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Abstract
This article discusses the social identity approach (social 
identity theory and self-categorization theory) for under-
standing children’s ingroup biases in attitudes and behav-
iors. It is argued that developmental research on ingroup 
bias will be enhanced by more fully considering the implica-
tions of this approach. These implications include (a) the 
conceptualization of group identity, (b) the importance of 
social reality and children’s epistemic motivation, (c) the role 
of processes of normative influence and social projection, 
and (d) the relevance of moral considerations. These four im-
plications have not been fully considered in the develop-
mental literature but indicate that the social identity ap-
proach offers the possibility for theoretically integrating and 
empirically examining various processes involved in chil-
dren’s ingroup biases. © 2021 The Author(s)

Published by S. Karger AG, Basel

I watched what had been marvelous, cooperative, wonderful 
children, turn into nasty, vicious, discriminating, little third-

graders in a space of fifteen minutes. I think I learned more from 
the superior children – from the children who were considered 
to be superior – than I did from the children who were consid-

ered inferior, because their personalities changed even more than 
the others did. Whether they are this, whether this is what they 
would like to be inside but society inhibits them, I don’t know, 

but for one day we removed their inhibitions, and they were 
ghastly. Jane Elliot

In 1968, one day after the assassination of Martin Lu-
ther King Jr., Jane Elliott, a primary schoolteacher in Iowa, 
decided to make the children in her elementary school 
class experience discrimination and racism. She carried 
out a famous two-day classroom intervention, which was 
recorded in the award-winning documentary The Eye of 
the Storm (Peters, 1970). All of her students were white 
and, to teach them something about race and racism, the 
documentary shows Elliott asking the class whether there 
is something that makes the children different from each 
other. One of the children suggested the color of their eyes. 
Elliott adopted the idea and divided the class into children 
with blue eyes and children with brown eyes. To make the 
distinction clearly visible, she had the two groups wear 
collars of a different color. This process of classification 
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changed the situation from one in which there were indi-
vidual pupils to a situation of two “racial” groups. The 
quote above describes what according to Elliott subse-
quently happened and why this might be.

Elliott’s exercise is not a scientific study, raises various 
ethical issues, and academic research does not support 
her interpretations (e.g., “change of personality”). How-
ever, throughout the paper I will use Elliott’s exercise and 
the documentary only for illustrative purposes as it is very 
helpful for explaining, in a concrete way, what is involved 
in group identities and how these affect relations between 
children. Theoretically, I will discuss the social identity 
approach which includes social identity theory and self-
categorization theory (Reicher et al., 2010). The original 
minimal group experiments in which participants are 
randomly placed in ad hoc groups and that formed the 
basis of this approach were first conducted with Dutch 
early adolescents (Rabbie & Horowitz, 1969) and then 
British school children (Tajfel et al., 1971). The social 
identity approach, however, is not a developmental theo-
ry but a social psychological perspective. Yet, develop-
mental social psychologists have provided developmental 
specifications to the social identity approach (e.g., Killen 
& Rutland, 2011; Nesdale, 2017; Verkuyten, 2016), and 
this approach has been increasingly used to account for 
children’s ethnic, racial, national, gender, novel and oth-
er group biases in different settings and contexts (e.g., 
Abrams et al., 2008; Dunham et al., 2011; Spielman, 2000). 
Much of this research has been conducted among major-
ity group children (up to around 12 years) and in the con-
text of the United States and Western Europe, and this 
limitation is reflected in the research that will be dis-
cussed.

I will first give a short overview of the main points of 
the social identity approach which is followed by a discus-
sion of three interrelated aspects of the conceptualization 
of group identities and their public nature. Then I will 
elaborate on what is involved in intergroup behavior or 
children’s thinking, feeling and acting in terms of their 
group membership and in relation to other groups. This 
is followed by a discussion of ingroup bias and the striv-
ing for a positive group self in relation to reality con-
straints, processes of normative influence and social pro-
jection, and moral considerations. The overall aim is to 
demonstrate the broad usefulness of the social identity 
approach for understanding children’s ingroup biases, by 
discussing the nature of group identities and by focusing 
not only on the importance of establishing a positive 
group self but also on other processes, and epistemic mo-
tivation in particular (Piaget, 1929).

The Social Identity Approach

The social identity approach focuses on explaining at-
titudes and behavior as the outcome of the interaction 
between psychological processes with social, cultural and 
political circumstances. It is emphasized that the way in 
which psychological processes play out is dependent 
upon how the social world is structured. There are three 
features of this approach that are especially relevant for 
understanding children’s ingroup biases and that I will 
discuss and develop further in the various sections of the 
paper. 

First, the social identity approach focuses on the pro-
cesses involved in making group distinctions and the 
ways in which people define themselves and others as 
members of social groups. Group identity is simultane-
ously social and individual, public and private. It is con-
sidered a key construct for conceptualizing the relation-
ship between the individual and society: identity is “the 
best device I know for bringing together ‘public issues’ 
and ‘private troubles’” (Jenkins, 1997, p. 3). Group iden-
tity involves public images (social distinctions) that in-
form private understandings (sense of self). What a racial, 
ethnic or other group identity means cannot be reduced 
to a person’s own perspective and idiosyncratic beliefs 
since it involves social reality in the form of shared mean-
ings that are enshrined in, for example, rules, regulations, 
symbols, collective representations and cultural narra-
tives (Verkuyten, 2018). This means that children have to 
learn what these public images are and gradually have to 
develop a sense of self based upon the images of the groups 
to which they belong.

Second, according to the social identity approach, 
group identity is what makes group behavior possible be-
cause it fundamentally changes and transforms people’s 
psychology and behavior. People think, feel and behave 
not only as individuals (“I”; e.g., personal self-esteem, 
personal interests) but also as group members with shared 
perceptions, understandings and goals (“we”; e.g., collec-
tive self-esteem, collective interests). With the act of de-
fining oneself as a group member, the normative group 
understandings become self-relevant. There is a process 
of self-stereotyping in which one starts to understand 
oneself and others in terms of the norms, beliefs and val-
ues associated with that particular group identity. 

Third, group identities provide a sense of ingroup be-
longing with the related tendency to seek positive group 
distinctiveness along valued dimensions of intergroup 
comparison. Because of their need for a positive group 
self, people tend to show ingroup bias. They try to en-
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hance their sense of self-esteem by positively differentiat-
ing their ingroup from relevant outgroups on those di-
mensions that matter to their group. However, according 
to the social identity approach and the related social iden-
tity developmental theory (Nesdale, 2017), such a bias is 
by no means an automatic product of group distinctions. 
In addition to the strength of group identification and 
perceived outgroup threat (Nesdale, 2017), ingroup bias 
depends on social reality, prevailing social norms and 
moral considerations. Children do not only want to have 
a positive group self, but also want to develop an adequate 
understanding of social reality, are influenced by the 
norms of their group and try to do the morally right thing. 
Ingroup bias is multiply determined, and multiple expla-
nations for bias in the real world, but also in minimal 
group experiments, co-exist (Spears & Otten, 2012). An 
explanation in terms of striving for a positive group self 
does not dismiss an explanation in terms of the epistemic 
desire to form an adequate understanding of social real-
ity, a normative explanation, or a moral explanation 
(Abrams et al., 2008; Killen et al., 2016). Similar to adults, 
children’s intergroup behavior is likely to be driven by 
multiple motivations that interact with the tendency to 
make a positive distinction in favor of one’s own group. 

Group Identities as Social Realities

In growing up, children increasingly become aware of 
the social distinctions that matter in society. They live in 
a pre-structured social world in which various differences 
between people are considered relevant, made meaning-
ful in particular ways, and used to label individuals and 
interpret their behavior. The particular features and their 
meanings differ between societies, cultures and historical 
periods but distinctions based on, for example, age, gen-
der, religion, language, race and ethnicity are common in 
most settings. From the beginning, infants are strongly 
interested to learn about how the social world is orga-
nized and made meaningful: what matters to society mat-
ters to them for knowing what the world is like and where 
they and others fit in and belong. For example, infants use 
language and accents as social markers and intuitively use 
native speakers as a particularly good source of culturally 
relevant information (Kinzler, 2021). Further, children as 
young as 4 make inferences about unknown groups only 
when generic information is communicated by a speaker 
who is considered to know a lot about these groups (Moty 
& Rhodes, 2021).

Group identities are about socially defined and recog-
nized distinctions and designations. They imply intersub-
jective understandings that conceptually involve three in-
terrelated components (Verkuyten, 2018): (a) social clas-
sification, or the sociostructural component, (b) specific 
behavioral and normative consequences and expectations 
bounded to the category, or the cultural component, and 
(c) judgements of an ontological nature, or the psycho-
logical component. Together, these three are the neces-
sary and closely linked public aspects of what defines a 
group identity. The distinction between the three aspects 
is a conceptual, analytic one that allows us to ask specific 
questions and to examine in detail how the social world 
is organized and the ways in which people come to un-
derstand their social world. However, in everyday life the 
three aspects are closely interrelated and intermingled, 
and the importance of making an analytic distinction be-
tween the three is not always easy to see. The Jane Elliott 
example is useful here because it involves the formation 
of new group identities, based on eye color.

Social Classification

First of all, there is the social classification of people 
into categories or groups. Children are predisposed to see 
the world in categories and attuned to cues that mark so-
cial difference. The social world is organized in many dif-
ferent ways, and these organizations are learned from an 
early age on and used to make distinctions between indi-
viduals. Group identity is a public reality – an assignment 
that divides people on the basis of particular criteria that 
can be used in different combinations including forms of 
intersectionality. Hence, people can be included or ex-
cluded on many different grounds and children learn that 
individuals can be categorized in different ways based on 
cues that are socially meaningful in a particular context.

Categorizing people, and hence differentiating be-
tween them, happens everywhere in society and for a va-
riety of reasons. It occurs in everyday life and is a prereq-
uisite for group functioning and the organization of soci-
ety because people differ in their positions, capabilities, 
life circumstances, needs and desires. Making distinc-
tions between groups of people is often functional and 
relevant, but also forms the basis for ingroup bias from a 
young age onwards (Bigler & Liben, 2007; Liberman et al., 
2017). However, this does not have to imply outgroup 
negativity: making distinctions does not necessarily im-
ply creating oppositions (Nesdale, 2017). Already infants 
show a preference for ingroup members because these 
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members are considered similar to themselves, are often 
more familiar and can provide relevant group informa-
tion, whereas outgroup dislike tends to develop around 
the age of 6 (Buttelmann & Böhm, 2014; Cameron et al., 
2001), although it can develop earlier in deeply divided 
societies (Nasie et al., 2016).

Elliott used a visible classification that changed the 
classroom setting to a situation of two “racial” groups. 
She construed the relevant categories in a specific way, 
and she could have done so in another way. The tensions 
and conflicts that did arise in the classroom are not the 
inevitable consequences of creating a categorial distinc-
tion. For example, she could have used another, less vis-
ible, feature to make a distinction between groups of chil-
dren (e.g., hobbies) and lower perceptual salience leads to 
less ingroup bias among children (e.g., Bigler et al., 1997). 
Or, she could have made a tripartite distinction between 
blue, brown and green eyes, or combine two categoriza-
tion dimensions as a form of intersectionality (e.g., eye 
color and gender). The children’s understanding of them-
selves and each other might have been quite different and 
the intergroup processes are likely to be different in a 
“blue, brown, green” world compared to a binary “blue, 
brown” world. Similar to Elliott, the great majority of re-
search on children’s ingroup biases uses a binary frame-
work and, in doing so, tends to ignore more complex sit-
uations. Some experimental research among children 
that does use a third group has found only signs of in-
group bias within a competitive setting (e.g., Hartstone & 
Augoustinos, 1995; Spielman, 2000). Additionally, exper-
imental work combining two categorization dimensions 
(e.g., gender and ethnicity) has found lower ingroup bias 
and more complex patterns of intergroup differentiation 
with, for example, intersecting categories (ingroup mem-
ber on one dimension – e.g., gender – and an outgroup 
on the other dimension – e.g., ethnicity) being evaluated 
more positively than those who differ on both categoriza-
tion dimensions (e.g., Brewer et al., 1987; Vanbeselaere, 
1987). Following the social identity approach, one expla-
nation for these findings is that a third group as well as 
the combination of categorization dimensions makes a 
binary distinction less salient and adequate which can in-
fluence responses to outgroup members.

Behavioral and Normative Meanings

A meaningful group identity does not only involve so-
cial classification, but also stereotypical expectations and 
behavioral consequences that provide shared content and 

meaning. Group identities are associated with particular 
(implicit and explicit) scripts, or socially recognized cul-
tural meanings and norms of behavior that provide guide-
lines for how to think, feel and act in the social world. 
Even infants expect group members to behave in similar 
ways (Powell & Spelke, 2013), and children (4-years and 
older) prefer to learn from informants in consensus with 
one another (Chen et al., 2013) and use information about 
how a group is for making inference about how individ-
ual group members will and should be (Roberts et al., 
2021).

Because eye color does not ordinarily have any cate-
gorical significance, this distinction can be used to make 
it meaningful in all sorts of ways. In her classroom, Elliott 
proceeded to define and treat the one group as if they 
were inferior people (and the other, superior) and the 
next day she subjected the other group to the same treat-
ment. She did this by defining clear behavioral conse-
quences. For example, the “inferior” children had to sit at 
the worst places in the back of the class, had to go last in 
line, were not allowed to use paper cups to drink from the 
water fountain, got no extra minutes at recess and were 
not allowed to go for seconds in the cafeteria. Further, she 
defined the two groups as deserving their inferior or su-
perior treatment because of their alleged intrinsic differ-
ences (“The brown-eyed people are the better people in 
this room. They are cleaner and they are smarter, more 
civilized”). Thus, the categorization was made normative, 
and having blue or brown eyes was no longer an insig-
nificant feature, but became consequential and meaning-
ful (“We are intelligent and hence we look down upon 
them as stupid”).

However, Elliott could have made the same blue-
brown distinction meaningful in another way with other 
behavioral implications. Rather than “superior” and “in-
ferior,” she could have defined the distinction in terms of 
“being different” and “being complementary.” If she 
wanted to teach the children something about coopera-
tion and the positive aspects of diversity, such a definition 
would be appropriate (“We are different and therefore 
can learn from them”). Although the same categorical 
distinction would be used (eye color), the consequences 
for the relationships within the class would be dramati-
cally different and probably in line with the positive im-
plications of multiculturalism for ingroup bias (Verkuy-
ten & Thijs, 2013). Yet, in the case of “superior” and “in-
ferior,” the situation can still develop in various directions 
depending on the particular meanings involved. “Supe-
rior” can also mean that you are expected to help the “in-
ferior” children as much as possible and to be concerned 
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about their ups and downs (“We are charitable and there-
fore help them”). Ingroup meanings can be prosocial and 
Elliott could have introduced such an understanding 
rather than define the group distinction in terms of un-
equal rights. Again, the consequences would have been 
different from those seen in the documentary: prosocial 
norms have been found to instigate more positive out-
group attitudes (e.g., Nesdale & Lawson, 2011) and to 
stimulate children’s helping behavior (e.g., Sierksma et 
al., 2014). The “superior” children can still feel valued and 
positive about themselves, but in this case because they 
belong to a group that help those in need of support. And 
the “inferior” children will feel accepted and cared for 
rather than excluded and rejected. 

Experimental research tends to examine children’s in-
group bias using ad hoc minimal groups in which the di-
vision into two categories is made self-relevant and be-
comes all-important, the only available ground for mak-
ing distinctions in favor of one’s ingroup. However, the 
social identity approach argues that attention to the con-
tents of identity is needed for understanding how people 
in everyday life will respond toward others. Categorical 
distinctions trigger processes of category differentiation 
but the beliefs, norms and values associated with a par-
ticular identity determine the direction and nature of 
people’s reactions.

Ontological Nature

Labels for group identities are powerful not only be-
cause of the related behavioral expectations and conse-
quences, but also because of the way in which the mem-
bers of these categories are thought to be like as human 
beings. The ontological component implies that not all 
social classifications have to function as group identities 
in everyday life. For instance, in schools, teachers make 
use of all sorts of group distinctions for various educa-
tional purposes (e.g., children working on different tasks) 
but these distinctions do not necessarily indicate or de-
velop into social identities that are considered to say 
something about the nature of groups of children. Social 
distinctions with specific behavioral consequences some-
times lack the third ontological component since in ev-
eryday life these distinctions do not function for defining 
and indicating what a person is like.

With group identities, knowing to which category 
someone belongs leads to a judgement about the kind of 
person they are. Group identities are expressed in the lan-
guage of nouns that “cut slices” through our social envi-

ronment (Allport, 1954; Rosenberg, 1979). Someone is a 
Turk, a Mexican or a Basque. In using such words, no 
quantifiable qualities are defined, as with adjectives. De-
scriptions of oneself or others as being religious, intelli-
gent, shy or athletic do not necessarily indicate group 
identities because they can refer to personal beliefs and 
personal characteristics. But these same terms might also 
be used to indicate group identities when referring to 
membership of a religious group or the category of intel-
lectuals, introverts or athletes. For the social identity ap-
proach, the critical issue is whether these terms are used 
to define people as part of a social group and therefore 
subject to the related behavioral expectations and beliefs 
about the nature of the people involved.

Nouns reflect separate social types, with typical char-
acteristics and boundaries that suggest a more than su-
perficial difference. Stating that one is Turkish or Jewish 
(adjectives) or that one is a Turk or a Jew (nouns) indi-
cates a different degree of essentialist quality (Carnaghi et 
al., 2008; Gelman & Heyman, 1999). Already, preschool-
ers tend to use linguistic labels for kind-based reasoning 
and develop essentialist conceptions of people related to 
gender, and depending on the cultural context of race and 
ethnicity (e.g., Diesendruck et al., 2013; Waxman, 2010). 
They assume that people who are marked by the same la-
bel share an important category membership and are 
similar to each other. With nouns, one group of people is 
deemed to be like this, the other, like that. With that, they 
become real identities with real social and psychological 
consequences. The labelling and functional usage of nov-
el groups has been found to contribute to the formation 
of ingroup bias among young children (Bigler et al., 1997; 
Billig & Tajfel, 1973).

Elliott turned the distinction into real group identities 
by starting to use the nouns “blue-eye” and “brown-eye,” 
and in class and on the playground the children them-
selves started to use these labels for describing and treat-
ing others. The labels became informative about the na-
ture of the two groups of children. For example, when the 
class went to lunch, one “superior” child suggested that 
Elliott should inform the canteen staff about the rule that 
the “inferior” children may not be given extra portions 
and another child suggested that the teacher should keep 
her pointer on hand in case the “inferior” children were 
getting out of hand. And during class, the answers given 
by the “superior” children were interpreted in terms of 
intelligence and the ability to learn quickly, while the be-
havior of the “inferior” children was attributed to clumsi-
ness and stupidity: when a blue-eyed student got an arith-
metic problem wrong, a brown-eyed pupil said “Well, 
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what do you expect from him, Mrs. Elliott, he’s a bluey!” 
Another example that shows that the categories had be-
come real group identities that pupils used to define and 
understand themselves and others even in the absence of 
the teacher occurred after recess on the day when the 
brown-eyed children were considered inferior. One child 
was withdrawn and agitated because he had gotten into a 
fight and Elliott asked what had happened:

Ms. Elliott: What happened, John?
John:  He called me names.
Ms. Elliott: What did he call you?
John:  Brown-eye.
Pupils: They always call us that. “Hey brown-eye, come 

  here, brown-eye.”
Ms. Elliott: What’s wrong with being called a brown-eye?
John:  It means we’re stupid and all that.

Intergroup Behavior

In this excerpt several pupils use the term “they” and 
in the last line John refers to “we.” Elliott had changed the 
classroom setting of individual pupils into an intergroup 
situation with two meaningful “racial” groups. The chil-
dren started to think, feel and act in terms of “us and 
them” (“I feel that Ms. Elliott has taken our best friends 
away from us”). In the opening quote, Elliott talks about 
a change in personality within the space of 15 min, but 
from the social identity approach there is a (temporary 
and situational) change from personal self-understand-
ing (“I”) to collective self-understanding (“we”). 

The children started to label themselves in terms of the 
category to which they belong (“brown-eye”) and distin-
guished themselves from the category to which they did 
not belong (“blue-eye”). Research has demonstrated that 
the process of self-categorization and the ability to talk 
and think in terms of “us and them” develops early in life. 
Whereas emotional identification with ingroup members 
seems to start to develop around 6 years of age, the abil-
ity to socially categorize oneself and others develops ear-
lier (Ruble et al., 2004; Sani & Bennett, 2004). Children 
quickly learn to which category they belong, and this is a 
sufficient precondition for ingroup bias (Bennett et al., 
1998; Dunham, 2018).

Furthermore, children will start to think, feel and be-
have in agreement with the way in which the categories 
are socially meaningful. In Elliott’s classroom, the one 
group started to feel superior and the other group infe-
rior, and the children started to act in terms of how the 
groups were understood. When you are one of the better 
people and better means having more rights and privi-

leges, then it makes good sense to behave in such a way. 
In other words, one can argue that within the logic of the 
situation as defined, the children behaved rationally, real-
ity oriented. However, the children also started to use the 
labels in name calling, and became arrogant, bossy and 
otherwise unpleasant to their “inferior” classmates for 
feeling positive about themselves. This suggests that not 
only the way in which group identities are made real is 
important, but also that self-favoring considerations mat-
tered. Furthermore, the name calling and unpleasant be-
havior was considered mean and wrong by some children 
(“what he did was mean”) which indicates that moral 
considerations were also relevant.

Social Reality and Ingroup Bias

One of the central contributions of the social identity 
approach is that it tries to establish a link between group 
identities and social reality. Social categories and group 
understandings are taken to reflect the intersubjective and 
normative nature of the world people find themselves in. 
Group stereotypes, for example, are not considered misper-
ceptions but rather conceptualized and empirically found 
to be sensitive to the intergroup realities in the social world 
(Oakes et al., 1994). People are organized and understood 
in terms of meaningful social categories because this is how 
they are organized and considered in the real world. The 
children in Elliott’s classroom found themselves in a con-
text where pupils are organized by “race” and where think-
ing in terms of the group differences between “brown-
eyes” and “blue-eyes” fits the social context. 

The social identity approach conceptualizes ingroup 
bias as the interactive result of human motivations and 
social realities. Children have a strong desire to acquire 
knowledge and are curious about the meaningful aspects 
that constitute the world they try to make sense of (Piag-
et, 1929). An adequate understanding of social reality, in-
cluding social groups (Hirschfeld, 1996), is a crucial as-
pect of the process of growing up, and defining the nature 
of groups as being factual has been found to play a role in 
early adolescents’ discussions about outgroup friendships 
(Verkuyten & Steenhuis, 2005). This also means, for ex-
ample, that knowledgeable authorities such as parents 
and teachers exert an important influence on the child’s 
understanding and beliefs about social groups.

In Elliott’s classroom, she was the authority but her 
definition of the two group identities was not simply ac-
cepted by the children. At first, some children were hesi-
tant and resistant towards her statement that brown-eyed 
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people are better than blue-eyed people. The children 
questioned the notion that the ontological nature of these 
two groups of children differs. They readily understood 
that one can make such a distinction and let it have spe-
cific social consequences for functional reasons, but not 
that you can use it to tell something about the types of 
children involved (“we are like this, and they are like 
that”). In other words, for some children the ontological 
component was missing and therefore they did not con-
sider eye color a real social identity. Elliot, however, tried 
to present her definition as reality-based and accurate, for 
example, by referring to the eye color of George Wash-
ington, by presenting evidence from everyday life, and by 
stating that melanin was linked to the higher intelligence 
and learning ability of brown-eyed people (“Brown-eyed 
people have more of that chemical in their eyes, so brown-
eyed people are better than those with blue eyes”). In do-
ing so, she explicitly stressed several times that it is a fact 
that brown-eyed people are better than blue-eyed people. 
This provided the social identity the required “reality 
depth” so that it became more than a game or a distinc-
tion made for educational purposes.

The social identity approach argues that people strive to 
have a positive sense of their group self and therefore are 
motivated to evaluate their own group positively: estab-
lishing favorable distinctiveness of one’s own group vis-à-
vis other groups (ingroup bias) contributes to a positive 
self-identity. Research among children has shown that 
such a bias does indeed positively and causally affect self-
feelings (e.g., Verkuyten, 2007). In Elliott’s classroom, the 
“superior” children felt superior and positive about them-
selves (“I felt that I was better than them, happy”), which 
was shown in their emotional and facial expressions and 
the fact that their grades on simple tests were better, and 
they completed mathematical and reading tasks that had 
seemed outside their ability before (Ambady et al., 2001). 

However, social reality can constrain children’s prefer-
ence for a positive group identity. This is illustrated in the 
fact that children are well aware of social status differ-
ences and that low-status group children are less likely to 
show ingroup bias on status-related dimensions (Baron, 
2015). Furthermore, perceived competence rests on re-
alities of power, status and resources, making ingroup 
bias on this dimension less malleable than on the dimen-
sion of warmth/friendliness (Yzerbyt, 2018). Research 
has found ingroup bias among infants and young chil-
dren (e.g., Dunham et al., 2011; Hetherington et al., 2014) 
but there are also reality constraints that children take 
into account, such as group differences in wealth, oppor-
tunities and performances. In one study, preschool and 

elementary school-age children received bogus scores for 
an egg-and-spoon race that ostensibly placed them in a 
fast or a slow team (Yee & Brown, 1992). The children 
were also told that members of the fast and slow groups 
were selected for membership in a particular group on the 
basis of their performance in the race. Both groups were 
found to show ingroup bias. However, there was a differ-
ence in performance ratings. The ingroup team was rated 
as faster than the other team by children placed on the fast 
team, whereas children on the slow team rated their in-
group as slower than the other team. Hence, these perfor-
mance ratings reflected reality rather than positive group 
identity concerns that, probably, guided the affective rat-
ings. However, in making self-evaluations and intergroup 
evaluations 5- and 6-year-olds disregarded factual infor-
mation more easily than 9- and 10-year-olds (Ruble et al., 
1976; Yee & Brown, 1992).

Reality and children’s desire for adequate knowledge 
can constrain their tendency to make favorable ingroup 
comparisons on specific dimensions of comparison. An-
other example is an experimental study among three age 
groups (6-, 8- and 10-year-olds) that examined trait at-
tribution effects of reality constraints on eye color differ-
ences and national group differences (Verkuyten & De 
Wolf, 2007). For all three age groups, it was found that 
children take information about social reality into ac-
count when giving intergroup ratings, and when children 
were not fully convinced about the reality claims that 
were made in the experiment context thus leaving more 
room for interpretation, the youngest children were 
found to show the clearest pattern of ingroup bias. These 
findings indicate that the striving for a positive group 
identity is constrained by social reality, as is proposed by 
the social identity approach. The tendency to feel good 
about oneself by making a positive distinction in favor of 
one’s own group is bounded by the desire to develop an 
adequate understanding of the social world one finds 
oneself in. Thus, in addition to the striving for a positive 
group self, the social identity approach emphasizes the 
importance of group level social reality and people’s epis-
temic motivation for understanding ingroup bias. This 
latter motivation is also considered important for pro-
cesses of normative influence.

Normative Influence and Social Projection

Although the children in Elliott’s classroom appeared 
to display ingroup bias in the absence of the teacher (e.g., 
at the playground), the bias might also be about meeting 
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teacher’s expectations and Elliott’s related praise for work 
done in class. Children try to make sense of group differ-
ences and follow normative expectations and social rules 
from authorities and those that they develop in interac-
tion with each other. Already, preschoolers recognize, 
create, follow and enforce social norms (Schmidt & Ra-
koczy, 2018), and peer groups develop shared under-
standings of the social world as well as group norms. 

An increasing number of studies argue and demon-
strate that social norms matter for children’s intergroup 
relations. For example, the social identity development 
model (Nesdale, 2017) and the developmental subjective 
ingroup dynamics model (Abrams et al., 2008) state that 
children’s ingroup biases depend on the norms of their 
ingroup. Empirically, children’s attitudes toward ethnic, 
racial and other groups have been found to be affected by 
experimentally induced (e.g., Nesdale & Dalton, 2011) as 
well as perceived peer group norms (e.g., Brenick & Ro-
mano, 2016). For instance, children use their understand-
ing of group loyalty norms as a basis for evaluating peers 
(Abrams et al., 2008; Rutland et al., 2015). 

Normative influence is often conceptualized as com-
plying with the group, based on children’s motivation to 
gain or maintain social approval and avoid disapproval. 
Normative influence is considered externally motivated 
in its focus on social acceptance and belonging which 
makes children respond publicly without ingroup bias 
and outgroup negativity (Rutland, 2004). However, there 
is also informational influence which is considered “true” 
influence because it leads to the internalized acceptance 
of messages. This relates, for example, to the research on 
the formative role that parents and teachers play in the 
development of children’s outgroup attitudes (e.g.,  
Degner & Dalege, 2013; Geerlings et al., 2019).

In the social identity approach, group influence is less 
about normative compliance but rather reflects an inter-
nal process, akin to informational influence (Turner, 
1991). Group members tend to trust their ingroup, which 
as a refence group is considered to provide valid and rel-
evant information about the world. Children who self-
categorize as a group member rely on ingroup members 
for their epistemic goals and social reality testing, and not 
only for gaining social approval. Infants and children pre-
fer to learn from ingroup, compared to outgroup, mem-
bers who provide relevant cultural information (Begus et 
al., 2016) and are considered more trustworthy (Chen et 
al., 2013). Furthermore, with the act of defining oneself as 
a group member, the shared group understandings be-
come self-relevant. You start to understand yourself and 
others in terms of the norms, beliefs and values associated 

with that particular group identity. A process of self-ste-
reotyping occurs whereby the child comes to think about 
him/herself in terms of the attributes, characteristics and 
behavioral expectations that are commonly associated 
with what it means to be, for example, a “blue-eyed” or 
“brown-eyed” person. 

Processes of self-stereotyping imply that the self ex-
tends beyond the individual person to an inclusive social 
unit (“I am like my group”). With age, children develop 
an increasing social understanding of group differences 
and what characterizes various groups, including their in-
group. This is important because the process of self-ste-
reotyping requires such an understanding that makes the 
assimilation of the self to typical ingroup attributes and 
characteristics possible. This understanding depends, in 
turn, on children’s cognitive capabilities, their social ex-
periences and the information provided by the social sur-
rounding. In a Piagetian perspective, young children tend 
to assume that other people see, hear and feel the same as 
the child does. From middle childhood on, children be-
come less self-centered and increasingly interested in 
group differences, develop perspective-taking abilities 
and have more experiences with groups in various situa-
tions. As a result, they become more sensitive to group 
norms and develop abstract understandings of inter-
group differences (Karcher & Fischer, 2004). Research on 
gender categories, for example, has shown that already in 
middle childhood, children are able to gender self-stereo-
type (Sani & Bennett, 2004). Further, experimental re-
search among preadolescents (10–12 years) has found 
evidence for self-stereotyping differences depending on 
the particular cultural identity that is salient (Verkuyten 
& Pouliasi, 2002). 

In Elliott’s classroom, the nature of the two groups was 
made explicit, which made it relatively easy for the chil-
dren to think about themselves in the related group terms. 
However, such a process of self-stereotyping is more dif-
ficult when children are faced with groups that lack clar-
ity in their identity content (Van Veelen et al., 2016). For 
example, moving to an unfamiliar setting or to a context 
with high cultural diversity and rapid cultural changes 
often implies that groups are diverse and also ambigu-
ously defined. In such contexts there is no clear group 
information readily and consensually available to assimi-
late the self to, which means that self-stereotyping is more 
difficult. 

However, because children expect others of their in-
group to be similar to themselves, a process of social pro-
jection is likely in these situations. With social projection, 
personal attributes are projected onto the ingroup (“the 
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group is like me”), and it is assumed that others have sim-
ilar views and beliefs as the self (Robbins & Krueger, 
2005). From a developmental perspective, this process is 
more likely among younger (4–6 years old) children who 
tend to differentiate less between themselves and others 
and have less advanced perspective-taking abilities 
(Abrams, 2011). However, social projection is not simply 
a matter of children’s focus on themselves or limited cog-
nitive abilities but occurs at all ages and especially when 
the information about one’s ingroup and its members is 
rather unclear or hard to believe (Van Veelen et al., 2016). 
For example, older children (10 years onwards) do not 
want to come across as prejudiced. They tend to avoid 
acknowledging race even when it is a relevant category 
(Apfelbaum et al., 2008) and inhibit the expression of in-
group bias (Olson & Dunham, 2010). This makes it rath-
er difficult to know what peers really think about particu-
lar outgroups. As a result, social projection is more likely 
whereby children assume that ingroup peers have similar 
outgroup attitudes as themselves. 

In a study on attitudes toward various racial groups 
(White, Black, Chinese), it was found that children’s (8–
11 years old) own attitudes were generally unrelated to 
the actual attitudes of their friends, but strongly associ-
ated with the expected friends’ attitudes (Aboud & Doyle, 
1996). Thus, children seemed to assume that their friends 
share their racial attitudes without this being the case. In 
another survey study, it was examined whether children 
(9–12 years old) have the tendency to project their own 
ethnic ingroup favoring attitude on their classroom peers 
(Thijs & Verkuyten, 2016). It was found that children’s 
perception of the attitudes of their classmates was partly 
accurate but also the result of children’s own unique at-
titudes (not shared with their classmates). This tendency 
of social projection was found among ethnic minority 
and majority students alike and across age groups. How-
ever, the tendency was stronger for children who had a 
stronger sense of classroom belonging. 

In a further study, a longitudinal design was used to 
demonstrate that children’s own unique ethnic attitudes 
predict their perception of the attitudes of their class-
mates half a year later (Thijs & Zee, 2019). This social 
projection effect was found to be equally strong for 7- to 
9-year-olds and for 10- to 12-year-olds, and among eth-
nic majority and minority children. Additionally, there 
was also, although a smaller, social influence effect in that 
children’s perception of the classroom attitudes predicted 
their own attitude over time. Interestingly, this study 
found no evidence for social projection in relation to at-
titudes toward the ethnic majority group. Rather, chil-

dren were quite accurate in their perception of what their 
classmates think about majority group children. This sug-
gests that classmates are less likely to refrain from ex-
pressing their attitudes toward the secure high-status 
group and, therefore, that there is less uncertainty about 
the classroom belief about this group and thus a lower 
need for social projection (Van Veelen et al., 2016). 

The findings of these studies indicate that children are 
concerned with what their ingroup members think, espe-
cially when they have a relatively strong sense of group 
belonging. However, this does not imply a one-way pro-
cess of social influence but might involve a process of so-
cial projection to ingroups in situations in which children 
do not fully know, misperceive or misunderstand the 
views of their ingroup members. This is more likely in 
some situations than others. For example, and similar to 
Elliott’s exercise, in deeply divided societies, such as Is-
rael and Northern Ireland, or societies with strong ethnic 
group boundaries, such as Malaysia and Mauritius, chil-
dren learn from very early on about the relevant group 
distinctions, making self-stereotyping more likely and 
processes of social projection less likely (Connolly et al., 
2009; Nasie et al., 2016; Ng Tseung Wong & Verkuyten, 
2015). 

In contrast, social projection seems more likely in so-
cieties and settings in which there are relatively open and 
overlapping group boundaries and various intersecting 
identities exist. However, in these situations peer groups 
can also develop group norms. Those who identify to-
gether do not automatically know each other’s views or 
immediately agree with each other. However, group iden-
tity is an important basis for mutual influence and devel-
oping ingroup consensus (Turner, 1991). The social iden-
tity approach argues that there is a process of consensu-
alization in which ingroup members expect and strive to 
agree. For example, when people think about themselves 
as belonging to the same ethnic or racial category, there 
is an expectation of agreement and a motivation to reach 
consensus on the meanings and implications of the ethnic 
or racial identity (Haslam et al., 1999). When learning 
new information, young children look to ingroup, rather 
than outgroup, members (Begus et al., 2016), and they 
seek and endorse consensual information from members 
of their own group, rather than a different group (Chen 
et al., 2013). A common identity means that one is similar 
to others in one way or another and belong together, and 
this leads group members to seek agreement and try to 
create normative consensus. This means that it is impor-
tant to examine the ways in which children collectively 
and interactively develop group understandings and cre-
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ate and enforce social norms (e.g., Connolly, 2001; Van 
Ausdale & Feagan, 2002). According to the social identity 
approach, ingroup bias is a shared product of social pro-
cesses of influence and communication. 

Moral Considerations

Children want to feel good about their group member-
ship, and they can do so by making a positive distinction 
in favor of their own group. However, this is not unre-
stricted because there is also the need to develop an ade-
quate understanding of social reality and there are rele-
vant group norms. Furthermore, there are moral consid-
erations that can constrain the tendency to favor one’s 
ingroup (Killen et al., 2016).

In the documentary about Elliott’s exercise, there is 
talk about being mean and about fairness. For example, 
the name calling and teasing that occurred are called by 
some children as being mean and wrong. At the end of 
the documentary, Elliott talks about the unfairness of dis-
crimination: “We are treating people a certain way be-
cause they are different from the rest of us. Is that fair?,” 
to which the children reply “no,” after which she contin-
ues with “nothing fair about it. We did not say this was 
going to be a fair day, did we (‘No’), and it isn’t. It is a 
horrid day.”

According to sociocognitive domain theory (Turiel, 
2002), children’s social reasoning can reflect psychologi-
cal, conventional and moral considerations. From early 
childhood on, children apply these forms of reasoning to 
understand social behavior. Moral considerations relate 
predominantly to issues of well-being and fairness and 
are considered objective, obligatory, inalterable and rela-
tively independent from authority and peer influences 
(Skitka et al., 2021). Moral criteria are general and apply 
to ingroup and outgroup behavior, and moral informa-
tion curbs children’s ingroup bias because they feel inter-
nally obligated to act on it. Moral principles like fairness 
and equality are often privileged in children’s reasoning 
and can trump what group stereotypes and group norms 
prescribe. Children (4 years onwards), for example, tend 
to give priority to fairness over stereotypic gender expec-
tations in gender relations (Killen et al., 2001), use moral 
reasoning to evaluate gender and ethnic exclusion (Møller 
& Tenenbaum, 2011), demonstrate less ingroup bias in 
morality-based judgments compared to convention-
based judgments (e.g., Abrams et al., 2008), and some-
times hardly show any ingroup bias in rejections of unfair 
allocations (Gonzalez et al., 2020, but see Fehr et al., 2008) 

and in explaining a perpetrator’s victimization behavior 
(Verkuyten, 2003). Further, in settings marred by reli-
gious conflict (India), older children judge it wrong to 
harm religious others (Srinivasan et al., 2019), and chil-
dren prioritize cooperative helping norms when these 
conflict with group identity concerns (Gonzalez-Gadea et 
al., 2020). 

Furthermore, research demonstrates that children as 
young as 7 years understand the difference between hav-
ing external and internal reasons for outgroup attitudes 
(Hughes et al., 2016; Jargon & Thijs, 2020). External rea-
sons entail the desire to conform to social norms and 
avoid social disapproval, while internal reasons stem 
from moral beliefs about equality, harm and fairness. In-
ternal reasons tend to be more strongly and consistently 
associated with outgroup acceptance than external rea-
sons (Hughes et al., 2016). For example, research among 
older children (9–12 years) in elementary schools has 
found that egalitarian and equality messages can stimu-
late self-endorsed reasons for accepting outgroups, 
whereas explicit prosocial norms lead to concerns about 
social sanctions and compliance (Jargon & Thijs, 2020). 
Furthermore, trait-like empathetic (Miklikowska, 2012) 
as well as situationally induced empathic understanding 
(Sierksma et al., 2015) can overcome children’s ingroup 
biases. Empathic concern implies that one cares for the 
well-being of others and experiences parallel emotions, 
which is related to more positive outgroup attitudes (Nes-
dale et al., 2005; Van Bommel et al., 2021). In one study, 
children were found to empathize with asylum seekers 
who had to flee their country and leave their friends be-
hind, arguing that “a refugee can really use my friend-
ship,” and “it is very sad and so, and then you want to be 
friends with them” (Verkuyten & Steenhuis, 2005). Chil-
dren can empathize with others and are intrinsically mo-
tivated to help others from a very young age onwards 
(e.g., Fehr et al., 2008; Schmidt & Sommerville, 2011; 
Warneken & Tomasello, 2006).

Some research using the minimal group paradigm has 
observed that children’s choices tend to represent a bal-
ancing or coordination between the goals of ingroup bias 
and considerations of fairness (Branthwaite et al., 1979; 
Tajfel, 1970; see also Turiel & Gingo, 2017), that strategies 
of fairness and equality are more common in children’s 
punishment behavior (McAuliffe & Dunham, 2017) and 
in negative outcomes and allocating sanctions between 
ingroups and outgroups (Rutland et al., 2007), and that 
4- and 5-year-olds’ ingroup preference is significantly at-
tenuated in the presence of an antisocial ingroup member 
(Hetherington et al., 2014). These findings indicate that 
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developing a positive group self is not the only thing that 
matters for how children relate to other groups, not even 
in minimal group settings. 

The importance of moral concerns is compatible with 
the social identity approach because the content of group 
identity, for example, can emphasize moral values (“we 
are fair-minded, charitable, honest”; Ellemers, 2017) and 
because the findings mentioned might be interpreted in 
terms of the level of self-categorization. Being asked to 
administer negative outcomes is unusual and rather so-
cially inappropriate and therefore might lead in a mini-
mal group setting to a recategorization into “us” (the two 
groups) versus “them” (i.e., the experimenters) which re-
duces the categorical difference between the two groups 
and the related ingroup bias (Gardham & Brown, 2001).

The social identity approach argues that people can 
think about themselves at different levels of abstraction, 
such as an ethnic group member, a national and a human 
being. All these levels have their own specific identity 
contents, and the moral value of egalitarianism and fair-
ness is prevalent within superordinate identities like 
shared nationality and common humanity. Whereas chil-
dren can favor their ethnic or racial ingroup, there is, at 
the superordinate level of society and humanity, the mor-
al principle to treat all individuals and groups equally, 
fairly and without harm. These principles go beyond the 
specific intergroup situation by foregrounding a superor-
dinate identity with the related moral values that pro-
scribe ingroup bias and encourage intergroup fairness 
(Iacoviello & Spears, 2018). For example, children have 
been found to explain that it is unfair and discriminatory 
to not want to be friends with an outgroup peer since “we 
are all just humans” and “they are normal children or 
people, just like us” (Verkuyten & Steenhuis, 2005).

Conclusions

According to the social identity approach, group iden-
tity underlies ingroup bias. It is because children are able 
to conceive of themselves and others as group members 
that they are able to differentiate their ingroup from out-
groups. Children want to understand their social world 
and define themselves in terms of the social realities that 
are meaningful in particular settings, cultures or historical 
periods. Their own group provides them with relevant in-
formation about how to understand the social world and 
their own place in it, and gives them a sense of belonging. 
Children have a strong epistemic motivation, want to be-
long, and are concerned with maintaining or developing 

a positive sense of self. Furthermore, striving for a positive 
group self and the resulting tendency to favor one’s in-
group does not tell us much about how this is achieved. 
There are many ways in which one’s group can stand out 
positively, such as by being competitive or, rather, by be-
ing cooperative and supportive. The direction for how to 
act is provided by the way in which the particular group 
distinction is made meaningful. When, in a particular sit-
uation, children see themselves as members of a group, 
they will think, feel and act in terms of the norms, values 
and beliefs that are considered to characterize the group, 
and these can also be prosocial and moral.

There are various possible reasons for ingroup bias and 
the particular forms that it takes. This makes it important 
to try to examine the development of the different process-
es and how these can simultaneously affect children’s at-
titudes and behavior. Obviously, the striving for a positive 
group self is important but ingroup bias is likely to be mul-
tiply determined and also dependent on epistemic motiva-
tions, social influences and moral considerations. The “su-
perior” children in Elliott’s exercise did not only feel posi-
tive and happy about themselves, but they also started to 
think and act in terms of the logic of the situation as de-
fined and raised moral concerns about the negative inter-
group behavior that occurred. The social identity approach 
does not only focus on ways to establish a positive identity 
but provides a framework for thinking about the role of 
other motivations and considerations that also develop 
early in life. Much of children’s social life involves balanc-
ing multiple considerations, and this includes questions 
about the nature of group distinctions and the implications 
that these have for oneself and others. Further, develop-
mental research is required in order to fully understand 
how this balancing process develops and plays out in chil-
dren’s ingroup biases in different sociocultural contexts. 

Although much of the research on ingroup biases is con-
ducted among majority group children in Western societ-
ies, the social identity approach emphasizes that the way in 
which psychological processes play out is dependent upon 
the local and broader societal context. It is important to 
know that children strive for a positive group identity, but 
that tells us little about how this is achieved, and which 
group distinctions are considered relevant, what they mean 
and how they feature in children’s lives. Intergroup biases 
can take different forms in different local contexts (e.g., 
schools, neighborhoods), and children’s understanding 
and evaluation of group differences are likely to be different 
in, for example, strongly racialized and unequal societies 
(United States, South Africa) than in more multicultural 
and egalitarian nations (e.g., Singapore, New Zealand). The 
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social identity approach has much more to offer than the 
well-known prediction that children tend to show ingroup 
bias because of their need for a positive group self. The ap-
proach offers a theoretical framework that is broader and 
richer in focusing on cognitive and motivational processes 
and how these operate and work out within the local and 
broader social world in which children grow up.
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