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ABSTRACT
Intergroup bias has been a pervasive phenomenon throughout human 
history, but its psychological underpinnings are still the subject of debate. 
The present work tests whether intergroup attitudes and behaviors are 
motivated by ingroup positivity, outgroup negativity, or both, across the 
first few years of life. In two studies (total N = 128), children were introduced 
to an ingroup doll and an outgroup doll, and interacted with each one 
independently in a resource allocation task. Toddlers showed both ingroup 
positivity and outgroup negativity (Study 1). Preschoolers shifted from this 
pattern, showing positivity and avoiding negativity toward both ingroup 
and outgroup members (Study 2). Together, these studies suggest that 
outgroup negativity plays a stronger role in motivating early intergroup 
bias than previously thought.

Intergroup bias is a pervasive, early-emerging phenomenon that has led to devastating conflicts 
throughout human history. To date, a great deal of research has explored the nature of these 
biases, demonstrating that across a range of situations and group distinctions, people favor 
ingroup members over outgroup members. For example, people consistently cooperate more with 
ingroup members than with outgroup members (Brewer, 2007; Brewer & Kramer, 1986; Hackel 
et al., 2017; Tajfel et al., 1971; Yamagishi & Kiyonari, 2000), and are more likely to help ingroup 
than outgroup members who have been victims of natural disaster and violence (Levine et al., 
2002; Levine & Thompson, 2004). In some circumstances, such as cases of international conflict, 
people even endorse harm toward outgroup members (Argo, 2009; Bruneau et al., 2017; Ginges 
& Atran, 2009). These tendencies emerge quite early in life; within the first year, infants form 
preferences for people based on group distinctions like language and shared interests (Hamlin 
et al., 2013; Kinzler et al., 2007; Mahajan & Wynn, 2012), and by the preschool years, children 
favor ingroup members over outgroup members when thinking about groups like race (Aboud, 
1988; Rutland et al., 2005), gender (Halim et al., 2017; Hilliard & Liben, 2010), religion (Heiphetz 
et al., 2013), and nationality (Barrett, 2007).

Given the problematic and far-reaching consequences of these beliefs, it is essential that we 
understand how they develop. Yet, in the literatures on both developmental and adult social 
cognition, the psychological forces that motivate intergroup bias remain debated. One possibility 
is that all (or most) of the biases documented above stem from positive feelings toward the 
ingroup, commonly referred to as ‘ingroup positivity’. On this account, people reserve positive 
emotions and behaviors for their fellow ingroup members, and as an oft-unintended consequence, 
withhold positivity from outgroup members (Allport, 1954; Brewer, 1999; Greenwald & Pettigrew, 
2014). Another possibility, however, is that intergroup bias is not motivated solely by ingroup 
positivity, but also by negative feelings toward the outgroup, commonly referred to as ‘outgroup 
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negativity’. On this account, people often hold and act on negative emotions toward outgroup 
members that are not dependent on any positive feelings that have been reserved for the ingroup 
(Lehr et al., 2019).

To date, much work with adults has suggested that most intergroup bias is driven by ingroup 
positivity (reviewed in Brewer, 1999; Greenwald & Pettigrew, 2014). For example, when given 
the option of contributing money to a pool that will (a) help the ingroup or (b) help the ingroup 
and harm the outgroup, people avoid the option that includes harming the outgroup (Halevy 
et al., 2008), even in situations where conflict between the two groups has been heightened 
(Halevy et al., 2012). Furthermore, people avoid ingroup-favoring behavior in situations where 
that behavior will also result in a negative outcome for the outgroup (Mummendey et al., 1992). 
Even the people most likely to express outgroup negativity—those with the highest levels of 
bias—express much more warmth toward the ingroup than feelings of coldness toward the 
outgroup (Greenwald & Pettigrew, 2014). These findings and others (Amira et al., 2019; De Dreu 
et al., 2010; Lelkes & Westwood, 2017; Tappin & McKay, 2019; Weisel & Böhm, 2015) all suggest 
that ingroup positivity trumps outgroup negativity in guiding intergroup bias.

Yet, ingroup positivity appears not to fully explain why people favor ingroup members over 
outgroup members. One reason why people were likely reluctant to express outgroup negativity 
in the above studies is social desirability; for example, in most social circles in the United States, 
it is not socially desirable to express overtly racist beliefs. However, in situations where it is 
socially acceptable to express negativity toward the outgroup, outgroup negativity takes on a 
stronger role than the above findings might suggest. For example, in a study on fans of the 
Boston Red Sox and the New York Yankees—historically rival baseball teams—people reported 
willingness to pay more money to facilitate negative outcomes for the outgroup than to enable 
positive outcomes for the ingroup, even when those outcomes were irrelevant to the actual 
competition between the two teams (Lehr et al., 2019). Yankees and Red Sox fans have even 
been shown to experience activation in the brain regions associated with reward upon seeing 
their rival team fail (Cikara & Fiske, 2013), and similar findings have been documented with 
regard to other sports rivalries (Cikara, 2018).

Thus, the question of how ingroup positivity and outgroup negativity interact to produce 
people’s intergroup behavior remains unanswered. The present work takes a developmental 
approach to this question. Developmental work is particularly well-suited to speak to issues of 
ingroup positivity and outgroup negativity, given that in infancy and throughout the preschool 
years, children are not subject to the same reputational concerns as adults, and are often quite 
willing to express both positive and negative attitudes toward others. Furthermore, testing chil-
dren’s intergroup biases within the first few years of life allows us to examine the fundamental 
biases with which children view the world, before they have received extensive experience with 
the social groups in their environment. Developmental work, therefore, provides a clearer test 
of how the human mind generally functions as it encounters the many groups that make up 
our complex social environment.

A great deal of developmental work has explored the development of intergroup bias more 
broadly (for reviews, see Dunham, 2018; Nesdale, 2017; Skinner & Meltzoff, 2019); yet, little 
developmental work has explored the relative importance of ingroup positivity and outgroup 
negativity in early childhood. In one study, Buttelmann and Böhm (2014) assigned 6- and 
8-year-olds to color-based groups and gave them a chance to distribute both positive (e.g. a 
balloon) and negative (e.g. a spider) resources. Children had three options as to where they 
might distribute these resources: an ingroup puppet, an outgroup puppet, or a neutral box. 
When distributing positive resources, children in both age groups gave overwhelmingly more 
to the ingroup puppet than to the other two options, providing clear evidence of ingroup pos-
itivity. However, when children were distributing negative resources, a more nuanced picture 
emerged: 8-year-olds gave more to the outgroup puppet than to the other two options, clearly 
demonstrating outgroup negativity (i.e. they gave negative resources to the outgroup puppet, 
even when they had the option of giving these resources to no one), whereas 6-year-olds, instead, 
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gave similarly to the outgroup puppet and to the other two locations combined. These findings 
have been interpreted as evidence that outgroup negativity emerges later in development than 
ingroup positivity, not guiding children’s intergroup behavior until after age 6 (Buttelmann & 
Böhm, 2014).

Yet, we believe that the question of how ingroup positivity interacts with outgroup negativity 
to motivate young children’s intergroup biases remains open. First, in the above study, children’s 
allocations of negative resources to the outgroup may have been somewhat dampened because 
of the same social desirability concerns that adults hold. By age 5, children alter their behavior 
in the presence of others in order to manage their reputations (Haun & Tomasello, 2011; 
Leimgruber et al., 2012; Piazza et al., 2011). Because there was always an experimenter watching 
the child’s behavior in this study, children’s negative resource allocations may not have been the 
truest possible measure of their attitudes toward the outgroup. Furthermore, although 6-year-olds 
did not allocate significantly more negative resources to the outgroup when these responses were 
compared to the combination of their ingroup and neutral allocations, they did give more neg-
ative resources to the outgroup in comparison to the other two options individually (51% of 
negative resources were given to the outgroup, versus 12% to the ingroup and 37% to the neutral 
box). This finding is particularly striking, given that if these children had wanted to avoid 
negativity toward the outgroup (which may have been especially likely, given their reputational 
concerns), they could have allocated all of the negative resources to the neutral location—instead, 
they chose to direct negativity toward the outgroup half the time, even though it wasn’t necessary.

Three studies have also investigated whether infants associate positivity or negativity with 
ingroup and outgroup members, potentially avoiding the above concerns with social desirability. 
Xiao et al. (2018) examined infants’ looking times to images of own-race and other-race faces 
that were paired with either happy or sad music. They found that 9-month-old infants looked 
longer when own-race faces were paired with happy versus sad music, but that this pattern was 
reversed for other-race faces. These findings suggest that by 9 months, infants associate a general 
sense of positivity with ingroup members, and negativity with outgroup members. Similarly, 
Hamlin et al. (2013) introduced 9- and 14-month-old infants to a target character who was 
either similar or dissimilar to them on the basis of food preferences (a potential marker of 
group membership), then gave infants a choice between an individual who had either helped 
or harmed the target. Infants’ choices differed depending on the target’s identity: They preferred 
individuals who had helped similar targets, suggesting positive attitudes toward ingroup members, 
and they preferred individuals who had harmed dissimilar targets, suggesting negative attitudes 
toward outgroup members (although it is unclear whether attitudes based on similar food pref-
erences can be extended to other forms of group identification).

In contrast, however, Pun et al. (2018) used a habituation procedure to examine how quickly 
6- to 12-month-old infants would learn to associate either positivity or negativity with ingroup 
and outgroup members. Using language-based groups, they found that infants habituated faster 
when ingroup members were paired with positive stimuli than with negative stimuli, suggesting 
that these infants generally associated positivity with the ingroup. However, there was no dif-
ference in infants’ habituation rates to outgroup members paired with positive versus negative 
stimuli, suggesting that these infants did not generally associate negativity (or positivity) with 
the outgroup. Thus, the evidence to date on whether infants associate positivity or negativity 
with ingroup and outgroup members has been mixed. Furthermore, none of these studies tested 
infants’ actual behaviors toward outgroup members, leaving open the question of whether the 
documented associations (e.g. between positive stimuli and ingroup members) would result in 
the sorts of differential treatment of ingroup and outgroup members that has been shown in 
older children and adults (Buttelmann & Böhm, 2014; Halevy et al., 2008, 2012; Lehr et al., 2019).

To resolve these issues, in the present work, we directly test children’s behavior toward ingroup 
and outgroup members at ages when social desirability concerns have not yet emerged (Fu et al., 
2016; Hepach et al., 2017, 2023; Warneken & Tomasello, 2013). In Study 1, we examine toddlers’ 
resource allocations toward ingroup and outgroup members. In Study 2, we extend the findings 
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from Study 1 to a wider age range, allowing us to test the extent to which children’s behavior 
toward ingroup and outgroup members remains continuous across early development. Across 
both studies, we assigned children to groups that we defined using three criteria: colored clothing 
(a scarf and mittens in purple or yellow), novel group labels (the Zarpies or the Tibbles), and 
language spoken (English or Italian). Each of these criteria has been used to mark social dis-
tinctions for infants and children in prior work (Hamlin et al., 2011; Kinzler et al., 2007; Ting 
et al., 2019); we elected to combine all three here to ensure that participants would attend to 
our group manipulation, providing the strongest possible test of our hypotheses. Given that 
these group distinctions have not been combined in previous work, and that very little work to 
date has focused on toddlers’ intergroup attitudes, we conducted a preliminary study to ensure 
that this group manipulation would be salient enough to induce intergroup attitudes in toddlers. 
By coding toddlers’ spontaneous behaviors toward the ingroup and outgroup doll, we found that 
toddlers did show a preference for the ingroup doll (p = .038). Details of this preliminary study 
can be found at https://osf.io/mjq85/.

In each of the present studies, children interact with ingroup and outgroup members sepa-
rately from one another, so that instead of testing relative preferences for the ingroup over the 
outgroup, we are able to test attitudes toward both the ingroup and outgroup independently, 
each relative to a neutral point. In this way, we can test whether very young children show 
evidence of ingroup positivity, outgroup negativity, or both. Furthermore, we test both prosocial 
(giving a resource) and antisocial (taking a resource away) behaviors, in order to test a range 
of behaviors that children might show toward others. In doing so, we independently test four 
types of behaviors: prosociality toward the ingroup (ingroup-give condition), antisociality toward 
the ingroup (ingroup-take condition), prosociality toward the outgroup (outgroup-give condition), 
and antisociality toward the outgroup (outgroup-take condition). The first of these two behavior 
types (prosocial and antisocial behaviors toward the ingroup) are tests of ingroup positivity: 
Positive attitudes toward the ingroup should motivate both prosocial behaviors toward the ingroup 
as well as the avoidance of antisocial behaviors toward the ingroup. The second two (prosocial 
and antisocial behaviors toward the outgroup) are tests of outgroup negativity: Negative attitudes 
toward the outgroup should motivate both antisocial behaviors toward the outgroup, as well as 
the avoidance of prosocial behaviors toward the outgroup. Overall, we hypothesize that both 
ingroup positivity and outgroup negativity will be present in children’s intergroup attitudes.

Study 1

In Study 1, we chose to directly elicit a specific behavior that is often shaped by intergroup 
bias—resource allocation—and test whether toddlers would differ in allocating resources toward 
ingroup versus outgroup members. Resource allocation tasks have been a hallmark of research 
on social attitudes in young children (Buttelmann & Böhm, 2014; Hamlin et al., 2011). Thus, 
here we presented toddlers with a resource allocation task that we framed as either prosocial 
(giving a treat to someone) or antisocial (taking a treat away from someone). So that we could 
test toddlers’ attitudes toward the ingroup and outgroup member independently against a neutral 
option, in each task, toddlers only interacted with one of the characters, and they were given 
an option to direct the prosocial (giving) or antisocial (taking) behavior toward that character 
versus toward a neutral location. We therefore tested both ingroup positivity and outgroup 
negativity, each in two ways. Toddlers could show ingroup positivity by either (a) giving a treat 
to the ingroup member over the neutral location (directing prosocial behavior toward the 
ingroup), or (b) taking a treat from the neutral location over the ingroup member (avoiding 
antisocial behavior toward the ingroup). Similarly, they could show outgroup negativity by either 
(a) giving a treat to the neutral location over the outgroup member (avoiding prosocial behavior 
to the outgroup), or (b) taking a treat from the outgroup member over the neutral location 
(directing antisocial behavior toward the outgroup). In each case, we interpret either behavior 
as evidence of the relevant attitude.

https://osf.io/mjq85/
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Methods

Participants
Participants included 64 18- to 24-month-old toddlers (M = 20.8 months, range = 18.0–23.9 months, 
32 female) recruited through schools and an online database of families. This sample size was 
determined a priori, based on prior research with this age group. A post-hoc power analysis 
using the pwr package in R revealed that this sample size gave 84% power to detect a significant 
effect. Toddlers were tested either in a child-friendly lab space or in a quiet area at their schools. 
An additional 10 children were tested but excluded from analysis because either they refused 
to participate (N = 4), their parent interfered (N = 1), they did not understand the game (N = 1), 
they did not finish the entire session (N = 2), or there was experimenter error (N = 2). All tod-
dlers spoke English as their primary language, and had no knowledge of Italian. Sixteen of these 
participants completed the study directly after participating in a preliminary study, described 
above; whether toddlers did or did not complete this preliminary study was entered as a factor 
into all of our main analyses and had no main or interactive effects, so we do not discuss it 
further. Toddlers were randomly assigned to the ingroup-give, ingroup-take, outgroup-give, and 
outgroup-take conditions (N = 16 per condition), described below. All recruitment procedures 
and methods were approved by the Institutional Review Board at Yale University.

Procedure
Full scripts of the procedures for both studies, as well as all data and code used for analysis, 
can be found on the Open Science Framework at https://osf.io/mjq85/. Toddlers were seated in 
their parents’ laps at a table, across from two identical plush dolls (see Figure 1). Dolls similar 
to the ones used here have been used frequently in research with infants and young children 
and have been shown to be viewed by children as animate agents (for review, see Kominsky 
et al., 2022). The experimenter first assigned participants to one of two novel groups by putting 
a scarf and mittens on the child that were either yellow or purple. The experimenter next 
assigned each doll to one of the groups by dressing them in a scarf and mittens, and explained, 
‘Look! This kid has yellow [purple] mittens and a yellow [purple] scarf. This kid is a Zarpie 
[Tibble]. Just like you [different from you]! This kid and you are in the same [different] group! 
You are a Zarpie [Tibble], and this kid is a Tibble [Zarpie]!’ The child’s group assignment, the 
group label associated with each color, and the side of the ingroup and outgroup dolls were 
counterbalanced across participants. The doll on the child’s left was always introduced and 
referred to first, throughout the testing session. Next, the experimenter played a recording of 
each doll speaking (‘Let’s listen to some things they say!’); for the ingroup doll, this recording 
was in English, and for the outgroup doll, this recording was in Italian. The recordings contained 

Figure 1. The dolls used in both studies.

https://osf.io/mjq85/
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four sentences of child-friendly content (e.g. ‘I love dinosaurs!’), and were matched across lan-
guages for content and tone. Introducing the dolls in this way allowed us to ensure that the 
characters were identical in every way except for the features that we intentionally manipulated. 
This way, although children may have noticed other categories with which the dolls could have 
been associated—for example, race (both dolls were White) or gender (both dolls were female)—
these other forms of categorization could not have driven any differential responding that children 
showed toward the dolls.

Next, the experimenter told the child’s parent to put on a pair of blacked-out sunglasses so 
that they could not influence the child’s responses. The experimenter then introduced the child 
to a resource distribution game (adapted from Hamlin et al., 2011). The experimenter brought 
out three plush puppies and lined them up on the table, then placed a small plastic bowl in 
front of each puppy and explained, ‘Now that everyone has a bowl, I’m going to get their treats. 
Will you help me give them some treats?’ The experimenter then brought out three ‘treats’ 
(small foam blocks) and instructed toddlers to place one treat in each puppy’s bowl. If toddlers 
had trouble, the experimenter encouraged them until they completed the task.

After this introductory phase, the experimenter brought the ingroup and outgroup dolls back 
and placed them on the table in the same positions that they had originally occupied. She 
reminded the child of whether they did or didn’t share group membership with each doll 
(‘Remember these kids? This kid is wearing yellow [purple] mittens and a yellow [purple] scarf, 
just like you [different from you]! You and this kid are both Tibbles/Zarpies [You are a Zarpie/
Tibble, and this kid is a Tibble/Zarpie]!’). Then, the experimenter took one of the dolls away, 
leaving the other on the table. In the ingroup conditions, the ingroup doll stayed on the table, 
and in the outgroup conditions, the outgroup doll stayed on the table. Then, the experimenter 
took out two plastic bowls. She placed one in front of the doll on the table (‘She gets a bowl’.), 
and placed the other in the spot previously occupied by the other doll, which was now empty 
(‘Look! I found an extra bowl. I’m going to put that bowl right here’.).

In the give conditions, the experimenter now brought out one treat and instructed the toddler 
to place it in one of the bowls, saying: ‘Oh no! Look! There’s only one treat left! There’s only 
one treat! I think we need to decide where to put it. We can put the treat here, in this kid’s 
bowl, or here, in this bowl. Can you help me decide where to put the treat?’ The experimenter 
then handed the treat to the toddler and waited until they placed the treat in one of the bowls. 
Placing the treat in the character’s bowl was coded as 1, and placing the treat in the neutral 
bowl was coded as 0.

In the take conditions, after putting out the bowls, the experimenter brought out two treats 
and placed one in each bowl. She then brought out an additional character (a plush panda) and 
plastic bowl and instructed the toddler to take a treat from one of the bowls and give it to the 
panda, saying: ‘Oh no! Look! I found someone who didn’t get a treat! Look! His bowl is empty! 
I think we need to take one of these treats and give it to him. We can take a treat from this 
kid’s bowl or from this bowl and give it to him. Can you help me decide where to take a treat 
from?’ The experimenter then placed the panda and his bowl in the center of the table, in front 
of the toddler, and waited until the toddler took one of the treats and placed it in the panda’s 
bowl. Taking a treat from the character’s bowl was coded as 1, and taking a treat from the 
neutral bowl was coded as 0.

Results

We first investigated whether toddlers acted differently toward the dolls, depending on both a) 
whether the doll was an ingroup member or an outgroup member, and b) whether the behavior 
in question was antisocial (taking) or prosocial (giving). We subjected children’s responses to a 
binomial regression model with Group (ingroup vs. outgroup) and Behavior (taking vs. giving) 
as between-subjects factors. Odds ratios are reported as measures of effect size for each condition 
that differed significantly from chance responding. We found a main effect of Group, suggesting 
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that overall, toddlers directed more behaviors toward the outgroup doll than toward the ingroup 
doll (χ2(1) = 4.77, p = .029). However, as shown in Figure 1, this effect was qualified by an 
interaction between Group and Behavior, such that for antisocial behaviors, children took from 
the outgroup doll more than the ingroup doll (χ2(1) = 8.85, p = .003), and for prosocial behav-
iors, children acted similarly toward the two (p = .719). This interaction was reliable, χ2(1) = 
4.20, p = .040, and comparing each condition individually to chance confirmed these effects: 
Intercept-only models revealed that in the antisocial conditions, toddlers were more likely than 
would be expected by chance to take from the outgroup member rather than the neutral location 
(12 out of 16 children; χ2(1) = 3.62, p = .057, OR = 3.00), and to take from the neutral location 
rather than the ingroup member (13 out of 16 children; χ2(1) = 5.24, p = .022, OR = 4.33). 
However, in the prosocial conditions, toddlers were equally likely to give to the neutral location 
and the ingroup (10 out of 16 children; p = .323) or outgroup (9 out of 16 children; p = 
.618) member.

Discussion

The behaviors of the toddlers in Study 1 depended on the potential recipient of those behaviors. 
Unsurprisingly, toddlers avoided taking a resource away from an ingroup member, deciding to 
instead direct this antisocial behavior toward a neutral location. This finding—that toddlers 
avoided harm to ingroup members—is consistent with the prior work documenting ingroup 
positivity in infants and young children (Buttelmann & Böhm, 2014; Pun et al., 2018). Strikingly, 
however, toddlers showed the opposite pattern for outgroup members: They consistently chose 
to take a resource away from an outgroup member, even when they had the option of taking 
from a neutral location instead. Thus, infants chose to direct harm toward an outgroup member, 
over the clear option of not harming anyone at all. To our knowledge, this is the first evidence 
of outgroup negativity in children before age 8.

Interestingly, toddlers did not show any reliable pattern of responding for prosocial behav-
iors. They were equally likely to give a treat to an ingroup member versus a neutral location, 
as well as to an outgroup member versus a neutral location. Note that this does not mean 
that we found no evidence of ingroup positivity; we interpret toddlers’ avoiding harm toward 
the ingroup in the taking condition as motivated by positive attitudes toward the ingroup. Still, 
this finding is counterintuitive; if toddlers felt ingroup positivity, as evidenced by their directing 
an antisocial behavior away from the ingroup, shouldn’t they also have directed a prosocial 
behavior toward the ingroup? Similarly, if toddlers felt outgroup negativity, as evidenced by 
their directing an antisocial behavior toward the outgroup, shouldn’t they also have directed 
a prosocial behavior away from the outgroup? Furthermore, a great deal of prior work suggests 
that toddlers are generally motivated to act prosocially (Warneken, 2015; Warneken & Tomasello, 
2006), so regardless of intergroup attitudes, why did they show so little prosociality here? We 
cannot conclusively answer these questions given the current data. However, we believe that 
there exist possibilities that account for our pattern of findings without contradicting the fact 
that toddlers felt both ingroup positivity and outgroup negativity. One possibility is that pro-
social behaviors are not as salient to young children as antisocial behaviors, so toddlers here 
did not attend to the ‘giving a treat’ paradigm enough to care whether there was a recipient 
to their actions. This possibility is consistent with theories positing that antisocial actions are 
particularly salient because of the importance of intergroup conflict throughout human history 
(Cosmides et al., 2003) and because of general threat-detection mechanisms (Baltazar et al., 
2012; Kinzler & Shutts, 2008), as well as some work with preschoolers suggesting that children 
hold beliefs about antisocial behaviors before they begin to show similar beliefs about prosocial 
behaviors (Chalik & Rhodes, 2018; Rhodes, 2012). This finding is also consistent with theo-
rizing in moral philosophy to suggest that antisocial action is an important moral concern, 
whereas prosocial action, while valuable, is not morally obligatory (Knobe, 2003; Leslie 
et al., 2006).
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Still, this finding is somewhat surprising, given that infants and toddlers have given out 
resources selectively in prior work. We modeled our tasks after ones used in a set of studies 
by Hamlin et al. (2011), in which infants and toddlers consistently gave treats to certain char-
acters but not others. In that work, participants watched a number of positive and negative 
social interactions take place before performing the giving and taking tasks. One key difference 
in the present study is that we did not expose toddlers to any prior social interactions before 
asking them to perform these tasks. It is possible that seeing other social behaviors could have 
primed children in Hamlin’s (2011) work to be particularly attentive to prosocial and antisocial 
behaviors, but in the present work, without that context, the giving behavior was not salient 
enough to elicit toddlers’ differential responding. We acknowledge, however, that we do not have 
data to speak directly to this possibility, so the question of why toddlers did not show more 
consistent responding for prosocial behaviors remains open. We return to this issue in the 
General Discussion.

Study 2

The goal of Study 2 was to investigate the development of the effects documented in Study 1 
across the preschool years. Study 1 provided the first evidence that both ingroup positivity and 
outgroup negativity play a role in motivating young children’s intergroup attitudes. Yet, it remains 
an open question whether these effects remain continuous or undergo change across early 
childhood. As children enter the preschool years, they begin to hear a great deal more input 
than they had before about what sorts of social behaviors are and aren’t acceptable (i.e. they 
begin to learn the rules of social conduct that apply at school). It may follow, then, that pre-
school children may shift toward a more egalitarian view, by which they generally direct positivity 
and avoid negativity toward others, regardless of group membership (consistent with work 
documenting a ‘positivity bias’ in preschoolers; Boseovski, 2010). An alternative possibility, 
however, is that children’s behaviors continue to be structured by group membership across the 
preschool years, consistent with work showing that preschoolers strongly view social groups as 
constraining the behaviors that are morally obligated (Rhodes & Chalik, 2013). To tease these 
possibilities apart, for Study 2, we repeated Study 1 with a group of 3- and 4-year-olds.

Methods

Participants
Participants included 64 3- to 4-year-old children (M = 4.0 years, range = 3.0–5.0, 30 female) 
recruited and tested in the same manner as in Study 1. This sample size was set a priori based 
on the power achieved in Study 1. An additional two children were tested but excluded from 
analysis because they refused to finish the game. All children spoke English as their primary 
language, and had no knowledge of Italian. Children were randomly assigned to the ingroup-give, 
ingroup-take, outgroup-give, and outgroup-take conditions (N = 16 per condition). All recruitment 
procedures and methods were approved by the Institutional Review Board at Yale University.

Procedures
Procedures for Study 2 were exactly the same as for Study 1, with the exception that children 
did not sit in their parent’s lap while participating.

Results

As in Study 1, we first investigated whether children acted differently toward the dolls, depending 
on both a) whether the doll was an ingroup member or an outgroup member, and b) whether 
the behavior in question was antisocial (taking) or prosocial (giving). We subjected children’s 
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responses to a binomial regression model with Group (ingroup vs. outgroup) and Behavior 
(taking vs. giving) as between-subjects factors. Odds ratios are reported as measures of effect 
size for each condition that differed significantly from chance responding. As shown in Figure 
2, we found a main effect of Behavior, suggesting that overall, preschoolers directed more pro-
social behaviors toward the character than antisocial behaviors, regardless of whether the character 
was an ingroup or outgroup member (χ2(1) = 15.51, p < .001). Neither the main effect of Group 
nor the interaction between Group and Behavior were significant (ps > .387). Intercept-only 
models comparing each behavior type to chance revealed that for antisocial behaviors, children 
reliably took from the neutral location rather than the character (28 out of 32 children; χ2(1) 
= 13.25, p < .001, OR = 7.00), and for prosocial behaviors, children reliably gave to the character 
rather than the neutral location (22 out of 32 children; χ2(1) = 4.27, p = .039, OR = 2.20).

Discussion

In Study 2, unlike in Study 1, children showed clear patterns of responding for both prosocial 
and antisocial actions, and these patterns did not depend on the group membership of the 
recipient of the behavior. Children consistently avoided harm to and directed prosociality toward 
both an ingroup member and an outgroup member. One interpretation of these findings is that 
children at this age did show evidence of ingroup positivity (given that they avoided antisocial 
behavior and directed prosocial behavior toward the ingroup), but did not show evidence of 
outgroup negativity. An alternate interpretation is that children in this study did not pay suffi-
cient attention to the characters’ group memberships to treat them differentially, and simply 
wanted to act prosocially toward everyone. The present data cannot fully tease apart these 
possibilities, but considered alongside the results of Study 1, these findings suggest that a devel-
opmental shift happens during the second year of life, where children become less likely to 
direct negativity toward outgroup members, and become more likely to direct positivity toward 
both ingroup and outgroup members.

One open question regards how these findings fit in with well-documented patterns of ingroup 
favoritism among preschoolers in prior work. A great deal of research has shown that preschool-
ers favor ingroup members over outgroup members across a number of tasks, including resource 
allocation tasks like the ones used in the present work (Chiang & Wu, 2015; Renno & Shutts, 
2015; Sparks et al., 2017; Spence & Imuta, 2020; Yang & Park, 2022). However, findings from 
resource allocation tasks have been inconsistent—many studies have documented no difference 
in how preschoolers allocate resources toward ingroup versus outgroup members (Kinzler & 
Spelke, 2011; Plötner et al., 2015; Sudo, 2021; Yu et al., 2016), and others have found that 

Figure 2. Proportion of children directing behaviors toward each character in Studies 1 and 2.
Note. Error bars represent 95% Confidence Intervals.
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preschoolers allocate resources toward ingroup and outgroup members differently under some 
conditions, but not others (Benozio & Diesendruck, 2015; Dunham et al., 2011; Fehr et al., 2008; 
X. Xiao et al., 2019). Thus, there is still much work to be done in determining the conditions 
under which preschoolers favor ingroup members in these sorts of tasks, and although this 
question is beyond the scope of the present work, we hope that the present findings can con-
tribute to that broader discussion.

General discussion

The present work tested the extent to which ingroup positivity and outgroup negativity motivate 
young children’s behaviors (specifically, resource allocation) toward ingroup and outgroup mem-
bers. In 18- to 24-month-old toddlers, we found evidence of both ingroup positivity and outgroup 
negativity: When faced with the option of directing an antisocial action toward a character 
versus a neutral location, participants directed the action away from an ingroup member (and 
toward the neutral location instead), and toward an outgroup member (rather than the neutral 
location). These findings are striking because in both instances, toddlers had the option of 
directing this antisocial action toward no one—but when faced with an outgroup member, they 
chose not to take this option. Put plainly, toddlers directed negativity toward an outgroup 
member, even though they didn’t have to. To our knowledge, this finding represents the first 
evidence of outgroup negativity in early childhood. We also found a developmental shift between 
24 and 36 months, such that by age 3, children stopped directing antisocial behaviors toward 
outgroup members, and started directing prosocial behaviors toward ingroup and outgroup 
members.

These findings suggest a greater role for outgroup negativity in intergroup cognition than 
previous research has implied. Many scholars have theorized that ingroup positivity is the pri-
mary force motivating intergroup bias (Allport, 1954; Brewer, 1999); some have even gone as 
far as to say that most prejudice and discrimination can be explained as the result of ingroup 
positivity, rather than outgroup negativity (Greenwald & Pettigrew, 2014). The present study is 
a clearer test of these ideas than has previously been offered because it relied on very young 
children—in addition to allowing us to test the processes of ingroup positivity and outgroup 
negativity at an age before social desirability concerns interfere with people’s displayed biases, 
using this age group allows us to test the fundamental biases with which humans view the 
world. These studies therefore provide a test of how the human mind considers social groups, 
without the influence of the specific experiences that people have had with the social groups 
in their local cultural contexts. To that end, our findings suggest that ingroup positivity and 
outgroup negativity both play a fundamental role in guiding the biases and behaviors that people 
display in intergroup contexts.

How can we reconcile our findings with all of the prior work that has suggested the primacy 
of ingroup positivity over outgroup negativity in intergroup cognition (Brewer, 1999; Greenwald 
& Pettigrew, 2014; Halevy et al., 2008, 2012)? In addition to the prospect that social desirability 
concerns may have motivated much responding in that work, another possibility is that perhaps 
different experimental paradigms elicit different forms of bias. For example, in one study on 
partisanship in the US political system (Amira et al., 2019), participants endorsed the publication 
of an article denigrating their political outgroup over an article that praised their political ingroup 
(i.e. they prioritized outgroup negativity over ingroup positivity), but only in a condition in 
which they had previously read an article that threatened the moral identity of their ingroup. 
When their group’s identity had not been threatened, participants showed the reverse pattern. 
Thus, outgroup negativity only plays a powerful role (whether outweighing ingroup positivity, 
or acting alongside it) in certain scenarios. Future research should test the specific conditions 
under which ingroup positivity and outgroup negativity may be elicited independent of one 
another, in both adults and young children.
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An additional (and non-mutually exclusive) possibility is that the relative importance of 
ingroup positivity and outgroup negativity changes across development. In fact, our findings 
from Study 2 are evidence for this possibility, as 3- and 4-year-olds did not direct antisocial 
actions toward outgroup members, and they began to direct prosocial actions toward both 
ingroup and outgroup members. What might account for this developmental shift? One low-level 
interpretation is that our methods, which we designed for the toddlers in Study 1, were simply 
insufficient to detect preschoolers’ intergroup biases. The inconsistency in prior work regarding 
whether children favor ingroup members on resource allocation tasks (Benozio & Diesendruck, 
2015; Dunham et al., 2011; Plötner et al., 2015; Renno & Shutts, 2015; Sparks et al., 2017; Sudo, 
2021) suggests that children’s behaviors in these paradigms are quite fragile, and it may not be 
appropriate to draw strong conclusions about preschoolers from a task that was designed for 
toddlers. However, another speculative possibility is that these data reflect a developmental 
process by which infants’ and children’s beliefs about ingroup and outgroup members change as 
they learn about the conditions under which outgroup negativity is considered necessary or 
appropriate in their cultural context. For example, perhaps within the first two years of life, 
children assume that outgroups are generally associated with negativity, consistent with work 
showing that threat detection plays a role in children’s recognition of different social categories 
(Kinzler & Shutts, 2008). Then, as children learn from their environment about their ingroup’s 
relative position in the local status hierarchy, as well as what types of social groups are relevant 
in the local culture, they stop expressing negativity toward groups that they do not view as 
particularly salient or threatening. On this account, in the present work, toddlers did not know 
whether the outgroup member was a part of a threatening group, so they defaulted to treating 
this person negatively. However, by the preschool years, children had learned that the information 
that distinguished the two groups from each other in the present paradigm (labels, colored 
clothing, and language) did not sufficiently support the inference that this particular outgroup 
should be treated negatively. This account, although speculative, could explain why toddlers 
demonstrated outgroup negativity, but preschoolers did not. Future work should aim to provide 
a clearer test of this and other possibilities.

One unanticipated finding from the present work was that toddlers did not show differential 
responding in their prosocial behaviors. Further work is needed to address this issue, but one 
direction this work might take is to test the possibility that in our paradigm, the prosocial 
behavior (giving a treat to someone) was not sufficiently salient to evoke intentional responses 
in toddlers. In the prosocial conditions, children were told that they needed to ‘decide where 
to put the [only] treat’. In contrast, in the antisocial conditions, they were told that they needed 
to ‘decide where to take a treat from’. It is possible that the concept of taking, in the antisocial 
conditions, automatically evokes an affective response in very young children (who are often 
told to avoid taking other people’s possessions, etc.), whereas the concept of putting, in the 
prosocial conditions, does not attract young children’s attention in the same way. As a result, 
toddlers may not have paid enough attention in the prosocial conditions to show any sort of 
differential responding. As stated above, this possibility is consistent with theorizing from evo-
lutionary and moral psychology suggesting that intergroup conflict has played a particularly 
important role throughout human history (Cosmides et al., 2003), and that people generally view 
the avoidance of harm as a more serious obligation than any obligation to do good (Knobe, 
2003)—all suggesting that antisocial behavior may be more salient than prosocial behavior in 
human cognition. However, we do not have direct evidence of this possibility, and thus, the 
question of how toddlers weigh the importance of antisocial versus prosocial behavior (and 
more broadly, how differently-valenced behaviors inform both ingroup positivity and outgroup 
negativity) remains open. An additional difference between the prosocial and antisocial conditions 
was that the antisocial conditions involved a third party (a panda who was not a member of 
either group)—whether this difference across conditions could have influenced children’s responses 
is unclear from the present data. Future work should continue to explore these issues.
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Another open question regards the types of group distinctions that can elicit the processes 
documented here. In the present studies, we chose to combine a number of group manipulations 
(colored clothing, language, and labels) in order to ensure that children would attend to the 
groups. However, this method may be viewed as a limitation, given that different sorts of group 
memberships and individual features lead children to make different inferences about the people 
around them (Tasimi & Johnson, 2019). It is possible that any of the features manipulated here 
could alone lead to ingroup positivity and outgroup negativity in toddlers—but it is also possible 
that only certain combinations of features constitute a clear enough group distinction to elicit 
these processes. The present work cannot tease apart these possibilities, but future work should 
attempt to do so, perhaps by pitting different group manipulations against one another in a 
paradigm similar to the one used here.

One additional limitation regards ambiguity around children’s interpretation of the neutral 
bowl. Because this bowl appeared in the location previously occupied by one of the characters, 
it is possible that children interpreted the bowl as belonging to that character. We do not believe 
that this possibility can account for our findings, for a number of reasons. First, we used lan-
guage to explicitly state that one bowl belonged to a character, and one didn’t. Also, throughout 
the procedure, bowls that belonged to characters always appeared alongside those characters, so 
there was no reason for a child to assume that an ‘unclaimed’ bowl actually belonged to some-
one. Finally, over the course of the procedure, different characters and objects appeared in 
different locations at different times, so there was no reason for children to assume that any 
location belonged exclusively to any one character. For all of these reasons, we are confident 
that children did not view the neutral bowl as belonging to anyone. Yet, we do not have data 
to completely rule out this possibility, so future work should more directly address this issue.

Despite these open questions, the present studies represent the first evidence that outgroup 
negativity, in addition to ingroup positivity, is a fundamental motivating force for intergroup 
attitudes and behavior. Given that the biases that we hold early in life lay the groundwork for 
how we will relate to members of our own and other social groups for the rest of our lives, 
these findings have far-reaching implications for how children learn to hold negative attitudes 
toward outgroup members. This work is thus an important step toward understanding the nature 
and development of intergroup bias.
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