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Abstract

In this chapter we present the perspective that social groups serve as moral boundaries.
Social groups establish the bounds within which people hold moral obligations toward
one another. The belief that people are morally obligated toward fellow social group
members, but not toward members of other groups, is an early-emerging feature of
human cognition, arising out of domain-general processes in conceptual development.
We review evidence that supports this account from the adult and childmoral cognition
literature, and we describe the developmental processes by which people come to view
social groups as shaping moral obligation. We conclude with suggestions about how
this account can inform the study of social cognitive development more broadly, as well
as how it can be used to promote positive moral socialization.
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“Act in such a way that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the
person of any other, never merely as a means to an end, but always at the same
time as an end.”

Immanuel Kant (1785)
“The only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of
a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others.”

John Stuart Mill (1854)
“Only the development of compassion and understanding for others can bring us
the tranquility and happiness we all seek.”

Dalai Lama XIV (1998)

These quotations illustrate core tenants of human morality that entail

protecting one another from harm. Moral rules dictate how people ought

to treat each other to prevent harm and promote social harmony. These seem

to be simple ideas, yet a question remains: Who are the “others” that these

rules speak of? The quotes here do not specify any characteristics of the

“others.” Does this imply that people hold moral obligations toward all other

humans, and perhaps even all other living things? Research on the psychol-

ogy of morality suggests that this is often not how people think or behave. On

the contrary, in any given situation, people seem to view the application of

moral obligations differently depending on the people involved. How do

people determine who is worthy of moral consideration, and who is not?

We propose that social groups provide the answer to this question. In

human psychology, groups serve as “moral boundaries,” marking individ-

uals who do and do not hold moral obligations toward one another. To sup-

port this proposal, we will first review evidence from broad theoretical

accounts of human morality, as well as from empirical tests of adult moral

cognition. Next, we will discuss how concerns for social groups might be

integrated with moral cognition across development and will provide evi-

dence that viewing groups as moral boundaries is an early-emerging feature

of human cognition. We will then review the potential developmental

processes by which the belief in groups as moral boundaries might emerge

in the first few years after birth by proposing that this belief originates from

domain-general features of conceptual development. Finally, we will discuss

the implications of our perspective for the study of social cognitive devel-

opment and for the facilitation of positive moral socialization.

1. What does it mean for groups to serve as
moral boundaries?

Children quickly learn that dogs are supposed to bark, that parents

ought to take care of children, and that forks should be used for eating
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(and not for combing hair). These examples illustrate how categories

(of objects, animals, or people) are a fundamental lens through which

humans view the world. Right from the start, children view these categories

as not only describing, but also prescribing what their members do. That is,

not only do dogs usually bark, but they are supposed to do so, and there is

something amiss about one that does not (note that when we use the words

“supposed to,” we are referring to how people think the world is supposed

to be, rather than making philosophical claims about how the world is sup-

posed to be in reality; Haward, Wagner, Carey, & Prasada, 2018; Prasada &

Dillingham, 2009). In the social world, then, categories prescribe how peo-

ple are supposed to behave. For example, these prescriptions might include

beliefs that girls should wear pink, boys shouldn’t cry, firefighters should

save people, and doctors should take care of people who are sick (Foster-

Hanson & Rhodes, 2019b).

At their most basic, social groupings specify how their members are sup-

posed to treat one another. For example, imagine seeing two people at an

American political rally, both wearing pro-Democrat t-shirts. It would likely

not be surprising if, upon seeing each other, these two people ran toward

one another and hugged. Would it be more surprising, however, to see

the two people hug if one of them were wearing a pro-Republican shirt?

This simple example illustrates how people expect social groups to deter-

mine how people treat one another—that people will be friendly to and sup-

port members of their own groups, but not necessarily members of other

groups. But because categories not only describe their members’ behavior

but also prescribe them (Roberts, Gelman, & Ho, 2017; Roberts, Ho, &

Gelman, 2017), people’s beliefs in these situations go deeper. For example,

they think that people ought to treat members of their own groups more pos-

itively than members of other groups. Thus, groups shape beliefs about the

obligations that people hold toward one another. People within the same

social group boundaries are morally obligated to protect and avoid harm

to one another, but these obligations do not extend across social group

boundaries.

Evolutionary psychologists and anthropologists have long argued that

morality evolved as a way to coordinate human action in an intergroup land-

scape (Boyd & Richerson, 2009; Gintis, Bowles, Boyd, & Fehr, 2003;

Greene, 2013; Rand & Nowak, 2013; Trivers, 1971). This perspective

argues that to succeed in the tribal environments in which humans evolved,

humans needed to suppress a natural tendency toward self-preservation in

order to cooperate with and protect those around them. Consequently,

moral norms and emotions evolved as a way of ensuring that people would

65Groups as moral boundaries



not perform selfish actions that would harm the overall well-being of the

tribe (e.g., Moll, De Oliveira-Souza, & Eslinger, 2003). It follows that

the moral concerns that evolved as part of this system would be viewed

as applying only within group boundaries. For example, for a hunter-

gatherer, it would have been beneficial to share food with fellow tribe mem-

bers, even though this would reduce the amount of food available for

oneself, because a norm of sharing food would ensure that everyone in

the tribe will always be able to eat, even in times of scarcity. The feeling that

it is praiseworthy to share food with fellow tribe members, however, should

not facilitate any beliefs about performing that same sharing behavior toward

members of other tribes. In fact, sharing with other tribes may even be

viewed as blameworthy, given that it reduces the resources available to

the tribe and potentially puts the tribe in a worse position. All of this is

to say that because concerns for morality evolved to support coordination

within groups, an inherent part of this morality is that good acts are

only viewed as praiseworthy and bad acts are only viewed as blameworthy

if they occur among fellow group members. In other words, social

groups establish the boundaries within which moral concerns are thought

to apply.

1.1 Support from theories of morality
The idea that groups serve as moral boundaries has been ubiquitous in the-

ories of morality that have been put forth by philosophers, psychologists, and

anthropologists. For example, in attempts to describe the scope of human

moral thought, many have argued that “moral circles” define the boundaries

within which we extend moral concern to others (Laham, 2009; Singer,

1981; Ting, Dawkins, Stavans, & Baillargeon, 2019), implying that people

naturally divide the social world into those who are worthy of moral

consideration and those who are not. Others have described a “scope of

justice,” again defining the boundaries within which people are “morally

included” and deserving of fair treatment; those outside the scope of justice

are excluded from moral concern, and thus become eligible for harmful or

unfair treatment (Clayton & Opotow, 2003; Opotow, 2012; Staub, 1990).

The idea that groups factor into the moral evaluation system has also

been a central component of various theories that attempt to describe

the content of moral thought. For example, in a seminal anthropological

theory of morality, Shweder and his colleagues proposed three distinct

moral codes, each based on a different conceptualization of the indivi-

dual, that exist universally and are used to evaluate moral issues
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(Shweder, Mahapatra, &Miller, 1990; Shweder, Much, Mahapatra, & Park,

1997). One of these codes is “the ethics of community,” by which people

evaluate moral action based on whether a person is carrying out their duties

within a community (in other words, their obligations toward the group).

Complimenting this theory, some have argued that certain moral emotions

evolved in order to enforce the ethics of community. Specifically, the emo-

tion of contempt may have evolved as an expression of distaste for commu-

nity violations, given that it often is felt by members of one group who feel

that members of another group are inferior (Rozin, Lowery, Haidt, &

Imada, 1999).

Another influential theory of morality was put forth by Jonathan Haidt,

who argued for six moral “foundations” that serve as an innate first draft

of the human moral code (Haidt & Graham, 2007; Haidt & Joseph,

2004, 2007). From this account, humans evolved to be on the lookout

for violations of each of the six foundations, and individual cultures con-

struct their own narratives to specify which foundations are most relevant

to the local morality. Most relevant here is the foundation of ingroup loyalty,

which regards trusting and cooperating with members of the ingroup and

being wary of members of the outgroup. To enforce this foundation, peo-

ple’s moral emotions lead them to value loyalty and sacrifice for the ingroup

and to prohibit betrayal and failures to help the ingroup.

As a final example, Rai and Fiske (2011) suggested a model of morality

that relies on relationship regulation. They posit that humans hold four

moral motives that can be employed to judge any social action, depending

on the relationships among the people involved. The first of these motives is

unity, which involves supporting the integrity of the ingroup through col-

lective responsibility. Thus, if someone in the group needs help, other

members of the group are required to provide it. Additionally, if someone

in the group transgresses, the entire group bears responsibility, and if some-

one in the group is harmed, the whole group must respond on the harmed

individual’s behalf.

This is not an exhaustive list of the theories of morality. Yet, this

brief survey illustrates a broad consensus across scholars from diverse per-

spectives and traditions that considerations about social groups are a central

component of human moral cognition.

1.2 Evidence from research on adult moral cognition
In addition to theoretical proposals, there is a great deal of experimental evi-

dence in the adult moral psychology literature to suggest that groups serve as
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moral boundaries. First, social groups play a clear role in shaping people’s

moral behavior. Across a range of experimental paradigms, people cooperate

more with ingroup members than with outgroup members (Brewer, 2007;

Brewer & Kramer, 1986; Hackel, Zaki, & Van Bavel, 2017; Tajfel, Billig,

Bundy, & Flament, 1971; Yamagishi & Kiyonari, 2006), even if those

ingroup members are anonymous (Burkart, Hrdy, & Van Schaik, 2009).

People are more likely to help ingroup than outgroup members in cases

of natural disaster (Levine & Thompson, 2004) and physical violence

(Levine, Cassidy, Brazier, & Reicher, 2002), and people show more aggres-

sion toward others when they are presented as members of an outgroup,

rather than as individuals (Meier & Hinsz, 2004). People may even value

negativity toward outgroup members: Viewing harm against outgroup

members is associated with the activation of brain regions that encode

reward (Cikara, Botvinick, & Fiske, 2011).

But are these behaviors the result of moral concerns? Research on moral

emotions suggests that this is indeed the case. The manipulation of moral

emotions, such as empathy, differentially shapes people’s behavior toward

ingroup and outgroup members. For example, people who have been

instructed to be empathic toward the ingroup are more competitive in later

intergroup interactions (Cohen, Montoya, & Insko, 2006), and people who

rate higher on parochial empathy (empathy for the ingroup, rather than

the outgroup) are more likely to withhold charitable donations from and

endorse harm toward the outgroup (Bruneau, Cikara, & Saxe, 2017).

Empathic concern can even have quite extreme consequences in contexts

of intergroup war: Israelis and Palestinians who rate higher on empathy

for their own communities are more likely to endorse harm toward the

outgroup (Ginges & Atran, 2009), and individuals who showmore commu-

nal concern for their ingroup are more likely to endorse extreme acts of

outgroup aggression, such as terrorism and rebellion (Argo, 2009).

Furthermore, there is evidence that people often withhold moral consid-

eration from outgroup members. In a particularly clear test of this proposal,

Voelkel and Brandt (2019) asked participants to respond to a version of the

Moral Foundations Questionnaire (Graham, Haidt, & Nosek, 2009) that

had been manipulated to target either liberals or conservatives. They found

that both conservative and liberal participants were more likely to endorse

the moral foundations when answering questions about acts that targeted

political ingroup vs outgroup members (i.e., conservatives more highly val-

ued caring for others and avoiding harm to others when those others had

been described as fellow conservatives). Similarly, Frimer, Gaucher, and

68 Lisa Chalik and Marjorie Rhodes



Schaefer (2014) found that whether people view obedience as a moral value

depends on the group memberships of the people involved: Conservatives

value obediencemore when it involves conservative authority figures (e.g., a

religious authority), and liberals value obedience more when it involves

liberal authority figures (e.g., a civil rights activist).

Concerns for social groups have also been documented with traditional

measures of moral judgment, such as trolley dilemmas. In these dilemmas,

which ask whether it is permissible to sacrifice one life in order to save five

others, participants are more likely to endorse sacrificing one life to save

five if the people to be saved are ingroup members, rather than outgroup

members (Cikara, Farnsworth, Harris, & Fiske, 2010). Furthermore, when

asked whether they would sacrifice themselves to save the lives of others,

participants who strongly identify with the group endorse sacrificing their

own lives to save ingroup members, but not outgroup members (Swann,

Gómez, Huici, Morales, & Hixon, 2010).

This research supports the view that adult moral cognition is shaped by

concerns for social groups. Next, we turn to the developmental origins of

these beliefs.

2. How are groups integrated into moral cognition
across development?

2.1 Theoretical perspectives
There are two main possibilities as to how social groups might be integrated

into moral cognition across development. One possibility is that concerns

for morality and concerns for group membership develop independently

of one another, and only interact once children have extended experience

with the social groups in their environment (Abrams, Rutland, Pelletier, &

Ferrell, 2009; Rutland & Killen, 2017; Rutland, Killen, & Abrams, 2010).

From this account, children hold an early-emerging sense of morality that

consists of concerns for justice and fairness, regardless of the characteristics

(e.g., group membership) of the people involved. Then, once children reach

middle childhood and, through extended experiences in social groups, have

developed a more complex understanding of how groups generally function,

they begin to incorporate concerns for group membership into their moral

evaluations, especially in instances where groups have been made salient to

them. This shift has been explained as being a result of the development of a

“theory of social mind” between ages 7 and 8, by which children rely on

their experiences with their peers to come to understand that the interests
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of the group are not always the same as those of the individual (Abrams et al.,

2009; Ongley &Malti, 2014; Rutland, 2013). As evidence for this proposal,

children increasingly integrate group concerns into their moral concerns

across development. For example, the extent to which children expect loy-

alty norms to shape group dynamics increases between early childhood and

adolescence (Abrams & Rutland, 2008; Abrams, Rutland, Cameron, &

Marques, 2003; Abrams et al., 2009). Furthermore, when preschool-age

children evaluate the resource-allocation norms of their peer groups, they

prioritize equal allocation over allocation in favor of the ingroup, suggesting

that they often prioritize moral concerns, such as fairness, over supporting

the ingroup (Cooley & Killen, 2015). However, as children grow into ado-

lescence, they begin to view ingroup-favoring allocations more favorably,

and equal allocations less favorably, suggesting that concerns for the group

come to play a stronger role in moral evaluation over time (Killen, Rutland,

Abrams, Mulvey, & Hitti, 2013).

Another possibility, however, is that social groups and morality are

fundamentally intertwined with one another, such that as soon as notions

of morality emerge, they are embedded within concerns for group member-

ship. From this account, as young children learn about what behaviors are

morally obligated and prohibited, they spontaneously view these obligations

within the context of group membership. Then, the idea that groups

function as moral boundaries should be evident in children’s earliest moral

evaluations and actions.

2.2 Evidence from infancy
Infants are sensitive to group membership within the first year of life.

By 3 months, infants recognize differences between people based on race

and gender (Bar-Haim, Ziv, Lamy, & Hodes, 2006; Quinn, Yahr, Kuhn,

Slater, & Pascalis, 2002), and by 10–11 months, they can distinguish

people based on the language they speak (Kinzler, Dupoux, & Spelke,

2007, 2012) and whether they are an ethnic majority or minority

(Singarajah et al., 2017). Infants also predict people’s behavior on the basis

of group membership: 7-month-olds expect social group members to act

alike (Powell & Spelke, 2013), 9-month-olds expect people to affiliate with

each other if they speak the same language (Liberman, Woodward, &

Kinzler, 2017), and 12-month-olds expect people to preferentially choose

to play with ingroup members over outgroup members (Ting, Dawkins,

et al., 2019).
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But do infants’ representations of social groups include notions of moral-

ity? Infants do indeed appear to use social groups to structure their expec-

tations of people’s moral behavior. For example, by 13 months, infants

expect people to avoid mild negative actions (e.g., knocking down part

of a tower) toward ingroup members, but do not expect people to avoid

these actions toward outgroup members (Ting, Dawkins, et al., 2019),

and 12-month-olds expect two animate and agentive shapes of the same

kind (e.g., two squares) to avoid harm to one another, but do not hold this

expectation for shapes of different kinds (e.g., a square and a circle; Ting,

Dawkins, et al., 2019, Ting, He, & Baillargeon, 2019). Additionally, by

17 months, when presented with a person in need of assistance, infants

expect others to help only if they share group membership with the target;

if the target and the potential helper are in different groups, or group mem-

bership is unspecified, infants do not have clear expectations about whether

others will help ( Jin & Baillargeon, 2017). Finally, by 18–20 months, infants

expect people to prioritize ingroup members when allocating resources,

particularly when resources are scarce (Baillargeon et al., 2015; Bian,

Sloane, & Baillargeon, 2018). Social groups also shape infants’ expectations

regarding how people will respond to moral transgressions: When shown

instances of one person harming another, both 1-year-olds and 2.5-

year-olds expect someone who shares group membership with the victim

to harm (i.e., withhold help from) the transgressor in the future

(Baillargeon et al., 2015; Ting, He, & Baillargeon, 2019).

2.3 Evidence from early childhood
The infancy research provides preliminary evidence that a consideration of

social groups is an early-emerging feature of moral cognition, present within

the first 2 years after birth. Yet, to truly show that groups serve as moral

boundaries in early childhood, we would need explicit evidence that young

children view intra-group and inter-group social interactions as governed by

different sets of rules (i.e., that intra-group interactions fall under the domain

of moral obligation, and inter-group interactions do not). For this evidence,

we turn to our own work. In one set of studies (Rhodes & Chalik, 2013) we

tested the boundaries within which children interpret harmful actions as vio-

lating intrinsic, moral obligations. To test this question, we built on methods

from the literature on Social Domain Theory (Smetana, 1981; Turiel, 1983),

based on the premise that children view moral rules as universal, in that they

apply regardless of the explicit rules in the immediate social context, unlike
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conventional rules, which only apply when explicitly stated in the local con-

text. For example, children believe stealing to be a serious moral violation; as

such, they say that stealing is wrong, even if it occurs at a school where the

teachers say that stealing is allowed. On the other hand, children view wear-

ing one’s pajamas to school as a conventional violation that is only wrong

when it is explicitly prohibited by teachers (i.e., it is perfectly permissible

to wear pajamas to school on a day when the teachers say it is allowed;

Smetana, 1981).

To apply this line of reasoning to the question of how groups factor into

children’s moral evaluations, we introduced 3- to 9-year-old children to two

novel groups, marked by shirt color and label (i.e., the blue Flurps and the

red Zazzes). As a baseline measure of children’s evaluations, we asked them

to rate instances of inter-group (e.g., Flurp-Zazz) and intra-group (e.g.,

Flurp-Flurp) harmful actions. For example, “How bad is it for a Flurp to

tease another Flurp?” “How bad is it for a Flurp to harm a Zazz?” Next,

we told children that there were no explicit rules in the immediate social

context prohibiting these actions (e.g., “What if there was no rule in their

school about teasing?”) and asked them to evaluate the actions again. Before

the information about the lack of a rule, children said it that it was “pretty

bad” both for a Flurp to tease another Flurp and for a Flurp to tease a Zazz.

But across all of the ages tested, how they responded to the rule information

took into account the group memberships. For a Flurp teasing another

Flurp, the rule information did not matter—children thought it was

“pretty bad” for a Flurp to do this even if the action was not prohibited

by a rule. Children thought that it was intrinsically wrong for someone to

tease a group member, regardless of the rules. For a Flurp teasing a Zazz,

however, we found a different pattern—although children initially thought

this was “pretty bad,” they thought it was less so if there were no rules about

teasing. That is, children thought that how people are supposed to treat out-

groups depends on the context, rather than on intrinsic obligations. Thus,

children viewed moral obligations as governing how people should treat

members of their own, but not other, groups. These studies represented

the first clear evidence that young children view groups as moral boundaries

within the first few years after birth.

The belief that groups mark moral boundaries also guides children’s

expectations of people’s behavior in intergroup contexts. For instance, by

age 3 and across childhood, children think that people are more likely to

direct harm toward outgroup members than toward ingroup members, con-

sistent with the ideas that people are obligated not to harm their ingroup
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members (Chalik & Rhodes, 2018; Chalik, Rivera, & Rhodes, 2014;

Rhodes, 2012) and that people generally act in line with their obligations

(Kalish & Shiverick, 2004). Furthermore, by age 4, children predict that

people will save ingroup members, rather than outgroup members, from

dangerous events (Chalik & Rhodes, 2018), and that when a group member

is harmed, fellow group members will retaliate against the outgroup on the

harmed individual’s behalf (Chalik &Rhodes, 2014). All of these predictions

follow from the belief that groups structure how people should relate to one

another.

As further evidence that these predictions stem from a belief in groups as

moral boundaries, young preschoolers’ social group-based predictions

change across childhood, as their beliefs about moral obligation change.

For example, young preschoolers do not expect that groups will structure

prosocial behavior: 3- to 5-year-olds believe that people are equally likely

to perform prosocial behaviors (e.g., sharing toys) toward ingroup and out-

group members (Chalik & Rhodes, 2018; Rhodes, 2012). This finding

may seem counterintuitive given the other research we have reviewed,

but it is consistent with certain perspectives in moral philosophy that indicate

that among the fundamental behaviors that comprise human morality,

prosocial behaviors, while valuable, are not morally obligated (Knobe,

2003; Leslie, Knobe, & Cohen, 2006). By age 6, however, children begin

to predict that people will direct prosocial behaviors preferentially toward

ingroup members (Rhodes, 2012). We believe that this change occurs

because between the ages of 3 and 6, children increasingly hear input to sug-

gest that prosocial behaviors are obligatory among fellow group members.

For example, in another set of studies, when parents and their 4-year-old

children read stories involving harmful and prosocial actions that occurred

both within and across social group boundaries, parents used moral language

(i.e., language referring to moral concerns, such as fairness) to explain why

people should be nice to fellow group members, but did not refer to moral

concerns when explaining why people should be nice to members of other

groups (Chalik &Rhodes, 2015). These sorts of conversations may serve as a

subtle source of input by which children come to see prosocial behaviors as

constrained by moral obligations that only apply within group boundaries.

More direct evidence that input about moral obligation shapes children’s

predictions of intergroup behavior comes from a more recent set of studies

(Chalik & Dunham, 2018). Children were told about novel behaviors

that either were or were not morally obligated, then were asked to predict

whether those behaviors would play out within or across group boundaries.
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Specifically, children were told about a made-up behavior—wugging—and

were told this behavior was either good or bad, and moral or non-moral

(defined by whether it was or was not governed by rules in the immediate

social context; Rhodes & Chalik, 2013; Smetana, 1981). For example, if

wugging was bad and moral, children were told, “It’s bad for kids to wug

each other. And even if the teachers say that you can wug somebody,

you still shouldn’t no matter what,” whereas if wugging was bad and

non-moral, children were told, “It’s bad for kids to wug each other. But

if the teachers say that you can wug somebody, you can if you want.”

Critically, these behaviors were introduced outside the group context.

Then, children predicted whether characters were more likely to wug

ingroup members or outgroup members. Across two studies, if wugging

had been described as moral (i.e., consistently good or bad regardless of what

teachers say), then children predicted that it would be constrained by group

membership: If wugging was good, people would direct it toward ingroup

members, and if wugging was bad, people would direct it toward outgroup

members. Yet, if wugging had been described as non-moral (i.e., only good

or bad depending on what teachers say), then children thought that it was

equally likely to occur among ingroup or outgroup members, regardless of

whether it was good or bad. Thus, when a behavior is introduced as morally

obligated, children spontaneously view those obligations as holding only

within category boundaries, and they do not make a similar inference for

behaviors that are outside the moral domain.

3. Developmental origins

Taken together, this body of work suggests that the belief that groups

are moral boundaries is an early-emerging feature of human cognition.

Already by age 3, and perhaps earlier in infancy, children treat groups as

marking moral boundaries. Young children view people as holding moral

obligations to their own group members, and therefore use groups to pre-

dict, explain, and evaluate people’s morally relevant actions. What is the

developmental process by which this tendency originates in the first few

years? Here we consider three broad possibilities: (1) that this tendency is

an early emerging component of infants’ “innate moral architecture,” (2)

that this tendency emerges frommaturation-guided social interactional pro-

cesses across the first 3 years, and (3) that these beliefs develop through a

process of intuitive theory building across early childhood, scaffolded by

a fundamental expectation that categories convey normative structure.
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Though not mutually exclusive, these perspectives differ in the extent to

which children’s beliefs about groups and morality arise from mechanisms

specific to the social domain vs more general conceptual processes, as well

as the extent to which they are dependent on development and experience.

We will consider each of these possibilities in turn.

3.1 Groups as moral boundaries as part of a built-in, first-draft
of morality

The evolutionary theories reviewed earlier indicate that morality evolved to

coordinate behavior across unrelated individuals living in group contexts,

and therefore imply that the tendency to treat groups as marking moral

boundaries is part of a built-in, innate moral core (Boyd & Richerson,

2009; Gintis et al., 2003; Greene, 2013; Rand & Nowak, 2013; Trivers,

1971). Yet, these perspectives are relatively vague with respect to the format,

structure, or content of these built-in capacities. Addressing this gap,

Baillargeon and colleagues have recently explored the earliest emergence

of moral cognition by using patterns of infant looking behaviors to draw

inferences about the conditions under which infants apply moral principles.

In these studies, it is assumed that infants look longer at events that violate

their basic expectations of the world; in the moral domain, then, infants are

thought to look longer at events that are morally impermissible. This body of

work has led to the proposal that human infants are born with a series of

abstract principles that guide early moral cognition, including the principles

of fairness, harm avoidance, authority, and most centrally to the present

discussion, ingroup support (Dawkins, Ting, Stavans, & Baillargeon,

2019; Ting, Dawkins, et al., 2019). According to this perspective, the prin-

ciple of ingroup support has two corollaries: ingroup care and ingroup loyalty.

Ingroup care includes the expectation that people should (and will) provide

help and comfort to ingroup members and limit harm to ingroup members

whenever possible. Ingroup loyalty includes the expectation that people

prefer ingroup members over outgroup members and will reserve resources

for ingroup members when resources are scarce.

From this perspective, when evaluating and predicting behavior, infants

appeal to moral principles in cases where the relevant pre-conditions are

met. Thus, infants will only recognize behaviors that are covered by the

two corollaries of ingroup support (providing help, comfort, avoiding harm

whenever possible, sharing scarce resources) as governed by moral principles

if the agent and recipient meet the pre-condition of being members of

the same group. Therefore, the notion that groups operate as moral
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boundaries—as determining whether people hold moral obligations to one

another or not—is a built-in component of the abstract skeletal framework

that underlies moral cognition. From this account, the role that groups play

in shaping moral cognition is specialized to the moral domain and arises in

the absence of specific experiences. Cultural experiences can then modulate

how infants apply the principle of ingroup support (for instance, how they

identify people as members of the same group or not) and how they

ultimately weight this principle in relation to other moral principles (e.g.,

fairness, harm avoidance, and so on) across development, thus giving rise

to cultural variation in moral reasoning among older children and adults

(see also Haidt & Joseph, 2004).

3.2 Groups as moral boundaries as a consequence
of collective intentionality

Another view on how and why groups begin to function as moral bound-

aries in early development has been offered by Tomasello (2019) as part of

his account of the nature and development of the human concept of obliga-

tion. From this view, during the first 2 years after birth, infants develop a

sense of obligation first by participating in collaborative activities that

involve shared intentionality (e.g., where children reason that, “you and

I, as independent agents, intend to do this together”). As they participate

in such interactions with social partners, children develop feelings of obli-

gation toward their collaborative partners, wherein they feel that they

owe it to their partners to follow through on their plans (and that their part-

ners owe the same to them). These early feelings of obligation give rise to

resentment and protest if people do not follow through on their jointly

established goals. For instance, when children make a joint commitment

to work together to achieve a certain set of resources, they do not feel that

their task has been completed until both partners havemet this goal, and they

protest and try to reengage partners who try to drop-out part-way through a

task, even if they are capable of achieving the goal by themselves (Kachel,

Svetlova, & Tomasello, 2018; Kachel & Tomasello, 2019).

From this account, infants begin to show this understanding of shared

intentionality, and to feel a sense of obligation toward their social partners

(and believe that their partners are obligated toward them) between the first

and second years of life. Then, at around age three, they generalize this

notion of shared intentionality more broadly, to include broader senses of

“we” (e.g., entire groups to which the child belongs) as well as a sense

of the objective obligations that group members hold toward one another.
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At this time children recognize that people hold special obligations to mem-

bers of their broader cultural groups, simply by virtue of group membership.

Thus, from this perspective, children generalize the sense of obligation that

they develop in early dyadic interactions that involve shared intentionally

outward, to shape their understanding of interactions and obligations among

groupmembers. From this account, children’s belief that groups shapemoral

boundaries is the product of specific mechanisms for making sense of the

social world and depends on children’s earlier experiences in dyadic inter-

actions (for a similar perspective, see Barragan &Dweck, 2014). Note, how-

ever, that the experiences in dyadic interaction that are part of this account

are thought to be such a universal feature of human experience that the

experience-dependent nature of this proposal is not intended to account

for cultural variation. Furthermore, the change that happens between the

toddler years (ages 1–2) and the preschool years (ages 3–5) is thought to
be mostly driven by the maturation that occurs in the context of social expe-

riences, rather than those experiences themselves. Thus, from this account,

children’s beliefs do not result from any active role that children play in

trying to understand the world around them.

3.3 Groups as moral boundaries as a consequence of
domain-general features of conceptual development

Here we will present an alternative view to the previous two, in which we

suggest that the belief that groups constrain moral obligation arises out of the

general processes that drive conceptual development across domains, rather

than from dedicated mechanisms for social reasoning. This view has two key

pieces: first, that children actively try to make sense of their environment

by building and revising intuitive theories of the world; and second, that

children have a general conceptual bias to expect categories to convey nor-

mative structure (e.g., to determine how category members are supposed

to behave).

Categories structure cognition across domains, not only in the realm

of social understanding. Across all areas of thought, representations of cate-

gories not only include descriptive information (e.g., that bees often sting,

that cheetahs run fast, that spoons are used for eating and so on), but prescribe

behaviors as well (that bees are supposed to sting by virtue of being members

of their kind; Foster-Hanson & Rhodes, 2019a, 2019b; Foster-Hanson,

Roberts, Gelman, & Rhodes, 2018; Haward et al., 2018; Prasada &

Dillingham, 2009). From infancy, these category representations are embed-

ded in intuitive theories about the structure of the world, that specify the
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types of properties and characteristics that are prescribed by category

membership (Gopnik & Wellman, 2012; Wellman & Gelman, 1992).

For instance, in the biological domain, children develop beliefs that spe-

cies categories (e.g., membership in categories like “cheetah” or “bee”)

determine what types of food an animal eats, how it gets that food, how

it reproduces, how it moves, its characteristic physical properties, and

how it protects itself from predators (Gelman & Coley, 1990; Gelman &

Markman, 1986, 1987; Gelman, Ware, & Kleinberg, 2010). In the domain

of human-made artifacts, children learn that artifacts are made for particular

functions and often have characteristic shapes that facilitate those functions

(Diesendruck, Markson, & Bloom, 2003; Gelman & Kremer, 1991; Greif,

Kemler Nelson, Keil, & Gutierrez, 2006; Kelemen, 1999). These abstract

expectations about how categories are structured in particular domains allow

categories to scaffold knowledge acquisition. They determine which fea-

tures people expect to generalize across category members (e.g., that chee-

tahs are fast) and which are more idiosyncratic (e.g., that one cheetah might

walk with a limp), as well as which features are explainable by direct appeal

to category membership (e.g., that a particular skunk is stinky because it is a

skunk) and which need to be explained by more extrinsic causes (e.g., that a

particular skunk is dirty because it walked through the mud; Cimpian &

Markman, 2009).

As stated earlier, these expectations that children have about categories

are not only descriptive, they are also normative in nature. To illustrate,

Foster-Hanson and Rhodes (2019a) found that young children’s biological

concepts center on idealized prototypes—because they think that cheetahs

are supposed to run fast, they think that the clearest and most informative rep-

resentative of cheetahs is the very fastest in the world. Across development

children begin to balance these prescriptive beliefs with the variation they

encounter in the world (e.g., that cheetahs have variable running speeds)

and to view more average exemplars (e.g., cheetahs with average speed

for the category) as more representative and informative about what the

category is like in general. These developmental changes in category repre-

sentations have profound implications. Category examples that are thought

to be the clearest representatives of their kinds (referred to as category pro-

totypes) are the examples that people remember best, choose to learn from

the most, and come to mind most easily (for review, see Murphy, 2002).

Indeed, when children were asked to select examples of category members

to learn from (e.g., out of a series of cheetahs that varied in running speeds)

to figure out what a category is generally like, young children chose to learn
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from examples that showed the highest levels of prescribed properties

(e.g., the two fastest cheetahs, the two stinkiest skunks). In contrast, older

children and adults selected examples that covered variation (e.g., one

fast cheetah and one slow one; Foster-Hanson, Moty, Cardarelli,

Ocampo, & Rhodes, 2019). This means that children’s emphasis on pre-

scriptive norms—the way that members of species categories, in this case,

are supposed to be—biases how they learn new information about kinds.

These data illustrate that the beliefs that categories convey how their

members are supposed to behave are not particular to the social domain.

They are highly salient in biological representations as well (and also in rep-

resentations of artifacts; Kelemen, 1999), particularly in early childhood.

Indeed, to directly compare the extent to which normative beliefs shape

children’s representations of categories across domains, Foster-Hanson

et al. (2018) asked children to determine whether category members that

did not conform to group norms had done something “wrong.” Similar

stimuli and properties were shown to all participants. For instance, children

were shown a group of category members who all ate a particular type of

berry and then were asked to evaluate a category member who ate a different

one. By condition, however, the categories were described as groups of

animals or groups of people. In this study, children showed high levels of

normative judgment. They often said that it was “not okay” for the category

member to do something that conflicted with the group norm, and they

made these judgments just as often for animal categories as for human social

categories (see also Roberts, Gelman, & Ho, 2017).

Thus, in early childhood, to guide learning across all areas of thought,

children actively build hierarchical representations of the world around

them. To illustrate, children might begin with a very abstract expectation:

that there are different kinds of things in the world and that what kind of

thing something is determines not only how it is, but how it should be.

Underneath that very abstract theory of how the world is structured comes

the more specific expectation that there are distinct categories of biological

species, artifacts, and people. Each of those beliefs then branches into more

specific expectations. For example, knowledge of biological species could

include the idea that biological categories determine what foods an animal

does (and should) eat. And from there that, for robins, for example, this

means they do (and should) dig for worms. Because children are actively

trying to make sense of their world through the lens of these developing

representational structures, they do not need to learn about every single cat-

egory from scratch each time they encounter a new one. For example, when
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they encounter an animal of a new species, they do not need to ask whether

the animal eats food, reproduces, or moves. They can rely on their abstract

expectations about animals and the nature of species kinds to infer that mem-

bers of the new species will share characteristic ways of doing all these things

and go directly to figuring out what those are. Thus, children can learn a

great deal from subtle cues and limited evidence.

From this perspective, the expectations that there are different kinds of

people, and that categories determine what their members should do, are at

high levels of abstraction in the conceptual hierarchy. Thus, just as children

might learn that an animal species category determines what its members

should eat, they can easily learn from limited evidence that a human social

category determines how its members should behave, and particularly how

they should behave toward one another. According to this account, children

do not have to learn that groups mark moral boundaries from scratch. They

already expect categories to prescribe the behaviors of category members.

Thus, to then develop the belief that prescribed behaviors are bounded

by social groups, children only need to infer which particular behaviors

are prescribed. In the social domain, then, these prescribed behaviors exist

in the form of social obligations among fellow social group members.

From this account, children assume that all norms (not just moral norms)

are bounded by some type of category. Thus, once they learn that some-

thing falls under the scope of a norm (a prescribed behavior, or in the social

domain, an obligation) then they assume there is a boundary on to whom it

applies. Consistent with this perspective, in addition to moral norms, young

children view social groupings as constraining other types of norms as well

(Kalish & Lawson, 2008; Kalish & Shiverick, 2004; Roberts, Gelman, &Ho,

2017; Roberts, Guo, Ho, & Gelman, 2018; Roberts, Ho, & Gelman, 2017).

For instance, children expect conventions to be shaped by group boundaries

(e.g., conventions in dress, types of food that people eat, ritualistic behaviors,

and so on). In fact, children expect the exact same behavior to generalize

from one group member to another if it is described as a norm (e.g., if

one “Flurp” is supposed to do a dance before bedtime, children will assume

that other Flurps are supposed to do this too) but not if it is described as a

preference (e.g., if one “Flurp” likes to do a dance before bedtime, children

will not assume that other Flurps will like this too; Kalish, 2012). Further, in

a category identification task, children assume that people who have the

same norms, rather than the same preferences, are members of the same

group (Kalish & Lawson, 2008). As an additional illustration of the power

of normative information particularly in early childhood, by age four,

children assume that a person who is supposed to save people from fires,
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more than someone who really cares about saving people from fires, pos-

sesses the true properties of a firefighter (whereas adults judge the person

who really cares as better exemplifying the category in this case; Foster-

Hanson & Rhodes, 2019b).

This analysis of the origins of children’s tendency to treat groups as mark-

ing moral boundaries suggests that children experience two key learning

challenges in developing this belief. First, they need to identify the relevant

social group boundaries. Second, they need to identify the relevant behav-

iors that are prescribed by category membership. How children learn to pick

out relevant social group boundaries is beyond the scope of the present

chapter (for reviews, see Dunham, 2018; Olson & Dunham, 2010). In

the experiments considered here, this piece of the problem is reduced for

children because they are presented with clearly contrasting categories in

the experimental paradigms themselves.

How children learn which behaviors are prescribed by category member-

ship is an interesting question. Certainly, in the moral domain, children

receive a fair amount of explicit prescriptive information. Yet subtle features

of language may play a role here too. For instance, Chalik and Rhodes

(2015) found that parents appeal to more abstract normative principles

(e.g., saying things like, “it is important to be fair” to explain why people

should share with one another) more for interactions among members

of the same group than members of different groups. Note that in this case,

parents said that people should share in both types of interactions; they just

explained why this was the case in more normative terms when the interac-

tions involved members of the same rather than different groups—thus

perhaps implicitly communicating that although it is always nice to share,

sharing is only obligatory among fellow social group members.

Perhaps even more subtly, generic claims about categories could also

shape these beliefs. Generic claims describe what a category is like in

abstract terms (e.g., “Cheetahs run fast” provides an abstract characterization

of the category, even though individuals vary in how much they display

the referenced property). Generics certainly convey descriptive informa-

tion (e.g., they imply that a given property is higher among category

members than among members of other similar categories; Gelman et al.,

2010) as well as causal information (e.g., they are often interpreted as

meaning that category membership plays a causal role in the manifestation

of the property—for instance, that an individual cheetah runs fast because it is

a member of the category “cheetahs”). Yet, generics also sometimes convey

normative claims. That is, they describe how a situation ought to be, rather

than how it actually is.
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To illustrate, consider this example, helpfully offered by the child of the

second author, when he was 3 years old. After he looked up to see his

mother starting to impatiently walk down the hallway of their apartment

building while he continued to protest putting on his shoes, he called

out: “Mama! Grown-ups wait for kids!” At this point, he was clearly not

describing the current state of affairs; but instead, his view that members

of the category “grown-ups” ought to behave a certain way. These situations

are common, particularly involving the morally relevant behavior of chil-

dren. For instance, parents and teachers are considerably more likely to make

generic claims like, “We don’t hit!”, when hitting is happening than when it

is not. Thus, children can also take generic claims—particularly those that do

not correspond to reality—as communicating ideals about the world and

consequently use them to identify prescribed behaviors.

4. Implications

Of course, the three theoretical accounts described here need not be

mutually exclusive. Children could have built-in abstract principles that

guide their early moral reasoning, including an expectation of ingroup sup-

port. Their early experiences in dyadic interactions could lead them to

develop a sense of shared agency and obligation to partners that then gen-

eralizes outward to shape more abstract representations of how obligation

works among members of larger groups. Finally, children could develop

these representations through an active process of intuitive theory-building.

But even in the context of these other possible mechanisms, children’s

building of intuitive theories of the social world has important implications

for the nature of early social cognition, as well as for how researchers,

families, and educators might broaden moral socialization to allow children’s

feelings of responsibility and obligation to extend toward outgroup

members.

4.1 For representations of early social categories and
category-based induction

The view that children treat groups as moral boundaries because they gen-

erally view categories as prescribing the behavior of their members clarifies

the nature of early representations of social categories. This view suggests

that children expect norms to generalize across groups more than other types

of properties. As noted earlier, there is considerable evidence in support of

this idea. Children expect the exact same property to generalize across
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members when it is described in normative terms (e.g., about what foods

people are supposed to eat, what clothing they are supposed to wear, and

so on) but not when it is described as reflecting preferences (e.g., what foods

people like to eat or what they like to wear; Kalish, 2012). For moral behav-

iors this process takes a very particular form in which children appear to be

more prone to use categories to predict whom someone will direct an action

toward rather than whether a member of a particular group of people is likely

to do a behavior. That is, just because one Flurp hits someone, children are

unlikely to infer that another Flurp will do so, but if they are told that a Flurp

hit someone, they do generate predictions about whom that action was

directed at. Thus, clarifying the nature of early social categories allows us

to understand the instances in which children will and will not rely on

categories to understand the world around them. Doing so also establishes

which components of social category representations are part of children’s

most basic beliefs about the structure of social groups, and which are depen-

dent on other types of category-relevant learning. In particular, children’s

most basic social category representations do seem to support the morally

relevant inferences described here about how people will act toward

one another, but do not seem to give rise to the specific stereotypes that

many children come to believe about social groups. For example, they do

not include information about one group being more deserving of social

power than others. These stereotypes appear to depend more heavily on

the specific input that children receive in their environment across

development.

4.2 For how to engage in effective moral socialization
The view that children treat social categories as marking moral boundaries,

and that they do so because of general mechanisms of conceptual develop-

ment, also provides guidance on how these effects might be reduced. Given

that children in today’s world constantly interact with people from a wide

range of places and backgrounds, the view that people are obligated

only toward fellow groupmembers can be deeply problematic, easily leading

children to act negatively toward outgroup members, or to accept inter-

group conflict as an inescapable fact of life when they see it occur.

Fortunately, the view that these beliefs arise from a process of intuitive

theory-building suggests that by harnessing our understanding of the

mechanisms of conceptual development, we can reduce children’s reliance

on social groups when thinking about moral obligation.
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One potential avenue for encouraging children not to restrict their moral

consideration to ingroup members (and thus to extend that same consider-

ation toward outgroup members) relies on the linguistic forms of input that

encourage children to view moral obligations as applying within group

boundaries. One of these linguistic forms is the actual content that children

hear. As described earlier, parents refer to moral concerns specifically to

explain why people should be nice to fellow group members (Chalik &

Rhodes, 2015), implying that these moral concerns are particularly impor-

tant within group boundaries. As a result, children expect that moral behav-

iors will play out along group lines (Chalik et al., 2014; Chalik & Rhodes,

2014, 2018; Rhodes, 2012) to the extent that even for novel behaviors, as

soon as children receive input to suggest that these behaviors are morally

obligated, they spontaneously predict that they will be constrained by social

group membership (Chalik & Dunham, 2018). These finding suggest that if

parents (and other adults) provide children with explicit input to suggest

that moral obligations apply to everyone regardless of group membership,

children may come to believe that moral behavior is not shaped by social

group boundaries.

Additionally, using language to reduce children’s reliance on social

groups as they make sense of the world in general is a worthwhile effort.

As stated earlier, generic language is a particularly influential linguistic device

through which children develop beliefs about the stability and objectivity of

category boundaries (Foster-Hanson, Leslie, &Rhodes, 2019; Gelman et al.,

2010; Rhodes, Leslie, Bianchi, & Chalik, 2018; Rhodes, Leslie, & Tworek,

2012). Particularly when thinking about human society, generic language

about groups of people can encourage children to view those groups as

objective ways of carving the social world. For example, hearing the

sentence “Italians eat pasta” can lead a child to believe that people from

Italy are an objectively different kind of people from people born in other

places. Given that children build their expectations of moral behavior on

top of underlying representations about the structure of social categories,

as explained earlier, reducing the extent to which children hear generic lan-

guage about social groups could make children less likely to use those groups

to shape their moral understanding.

Another promising way to reduce children’s reliance on social groups

when thinking about morality is to interfere with the basic perceptual

processes that cause children to view others as members of different groups.

Recent work on individuation has shown that in both adults (Lebrecht,

Pierce, Tarr, & Tanaka, 2009) and children (Qian et al., 2017; Qian,

Quinn, Heyman, Pascalis, & Lee, 2019; Xiao et al., 2015), training people
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to recognize the identities of individual other-race faces reduces the implicit

bias shown toward people from racial outgroups. It is thus possible that

similar individuation training paradigms might reduce the extent to which

children rely on ingroups and outgroups in shaping their expectations and

evaluations of social behavior.

Recent work has also investigated ways to change children’s feelings

toward outgroupmembers in order to reduce intergroup bias across develop-

ment. This work has yielded promising initial results, providing a number of

suggestions as to how to reduce children’s preferential treatment toward

ingroup members and to increase children’s feelings of positivity toward out-

group members. For example, increasing feelings of empathy toward

outgroup members has been shown to reduce the likelihood that children

will withhold help from members of that group as early as age 5 and

across the elementary school years (Abrams, Van de Vyver, Pelletier, &

Cameron, 2015; Sierksma, Thijs, & Verkuyten, 2014, 2015). Similarly, in

adults, imagining a specific instance of helping someone else (episodic simu-

lation; Gaesser, Shimura, & Cikara, 2019) results in more willingness to help

outgroup targets. Thus, similar methods may be effective in encouraging

children to include outgroup members in their scope of moral consideration.

Finally, one particularly fruitful way of reducing children’s focus on

social group boundaries is intergroup contact. Interacting with outgroup

members can reduce feelings of animosity toward those groups

(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Indeed, children schooled in racially heteroge-

neous classrooms show less race-based bias than those from racially homog-

enous classrooms (Binder et al., 2009; McGlothlin & Killen, 2010; Rutland,

Cameron, Bennett, & Ferrell, 2005). Furthermore, even in cases where

direct contact is not possible, extended contact—where children have not

themselves had contact with outgroup members, but are aware of fellow

group members who have—can reduce prejudice in school-age children

(Cameron & Rutland, 2006; Cameron, Rutland, & Brown, 2007;

Cameron, Rutland, Brown, & Douch, 2006; Gaias, Gal, Abry, Taylor, &

Granger, 2018). Thus, putting children in either direct or extended contact

with outgroup members can reduce the extent to which children care about

group boundaries.

5. Conclusion

We have argued that a belief that social groups serve as moral

boundaries is an early-emerging feature of human cognition, arising from

domain-general mechanisms of conceptual development. From an early
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age, children view social groups as sources of information about what people

are like and how people should behave. Consequently, children use groups

to define the boundaries within which people hold moral obligations

toward one another. This view may be somewhat alarming, as it implies that

valuing (or at least accepting) negativity toward outgroup members may be

an inevitable consequence of early social cognition. Yet, it is also hopeful, as

it suggests that an understanding of how children build intuitive theories

of the world can inform successful interventions on these beliefs. Thus,

an important next step for researchers, as well as for families, educators,

and applied professionals, is to harness the knowledge we have gained about

the development of social cognition and conceptual development more

broadly and to use this knowledge to foster positive social relationships

starting in early development.
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