 
British excluded peer provided justifications for their evaluations 
like “Because then he would not be lonely.” Contrary to children, 
adolescents’ justifications about “welfare” and “autonomy” did 
not differ in both conditions (see Figure 4 for the raw percentages 
for each category based on age and condition).

Perceived Group Evaluations of Challenger 
Reasoning
We conducted a multinomial logistic regression to examine 
participants’ reasoning about their evaluations of the group 
toward challenger across four categories: 1-Fairness, Rights, 
Prejudice, and Equality, 2-Welfare (of others), 3-Social and 
Group Norms, and 4-Group Dynamics/Functions Repercussions 
and Reputation Management. Exclusion condition (immigrant 
and British), age groups (children and adolescents), and group 
evaluation of challenger (categorical: okay versus not okay) 
were entered as factors. The model with all predictors was 
significant, χ2 (9, N = 234) = 21.65, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.10, p = 0.010. 
Both Pearson’s chi-square test [χ2 (12) = 3.61, p = 0.989] and 
Deviance chi-square [χ2 (12) = 4.26, p = 0.978] indicate good fit.

A significant main effect of perceived group evaluation was 
found, χ2 (3, N = 234) = 16.59, p < 0.001. More specifically, 
participants who reported that their group would evaluate 
challenger as not okay were more likely to attribute “social 
and group norms” (p < 0.001; e.g., “I think that because the 
group said that it was an British group and not any other 
countries; Alex betrayed us”) and “welfare” (e.g., “That they 
have been a bit nasty to both Deniz and Alex”; p < 0.001) 
than “fairness, rights and equality” compared to participants 
who reported that their group would evaluate challenger as 

okay (e.g., “It’s okay because Jamie deserves to be  treated like 
everyone else, she is a normal human just like the rest of the 
group”). Further, participants who reported that their group 
would evaluate challenger as not okay were more likely to 
attribute “group dynamics/functions, repercussions and reputation 
management” (e.g., “Sam sounds as if she is a leader and the 
group may think it’s wrong to disagree with her; He  might 
be  thinking about Sam kicking him out of the group”) than 
“welfare” (p < 0.001) compared to participants who reported 
that their group would evaluate challenger as okay (e.g., “Because 
it is a nice thing to do and it might make Deniz very happy”; 
H5 was supported, see Figure  5 for the raw percentages).

DISCUSSION

The current study provided novel insights into how British 
children and adolescents evaluate ingroup challenger peers who 
object to social exclusion, especially when exclusion involves 
immigrant peers versus British peers as excluded peers. This 
study revealed that children and adolescents show different 
patterns in differentiating between their individual and group 
evaluations of an ingroup challenger across intergroup and 
intragroup contexts.

Children’s and adolescents’ ability to differentiate their own 
evaluation from the group’s perspective is one of the critical 
skills required to navigate complex intergroup situations (Mulvey 
et  al., 2014). As we  expected, our results showed that context 
(either intergroup or intragroup) shapes how children and 
adolescents differentiate between their individual and group 
evaluations. More specifically, as expected, when the newcomer 
peer was an immigrant both children and adolescents thought 
their peer group would evaluate the challenger significantly 
less positively than they would. This is in line with earlier 

FIGURE 4 | Percentages of participants reasoning of individual evaluation of challenger by exclusion condition and age group. FIPE, Fairness and Individual Rights 
and Prejudice and Equality; Wel, Welfare; SoCon, Social and Group Norms, Group Dynamics and Functions and Repercussions and Representation Management; 
and Aut, Autonomy. Numbers represent the percentages of participants within “Immigrant” and “British” conditions.
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studies that suggest that intergroup factors such as group 
membership (being ingroup or outgroup) are salient in school 
settings (Rutland and Killen, 2015; Brenick and Romano, 2016). 
Negative attitudes toward immigrants in the United  Kingdom 
continue to rise in different social contexts including school 
settings, which can make immigration one of the salient 
intergroup contexts among children and adolescents (Blinder 
and Richards, 2020; Pavetich and Stathi, 2021). Thus, both 
children and adolescents might consider peer group norms 
more when determining their group’s evaluation of an ingroup 
challenger of intergroup exclusion involving an immigrant peer 
excluded peer.

In contrast, when the newcomer was a non-immigrant (i.e., 
British), only adolescents thought their peer group would 
evaluate the challenger significantly less positively than they 
would, and children did not differentiate between their individual 
and group evaluations. This is in line with previous studies 
documenting adolescents’ greater capacity to attend to both 
their group’s perspective and moral concerns compared to 
children (Mulvey et  al., 2014). While adolescents’ reasoning 
frequencies were relatively similar across different justifications 
domains in both intragroup and intergroup social exclusion 
contexts, children’s reasoning justification was more unbalanced, 
especially in the intragroup context.

Regarding age-related patterns, our results showed that 
adolescents were more likely to evaluate the ingroup challenger 
positively in both their individual and group evaluations 
compared to children when the excluded peer was an immigrant. 
Adolescents might be  more likely to think the underlying 
reason behind intergroup social exclusion is prejudice and 
discrimination since they are more aware of intergroup processes 
compared to children. In turn, compared to children, adolescents 
were more likely to be  positive toward an ingroup challenger 
who stands up against racism and discriminatory tendencies 

and to think that their peers would be supportive of the ingroup 
challenger. This is also in line with some previous studies 
documenting increasing prosocial bystander responses with age 
(Mulvey et  al., 2018; Yüksel et  al., 2021) in an intergroup 
context. However, it should also be noted that there are studies 
suggesting reverse developmental age patterns in children’s and 
adolescents’ judgments and evaluations of social transgression. 
For example, Gönültaş and Mulvey (2021) showed that high 
school students were more likely to evaluate the bias-based 
bullying of immigrants as acceptable compared to middle school 
students. Although none of those studies examined age-related 
patterns in the context of bystander challenger evaluations, 
they still provide implications to show the complexity of 
developmental differences in children’s and adolescents’ judgments 
in an intergroup context. Our results also showed that when 
the excluded peer was British, adolescents’ individual evaluations 
were more positive than children’s, but children’s and adolescents’ 
group evaluations of the challenger did not significantly differ.

Our results also provide novel insights into participants’ 
reasoning behind their individual and group evaluations of 
ingroup challengers. As we expected, participants who evaluated 
the challenger as not okay were more likely to justify their 
evaluation using reasoning focused on social norms and group 
functioning than moral domains (e.g., fairness and welfare; 
e.g., “Because new students deserve the right to make friends; 
I  think that because she might not have any friend and if 
we  do not invite her then she is going to be  really lonely”) 
compared to participants who evaluated the challenger as okay. 
Further, our results showed that children were more likely to 
refer to social and group norms than morality only when the 
excluded peer was an immigrant but not when the excluded 
peer was British. Similarly, children were more likely to use 
welfare justifications than autonomy only when the excluded 
peer was British but not when the excluded peer was an 

FIGURE 5 | Percentages of participants reasoning of perceived group evaluation of challenger by their group evaluation judgments of challenger (categorized as 
okay versus not okay). FIPE, Fairness and Individual Rights and Prejudice and Equality; Wel, Welfare; SoG, Social and Group Norms; and GR, Group Dynamics and 
Functions and Repercussions and Representation Management. Numbers represent the percentages of participants within “okay” and “not okay” categories.
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immigrant. This suggests that children’s reasoning justifications 
were more likely to differ based on the group membership of 
the excluded peers while adolescents were more likely to use 
similar justifications for their reasoning regardless of the group 
membership of excluded peers. In terms of reasoning judgments 
regarding the group evaluations, a similar pattern was observed 
based on participants’ evaluations. More specifically, participants 
who reported that their group would evaluate the challenger’s 
actions as not okay were more likely to reason using social 
conventional domain justifications than moral domain 
justifications compared to participants who reported that their 
group would evaluate the challenger’s actions as okay. Contrary 
to our predictions, group membership of the excluded peer 
and age did not relate to participants’ reasoning. It is possible 
that both children and adolescents are more likely to focus 
on group-related processes while providing justifications for 
their group perspective rather than focusing on group 
membership of excluded peers.

Limitations and Future Directions
Despite novel insights, the current study has some limitations. 
First, as the study’s design was cross-sectional, it is difficult 
to infer the causality and to have a complete developmental 
picture. Thus, longitudinal studies would be helpful to explore 
further the mechanism behind age-related patterns. Further, 
we  only examined the evaluation of challenger in middle 
childhood and adolescence. However, recent studies also 
investigated the infants’ evaluations and expectations about 
defensive and non-defensive puppets. For example, Geraci 
(2020) showed that 20-month-olds preferred the puppet that 
defended the victim puppet (“pushed by the aggressor puppet 
compared to the non-defensive puppet”). Further, Geraci 
and Surian (2021) examined 21-month-old infants’ 
expectations about punishing and rewarding a defensive 
puppet through the violation-of-expectation paradigm. They 
demonstrated that infants looked longer to the bystander 
puppet that punished the defensive puppet compared to the 
non-defensive puppet. They found reverse-looking patterns 
with the reward. These studies provide insights into early 
developmental patterns in evaluations of defenders in social 
contexts. Thus, future research could also examine evaluations 
of challengers in early childhood in the context of 
social exclusion.

Second, although we  manipulated the group membership 
of the excluder across scenarios (Turkish, Australian, and 
British), we kept the group membership of challenger (British) 
and the excluder (British) as constant for the specific purpose 
of our study. However, future research should also examine 
how group membership of excluders and challengers might 
shape children’s and adolescents’ individual and group 
evaluations. Third, our findings are only limited to the 
immigration context in the United  Kingdom. Although some 
previous studies provide similar evidence in some other 
contexts (e.g., gender-based), it is worth paying attention to 
the issue of contextual differences in different intergroup 
settings. Fourth, there is a possibility that participants could 
tend to align with others’ expectations or could have tried 

to answer in socially acceptable ways. However, we also wanted 
to acknowledge that this methodology has been used successfully 
in several studies to measure reasoning around intergroup 
biases in a manner that avoids social desirability (e.g., Mulvey 
and Killen, 2015; Rizzo et  al., 2016). Often what is socially 
desirable is not crystal clear, since children and adolescents 
hear many comments from parents, teachers, and the media 
that are anti-immigrant and/or reflect ingroup preferences. 
Thus, it could be  socially desirable to state that “our group 
is the most important” and show explicit biases against 
immigrants. In fact, in many of intergroup social exclusion 
studies, children and adolescents endorse ingroup biases and 
claims that other groups are “different” or not meritorious 
(e.g., Palmer et  al., 2015; Mulvey et  al., 2016, 2018; Gönültaş 
and Mulvey, 2021; Yüksel et al., 2021). Further, we also ensured 
our participants that any response could not linked back to 
the participant or schools and cannot be  used to identify 
them individually within the data set. Lastly, although 
we  involved open-ended “Why” questions to have an insight 
into the justifications of their judgments, we  did not ask 
follow-up questions. Future research can examine participants’ 
reasoning about evaluating a challenger of intergroup social 
exclusion with a more comprehensive reasoning assessment 
approach, one that uses counterprobes and requests for 
evaluations of other hypothetical peers’ reasoning, which has 
been shown to be  effective for providing multiple measures 
of reasoning responses (Rizzo et  al., 2016).

Conclusion
Addressing the factors that might encourage children and 
adolescents to challenge intergroup social exclusion, which can 
inform interventions are critical for a better future for youth 
and society. Our results show the importance of understanding 
how children and adolescents think and reason differently about 
bystander challengers in intergroup and intragroup exclusion 
contexts. In this study, adolescents, unlike children, readily 
expected that their group would evaluate the challenger more 
negatively than they would due to their advanced understanding 
of group dynamics. This understanding was only evident in 
children when the context made group identity and norms 
salient. Children’s reasoning behind their own evaluations of 
the challenger also differed from adolescents. Children, unlike 
adolescents, varied their reasoning more depending on the 
context, being more likely to reason about social processes 
than moral concerns only when the excluded peer was an 
immigrant. These findings suggest that children consider social 
and group norms when evaluating bystander challenging in 
“hot” or salient intergroup contexts, and interventions aimed 
at reducing exclusion of immigrants among children need to 
pay attention to the social and peer group norms that either 
support or challenge the exclusion of immigrants. Considering 
the current negative climate regarding immigrants in the 
United  Kingdom and many other parts of the world, it is 
vital to develop strategies that focus on tackling the social 
exclusion of immigrant children and adolescents to promote 
inclusive school settings.
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When do bystanders get help 
from teachers or friends? Age 
and group membership matter 
when indirectly challenging 
social exclusion
Ayşe Şule Yüksel 1*, Sally B. Palmer 2, Eirini Ketzitzidou Argyri 1 
and Adam Rutland 1

1 Department of Psychology, University of Exeter, Exeter, United Kingdom, 2 Graduate School of 
Education, University of Exeter, Exeter, United Kingdom

We examined developmental changes in British children’s (8- to 10-year-olds) 

and adolescents’ (13- to 15-year-olds, N = 340; Female N = 171, 50.3%) indirect 

bystander reactions (i.e., judgments about whether to get help and from whom 

when witnessing social exclusion) and their social-moral reasoning regarding 

their reactions to social exclusion. We also explored, for the first time, how the 

group membership of the excluder and victim affect participants’ reactions. 

Participants read a hypothetical scenario in which they witnessed a peer 

being excluded from a school club by another peer. We  manipulated the 

group membership of the victim (either British or an immigrant) and the group 

membership of the excluder (either British or an immigrant). Participants’ 

likelihood of indirect bystander reactions decreased from childhood into 

adolescence. Children were more likely to get help from a teacher or an adult 

than getting help from a friend, whereas adolescents were more likely to 

get help from a friend than getting help from a teacher or an adult. For both 

indirect bystander reactions, children justified their likelihood of responding 

by referring to their trust in their teachers and friends. Adolescents were more 

likely to refer to group loyalty and dynamics, and psychological reasons. 

The findings support and extend the Social Reasoning Developmental (SRD) 

approach by showing the importance of group processes with age in shaping 

children’s judgments about how to respond indirectly by asking for help 

from others, when they are bystanders in a situation that involves exclusion. 

The findings have practical implications for combating social exclusion and 

promoting prosocial bystander behavior in schools.
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indirect bystander reactions, social and moral reasoning, children, adolescents, 
group membership
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Introduction

Social exclusion involves being left out of a group or an activity 
and has many long-term detrimental psychological and academic 
effects on children (Buhs et al., 2006; Gazelle and Druhen, 2009; 
Lansu et  al., 2017). When peers intervene to challenge social 
exclusion as bystanders (i.e., witnesses), their reactions can help to 
reduce exclusion (Polanin et al., 2012; Evans et al., 2014; Palmer 
and Abbott, 2018). However, bystander reactions can be either 
direct (i.e., intervening to stop the incident by confronting the 
perpetrator) or indirect (i.e., getting help from a teacher or friend; 
Pronk et al., 2013; Lambe and Craig, 2020). Unlike direct forms, 
indirect bystander reactions to challenge bullying arguably require 
less resources (i.e., cognitive empathy, self-efficacy) and involve less 
risks (i.e., potential retaliation by the bully, perceived costs within 
the peer group; Levy and Gumpel, 2018; Lambe et  al., 2019). 
Therefore, when bystanders witness social exclusion, indirect 
challenging may be more likely than direct challenging. Indirect 
bystander reactions in a school context can involve getting help 
from either a teacher/other adult or a friend within the peer group, 
yet we know little about developmental and contextual effects on 
indirect bystander reactions. This study examines age differences 
in terms of how children and adolescents indirectly challenge 
exclusion as bystanders, and whether such indirect challenging is 
dependent on the immigrant status of the excluder and the victim.

The present study examined age differences in British children’s 
and adolescents’ indirect prosocial bystander reactions to social 
exclusion using hypothetical scenarios. We manipulated both the 
group membership of the excluder and the group membership of 
the victim. Participants read a scenario in which either a British or 
an immigrant peer was excluded from a school club by either a 
British or an immigrant peer, and answered questions measuring 
their likelihood of indirect bystander reactions (i.e., getting help 
from a teacher or an adult and getting help from a friend). This study 
explored the immigrant context as it is becoming more relevant in 
today’s global world where immigrant children and adolescents 
experience pervasive social exclusion and discrimination in school 
settings (Stevens et al., 2020; Xu et al., 2020). This bias-based form 
of exclusion stems from prejudice and discrimination and can have 
more negative health and academic consequences than interpersonal 
forms of exclusion (Oxman-Martinez et al., 2012; Killen et al., 2013; 
Brown and Lee, 2015). A better understanding of developmental 
and contextual effects on indirect bystander challenging can inform 
anti-bullying programs designed to improve prosocial bystander 
behavior among students and can have a crucial role in combating 
the social exclusion of immigrants in schools (Polanin et al., 2012; 
Gönültaş and Mulvey, 2019).

Social reasoning developmental 
perspective on social exclusion

Our research was guided by the Social Reasoning 
Developmental approach (SRD, Rutland et al., 2010; Killen and 

Rutland, 2011; Rutland and Killen, 2015), which provides a 
developmental intergroup framework to examine social exclusion 
in childhood by drawing upon different theories and research (i.e., 
social identity theory and social domain theory; Turiel, 1983, 
2008; Tajfel and Turner, 1986; Nesdale, 2004). The Social 
Reasoning Developmental approach highlights the interplay 
between moral decision-making and intergroup factors such as 
group membership and group dynamics in understanding 
children’s and adolescents’ bystander reactions to social exclusion 
(Palmer and Abbott, 2018; Palmer et al., 2021).

Only a few studies conducted in North America drawing from 
the Social Reasoning Developmental approach have explored 
indirect bystander reactions using hypothetical scenarios (Mulvey 
et al., 2019, 2020a; Gönültaş and Mulvey, 2020; Knox et al., 2021). 
Most of these studies measured indirect bystander reactions but 
generated composite measures of general bystander reactions 
including direct and indirect measures together (Mulvey et al., 
2019, 2020a; Knox et al., 2021). Only one study used a separate 
measure of indirect bystander reactions and found that younger 
European American adolescents (mean age 12 years) were more 
likely to report that they would get help from others (i.e., a 
composite variable of getting help from teachers and adults and 
getting help from peers) compared to older adolescents (mean age 
15 years) when they witnessed peer aggression (Gönültaş and 
Mulvey, 2020). What is not known, however, is whether there are 
any developmental trends in indirect bystander reactions from 
childhood into adolescence, especially in the context of social 
exclusion. Getting help as a bystander is a very important way of 
addressing biased-based social exclusion because it identifies the 
behavior, often publicly, in a way that can change group norms, 
and potentially provide a path to less such exclusion in the future. 
This is especially so for children, who may have less power than 
adults, so getting others involved may be necessary to change 
these types of social exclusion. Social exclusion is conceptually 
different from other forms of bullying, such as aggression which 
is perceived as a moral transgression (i.e., harmful to the welfare 
of the victim). Social exclusion is not always considered immoral 
and is often legitimized in order to maintain group identity, group 
norms or group functioning (Killen and Rutland, 2011).

A decline in indirect challenging of social exclusion in a peer 
group context would be  expected according to the Social 
Reasoning Developmental approach since it emphasizes how 
group context and dynamics play an increasing role in the shift 
from childhood to adolescence, affecting potential bystander 
reactions to social exclusion (i.e., “how would the group react to 
me telling a teacher” or “instead should I tell a friend”?; Killen and 
Rutland, 2011; Palmer et al., 2021). Studies have shown that, from 
an early age, children start to understand social mechanisms and 
become aware of group life (Smetana, 2006). They start to affiliate 
with groups, develop group identities, and show ingroup bias and 
loyalty toward ingroups (Nesdale, 2004; Dunham et  al., 2011; 
Misch et  al., 2016). With age, and into later childhood and 
adolescence, an advanced understanding of group identity and 
group loyalty emerges (Horn, 2003; Abrams and Rutland, 2008), 
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with a better understanding that being seen as disloyal to the 
group can have consequences and can lead to the disloyal member 
being excluded from the peer group (Mulvey and Killen, 2015; 
Mulvey et al., 2016). Thus they become more likely to show group 
loyalty and ingroup bias when evaluating their peers and 
determining their bystander reactions to exclusion. Research 
shows that with age, children can support negative acts when they 
think that their peer group is okay with that act (Nipedal et al., 
2010; Mulvey et  al., 2016). In the current study, therefore, 
we expected that adolescents would be less likely to report indirect 
bystander reactions (i.e., getting help from a teacher or an adult 
and getting help from a friend).

Different forms of indirect bystander 
reactions

Studies using the Social Reasoning Developmental approach 
to examine bystander reactions, to date, have not typically 
explored separately the bystander reactions of getting help from a 
teacher and getting help from a friend. They have usually 
combined various bystander reaction items to create composite 
variables, including the reactions of getting help from a teacher 
and a friend in different categories such as inactive bystander 
responses (e.g., Mulvey et al., 2019, 2020a; Gönültaş et al., 2020) 
or seeking help responses (e.g., Gönültaş and Mulvey, 2020) or 
bystander intention/intervention (e.g., Palmer et al., 2015, 2022; 
Knox et al., 2021). Examining the indirect reactions of getting help 
from a teacher and getting help from a friend separately is crucial. 
From late childhood into adolescence there is increasing focus on 
group identity and loyalty within the peer group (Mulvey and 
Killen, 2015; Mulvey et al., 2016). Because of this, children and 
adolescents may reason differently about who they would get help 
from (i.e., teachers or friends within a peer group). Engaging in 
these two indirect forms of prosocial bystander reactions may 
have potentially different perceived group consequences for 
children and adolescents (i.e., how they think they may 
be  perceived within their peer group). This could make 
adolescents, relative to those in late childhood, more likely to 
engage in indirect bystander reactions involving peers rather than 
teachers. In the current study, for the first time, we focused on 
these two types of indirect bystander reactions to social exclusion: 
getting help from a teacher or an adult (1) and getting help from 
a friend (2).

Getting help from a teacher

Teachers have a critically important role in combating 
bullying, including social exclusion (Brendgen and Troop-
Gordon, 2015) and they are usually the first adults to respond to 
conflicts among peers. However, to respond to bullying incidents, 
teachers first need to know about bullying incidents. Research 
shows that teachers are not present at most bullying incidents 

(Ozada Nazim and Duyan, 2021). When they are present, they 
take action in only 4% of bullying episodes in the playground 
(Craig and Pepler, 1997) and 18% when bullying incidents happen 
in the classroom (Atlas and Pepler, 1998). Their lack of action can 
be related to them not being aware of bullying or not observing 
the bullying incidents in person (Craig et al., 2000). Research also 
shows that teachers do not perceive themselves as prepared to 
identify bullying because of a lack of awareness and training 
(Bauman and Hurley, 2005; Beran, 2005; Novick and Isaacs, 2010). 
Their likelihood of reacting can also be impacted by the type of 
bullying. While teachers easily identify physical forms as bullying, 
they can think nonphysical forms of bullying (e.g., social 
exclusion) are less harmful and less serious than physical and 
verbal forms (Yoon and Kerber, 2003; Bauman and Del Rio, 2006) 
and some do not consider them as bullying at all (Boulton, 1997; 
Craig et al., 2000). Moreover, one piece of research showed that 
even when teachers were aware of bullying, they preferred not to 
intervene in 25% of bullying incidents (Atlas and Pepler, 1998). 
Other research showed that teachers were less likely to identify 
bullying among secondary school adolescents than among 
elementary school children (Leff et al., 1999).

One way to make teachers take action is students who are 
often bystanders to bullying incidents (e.g., social exclusion) 
telling them about bullying. Research found that the strongest 
predictor of teacher intervention was students telling them about 
bullying incidents compared to the other forms (i.e., observing 
bullying with their own eyes; Novick and Isaacs, 2010). Another 
study showed the more children reported bullying to their 
teachers, the lower the levels of victimization were observed 
(Cortes and Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2014). However, children do not 
often tell their teachers about bullying incidents and they become 
less likely to inform a teacher as they become adolescents (Smith 
and Shu, 2000).

Getting help from a friend

Another form of indirect bystander reaction is getting help from 
a friend. This is an important response because it increases the 
likelihood of further bystander intervention by another peer. Indeed, 
research shows that being asked by a victim to help a victim makes 
that individual more likely to intervene themselves (Machackova 
et al., 2018). Bullying research, however, mainly focuses on victims 
getting help from a friend, but not on bystanders getting help from 
a friend. Research also shows that victims of bullying are more likely 
to tell a friend than to tell a teacher (Smith and Shu, 2000; Blomqvist 
et  al., 2020) and although their likelihood of telling a teacher 
decreases with age, the likelihood of telling a friend remains high as 
it is perceived to be less risky (Oliver and Candappa, 2007). This is 
in line with the Social Reasoning Developmental approach, as with 
an increasing understanding of group dynamics (i.e., group 
repercussions), adolescents develop the ability to evaluate the 
consequences of challenging groups (Mulvey and Killen, 2016, 
2017). Although victims’ perspectives can give an insight into how 
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they perceive getting help from a friend, examining bystanders’ 
perspectives is also important since if the bystander asks a friend for 
help when they witness exclusion this can increase the likelihood of 
victims getting help. However, no studies have yet explored the 
“getting help from a friend” bystander reaction specifically. In the 
current study, we expected that children would be more likely to get 
help from a teacher or an adult than from a friend when they 
witnessed social exclusion. With increasing recognition of the social 
consequences and risks (Oliver and Candappa, 2007; Mulvey et al., 
2016), adolescents would be more likely to get help from a friend 
than to get help from a teacher or an adult.

Group membership of excluder and 
victim

The social reasoning developmental model of social exclusion 
would also anticipate that the group membership of the excluder 
and victim is related to whether children and adolescents as 
bystanders get help from either a teacher/adult or a friend. Previous 
developmental research has examined children’s evaluations of 
aggressors who either shared or did not share group membership 
with the children (Nesdale et al., 2013) and found that children 
were more positive toward aggressors who belonged to the same 
group as them. This suggests that when the excluder is an ingroup 
compared to an outgroup peer, youth should be  especially 
concerned about the consequences of telling a teacher. This is 
because it may affect their position in the group, since the act of 
telling a teacher may be seen as disloyal. This could consequently 
lead to them being excluded from their peer group or at least 
fearing this outcome (Mulvey and Killen, 2015; Mulvey et al., 2016).

Developmental research also suggests that the group 
membership of the victim relates to whether youth indirectly 
challenge social exclusion. For example, Gönültaş and Mulvey 
(2020) found that adolescents were more likely to get help from a 
teacher or friend when the victim was an ingroup peer compared 
to an outgroup peer. In the current study, for the first time, the 
group membership of the victim (either British or an immigrant 
peer) and the group membership of the excluder (either British or 
an immigrant peer) were manipulated in a fully crossed design (i.e., 
a British peer excluding an immigrant victim, an immigrant peer 
excluding an immigrant victim, a British peer excluding a British 
victim, or an immigrant peer excluding an immigrant peer). 
We expected that when the excluder was an ingroup compared to 
an outgroup peer, participants would be less likely to report indirect 
prosocial bystander reactions. Additionally, when the victim was 
an ingroup compared to an outgroup peer, participants should 
be more likely to report indirect prosocial bystander reactions.

Social and moral reasoning

In addition to examining the developmental and contextual 
differences in indirect prosocial bystander reactions, the 

current study examined how children and adolescents justified 
their likelihood of getting help from a teacher and getting help 
from a friend to provide more insight into developmental 
differences. Participants’ reasoning was coded using categories 
from Social Domain Theory (Turiel, 2008; Smetana, 2013) and 
previous research that draws from the Social Reasoning 
Developmental approach to social exclusion and bystander 
responses (e.g., Killen et al., 2013; Palmer et al., 2015; Rutland 
et  al., 2015; Mulvey et  al., 2016). The Social Reasoning 
Developmental approach indicates that children and 
adolescents attempt to balance different concerns in different 
domains of knowledge when making decisions about bystander 
responses (Killen and Rutland, 2011; Palmer et  al., 2015; 
Mulvey et al., 2016). In line with the Social Domain Theory, the 
Social Reasoning Developmental approach contends that 
children draw on three domains of knowledge—moral 
concerns (fair and equal treatment of others), social-
conventional or social group concerns (traditional beliefs, 
group identity and group functioning) and psychological 
concerns (autonomy and personal preferences)—when 
evaluating social exclusion and bystander reactions (Killen 
et al., 2013; Palmer et al., 2015). It is worth noting that other 
theoretical approaches, for example, Moral Foundation Theory 
(Haidt and Graham, 2007), contends affinity to one’s social 
group is a moral concern, and this issue is a topic of debate (see 
Haste, 2013; Harper and Rhodes, 2021).

Which domains are prioritized alternates as children’s 
comprehension of intergroup relations and group dynamics 
increases with age. At an early age, children often regard exclusion 
as wrong and reject it due to moral concerns about fairness, equal 
treatment, and psychological harm, thereby applying basic moral 
principles to situations (Killen et al., 2001; Rutland and Killen, 
2015). With age, however, they often find exclusion relatively 
acceptable due to having socio-conventional concerns (i.e., group 
membership, group dynamics, group functioning, and group 
loyalty) and psychological concerns (i.e., autonomy, and personal 
choice, Horn, 2008; Killen et al., 2013; Rutland and Killen, 2015). 
For example, previous research showed that 10th grade 
participants were more likely to refer to group loyalty to justify 
their decision about peer group dynamics compared to 8th 
graders (Rutland et  al., 2015). A similar pattern has been 
observed in the context of bystander reactions. Research has 
shown that children tend to use more social-conventional and 
psychological reasons while justifying their likelihood of 
bystander challenging with age (Palmer et al., 2015; Mulvey et al., 
2016). For example, one piece of research showed that children 
used moral reasoning more than adolescents did, whereas 
adolescents used psychological reasoning more than children did 
while justifying their prosocial bystander intentions (Palmer 
et al., 2015). Given these findings, it was expected that children 
would use moral reasoning more when justifying their likelihood 
of indirect bystander reactions to social exclusion whereas 
adolescents would use social-conventional and personal 
reasoning more.
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The present study

The main aim of this study was to explore developmental 
differences in children’s and adolescents’ indirect bystander 
reactions and how they reasoned about them. We focused on two 
forms of indirect bystander reactions—(1) getting help from a 
teacher and (2) getting help from a friend. We  also explored 
contextual effects, by examining whether the group membership 
of the excluder and the group membership of the victim had an 
influence on their indirect bystander reactions by manipulating 
the excluder’s membership (i.e., British or an immigrant peer) 
and the victim’s membership (i.e., British or an immigrant peer). 
We  focused on two age groups and compared children’s and 
adolescents’ indirect bystander reactions as previous research has 
shown a developmental shift from childhood into adolescence 
whereby, compared to children, adolescents are more likely to 
evaluate social exclusion focusing more on group-related 
concerns (Killen et al., 2013; Mulvey et al., 2014). Furthermore, 
previous research has shown a developmental shift between these 
two age groups with adolescents’ greater understanding of group 
dynamics and intergroup factors suggesting that they are less 
likely to show bystander intervention in peer group contexts 
(Palmer et al., 2015; Mulvey et al., 2016).

Research has also shown that adolescents’ bystander 
challenging toward outgroup members can increase when they 
have high levels of intergroup contact (Abbott and Cameron, 
2014). When children have higher levels of intergroup contact, 
they can be less likely to be prejudiced against those groups, i.e., 
immigrants (Titzmann et al., 2015) and their evaluations regarding 
exclusion can become more positive (Crystal et al., 2008; Park 
et  al., 2019). In the current study, therefore, we  measured 
participants’ intergroup contact with immigrants in order to use 
this as a covariate.

Hypotheses

Based on the theoretical framework, i.e., the Social Reasoning 
Developmental model, and developmental research, we  tested 
four hypotheses in this study.

Hypothesis 1: Adolescents would be  less likely to report 
indirect bystander reactions to social exclusion as bystanders 
compared to children.

Hypothesis 2: Children would be more likely to get help from 
a teacher or an adult than from a friend when they witnessed 
social exclusion as bystanders. Meanwhile, adolescents would 
be more likely to get help from a friend than getting help from 
a teacher or an adult as bystanders.

Hypothesis 3: When the excluder was an ingroup compared to 
an outgroup peer, youth would be less likely to report indirect 
bystander reactions to social exclusion. When the victim was 

an ingroup compared to an outgroup peer, youth would 
be  more likely to report indirect bystander reactions to 
social exclusion.

Hypothesis 4: Children would use moral reasoning more when 
justifying their likelihood of indirect bystander reaction to 
challenge exclusion when witnessing social exclusion whereas 
adolescents would use social-conventional and personal 
reasoning more. It was an open question as to whether social 
and moral reasoning would vary depending on the group 
membership of the victim or the excluder.

Materials and methods

Design

The present study adopted a 2 (Age Group: children, 
adolescents) × 2 (Excluder Membership: British, immigrant) × 2 
(Victim Membership: British, immigrant) × 2 (Indirect 
Bystander Reactions: getting help from a teacher or an adult and 
getting help from a friend) mixed experimental design (see 
Table 1). Participants were randomly presented with a scenario 
in which either a British or an immigrant peer excluded either 
a British or an immigrant victim from a school club. The 
dependent variables were participants’ likelihood of engaging 
in two indirect forms of bystander reactions: (1) getting help 
from a teacher or an adult and (2) getting help from a friend, 
and (3) participants’ social and moral reasoning for these two 
bystander reactions.

Participants

The participants were 424 British children and adolescents 
from two age groups: children (N = 205, 48.3%, 
range = 8–10 years, Mage = 9.03, SD = 0.74) and adolescents 
(N = 219, 51.7%, range = 13–15 years, Mage = 13.44, SD = 0.63), 
evenly distributed across gender groups (Female N = 209, 49.3%). 
Participants were asked if they were British or immigrants. 
Participants who identified themselves as immigrants (N = 84) 
were excluded from the final analyses. A final sample of 340 
participants (children, N = 155, Mage = 9.05, SD = 0.74; 
adolescents, N = 185, Mage = 13.49, SD = 0.65; Female, N = 171, 
50.3%) was analyzed.

TABLE 1 The study design.

Condition Excluder membership Victim membership

1 British British

2 British Immigrant

3 Immigrant British

4 Immigrant Immigrant
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The present study was carried out in diverse areas of a large 
city in south-eastern England where participants were from lower 
to middle-class socioeconomic status groups. The final sample 
included 24.7% South Asian British, 17.6% White British, 17.1% 
Black British, 12.1% Dual-Heritage, 9.7% European British and 
6.5% other (including Arab, Japanese British), with 12.4% of the 
sample withholding their ethnic identity information. Power 
analysis for an analysis of variance with three factors and eight 
groups was conducted in G*Power to determine a sufficient 
sample size using an Alpha level of 0.05, power of 0.95, and a small 
to medium effect size of 0.25 (Faul et al., 2007). The required 
sample size for this study was 279.

Procedure

All participants received parental consent and gave assent. 
They completed the assessment on individual computers 
using the experimental software Qualtrics, in their school 
under the guidance of the researcher and were debriefed at 
the end. Participants were asked to imagine that they were 
part of a gender-matched group; the “British group of friends” 
(e.g., Killen et  al., 2013; Mulvey et  al., 2016; Mulvey and 
Killen, 2016). Following the conventions of the minimal 
group paradigm (Nesdale, 2008), in order to enhance 
identification with the group, participants were asked to 
select a name and a symbol for their group. Next, participants 
were asked to imagine another group of friends, i.e., the 
“immigrant group of friends.” In line with previous studies 
involving children (Cameron et  al., 2006; Abbott and 
Cameron, 2014), participants were presented with the 
following definition of immigrants: 

“immigrants are individuals who live in Britain but are not 
British since they were born in and came from other countries.”

Social exclusion scenario
Next, participants read a hypothetical scenario in which either 

a British or an immigrant peer was excluded from a cooking club 
by either a British or an immigrant peer. The reason for the 
exclusion was ambiguous as in real-life situations, excluders do 
not always express the reason behind excluding their victims 
explicitly. It is not always clear that exclusion is biased-based 
bullying, and it is a developmental challenge for children to 
determine whether intergroup exclusion is based on prejudice and 
discrimination (Killen and Rutland, 2011).

An example scenario of when the group membership of the 
excluder was British and the group membership of the victim was 
immigrant is as follows: 

“Imagine that your group, the British group of friends, decide to 
form a cooking club for students who like cooking British food 
in your school. [Victim] from the immigrant group of friends 
likes cooking British food and wants to join the cooking club. 

[Excluder], from your group, does not want him/her to join the 
cooking club. [Excluder] shares his/her opinion with the others 
in the club and they agree to leave [victim] out.”

Indirect bystander reaction measures

Getting help from a teacher or an adult
To measure participants’ likelihood of getting help from a 

teacher or an adult as a bystander, participants were asked: “How 
likely or not likely is it that you would get help from a teacher or 
an adult?” and responded on a 1 (really not likely) to 6 (really 
likely) scale (adapted from Mulvey et  al., 2016; Gönültaş and 
Mulvey, 2020).

Getting help from a friend
To measure participants’ likelihood of getting help from a 

friend as a bystander, participants were asked: “How likely or not 
likely is it that you would get help from a friend?” and responded 
on a 1 (really not likely) to 6 (really likely) scale (adapted from 
Mulvey et al., 2016; Gönültaş and Mulvey, 2020).

Reasoning justifications
Participants also justified their indirect bystander reactions in 

open-ended “why?” questions following the likelihood measures. 
The responses to the reasoning questions were analyzed using a 
coding system drawing from Social Domain Theory (Turiel, 1983; 
Smetana, 2006; Smetana et al., 2014), and prior research on social 
exclusion and bystander responses (Killen and Stangor, 2001; 
Killen et al., 2002, 2013; Palmer et al., 2015). The responses were 
coded under three general domains: moral, social-conventional or 
group and psychological concerns. The moral concerns included 
references to fairness, individual rights and welfare; the social 
conventional or group concerns included references to trust in 
teachers and friends, mistrust in teachers and friends, group 
dynamics and loyalty. The psychological domain included 
references to autonomy, personal preferences and personal 
characteristics. Consequently, five categories that fell under three 
general domains were created: one moral category, three social-
conventional categories and one psychological category (see 
Table 2).

The moral domain categories and one of the social-
conventional categories (mistrust in teachers/friends) were 
removed from the reasoning analyses as they were used less 
than 10% for both getting help from a teacher item (moral, 
7.9%; trust in teachers, 21.2%; mistrust in teachers, 8.5%; 
group loyalty and dynamics, 11.5%, psychological, 15%; 
undifferentiated, 10.3%; missing, 25.6%) and getting help 
from a friend item (moral, 2.9%; trust in friends,  
22.9%; mistrust in friends, 5.3%; group loyalty and dynamics, 
12.4%, psychological, 16.5%, undifferentiated, 11.5%; 
missing, 28.5, see Table 3). Undifferentiated responses (i.e., 
uncodable statements) were omitted from the central analyses 
along with missing responses. Interrater reliability was 
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conducted on 25% of each reasoning question by two coders 
one of whom was blind to the hypotheses of study and 
analyses of agreement revealed strong inter-rater reliability 
for both questions (getting help from a teacher or an adult, 
getting help from a friend, Cohen’s kappa = 0.86, 0.89, 
respectively).

Intergroup contact
An adapted version of the intergroup contact measure 

developed by Crystal et al. (2008) was used to measure the level of 
intergroup contact with immigrants. The scale contained six items 
(e.g., how many students in your school are immigrants?). The 
responses to these items range from 1 (“none”) to 4 (“most”), 
α = 0.84.

Plan of analyses

The analyses were conducted using SPSS 28. Initially, 
we conducted two separate linear regression analyses with two 
indirect bystander reactions as the dependent variables and age 
group, excluder membership, victim membership, gender and 
intergroup contact, as predictors. Intergroup contact and gender 
were not significant predictors, so they were dropped from 
subsequent analyses (see Supplementary materials).

The data was analyzed using a 2 (Age Group: children, 
adolescents) × 2 (Excluder membership: British, immigrant) × 2 
(victim membership: British, immigrant) × 2 (Indirect Bystander 
Reaction: getting help from a teacher or an adult, getting help from 
a friend) ANOVA with repeated measures on the last factor. Follow 

TABLE 2 Coding domains, categories, content, and example items.

Domain Categories Content Example items

Moral Fairness and individual 

rights

“That not fair”

“He does not deserve to be out”

“Because it is not right to leave a child out”

Welfare “I do not want him to be alone”

“So she feels included”

Social-conventional Trust in 

teachers/friends

Trust in teachers/adults “Because teachers help you and if somebody is left out you can tell them and they fix it”

“Teachers are trust-able”

Trust in friends “A friend will sort the problem out”

“Friends are reliable”

Mistrust in 

teachers/friends

Mistrust in teachers/

adults

“Teachers do not care most of the time”

“They would not understand and might take it the wrong way”

Mistrust in friends “They cannot help this situation”

“They will not care”

Group 

Dynamics/ 

Loyalty

Understanding of group 

dynamics

“Because we all voted that we should kick him out”

“It’s the friend groups problem and it is not a big of a deal so they should sort it out themselves”

“Because I’d think that we can work it out ourselves”

Group loyalty and 

repercussions

“I would not snitch”

“As I would not want my friends getting in trouble, I ain’t a snake”

Psychological Autonomy “I am capable of doing it myself ”

“Because if I was in that situation I would not want anyone else involved”

Personal preferences/

characteristics

“There is no point”

“It is not big of a deal”

“I am not very confident”

Undifferentiated “I do not know”

“Not sure”

TABLE 3 Categories used in reasoning analyses.

Measures Moral domain
Social-conventional domain

Psychological domainTrust in teachers/
friends

Mistrust in 
teachers/friends

Group dynamics and 
loyalty

Getting help from a 

teacher or an adult

<10% (1) Trust in teachers <10% (2) Group dynamics/loyalty (3) Psychological

Getting help from a friend <10% (1) Trust in friends <10% (2) Group dynamics/loyalty (3) Psychological

116

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.833589
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Yüksel et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.833589

Frontiers in Psychology frontiersin.org

FIGURE 1

Participants’ indirect bystander challenging as a function of age 
group. Error bars show standard error. *p < 0.001.

up tests were performed using the Bonferroni correction to control 
for Type I errors. In line with the reasoning literature (e.g., McGuire 
et  al., 2017), the reasoning responses were analyzed using 
multinomial logistic regression models. We modeled the effects of 
age group (children, adolescents), and excluder membership (British, 
immigrant) and victim membership (British, immigrant), across 
reasoning categories for each item.

Results

Indirect bystander reactions

Test of between participant factors revealed a significant main 
effect of age group on indirect bystander reactions, F (1, 
285) = 68.44, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.194. As expected, in line with 
Hypothesis 1, children were more likely to report indirect 
bystander reactions (M = 4.28, SD = 1.90) compared to adolescents 
(M = 2.91, SD = 1.60). Test of within participants factors revealed 
a significant interaction between indirect bystander reactions and 
age group, F (1, 285) = 39.10, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.121. As 
anticipated, in line with hypothesis 2, pairwise comparisons 
showed that adolescents were less likely to get help from a teacher 
or an adult (M = 2.51, SD = 1.58) than getting help from a friend 
(M = 3.31, SD = 1.63, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.080). In contrast, 
children were more likely to get help from a teacher or an adult 
(M = 4.63, SD = 1.78) than getting help from a friend (M = 3.93, 
SD = 2.03, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.051, see Figure 1).

Hypothesis 3 was not fully supported since the test of 
between-participant factors did not show any main effect of the 
group membership of the excluder or the group membership of 
the victim, both ps > 0.05. However, our exploratory findings 
indicated an interaction between indirect bystander reactions and 
excluder membership, F (1, 285) = 4.70, p = 0.031, partial η2 = 0.016. 
Pairwise comparisons showed that when the excluder was British, 
participants were marginally less likely to get help from a teacher 

or an adult (M = 3.42, SD = 1.40) than getting help from a friend 
(M = 3.77, SD = 1.50, p = 0.063, partial η2 = 0.012). However, there 
were no differences when the excluder was an immigrant 
(Mteacherhelp = 3.52, SD = 1.40, Mfriendhelp = 3.41, SD = 1.52, p = 0.213, 
partial η2 = 0.005, see Figure  2). No other interactions were 
significant (all ps > 0.05). These findings indicate that youth 
favored getting help from a friend over a teacher or adult when the 
excluder was an ingroup peer (i.e., British). This bias to favor 
keeping bystander challenging as an internal peer group matter 
rather than involving teachers or other adults, however, was not 
evident when the excluder was an outgroup peer (i.e., 
an immigrant).

Social and moral reasoning

Hypothesis 4 was not supported since moral reasoning was 
used less than 10% in the case of both forms of indirect bystander 
responding. However, there were differences between children 
and adolescents in terms of the type of social-conventional 
reasoning and the degree of psychological reasoning used to 
justify indirect bystander responses.

Getting help from a teacher or an adult

The addition of predictors (Age Group, Excluder Membership, 
Victim Membership) to the model led to a significant 
improvement in the model fit compared to the null model (LR) χ2 
(6, N = 172) = 46.91, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.269, p < 0.001. We observed 
a main effect of age group for getting help from a teacher or an 
adult, χ2 (3, N = 172) = 44.11, p < 0.001. Compared to adolescents, 
children were more likely to refer to their trust in teachers than 
group loyalty and dynamics, β = −2.37, χ2(1) = 28.32, p < 0.001, Exp 
(B) = 0.09, 95% CI [0.04, 0.22] and psychological reasons, 
β = −2.16, χ2(1) = 26.20, p < 0.001, Exp (B) = 0.11, 95% CI [0.05, 

FIGURE 2

Participants’ indirect bystander challenging as a function of age 
group membership of the excluder. Error bars show standard 
error.
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0.26] (see Table 4). For example, one child participant positively 
rated the getting help from a teacher or an adult item by referring 
to their trust in teachers: “because teachers help you  and if 
somebody is left out you can tell them and they fix it.” Meanwhile, 
adolescents’ reasoning used notions of group dynamics and loyalty 
and psychological reasoning more than children. For example, 
adolescents justified their negative evaluations of getting help 
from a teacher or adult by referring to group dynamics and loyalty 
and said things like, “it is best to sort it out between ourselves, 
teachers or adults might make the situation worse,” or “as I would 
not want my friends getting in trouble, I ain’t a snake.” Finally, 
adolescents also used psychological reasoning like, “I could sort it 
out myself” more. There were no significant main effects of 
excluder membership, victim membership or any interactions (all 
ps < 0.05).

Getting help from a friend

The addition of predictors (age group, excluder membership 
and victim membership) to the model led to a significant 
improvement in the model fit compared to the null model (LR) χ2 
(6, N = 176) = 14.91, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.092, p = 0.021. We observed 
a main effect of age group on getting help from a friend, χ2 (2, 
N = 176) = 11.90, p = 0.003. Compared to adolescents, children 
were more likely to refer to their trust in friends than group 
dynamics, β = −1.20, χ2(1) = 8.23, p = 0.004, Exp (B) = 0.30, 95% CI 
[0.13, 0.68], and psychological reasons, β = −0.98, χ2(1) = 7.00, 
p = 0.008, Exp (B) = 0.37, 95% CI [0.18, 0.77] (see Table 5). For 
example, child participants positively rated getting help from a 
friend with reference to their trust in friends by reasoning that “a 
friend will sort the problem out” or “friends are reliable.” Meanwhile 
adolescent participants used group dynamics and loyalty and 

psychological reasoning more compared to children. For example, 
adolescents justified their likelihood of getting help from a friend 
by saying “they may have the same perspective as [excluder]” or “it’s 
better if more people agree.” Adolescent participants also referred 
to psychological reasons saying “no one else should get involved” or 
“I can argue with them myself.” There were no significant main 
effects of excluder membership or victim membership (all 
ps < 0.05).

The addition of the interaction term between age group and 
excluder membership, however, significantly improved the fit of 
the model, (LR) χ2 (6, N = 176) = 18.18, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.111, 
p = 0.006. The proceeding main effects of age group were qualified 
by this interaction term. Due to some small cell sizes, we followed 
the approach of other reasoning studies (e.g., McGuire et al., 2017) 
and conducted Fisher’s exact test and follow-up z tests with 
Bonferroni correction with multiple comparisons to investigate 
differences in participants’ reasoning to justify getting help from 
a teacher or an adult as a function of age group and excluder 
membership (means are proportional percentages of reasoning). 
The results showed that only when the excluder was British, 
children compared to adolescents were more likely to refer to trust 
in friends (M = 0.62) than group dynamics (M = 0.11, Fisher’s 
exact  = 10.52, p = 0.005). However, there was no significant 
difference when the excluder was an immigrant (p = 0.06). For 
example, when the excluder was British, children referred to trust 
in friends more by saying, “Because friends are really helpful” or “a 
friend helps.” Meanwhile adolescents referred to group dynamics 
more by saying, “I am not a snitch” or “they might be on your side.”

The addition of the interaction term between age group, 
excluder membership and victim membership also significantly 
improved the fit of the model (LR) χ2 (14, N = 176) = 28.30, 
Nagelkerke R2 = 0.169, p = 0.013. The results showed that when 
both the excluder and victim were British, children were more 
likely to refer to trust in friendship (M = 0.74) more than group 
dynamics (M = 0.10) while adolescents referred to group dynamics 
more (M = 0.43) than trust in friends (M = 0.30, Fisher’s 
exact  = 9.23, p = 0.011, see Table  6). For example, children 
positively rated getting help from a friend item by referring to 
trust in friendship, saying for example, “you can trust friends” or 
“because they will help you and keep secrets.” Whereas adolescents 
referred to group dynamics and loyalty more by saying, “I would 
have more than one person on my side.” There were no significant 
differences for other comparisons (all ps > 0.05).

Discussion

In this study, we  examined indirect prosocial bystander 
reactions to intergroup social exclusion, which are understudied 
but very crucial. We  know how effective prosocial bystander 
reactions are in reducing bullying (Hawkins et al., 2001; Salmivalli 
et  al., 2011) but children do not report prosocial bystander 
reactions often and their likelihood of engaging can decrease with 
age depending on the group membership of the victim and the 

TABLE 4 Frequencies and proportions of participants’ reasoning of 
getting help from a teacher or an adult as a function of age group.

Age group Trust in 
teachers

Group 
loyalty and 
dynamics

Psychological Row 
total

Children 50 (0.65) 12 (0.15) 15 (0.20) 77

Adolescents 16 (0.17) 39 (0.41) 40 (0.42) 95

Column total 66 51 55 N = 172

Observed values are reported with proportions within group in brackets.

TABLE 5 Frequencies and proportions of participants’ reasoning of 
getting help from a friend as a function of age group.

Age group Trust in 
friends

Group 
loyalty and 
dynamics

Psychological Row 
total

Children 42 (0.60) 11 (0.16) 17 (0.24) 70

Adolescents 36 (0.34) 31 (0.30) 39 (0.37) 106

Column total 78 42 56 N = 176

Observed values are reported with proportions within group in brackets.
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TABLE 6 Frequencies and proportions of participants’ reasoning of getting help from a friend as a function of age group, the group membership of 
excluder, and the group membership of the victim.

Age group Excluder 
membership

Victim 
membership

Trust in 
friends

Group loyalty 
and dynamics

Psychological Row total

Children British British 14 (0.74) 2 (0.11) 3 (0.16) 19

Immigrant 9 (0.50) 2 (0.11) 7 (0.39) 18

Immigrant British 8 (0.50) 5 (0.31) 3 (0.19) 16

Immigrant 11 (0.65) 2 (0.12) 4 (0.23) 17

Total 42 (0.60) 11 (0.16) 17 (0.24) 70

Adolescents British British 9 (0.30) 13 (0.43) 8 (0.27) 30

Immigrant 8 (0.36) 7 (0.32) 7 (0.32) 22

Immigrant British 11 (0.48) 2 (0.9) 10 (0.43) 23

Immigrant 8 (0.26) 9 (0.29) 14 (0.45) 31

Total 36 (0.34) 31 (0.30) 39 (0.37) 106

Column total 78 42 56 N = 176

Observed values are reported with proportions within group in brackets.

perpetrator (Hawkins et al., 2001; Palmer et al., 2015; Gönültaş 
and Mulvey, 2020). Among the two types of bystander reactions 
(i.e., direct and indirect), indirect forms (e.g., intervening 
indirectly, without confronting bullies or drawing their attention) 
are important to examine because, compared to direct forms, they 
require less resources and risks (Levy and Gumpel, 2018; Lambe 
et  al., 2019). In the current study, we explored developmental 
differences in children’s and adolescents’ indirect bystander 
reactions using hypothetical scenarios. We  examined whether 
children and adolescents would get help from a teacher and get 
help from a friend when they witnessed a British or an immigrant 
peer being excluded by a British or an immigrant peer from a 
school club activity. We also investigated their reasoning about 
their likelihood of engaging in these indirect reactions.

Our results revealed novel developmental findings from 
middle childhood to adolescence. As predicted by our first 
hypothesis, participants’ likelihood of indirect bystander reactions 
decreased with age. In line with our second hypothesis, the 
findings revealed that while children preferred getting help from 
a teacher or an adult over getting help from a friend, adolescents 
were more likely to get help from a friend than getting help from 
a teacher or an adult. Our third hypothesis was partially supported. 
Participants were found to be marginally less likely to get help 
from a teacher and an adult than getting help from a friend only 
when the excluder was an ingroup peer, i.e., British but not when 
the excluder was an outgroup peer, i.e., an immigrant. The social 
and moral reasoning that this study examined also provided a 
novel insight into the developmental trends we found. For both 
indirect bystander reactions, children justified their likelihood of 
indirect intervention by referring to their trust in teachers and 
friends, while adolescents were more likely to refer to group 
loyalty and dynamics and psychological reasons.

The developmental decline we  found in indirect 
hypothetical bystander reactions from childhood into 
adolescence is in line with previous research drawing from 
the Social Reasoning Developmental approach on bystander 

reactions to bullying in peer group contexts (Palmer et al., 
2015; Mulvey et  al., 2016; Gönültaş and Mulvey, 2020). 
We extended previous the Social Reasoning Developmental 
approach research on hypothetical bystander reactions to 
bullying (Palmer et al., 2015; Gönültaş and Mulvey, 2020) by 
showing that the developmental decrease in prosocial 
bystander reactions is also evident in the context of intergroup 
social exclusion. This finding fits with the Social Reasoning 
Developmental approach which indicates that from late 
childhood into adolescence, children’s evaluations and 
reasoning about social exclusion and bystander responses in 
peer group contexts increasingly pertain to their knowledge 
about peer group processes and group dynamics (Rutland 
et al., 2010). Having a more advanced understanding of peer 
group dynamics and considering increasing concerns about 
group-related and psychological factors, adolescents can 
become less likely to report indirect prosocial bystander 
responses with age.

The decreasing levels of getting help from teachers and friends 
from childhood into adolescence, however, is alarming since 
bullying, especially relational, indirect forms such as social 
exclusion, increases with age (Crick et al., 2002; Salmivalli and 
Peets, 2009). Moreover, teachers are not very adept in identifying 
relational and covert forms of bullying (Yoon and Kerber, 2003; 
Bauman and Del Rio, 2006) and they are less likely to identify 
bullying among adolescents compared to children (Leff et  al., 
1999; Yablon, 2017). In the case of social exclusion, which can 
be more subtle and ambiguous than other forms of bullying, this 
presents an additional challenge for teacher detection. The low 
likelihood of getting help from teachers and friends and the low 
likelihood of teachers identifying bullying prevent the victims 
from receiving the help and support they need.

Another novel finding from this study is that while children 
were more likely to get help from a teacher than getting help from 
a friend, adolescents were more likely to get help from a friend 
than from a teacher or an adult. The previous studies (e.g., Palmer 
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et al., 2015; Gönültaş and Mulvey, 2020) did not fully capture this 
developmental trend as no study has examined age differences in 
these two indirect bystander responses to social exclusion 
separately. This finding indicates developmental differences in 
preferences regarding different forms of indirect bystander 
reaction. This can be explained by that getting help from a teacher 
and getting help from a friend can have different perceived group 
consequences for different age groups. The findings might suggest 
that with age, adolescents can become more aware of group 
processes such as group dynamics and group loyalty and the 
consequences of letting an authority figure know about the 
negative situation in general. This interpretation is in accord with 
research indicating that students think that teacher involvement 
in bullying situations can make things worse (Bradshaw et al., 
2007; Boulton et al., 2017). Moreover, with age, children become 
more independent and their reasoning around bystander helping 
involves psychological concerns, i.e., autonomy and personal 
choice. This is also in line with previous research that showed that 
adolescents were more likely than children to use psychological 
reasons such as, “because it is not my business, I do not want to 
get involved” when they were asked to justify their reduced 
prosocial bystander intentions following incidents of verbal 
aggression (Palmer et al., 2015).

This study also extended previous research by identifying 
the effect of group membership on specific forms of indirect 
bystander reactions. Even though we did not find an effect for 
Hypothesis 3  in the expected main effects, there was a 
marginal effect for a related unhypothesized exploratory 
finding. Specifically, we  found that participants were less 
likely to get help from a teacher or an adult than getting help 
from a friend only when the excluder was an ingroup peer, 
i.e., British. This finding might suggest that participants were 
concerned about being seen as disloyal to their ingroup by 
telling a teacher when the excluder was an ingroup peer. This 
finding is also in line with the Social Reasoning 
Developmental model in which group membership and group 
loyalty are considered important factors in peer groups that 
arise from an early age (Abrams and Rutland, 2008; Rutland 
et al., 2010; Misch et al., 2016). Children understand that as 
a member of their group, they are expected to be loyal to their 
group in order to be  socially accepted and not excluded 
(Killen et  al., 2013; Rutland et  al., 2015). One piece of 
bystander research showed that when participants (8th and 
10th graders) knew that the ingroup members supported a 
negative act (i.e., race-based humor), they thought that 
deviant peers who intervened to help the victim as a bystander 
were more likely to be excluded from the peer group, due to 
an increasing understanding of group dynamics (Mulvey 
et al., 2016).

The social and moral reasoning findings provided more 
insight into the developmental differences in participants’ 
likelihood of indirect bystander reactions. The results revealed 
that while children’s reasoning focused more on their trust in their 
teachers and friends more, adolescents focused more on 

group-related reasoning such as peer group loyalty and group 
dynamics as well as psychological reasons. This is a novel 
contribution to the literature emphasizing the importance of 
different social-conventional concerns in shaping indirect 
bystander reactions in childhood and adolescence. Previous 
bullying research has mainly focused on social-cognitive factors 
and perceptions (e.g., teacher attitudes, positive actions, positive 
relationship, perceived teacher/friend support, Evans and 
Smokowski, 2015; Jungert et al., 2016; Demol et al., 2020; Mulvey 
et al., 2020b) to explain indirect bystander reactions. These factors 
are important, however, might fail to capture the full picture. 
Bullying happens in peer groups and therefore peer-group-related 
factors such as group dynamics and group loyalty can also play an 
important role.

The current findings emphasize the increasing importance of 
group processes in adolescents’ indirect bystander reactions and 
reasoning. This supports the Social Reasoning Developmental 
approach, whereby as children develop increasing knowledge and 
understanding about the social world and group processes, with 
age, they start to weigh up different concerns (i.e., moral, group-
related and psychological) when evaluating social exclusion and 
consequent bystander reactions (Killen and Rutland, 2011; Palmer 
et al., 2015). As a member of a peer group, they can develop a 
sense of belonging and loyalty to their groups and learn the 
dynamics of acting in accordance with their group membership, 
group norms and social norms in a wider perspective (Killen and 
Rutland, 2011; Killen et al., 2018). Future research should examine 
and manipulate group norms (i.e., the peer group helping or not 
helping victims) to further explain how they influence 
developmental trends in indirect bystander reactions 
and reasoning.

The reasoning findings also revealed decreasing levels of trust 
in teachers and friends with age. One qualitative study that 
examined the role of children’s perspectives of school staff support 
on their prosocial bystander reactions using semi-structured 
interviews found that students emphasized the importance of trust 
and safe relationships with teachers and school staff in their 
willingness to approach them (Wood et al., 2017). The reasoning 
findings from the current study support the previous evidence by 
showing the importance of trust as a social-conventional construct 
and extend it by showing how trust in teachers and friends 
changes developmentally from childhood into adolescence. 
Finally, the results showed increasing levels of psychological 
reasons used in participants’ justifications of their likelihood of 
indirect bystander reactions. This finding can be  explained 
because as children get older, their sense of autonomy develops 
and they tend to deal with situations on their own instead of 
asking for help from others (Unnever and Cornell, 2004).

This study has some limitations. First, in this study, 
we examined participants’ hypothetical reactions (i.e., self-report 
measures), but not their actual bystander behavior. Although 
research shows that children’s hypothetical evaluations are in line 
with their actual bystander reactions (Mulvey et al., 2018), future 
research should use alternative methods such as social media 
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simulations, virtual reality technologies or online game contexts 
(e.g., Yüksel et  al., 2021). Future studies should explore how 
children and adolescents show indirect bystander behavior in real-
life settings (see a review of methodological approaches in Palmer 
et al., 2021). Second, the current study is cross-sectional in nature. 
Future longitudinal studies would shed more light on how children’s 
indirect bystander behavior changes over time. Third, the order for 
the indirect bystander measures were not counterbalanced. Future 
research should consider this to control for any possible order 
effect. Fourth, we use single items to measure two different forms 
of bystander reactions. Future research should develop new items 
to measure the different forms of indirect bystander reactions to 
improve validity and reliability of the measures. Finally, there is a 
need for future research outside North America and Europe to 
examine the generalizability of these findings.

In sum, the present study provided novel developmental 
findings about children’s and adolescents’ indirect prosocial 
bystander reactions to social exclusion as well as the social and 
moral reasoning underlying their reactions. This study has 
important implications for research and school-based anti-
bullying intervention programs (e.g., KiVA, Meaningful Roles) 
that focus on promoting prosocial bystander behavior to help 
reduce bullying in schools (Polanin et  al., 2012; Salmivalli 
et al., 2012; Ellis et al., 2016). The current study highlights a 
developmental decline in reporting indirect prosocial 
bystander reactions from childhood into adolescence. We also 
demonstrate the importance of peer group dynamics and the 
intergroup context in determining indirect bystander 
responses to social exclusion. The finding that adolescents, 
compared to children, are more likely to speak to their peers 
than their teachers when they witness social exclusion suggests 
interventions should focus on normalizing bystander 
challenging in peer groups, so peers are more likely to act 
together to confront exclusion. Moreover, providing teachers 
with additional training on how to recognize social exclusion 
and how to intervene effectively can also be  important as 
previous research has shown that teachers expressed a need for 
training in dealing with bullying situations (Bradshaw et al., 
2013). Developmentally, making teachers more approachable 
and more understanding of why adolescents might not feel 
able to intervene can also be crucially important. Increasing 
teachers’ awareness around adolescents’ understanding of 
group-related concerns, social exclusion and their reactions to 
it (i.e., they can be less likely to intervene as they worry about 
being excluded themselves or they do not think they can make 
a difference) could help teachers to support adolescents’ well-
being and self-efficacy. The effect of excluder membership also 
suggests that interventions need to focus on encouraging 
youth to indirectly challenge excluders by telling a teacher or 
adult, especially when the perpetrator is an ingroup peer. 
Overall, the key role of bystander interventions should 
be  emphasized in schools and intervening as a bystander 
directly or indirectly to support the victim should be promoted 
to become a school and peer group norm.
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