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Abstract

Recent research questions whether children conceptualize race as stable. We examined 

participants' beliefs about the relative stability of race and emotion, a temporary feature. 

Participants were White adults and children ages 5–6 and 9–10 (Study 1) and racial minority 

children ages 5–6 (Study 2). Participants were presented with target children who were happy or 

angry, and Black or White, and asked to indicate which of two adults (a race- but not emotion-

match or an emotion- but not race-match) each child would grow up to be. White adults, White 9- 

to 10-year-olds, and racial minority 5- to 6-year-olds selected race-matches, whereas White 5- to 

6-year-olds selected race- and emotion-matches equally. These data suggest that beliefs about 

racial stability vary by age and social group.

Keywords

racial concepts; cognitive development; social group differences; minority groups; social cognition

U.S. children's concepts of race reveal both early awareness and developmental change. On 

the one hand, children often use race to make social inferences. They report that a person’s 

race is inherited from their parents, and they use skin color to categorize and remember 

others (Dunham, Stepanova, Dotsch, & Todorov, 2014; Gaither et al., 2014; Hirschfeld, 

1995; Roberts & Gelman, 2015). Children also use race to make inferences about a person's 

personality and likeability (e.g., when White children are shown faces of White children and 

faces of Black children, they are more likely to associate White faces with positive 

attributes, such as niceness) (Aboud, 2003; Baron & Banaji, 2006). On the other hand, 

young children often overlook race and focus on other social categories instead (e.g., 

Weisman, Johnson, & Shutts, 2015). They believe that gender (more than race) marks 

different “kinds” of people (Rhodes & Gelman, 2009), and when asked with whom they 

want to be friends or share preferences, they select children of the same-gender or same-

accent, more than those of the same-race (Kinzler, Shutts, Dejesus, & Spelke, 2009; Shutts, 

Pemberton Roben, & Spelke, 2013). Children also privilege attractiveness, such that they 

infer that attractive people have positive traits and unattractive people have negative traits, 

and are less likely to make trait inferences on the basis of race (Rennels & Langlois, 2014).

Moreover, several studies question the extent to which children believe that race is stable 

over development – a belief that adults hold as intuitive (Bastian & Haslam, 2006). Early 

findings were somewhat inconsistent. Hirschfeld (1995) asked children who an adult was as 

a child, with race pitted against body build or occupation (e.g., for a Black adult in a police 
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uniform, the choices were a White child in a police officer uniform, or a Black child in plain 

clothing). Although by 7 years of age, children judged race to be more stable than either 

body build or occupation, 4-year-olds did not judge race to be more stable than body build; 

they judged race as more stable than occupation only. Furthermore, young children's use of 

race on the occupation trials may have reflected a lack of attention to occupation rather than 

an affirmative judgment of the stability of race, as there were no control trials to test 

children's awareness of each dimension individually. Finally, because the participant sample 

was predominantly White, and the test stimuli were simplified line drawings, the data do not 

speak to how diverse samples conceptualize racial stability when confronted with real-world 

faces (with both within-race and between-race variation).

Pauker, Ambady, and Apfelbaum (2010) examined children's reasoning about racial stability 

using photographs of real-world individuals. They provided a three-item test, asking what a 

child would look like as an adult (e.g., Black child matched with Black adult and White 

adult choices), what an adult looked like as a child (e.g., White adult matched with Black 

child and White child choices), and whether someone could change their skin color if they 

really wanted to, and why. Children who answered all three questions as stable and 

verbalized essentialist reasoning (e.g., “He can’t change. You’re born one way and you can’t 

change after that”; p. 1804) were coded as racially essentialist. On this measure, most of the 

younger children (3–6 years of age) did not show essentialist beliefs about race. The 

implications for children's understanding of racial stability are unclear. On the one hand, 

children's tendency to view race as stable by age 6 years may have reflected the fact that race 

was not pitted against any other dimension. On the other hand, younger children's difficulty 

with explaining race constancy may have been amplified by the verbal demands of the task, 

thus leaving open how they would perform on a less demanding measure. Finally, Pauker et 

al (2010), like Hirschfeld (1995), focused on a predominantly White sample, thereby leaving 

unclear how diverse samples would perform.

Kinzler and Dautel (2012) showed White and Black children a series of triads consisting of 

one child and two adults: one who matched the child in race but not language (race match) 

and one who matched the child in language but not race (language match). Each item (image 

plus voice clip) was presented individually, and hidden behind a screen before and after 

presentation. This design feature was necessary so that children's access to the verbal and 

visual information was controlled over the two dimensions (race vs. language). On each 

trial, children were asked to identify the adult that the target child would grow up to be. 

White 9- to 10-year-olds and Black 5- to 6-year-olds chose the race-match, but White 5- to 

6-year-olds chose the language-match. These results suggest that young White 5- to 6-year-

olds do not consistently conceptualize race as stable, and that concepts of racial stability 

develop differently across social groups. However, although these results demonstrate the 

relative importance of language as a significant social category for young White children, 

what they say about race concepts is less clear. For young White children, language is often 

conceptualized as a salient, informative, stable, and inherited social category (Hirschfeld & 

Gelman, 1997; Kinzler, Dupoux, & Spelke, 2007). When language and race are placed in a 

head-to-head comparison, young White children may reason that language is more stable. 

However, it is possible that if race were pitted against a category other than language, they 

might view race as more stable. Also, because the test images were not visible during the 

Roberts and Gelman Page 2

Dev Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 June 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



test question (i.e., race was occluded during test and children never saw more than one face 

at a time), this raises questions about whether attention or memory processes contributed to 

young White children's difficulty, rather than beliefs about racial stability per se.

The present studies

Based on the research summarized above, it is unclear when children of different racial 

backgrounds first believe that race is stable over time. On the one hand, research reporting 

that young children treat race as stable may have overestimated children's ability by 

providing a contrast dimension (occupation) that was insufficiently salient, and by depicting 

race as overly homogeneous across individuals by using line drawings (Hirschfeld, 1995). 

On the other hand, research reporting that young children treat race as non-stable may have 

underestimated children's ability by providing a contrast dimension (language) that is itself 

viewed to be stable over time, by not permitting children to view the images under 

consideration simultaneously (Kinzler & Dautel, 2012), or by requiring explicit verbal 

justifications (Pauker et al., 2010).

Studying further children’s beliefs about the stability of race has important theoretical 

implications for understanding children’s race-based concepts. When an identity is 

understood as stable, it may be viewed as more central and may therefore powerfully predict 

children’s expectations about individual properties (Quintana, 1998; Ruble et al., 2007). 

Because young children use race to make inferences about social relationships (e.g., that a 

Black child is more likely to befriend another Black child than a White child), and are less 

likely to use race to make inferences about individual properties (e.g., that a Black child will 

enjoy the same activities as another Black child) (Shutts et al., 2013), it follows that children 

may not have yet formed the belief that race is stable (e.g., that a Black child will grow up to 

be a Black adult). Indeed, Rhodes (2013, 2014) recently proposed that children’s race-based 

concepts are rooted in beliefs about social obligations and coalitions, rather than beliefs 

about natural kinds (i.e., that they are inherited, stable, and inductively potent). Thus, 

examining this issue has the potential to clarify the ways in which children do and don't 

conceptualize race in an adult-like manner, and to reveal how children use race to reason 

about individuals.

We propose that in order to provide a clear test of the stability of race per se, what is needed 

is a comparison dimension that is salient yet non-stable. Here, we pitted race against the 

temporary property of emotional expression. Emotional expressions are powerful social cues 

that provide insight into others' feelings and internal states, and young children are highly 

skilled at perceiving and interpreting them (Widen & Russell, 2003). At the same time, even 

preschool-aged children understand that experiences and environmental input can change 

someone’s emotions (Flavell, Flavell, & Green, 2001; Lagattuta & Wellman, 2001; 

Wellman, Harris, Banerjee, & Sinclair, 1995). If children believe that race is stable, they 

should judge that it is more stable than a feature that is salient but known to be non-stable.

We also addressed some of the other limitations of previous research. First, to the best of our 

knowledge, only Kinzler and Dautel (2012) examined how racial majority and racial 

minority children from the same region make racial stability judgments. Such evidence is 
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critical not only in order to ensure greater generalizability to diverse populations, but also to 

shed light on possible mechanisms to account for how racial stability concepts develop. For 

example, if racial minority children develop concepts of racial stability earlier than White 

children, this would imply that these concepts are informed by particular life experiences, 

and not simply age per se. For instance, racial minority children may be more likely to 

experience racial discrimination, or may be more likely to receive race related messages 

from their parents, which could ultimately facilitate earlier sensitivity to race concepts. We 

therefore examined performance of both White and racial minority children. Second, as 

noted by Kinzler and Dautel (2012), differences between White and racial minority children 

may be related to experiences with parental racial socialization, such that parents of racial 

minority children may discuss race-based concepts and experiences with their children more 

frequently than parents of White children (Hughes, 2003; Pahlke, Bigler, & Suizzo, 2012). 

However, no studies have empirically tested how parental racial socialization relates to 

children’s racial stability concepts. We therefore included a measure of parental racial 

socialization. Third, we did not rely on children’s verbalized reasoning, which in Pauker et 

al. (2010) could have underestimated young children’s concepts. Fourth, images consisted of 

real-world faces instead of line drawings (Hirschfeld, 1995), thereby presenting children 

with real-world variability in faces, as well as making our findings more generalizable to 

real-world people. Fourth, all test images remained present during each trial, thereby giving 

children visual access to all potential race- and emotion-based matches.

When examining children’s reasoning about the stability of emotion and race, two 

competing predictions are implied by previous research. Specifically, young White children 

may not reason that race is stable (as implied by the prior research comparing race and 

language) and may therefore reason that emotions are at least as stable as race. Alternatively, 

young White children may in fact reason that race is stable when the competing feature is 

clearly non-stable (i.e., emotion). Furthermore, racial minority children, like older White 

children and adults, may reason that race is more stable than emotion due to their 

experiences as racial minorities or with parental racial socialization, which highlight race as 

an important and informative category (see Kinzler & Dautel, 2012 for a discussion).

Following the method developed by Kinzler and Dautel (2012), participants were shown a 

target child who was Black or White, and happy or angry. Then, they were shown two 

adults: one who matched the target’s race but not emotion, and one who matched the target’s 

emotion but not race. On eight trials, participants were asked to identify which adult the 

target child would grow up to be. Participants who conceptualize race as stable across the 

lifespan should choose the adult who matches the target child in race but not in emotion. 

Study 1 assessed U.S. White children and adults, and Study 2 assessed U.S. racial minority 

children.

STUDY 1

Method

Participants—This study included three groups of White U.S. participants: 5- to 6-year-

olds (N = 26, 58% female; M age = 5.46, range = 5.10–6.99), 9- to 10-year-olds (N = 24, 

66% female, M age = 9.46, range = 9.07–10.87), and adults (N = 28, 54% female; M age = 
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32, range = 18–70). The sample size was based on that of Kinzler and Dautel (2012). An 

additional 127 adults and 44 5- to 6-year-olds (M age = 6.01, range = 5.11–6.99) 

participated in pretesting of the materials. Children were recruited in the Midwestern U.S. at 

a museum affiliated with a university lab. Adults were recruited online via Amazon’s Mturk. 

Children’s race was provided by their parents and adults provided their own race.

Materials—The stimuli consisted of eight child faces and 16 adult faces (50% male/female; 

50% Black/White; 50% angry/happy). Adult images were drawn from NimStim Set 

(Tottenham et al., 2009) and child images were drawn from the Child Affective Facial 

Expression Set (Lobue & Thrasher, 2014), which are fully available at databrary.org. On 

each of eight trials, one child and two adult faces of the same gender were displayed on a 

computer using PowerPoint. For each trial, participants saw one child and two adults: one 

who matched the child in emotion but not race, and another who matched the child in race 

but not emotion (e.g., a happy Black child paired with an angry Black adult and a happy 

White adult). All possible pairings of emotion and race were presented; gender was always 

kept constant within a set. Each target was randomly assigned one of two pairs of same-

gender adult faces (i.e., one angry White adult and one happy Black adult; one angry Black 

adult and one happy White adult), counterbalanced across participants. The lateral position 

of the adult faces was counterbalanced within and across participants. Trials were presented 

in random order.

Pretesting: To ensure that all images were judged to depict Black or White, or happy or 

angry people, they were pretested with a sample of 127 adults. For each image, adults were 

asked either, “What is the racial background of this person?" (response options: Black, 

White, Black and White, or other) or, “What emotion is this person expressing?" (response 

options: happy, angry, other, unclear). The selected images were categorized as intended 

(Black or White, happy or angry) at least 90% of the time. In order to ensure that matches 

could not be made on hair or eye color alone, all selected images had dark hair and dark 

eyes. To further validate the images for use in this paradigm (e.g., that participants would 

treat the adult images as plausible adult-versions of the child images) we pretested emotion 

(N = 23) and race (N = 21) separately with 44 White 5- to 6-year-olds. For each, participants 

viewed a child and were asked to select which of two adults the child would grow up to be. 

Triads varied along a single dimension, either emotion (e.g., a happy child with a happy 

versus an angry adult, all the same race) or race (e.g., a Black child with a Black versus a 

White adult, all the same emotion). One-sample t-tests revealed that when emotion and race 

were tested separately, children attended to emotion (M = 6.39 out of 8, SE = .33), t(22) = 

7.36, p < .001, and race (M = 7.38 out of 8, SE = .19), t(20) = 17.92, p < .001, at above 

chance rates (i.e., 4).

Procedure—In order to familiarize participants with the categorization task and to ensure 

that they could engage in growth-based reasoning, they first participated in two practice 

trials depicting cartoon characters with differently shaped schematic bodies (i.e., square 

person, circle person). For each practice trial, children were shown a cartoon child and two 

cartoon adults (e.g., circle child, circle adult, triangle adult) and were asked to identify 

which adult the child would grow up to be. All characters in the practice trials were 
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uniformly red in color and had no facial features (thereby preventing color-based or 

emotion-based reasoning). Feedback was provided only for children who made an error in 

the practice trials (N = 5), and the experimenter only proceeded to the test trials after 

successful completion of the practice trials. On the eight test trials, the experimenter 

revealed a target child, pointed to the screen, and said, “Here is a child (pointing). When this 

child grows up, which grown-up will it be?” The experimenter then revealed two adults and 

said (while pointing), "Will this child grow up to be this grown-up or this grown-up?” All 

three images (i.e., target picture and response options) remained visible when participants 

made their decision.

Parental Racial Socialization: Following the task, parents were given a follow-up survey 

adapted from previous research (O'Connor et al., 2008) which asked how often they 

discussed race-related issues with their child (e.g., how often do you identify and discuss 

people by race: 0 = never, 1 = rarely, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often, 4 = very often) (α = .83) (see 

Appendix A for all items).

Results

All results are depicted in Figure 1. There were no effects for target’s emotion, target’s race, 

target’s gender, or participant gender, so the data were collapsed over these variables. A one-

way ANOVA with age group (3: White 5- to 6-year-olds, White 9- to 10-year-olds, and 

White adults) and the number of same-race matches as the dependent variable yielded a 

significant effect, F(2, 75) = 15.48, p < .001, ηp
2 = .29. Pairwise comparisons indicated that 

White 5- to 6-year-olds (M = 4.42, SE = .44) were significantly less likely than White 9- to 

10-year-olds (M = 6.75, SE = .46) and adults (M = 7.75, SE = .42) to make same-race 

matches (ps < .001). Responses for White 9- to 10-year-olds and adults were not 

significantly different from one another (p = .34). One-sample t-tests indicated further that 

White 5- to 6-year-olds made same-race matches at chance levels (i.e., 4), t(25) = .72, p = .

48, unlike White 9- to 10-year-olds, t(23) = 5.99, p < .001, and adults, t(30) = 19.04, p < .

001, both of which were significantly above chance. A series of non-parametric Wilcoxon 

signed-ranks tests confirmed these tests further. In the group of White 5- to 6-year-olds, 15 

children made more same-emotion matches, 9 children made more same-race matches, and 

2 children made same-emotion and same-race matches at equal rates (Z = −.56, p = .57). For 

White 9- to 10-year-olds, 19 children made more same-race matches, 4 children made more 

same-emotion matches, and 1 child made same-emotion and same-race matches at equal 

rates (Z = −4.01, p < .001). For adults, 27 made more same-race matches and 1 made more 

same-emotion matches (Z = −5.11, p < .001).

Parental Racial Socialization—On average, White 5- to 6- year-olds (M = 2.47, SD = .

68) received fewer parental racial socialization messages than 9- to 10-year-olds (M = 2.91, 

SD = .43) (p = .014). For White 5- to 6-year-olds (but not 9- to 10-year-olds), higher rates of 

racial socialization messages were marginally correlated with fewer race-based matches (r = 

−.32, p = .061).

Roberts and Gelman Page 6

Dev Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 June 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Discussion

When each variable was tested in isolation, children attended to both emotion and race. 

However, when emotion and race were in conflict, White 5- to 6-year-olds did not treat race 

as more (or less) stable than emotion. In contrast, White 9- to 10-year-olds and adults chose 

the race match. These data demonstrate that racial stability judgments develop with age (see 

General Discussion for thoughts on the parental socialization data).

STUDY 2

Study 2 extends the study of racial stability judgments to a sample of racial minority 

children. Prior research found that unlike White 5- to 6-year-olds, same-aged Black children 

reasoned that race was more stable than language (Kinzler & Dautel, 2012). We therefore 

hypothesized that racial minority 5- to 6-year-olds may reason that race is more stable than 

emotion. We did not attempt to collect data from racial minority 9- to 10-year-olds, given 

our prediction that younger racial minority 5- to 6-year-olds would already conceptualize 

race as stable. We assessed both Black and non-Black racial minorities because previous 

work indicates that racial minority children, by virtue of their minority status, think about 

racial categories sooner than White children (e.g., Bigler & Liben, 2006; Quintana, 1994; 

1998).

Method

Participants—This study included 24 racial minority 5- to 6-year-olds (50% female; M 
age = 6.01, range = 5.00–6.92; 18 = Black, 3 = Asian, 2 = Latino, 1 = multiracial) who were 

recruited from the same sources as those in Study 1. Children’s race was provided by their 

parents.

Procedure—The materials, design, and procedure paralleled those in Study 1.

Results

There were no effects for target’s emotion, target’s race, target’s gender, or participant 

gender, so the data were collapsed over these variables. A one-sample t-test revealed that 

racial minority 5- to 6-year-olds made same-race matches at above-chance levels (i.e., 4), 

t(23) = 4.71, p < .001 (M = 6.08, SE = .44). A non-parametric Wilcoxon signed-ranks test 

indicated that 18 children made more same-race matches, 3 children made more same-

emotion matches, and 3 children made same-race and same-emotion matches at equal rates 

(Z = −3.39, p = .001).

Parental Racial Socialization—On average, parents reported speaking to their children 

about race sometimes (M = 2.67, SD = .92), but experiences with parental racial 

socialization did not correlate with children’s responses (r = −.06, p = .41).

Cross-study Comparison—We combined the 5- to 6-year-old data from both studies 

and conducted an independent samples t-test with the number of same-race matches as the 

dependent variable comparing the White 5- to 6-year-olds from Study 1 to the racial 

minority 5- to 6-year-olds from Study 2. Racial minority 5- to 6-year-olds were more likely 
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to make same-race matches than White 5- to 6-year-olds t(48) = −2.23, p = .03. Experiences 

with parental racial socialization did not differ significantly between racial minority and 

White 5- to 6-year-olds. All results held when looking at only Black children.

Discussion

Racial minority 5- to 6-year-olds reasoned that race was more stable than emotion, thus 

showing a pattern of results that differed from the White 5- to 6-year-olds in Study 1. This 

pattern demonstrates that racial minority children reason about race as stable at an earlier 

age than White children, and is consistent with Kinzler and Dautel (2012), who found that 

Black 5- to 6-year-olds, but not same-aged White children, reasoned that race was more 

stable than language.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

In two studies, we presented participants, both White and racial minority, with a 

categorization task in which they predicted whether a child would grow up to have the same 

emotion or the same race. In Study 1, we focused on White participants and found 

developmental change: adults and 9- to 10-year-olds reasoned that a person’s race was more 

stable than their emotion, whereas 5- to 6-year-olds did not reason that a person’s race was 

more (or less) stable than their emotion. Study 2 revealed that 5- to 6-year-old racial 

minority children, like White adults and 9- to 10-year-olds, reasoned that race was more 

stable. These studies provide new evidence demonstrating that beliefs concerning the 

stability of race develop throughout early childhood at different rates across social groups.

These findings align with previous research showing that between the ages of 7 and 10, 

children often reason that racial categories are not only about superficial features such as 

skin tone (Dunham et al., 2014), but that they are also indicative of characteristics that are 

permanent and constant (Hirschfeld, 1995; Quintana, 1998). Moreover, these data contribute 

to a growing body of research demonstrating that in the presence of competing information 

(e.g., gender, attractiveness, accent, coalitions), younger White children often do not 

privilege race (e.g., Rennels & Langlois, 2014; Rhodes, 2013). Critically, these data suggest 

that even when the competing feature is highly salient but understood to be non-stable, 

young White children do not conceptualize race as stable.

Unexpectedly, White 5- to 6-year-olds’ increased experiences with parental racial 

socialization showed a tendency to correlate with fewer race-matches. Although 

counterintuitive to the idea that increased experiences with race would promote the belief 

that race is stable, this finding may reflect the content of the socialization messages that 

White 5- to 6-year-olds received. Within White families, racial socialization messages often 

deemphasize race and emphasize colorblindness (Pahlke et al., 2012), which could 

encourage the belief that race is not stable. Yet, because we did not explore the content of 

the messages and because the relation was marginally significant, we encourage additional 

research and a cautious read of these data.

Racial minority 5- to 6-year-olds, recruited from the same region as the White 5- to 6-year-

olds in Study 1, reasoned that race was more stable than emotion. These findings highlight 
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the role that group membership plays in children’s reasoning about race, and contribute to 

the literature showing that racial minority children think about race differently from racial 

majority children (Aboud, 2003; Bar-haim, Ziv, Lamy, & Hodes, 2006). Kinzler and Dautel 

(2012) speculated that experiences with parental racial socialization may facilitate racial 

minority children’s stability judgments, though we found no evidence for this in the present 

data. What else then fostered in racial minority children the belief that race was more stable 

than emotion? We speculate that a variety of experiential factors (e.g., experiences with 

discrimination, minority status) may have played an important role (see Quintana, 1994; 

1998), and we look forward to additional work to examine these questions.

Future research should explore how responses vary by emotion type. Although we did not 

find an interaction between target race and emotion, participants who are aware of negative 

stereotypes about Black people may show increased race-based reasoning when they see a 

face of an angry Black person. Future research should also include multiracial children (e.g., 

children with one Black parent and one White parent), who have been shown to reason about 

race differently than monoracial children (Gaither, 2015; Roberts & Gelman, 2016). One 

prediction is that relatively early in development, multiracial children may reason that race is 

stable because of their exposure to diverse people. However, an alternative prediction is that 

because of their exposure to diverse people, multiracial children may reason that they could 

grow up to be like either or both of their parents, and therefore conceptualize race as non-

stable. More research is certainly needed in order to understand more fully how these 

concepts emerge in development.

Nonetheless, the present studies document variation in children’s racial stability judgments 

as a function of age and group membership, and add to the literature on cultural and 

contextual influences on concepts of race (e.g., Astuti, Solomon, & Carey, 2004; 

Diesendruck, Goldfein-Elbaz, Rhodes, Gelman, & Neumark, 2013; Rhodes & Gelman, 

2009). The present findings also have important theoretical implications for understanding 

the development of children’s beliefs about race and racial essentialism. On the one hand, 

previous research suggests that young children, like adults, are aware of race and use race-

based information to make social inferences (e.g., Baron & Banaji, 2006; Hirschfeld, 1995; 

Shutts et al., 2013). Yet other data, including those presented here, suggest that the meaning 

of race to children--including, for example, the belief that race is stable across the lifespan--

develops with experience, and that racial essentialism may not be consistently present during 

the early years (in contrast to essentialism of natural kinds, e.g., Astuti et al., 2004; Gelman, 

2003; Rhodes & Gelman, 2009). In other words, although young children in the U.S. often 

use racial categories to make inferences about social groups, racial-majority children lack 

strong intuitions regarding how those categories are structured, and do not yet use those 

categories to constrain how they think about an individual’s growth across the lifespan.

Acknowledgments

This research was supported by a Ford Foundation Predoctoral Research Fellowship and a National Science 
Foundation Graduate Research Fellowship to Steven O. Roberts, and NICHD grant HD-36043 to Susan A. Gelman. 
We thank the children, parents, and adults who participated in this research, and thank Abigail Tzau, Jacqueline 
Leeka, Ji Yoon (Vanessa) Lee, Kerrie Leonard, Kevin Ma, Pragya Mathur, and Shira Lossos for their assistance. We 
thank the University of Michigan Language Lab and Dr. Angeline Lillard for their discussion. Thank you to the 

Roberts and Gelman Page 9

Dev Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 June 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Boys and Girls Club of Southeastern Michigan, the Ann Arbor Hands on Museum, and the Living Laboratory for 
their support. We also thank Nim Tottenham, Vanessa Lobue, and Cat Thrasher for supplying us with stimuli.

References

Aboud FE. The formation of in-group favoritism and out-group prejudice in young children: Are they 
distinct attitudes? Developmental Psychology. 2003; 39:48–60. [PubMed: 12518808] 

Ambady N, Shih M, Kim A, Pittinsky TL. Stereotype susceptibility in children: effects of identity 
activation on quantitative performance. Psychological Science. 2001; 12:385–390. [PubMed: 
11554671] 

Bar-haim Y, Ziv T, Lamy D, Hodes RM. Nature and nurture in own-race face processing. 
Psychological Science. 2006; 17:159–163. [PubMed: 16466424] 

Baron AS, Banaji MR. The development of implicit attitudes: Evidence of race evaluations from ages 
6 and 10 and adulthood. Psychological Science. 2006; 17:53–58. [PubMed: 16371144] 

Bastian B, Haslam N. Psychological essentialism and stereotype endorsement. Journal of Experimental 
Social Psychology. 2006; 42:228–235.

Bigler RS, Liben LS. A developmental intergroup theory of social stereotypes and prejudice. Advances 
in Child Development and Behavior. 2006; 34:39–89. [PubMed: 17120802] 

Diesendruck G, Goldfein-Elbaz R, Rhodes M, Gelman S, Neumark N. Cross-cultural differences in 
children’s beliefs about the objectivity of social categories. Child Development. 2013; 84:1–12.

Diesendruck G, HaLevi H. The role of language, appearance, and culture in children’s social 
induction. Child Development. 2006; 77:539–553. [PubMed: 16686787] 

Dunham Y, Chen EE, Banaji MR. Two signatures of implicit intergroup attitudes: Developmental 
invariance and early enculturation. Psychological Science. 2013; 24(6):860–868. [PubMed: 
23558550] 

Dunham Y, Stepanova EV, Dotsch R, Todorov A. The development of race-based perceptual 
categorization: skin color dominates early category judgments. Developmental Science. 2014; 
18:1–15.

Gaither SE, Schultz JR, Pauker K, Sommers SR, Maddox KB, Ambady N. Essentialist thinking 
predicts decrements in children’s memory for racially ambiguous faces. Developmental 
Psychology. 2014; 50:482–488. [PubMed: 23815702] 

Gelman SA, Collman P, Maccoby EE. Inferring properties from categories versus inferring categories 
from properties: The case of gender inferring properties from categories versus inferring categories 
from properties: The case of gender. Child Development. 1986; 57:396–404.

Hirschfeld LA. The inheritability of identity: Children’s understanding of the cultural biology of race. 
Child Development. 1995; 66:1418–1437.

Hirschfeld LA, Gelman SA. What young children think about the relationship between language 
variation and social difference. Cognitive Development. 1997; 12:213–238.

Hughes D. Correlates of African American and Latino parents’ messages to children about ethnicity 
and race: a comparative study of racial socialization. American Journal of Community Psychology. 
2003; 31(1–2):15–33. [PubMed: 12741687] 

Kinzler KD, Dupoux E, Spelke ES. The native language of social cognition. Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences. 2007; 104:12577–12580.

Kinzler KD, Shutts K, Dejesus J, Spelke ES. Accent trumps race in guiding children’s social 
preferences. Social Cognition. 2009; 27:623–634. [PubMed: 21603154] 

Lagattuta KH, Wellman HM. Thinking about the past: early knowledge about links between prior 
experience, thinking, and emotion. Child Development. 2001; 72:82–102. [PubMed: 11280491] 

McKown C. Age and ethnic variation in children’s thinking about the nature of racism. Journal of 
Applied Developmental Psychology. 2004; 25:597–617.

Olson KR, Shutts K, Kinzler KD, Weisman KG. Children associate racial groups with wealth: 
evidence from South Africa. Child Development. 2012; 83:1884–1899. [PubMed: 22860510] 

Pahlke E, Bigler RS, Suizzo M-A. Relations between colorblind socialization and children’s racial 
bias: evidence from European American mothers and their preschool children. Child Development. 
2012; 83:1164–1179. [PubMed: 22537347] 

Roberts and Gelman Page 10

Dev Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 June 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Quintana SM. A model of ethnic perspective-taking ability applied to Mexican-American children and 
youth. International Journal of Intercultural Relations. 1994; 18:419–448.

Quintana SM. Children’s developmental understanding of ethnicity and race. Applied and Preventive 
Psychology. 1998; 7:27–45.

Rennels JL, Langlois JH. Children’s attractiveness, gender, and race biases: A comparison of their 
strength and generality. Child Development. 2014; 85:1401–1418. [PubMed: 24673180] 

Rhodes M. How two intuitive theories shape the development of social categorization. Child 
Development Perspectives. 2013; 7:12–16.

Rhodes M, Gelman SA. A developmental examination of the conceptual structure of animal, artifact, 
and human social categories across two cultural contexts. Cognitive Psychology. 2009; 59:244–
274. [PubMed: 19524886] 

Roberts SO, Gelman SA. Do children see in Black and White? Children's and adults' categorizations of 
multiracial individuals. Child Development. 2015; 10:1830–1847. [PubMed: 26315349] 

Roberts SO, Gelman SA. Multiracial children's and adults' categorizations of multiracial individuals. 
Journal of Cognition and Development. 2016

Shutts K, Pemberton Roben CK, Spelke ES. Children’s use of social categories in thinking about 
people and social relationships. Journal of Cognition and Development. 2013; 14:35–62. 
[PubMed: 23646000] 

Widen SC, Russell JA. A closer look at preschoolers’ freely produced labels for facial expressions. 
Developmental Psychology. 2003; 39:114–128. [PubMed: 12518813] 

Widen SC, Russell JA. Children acquire emotion categories gradually. Cognitive Development. 2008; 
23:291–312.

Appendix A

Parental Racial Socialization Measure

People differ regarding how often they talk about race with their child. Please
indicate how often the following occurs in your home

1 We discuss racial issues or incidents

2 We discuss racism

3 We discuss differences between racial groups

4 We identify and discuss people by race

5 We include our child in discussions of racial issues or incidents

6 We include our child in discussions of racism

7 We avoid discussing racial issues or incidents in front of our child (reverse coded)

8 We avoid discussing racism in front of our child (reverse coded)

Note. α = .83
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Research Highlights

1. Young White children do not expect race to be stable from childhood to 

adulthood – that is, they reason that race is not more (or less) stable than 

emotional expression.

2. In contrast, racial minority children, like older White children and adults, reason 

that race is stable over time.

3. These studies show that children’s concepts of race vary by age and social group 

membership.
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Figure 1. 
Mean frequencies (out of 8) for participants’ choice of emotion- and race-matches. Bars 

depict standard error.
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