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Abstract

Relations among White (non-Latinx) children's empathy-related responding,
prosocial behaviors, and racial attitudes toward White and Black peers were
examined. In 2017, 190 (54% boys) White 5- to 9-year-old children (M = 7.09 years,
SD = 0.94) watched a series of videos that depicted social rejection of either a
White or Black child. Empathy-related responses, prosocial behaviors, and racial
attitudes were measured using multiple methods. Results showed that younger
children showed less facial concern toward Black than White peers and greater
increases with age in concern and prosocial behaviors (sharing a desirable prize)
for Black, compared to White, targets. Children's facial anger increased with
age for White but not Black targets. The findings can extend our understanding
children's anti-racism development.

Issues surrounding racism (i.e., a system of dominance that it is beyond time for White people to acknowledge and

excludes ethnic and racial minorities from power and sta- combat systemic and interpersonal racism in the United
tus; see Harrell, 2000) and White supremacy in the United States. Yet, research on race and racism typically fails to
States are in the forefront of mainstream media today. investigate the perpetrators and beneficiaries of racism in

Given the centuries-long history of White supremacy, the United States. (i.e., White, non-Latinx groups), with

Abbreviations: ICC, intraclass correlation; IM, integrative model; PI, Principal Investigator; SES, socioeconomic status; SIDT, Social Identity Development

Theory; SIT, Social Identity Theory.

© 2022 The Authors. Child Development © 2022 Society for Research in Child Development.

Child Development. 2023;94:93-109.

wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/cdev 93


mailto:﻿
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4637-668X
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7284-1536
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6489-6673
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8493-0624
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3778-4166
mailto:tspinrad@asu.edu

94

CHILD DEVELOPMENT | [

SPINRAD ET AL.

almost no research focused on the development of young
White children's racism or anti-racism. According to
Roberts and Rizzo (2021), anti-racism is a multi-layered
construct that is created and maintained by “a dynamic
interplay between psychological factors (i.e., equitable
thoughts, feelings, and actions) and sociopolitical factors
(i.e., equitable laws, policies, and institutions)” (Roberts &
Rizzo, 2021, p. 9). Anti-racism requires action that chal-
lenges existing racist systems (Helms, 2020). In order to
make progress toward promoting anti-racist action, it is
imperative to take a developmental approach to studying
processes likely to undergird or promote anti-racism early
in life. Developmental research focused on the precursors
of anti-racism, particularly in White children, can be used
to inform efforts to foster anti-racist actions.

In this study, we examined some probable precursors of
anti-racism via a focus on children's prosocial behaviors
and emotions of empathy, sympathy, and empathic anger
(henceforth referred to as empathy-related responding)
toward Black children. Recently, Hazelbaker et al. (2022)
proposed a developmental model of White children's anti-
racism from early childhood to adolescence. The authors
depicted a process of development that involves founda-
tional abilities that are thought to contribute to children's
understanding of self in the context of Whiteness and their
understanding of biases and racism in society. Of particu-
lar relevance to the current study, along with other skills,
empathy and sympathy and children's moral development
(i.e., understanding of fairness and equity) are viewed as
key foundational abilities that promote anti-racism. As
children develop more sophisticated cognitive and moral
skills, White adolescents can understand structural com-
ponents of racism and White privilege. When paired with
supportive contexts, such as color-conscious socialization
and anti-biased educational practices, children and young
adolescents can develop a narrative of anti-racism. The
skills that develop in childhood are seen as necessary, but
not sufficient, to lead children on a path toward various
forms of anti-racism in adolescence and beyond.

Research that examines some of the aforementioned
foundational abilities is needed—especially in studies
focusing on young children. In particular, we investi-
gated young children's empathy-related and prosocial re-
sponses to Black versus White peers. Due to the dearth
of research in this area, our first goal was to understand
biases in young children's prosocial behaviors, empathy-
related responding, and attitudes toward Black versus
White target children. Our second goal was to exam-
ine how young White children's prosocial behaviors,
empathy-related responding, and racial attitudes differ
across age groups, depending on the target's race.

Theoretical frameworks

To understand the development of children's empathy-
related responding and prosocial behaviors toward

ethnic and racial minorities, we drew on the integra-
tive model (IM; Coll et al., 1996) and the Social Identity
Theory (SIT; Nesdale, 2004; Tajfel, 1978). The IM of
ethnic minority children is an overarching theory that
emphasizes the importance of studying children in ra-
cialized systems (Coll et al., 1996). The IM was origi-
nally designed to study and promote ethnic and racial
minority competencies and proposed that children's
development is profoundly influenced by systems of
discrimination (Coll et al., 1996). Scholars have recently
used the IM to emphasize that growing up in a context
of White power and privilege influences White youth in
ways that perpetuate systems of racism and affect chil-
dren of all races (Seaton et al., 2018). Through this lens,
the IM underscores the importance of studying White
children's socialization of racism and resulting devel-
opmental outcomes in early childhood in the context of
their race-based, social status dominant position.

Second, SIT (and the adapted Social Identity
Development Theory [SIDT]; Nesdale, 2004; Tajfel, 1978)
provides an interpersonal framework for studying the
interplay between children's emotions and behaviors
toward ingroup and outgroup others. According to the
SIT (Tajfel, 1978), an individual's self-concept is partly
derived from their membership in social groups and
from the emotional significance that they attach to the
group. As a result of identification with a group, indi-
viduals adopt the values, attitudes, and norms associ-
ated with the group. This tendency to classify the self
and others into social categories not only influences an
individual's self-concept, but also transforms the ways in
which they evaluate others (Tajfel, 1982). Furthermore,
this tendency has detrimental consequences when White
children are socialized in a White supremacist society
to view ethnic and racial minority outgroup members as
lesser members of society (Billig & Tajfel, 1973).

To better understand the development of racial bias
and prejudice, Nesdale (2004) adapted SIT and pro-
posed SIDT. SIDT posits that children pass through a
series of four stages: From birth to around age 2, chil-
dren are thought to have little awareness or meaning
assigned to social groups. At around age 3, children
begin to differentiate others based on markers of social
groups (e.g., skin color, gender). Next, children begin
to identify with their own social group (and show pref-
erence for their group), occurring around age 4 or 5.
By around age 7, children's biases are thought to crys-
talize, and as a result, children possess and express
prejudice against outgroups. Therefore, according to
the SIDT, White children likely hold greater racial bi-
ases around age 7 than when younger. SIDT provides
a foundation for examining White children's racial
biases in the early school years because it is a devel-
opmental period in which children's awareness of race
and stereotypes may be developing, given the role of
racial socialization from parents, teachers, peers, and
schools. Empirical evidence suggests that children may
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be aware of race even earlier than theorized, however.
For example, Van Ausdale and Feagin (1996) found
that White children understood race and racism be-
tween the ages of 3 and 5, suggesting that additional
studies focused on the change with age in children's
biased reactions to ingroup and outgroup peers are
needed.

Prosocial behaviors toward ingroup and
outgroup persons

Prosocial behavior has been defined as voluntary be-
havior intended to benefit another, including helping,
sharing, comforting, and volunteering (see Eisenberg
et al., 2015). Existing work suggests that children and
adolescents are not indiscriminately helpful (Carlo &
Padilla-Walker, 2020; Malti et al., 2016). As expected,
children are likely to behave in ways that benefit their
own social ingroups, such as their family members and
friends (Paulus & Moore, 2014; Sierksma et al., 2014; Van
de Groep et al., 2020). In studies of prosocial behaviors
toward ingroup versus outgroup members, researchers
have most often used “artificial” group memberships
(e.g., different color t-shirts). In these studies, children
were more likely to distribute positive resources to mem-
bers of their own group versus outgroups (Bohm &
Buttelmann, 2017; Fehr et al., 2008; Sparks et al., 2017)
and, in some cases, were more likely to punish out-
group children by allocating them undesirable resources
(Buttelmann & Bohm, 2014).

Although research summarized above speaks to how
children might view outgroup members, much of this
research hinges on artificial social categories. Such re-
search does not necessarily extend to existing societal
constructs (i.e., race) that have longstanding roots in
historical oppression. Unfortunately, research specifi-
cally focused on children's prosocial behaviors toward
various racial and ethnic groups is limited and findings
are mixed. On the one hand, researchers have found that
young White children allocate more resources to other
White children compared to Black children (de Franga &
Monteiro, 2013; Renno & Shutts, 2015). Similarly, White
children between the ages of 5-13years reported that
they believed that others have more of an obligation and
would feel more positively about helping racial ingroup
over outgroup (Black) children (Weller & Lagattuta,
2013). On the other hand, Sierksma et al. (2018) showed
that 10- to 13-year-old Dutch children helped Surinamese
ethnic outgroup peers in a guessing game more than in-
group peers; however, their prosocial behaviors were
motivated by their negative stereotypes of the outgroup
(e.g., helping with a word game because they were “less
smart”; Sierksma et al., 2018). Thus, prosocial behaviors
in this study were likely motivated by White Savior be-
liefs (DiAngelo, 2018), or the notion that because Black
people do not know better, White people must save them

from their own choices and circumstances. White savior-
ism ignores the structural nature of racism and, instead,
assumes racial disparities are the cause of the individual
choices of ethnic and racial minorities.

On the other hand, older children seem to allocate re-
sources based on racial equity. For example, in one study,
10- to 1l-year-olds, but not 5- to 6-year-olds, allocated
more hospital supplies to fictious hospitals pictured
serving Black children when they were experimentally
manipulated to have fewer hospital supplies but not
when hospitals serving White children were manipulated
to have fewer supplies (Elenbaas & Killen, 2016). These
researchers also showed that with age, children had in-
creasing awareness of wealth status disparities between
Black and White individuals. This work suggests that
older children, compared to younger children, are more
aware of disparities in the United States and make moral
decisions based on both moral concerns (i.e., equity and
equality) and social groups when making prosocial de-
cisions (McGuire et al., 2018; Rutland & Killen, 2017).
Consistent with these findings, Eisenberg (1983) found
that children with higher-level prosocial moral reason-
ing (i.e., more other-oriented or based on internalized
values) were less likely to differentiate between prosocial
behaviors toward ingroup and outgroup people. Because
prosocial moral reasoning is related to their helping be-
haviors (Eisenberg, 1986), it stands to reason that older
children, compared to younger children, may be more
equitable in their concern for others (Eisenberg, 1986).

Allocating resources equally (vs. helping ingroup
members more) could be an indication of children's mo-
tivation for fairness and equity or their desire to rectify
societal inequities. Thus, White children's prosocial be-
haviors toward ethnic and racial minority children may
indicate that they recognize and understand inequities in
society, and/or are concerned about fairness. With age,
children can develop a greater understanding of White
privilege (see Hazelbaker et al., 2022). Thus, we see early
prosocial behaviors toward ethnic and racial minority
children as a potential precursor to later behaviors that
challenge racism and discrimination toward marginal-
ized youth. However, equal or greater sharing with Black
peers could also reflect the view that Black peers are dis-
advantaged and need to be “saved” (DiAngelo, 2018).
Because it is difficult to know the motivations for White
children's prosocial behaviors toward racial outgroup
members, in this study, we move beyond a focus on only
prosocial behaviors to study other-oriented emotional
responses.

Empathy-related responding

It is important to differentiate between empathy and
its related reactions (i.e., sympathy, empathic anger)—
reactions that often stem from one's initial empathic re-
action to another. Empathy is defined as an emotional
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state that is the same or similar to what the other person
is feeling or would be expected to feel, such as feeling
sad when viewing someone else who is sad. Sympathy is
a response that likely stems from empathy and consists
of feelings of sorrow or concern for another (Eisenberg
et al., 2015). Children also may experience empathic
anger in response to another's distress or anger when
that distress is attributable to another person (see Laible
et al., 2008). The distinctions among these emotions are
often unclear in operationalizations of measures used to
assess “empathy,” so we use the term “empathy-related
responding” to encompass empathy, sympathy, and em-
pathic anger. Empathy-related responding is the focus of
this work because it is believed to be a powerful motiva-
tion for altruism (Batson, 2011). In fact, empathy, sympa-
thy, and empathic anger have been related to increased
prosocial behaviors in children and adolescents (see
Eisenberg et al., 2015), as well as school-aged children's
defending or bystander intervention in bullying situa-
tions, including social exclusion and physical, verbal, and
psychological hostility (Ma et al., 2019; Nickerson et al.,
2015). Although bullying sometimes involves social cat-
egory memberships, such as race or ethnicity, the bulk of
research on bullying has not differentiated between per-
sonal versus ethnic or racial forms of bullying. However,
children of color report more victimization than do their
White peers (Felix & You, 2011). Regardless of the nature
of the bullying context, the positive association between
empathy and taking actions against a bully is relevant to
challenging discrimination because defenders of bully-
ing are acting to rectify an injustice.

Children's empathy-related responding differs based on
characteristics of the targets, as they do for prosocial behav-
iors (Eisenberg et al., 2015; Peplak & Malti, 2021). It is pos-
sible that children see more similarities between themselves
and members of their same perceived race, leading to more
liking, positive thoughts, perspective taking (i.e., under-
standing another's thoughts and emotions), and empathy-
related responding toward racially similar others (Eisenberg
et al., 2010; Peplak & Malti, 2021). Few studies have focused
on children's differential empathy based on race or ethnic-
ity (see O'Driscoll et al., 2021). In one rare study of 11- and
12-year-old Arab children in Israel, researchers found lower
levels of empathy toward Jewish-Israeli children (the major-
ity outgroup that holds status and power) than Arab-Israeli
children (Shechtman & Basheer, 2005).

Ifan individual feels sympathy or anger for people who
experience racism and discrimination, it is reasonable to
assume that they would be more motivated to disrupt
these inequities. In a recent qualitative study of middle-
school students, Thomann and Suyemoto (2018) demon-
strated that developing an emotional connection (i.e.,
feeling angry and sad about the effects of racism) was in-
volved in White youths' understanding of structural rac-
ism. In addition, adolescents' empathic anger regarding
social injustices has been found to predict their anti-racist
action (Bafales et al., 2021), demonstrating that moral,

empathy-based outrage can motivate youth to act. There
also is evidence that higher levels of empathy are associ-
ated with less racial bias. For example, adults' empathic
feelings of anger when reading about discrimination have
been related to reduced bias in attitudes toward African
American versus White people (Finlay & Stephan, 2000),
and global empathy has been found to be related to lower
levels of prejudice in a meta-analytic review (Pettigrew &
Tropp, 2008). Aboud and Spears Brown (2013), in their
review of intervention studies with children, noted that
interventions that focus on increasing children's empa-
thy, particularly if they offer specific or concrete exam-
ples of discrimination and exclusion, are most effective
at reducing bias in young children compared to other
interventions. That is, White children's empathy-related
responding may predict their continued empathy, sym-
pathy, or empathic anger in response to ethnic and racial
minority children's experiences of bias and racism. We
also propose that empathy-related reactions toward eth-
nic and racial minority children predict later behaviors
that challenge racism and discrimination, perhaps di-
rectly or through White children's recognition of ethnic
and racial minority children's experience of racism/in-
equities, their attitudes about ethnic and racial minority
children, or their understanding of their own Whiteness
(see Hazelbaker et al., 2022).

Children's racial attitudes

Despite the limited research on young White children's
empathetic concern toward racial outgroups, empirical
evidence indicates that young White children's attitudes
toward ethnic and racial minorities are informed by rac-
ism. Although many parents, teachers, and policy makers
believe that “children do not see color,” there is evidence
that young children, in fact, exhibit racial bias. Children
favor their own racial group and hold negative attitudes
about other racial groups at early ages (Aboud, 1988,
2005; Baron & Banaji, 2006; Raabe & Beelmann, 2011).
White children are particularly likely to develop racial
favoritism. Katz and Kofkin (1997) showed that over
half of the White children in their study at age 6years
had pro-White and anti-Black biased attitudes.

With experience, children learn that it is socially
unacceptable to express negative attitudes toward var-
ious racial groups. In fact, older children (ages 10 and
11 years) are more likely than younger children (ages 8
and 9years) to avoid talking about race, even when such
avoidance hinders performance on a task (Apfelbaum
etal., 2008). When asked explicitly about their attitudes,
researchers have shown a decrease in racial biases
around 8-10years of age (Baron & Banaji, 2006; Raabe
& Beelmann, 2011). This decline may be the result of
children's increasing awareness of the importance of
appearing equitable in explicit attitudes and behaviors
(Killen & Stangor, 2001; Rutland et al., 2007).



WHITE CHILDREN'S EMPATHY-RELATED RESPONDING AND PROSOCIAL

97

CHILD DEVELOPMENT

In her qualitative work, Hagerman (2020) found that
White children's racial ideologies appear to solidify during
middle to late childhood and carry over to adolescence.
Thus, children's racial attitudes in early development
could set the stage for developing long-term positions
about race. In a study of youth in Northern Ireland, a
context plagued by intergroup conflict, adolescents' more
positive attitudes toward ethnic minorities were found to
predict prosocial action toward refugees and participation
in collective action and political activism to benefit ref-
ugees (Taylor & McKeown, 2021). Thus, we suggest that
children's positive racial attitudes about Black peers are an
important component to understanding the development
of later compassion and prosocial action that benefit eth-
nic and racial minority peers and combat racism.

The current study

To our knowledge, researchers have not investigated
young White children's prosociality and empathy-related
responding toward White versus Black others. We fo-
cused on an important age group, kindergarten through
second grade, because research highlights this period
as particularly sensitive to the development and crystal-
lization of racist attitudes (Raabe & Beelmann, 2011).
Furthermore, the beginning of formal schooling may
be White children's first exposure to ethnic and racial
minority others, representing their first opportunity for
interracial interactions.

The first goal of this study was consistent with the
thinking of recent scholars who have used the IM (Coll
et al., 1996) to emphasize the need to examine how White
youth perpetuate systems of racism and discrimination
given their position of power and privilege in the United
States (Seaton et al., 2018). We focused on examining
young White children's empathy-related responding,
prosocial behaviors, and attitudes toward White and
Black children to understand whether young White chil-
dren demonstrate biases that favor White versus Black
children. We used a multi-method approach to test how
findings converge across methods, including children's
self-report, observation of facial expression, and behav-
ioral tasks. We were particularly confident in the facial
measures of empathy-related responding toward White
versus Black peers because these responses are unlikely to
be influenced by social desirability. However, our hypoth-
eses regarding these biases were somewhat exploratory.

Our second goal was to examine whether children's
empathy-related responding, prosocial behaviors, and at-
titudes toward Black peers changed with age. Our hypoth-
eses regarding age differences were exploratory. On the one
hand, as children become more aware of inequities toward
Black peers and have more contact with diverse others in
school, there may be increases in prosocial behaviors and
empathy-related responding toward Black peers with age.
On the other hand, consistent with SIDT, between the ages

of 5 to 7 and beyond, children may learn to identify more
(and have more positive attitudes toward) their ingroup
with age. Thus, children could show increases in proso-
cial behaviors, empathy-related responding, and positive
racial attitudes toward White peers, and decreases in the
aforementioned toward Black peers, with age.

METHOD
Participants

Given that White, non-Latinx are the group with racial
power and privilege in the U.S., the sample included 190
(54% boys) non-Latinx, White children (hereafter referred
to as White children for brevity) between the ages of 5 and
9years (M = 7.09, SD = 0.94) with no developmental de-
lays. This sample size is adequate in power as suggested
by G*-Power 3.1; a sample size of 158 is needed to achieve
80% statistical power to detect a moderate effect size of
0.25. There were 19 sibling pairs in the sample. Families
were recruited from two locations in the United States:
a Southwest metropolitan area (n = 99) and a Northeast
metropolitan area (n = 91). Southwest participants were
recruited via various methods (e.g., local museums, book-
stores, after school programs, Facebook); Northeast par-
ticipants were recruited from a participant pool hosted by
the Psychology Department in the university. The sample
of parents was highly educated, with a mean-level of edu-
cation as 6.07 and 5.88 for mothers' and fathers' education,
respectively (1 = some high school, no diploma; 2 = high
school diploma or general education diploma; 3 = some
college but no degree; 4 = high school diploma plus tech-
nical training; 5 = 2-year degree; 6 = Bachelor's Degree;
7 = Master's Degree; 8§ = PhD, MD, JD, or other doctor-
ate). Most of the parents were married (85.3%). The median
annual income was between $75,000 and $100,000, with in-
come ranging from less than $15,000 to over $100,000.

Procedures

The study was approved by the Institutional Review
Board of both universities (Study Numbers 00004912
and 999863-12). The data collection was completed in
2017, prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Participating children and their primary parents (i.e.,
the parent who spent the most time with the child) were
invited to the universities for a 60-90min visit. The pri-
mary parent provided informed consent and child assent
was granted by describing the study, reminding them
of their confidentiality, and giving them the option to
stop participating at any time. The parent was escorted
to a private room to complete questionnaires during the
majority of the laboratory visit. A female undergradu-
ate research assistant administered a series of tasks. All
the research assistants who worked directly with the
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children were White or appeared to be White. Families
were compensated $40 for their participation in the cam-
pus visit, and children received a variety of small gifts
and a participation certificate.

In a laboratory, children watched a series of videos
that depicted social rejection toward either a White or
Black child (matched for participants' sex). Empathy-
related facial responses to the films were coded, and chil-
dren reported their emotions after each film. Children
participated in multiple resource-allocation tasks to as-
sess prosociality to Black and White children. Children's
racial attitudes also were assessed.

Measures

Prosocial behaviors toward White and
Black children

Children's prosocial behaviors toward others were meas-
ured by three tasks: chocolate sharing, star sharing, and
money sharing. Although each of the tasks had slightly
different methods and response options, we explored
whether children's responses differed by children's age or
the race of the target child.

Chocolate sharing task

In this task, children's allocation toward various targets
was assessed using a forced-choice task, similar to the
tasks used by Bohm and Buttelmann (2017) and Fehr
et al. (2008). In this task, children were shown pictures of
10 same sex peers (5 White, 5 Black). Children were given
two options that varied in the level of cost to self and gen-
erosity to others. In the first choice, children could choose
to give either zero chocolates to the other while getting
one chocolate for the self (selfish choice) or giving two
chocolates to the other and getting zero chocolates for self
(altruistic option); in the second choice, the children could
chose to give either zero chocolates to the other while get-
ting two chocolates for self (selfish choice) or giving one
chocolate to other and one chocolate to the self (equitable
option). In the next choice, children could give none to
other and give one to the self (selfish option) versus giving
one to the other and one to the self (equitable option). In
another option, children could give one chocolate to the
other and zero to self (altruistic option) versus giving no
chocolates to the other and one chocolate to the self (self-
ish option). In the final option, children could choose giv-
ing two chocolates to the other and getting two chocolates
for self (equitable option) versus giving zero chocolates
to the other and getting three chocolates for self (selfish
choice). Children were told that they could keep all of the
chocolates earned in the task. Each forced choice option
was given for both Black and White peers (counterbal-
anced), resulting in a total of 10 trials. We computed a con-
tinuous score based on the number of chocolates the child
allocated to Black versus White targets. For example, if

the child consistently made the “selfish” choice, the total
number of chocolates would be 0, whereas consistently
choosing the more prosocial choice summed to 7. Thus,
rather than relying on any particularly pairing, this score
represented the child's prosocial choices across all of the
pairs. Furthermore, this total score was highly correlated
with scores from the prosocial or altruistic sharing trials,
rs(188) = .97-.99, ps<.001.

Star sharing

The star-sharing task involved children distributing glow-
in-the-dark stickers between themselves and another (pas-
sive) recipient. Similar allocation tasks have been used in
prior work with similarly aged children (e.g., Ongley &
Malti, 2014). Children were awarded a total of 10 glow-in-
the-dark star stickers (at two separate occasions). After
demonstrating the glow-in-the-dark properties of the stick-
ers, the experimenter showed the child a picture of a same-
sex peer (either Black or White, counterbalanced). The
experimenter explained that there were not enough stickers
for the children who were coming to the laboratory the next
day. If they wished, they could give none, some, or all of
their glow-in-the-dark stickers to the child shown in the pic-
ture by putting any of their star stickers in an envelope and
sealing the envelope while the experimenter was out of the
room. The experimenter left the room and came back when
the participating child finished distributing the stickers.
This procedure was done at two separate times throughout
the laboratory procedure, once for a Black peer and once
for a White peer (5 stars each time). Children kept their
stars at the end of the visit. The child's scores reflected the
number of stars shared with Black versus White peers (of 5).

Money sharing

At the end of the laboratory visit, children were given
10 quarters as one part of their prize for participating in
the visit. Following the presentation of the quarters, the
children watched a short video that depicted two children
(one Black and one White) who were disappointed and
sad because they did not have enough money to go on
their school trip to Disney. To ensure that the children
had not viewed the same actors in the empathy-inducing
videos (see below), children in the money sharing film
were always the other sex as the participating child. After
the video, the experimenter checked that the children
understood the video and showed the participating child
two pencil pouches with each actor's picture on a pouch.
The children were told that perhaps if enough children
donated, the children might be able to afford to go on
their school trip. Children were instructed that they could
give none, some, or all of their prize money to neither,
one, or both of the children in the video by putting their
money in the pouch and zipping it while the experimenter
was out of the room. The experimenter left the room and
came back when the participating child finished distrib-
uting (or not). The child's score reflected the number of
coins shared with Black versus White actors.
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Empathic concern and anger toward
White and Black children

During the visit, children were seated at a chair in front
of a screen. Children were told that they would be watch-
ing a video about some kids at school who were about the
same age as them. They watched a series of short video
clips depicting an injustice toward a Black or White child
that were created specifically for this research project.
Presentation of the four videos was separated by other
study tasks and there were two videos in each set. The
two videos in each set differed from each other slightly
but were matched somewhat in content (see detailed de-
scriptions in Supporting Information).

Film stimuli creation

Tocreate thefilms, a screenwriter worked with a Principal
Investigator (PI) to develop several realistic peer bully-
ing scenarios. Next, we conducted a small focus group
of teachers (100% female, all but one identified as White)
with experience in Kindergarten through 2nd grade to
give feedback on the scripts (and other measures not
included in the present study). Their feedback focused
on whether the clips were equivalent within the sets, if
they were age-appropriate, and if they were realistic.
Teachers were paid $25 for their participation in these
focus groups. The scripts were revised based on the feed-
back from the focus groups. Next, audition announce-
ments were sent to several local youth theater programs,
and 16 child actors (8 boys, 8 girls) were used across the
films to reduce the concern that physical attractiveness
of any one actor would play a role in the findings. There
were six Black child actors (3 boys, 3 girls) and 10 White
child actors (5 boys, 5 girls). All actors were similar in
age to each other and with participants. The videos were
filmed at a local school on a summer weekend in class-
rooms, hallways, playgrounds, and in the school library.

Film stimuli

The first set of videos included “Uh Oh OJ” and “Art
Project.” In “Uh Oh OJ,” a child (either Black or White)
is depicted having lunch with a peer discussing the
friend's upcoming birthday party. The child takes a sip
of their orange juice and casually mentions how much
they enjoys the drink. Another child (the perpetrator,
White) then comes into view. The perpetrator overhears
their conversation and teases the child by first mocking
them and then stating, “if you love it (orange juice) so
much, you should wear it.” The perpetrator then grabs
the child's drink and pours the orange juice on the child's
white shirt. The victim responds with disbelief and ap-
pears sad. In “Art Project” a child (either Black or White)
is depicted having lunch with a peer discussing their art
project to be displayed in the school's art show. Another
child (the perpetrator, White) then comes into view. The
perpetrator overhears their conversation, teases the
child by mocking them and then stating “I know what

could make it (the art project) better!” The perpetrator
then grabs the child's chocolate milk carton and pours
chocolate milk over the project, ruining it. The victim
responds with disbelief and appears sad.

The second set of films included “New Shirt” and “New
Haircut.” In the New Shirt clip, a child (Black or White) is
reading a book in the school library. Two children (the per-
petrators, White) come into view and sarcastically ask the
child, “What are you wearing?” The child replies proudly
that their father purchased the shirt for them during a
recent trip. The perpetrators tease the child, by laughing
and telling the child that their shirt is “ugly and weird”
and then high-five each other. The victim then grabs their
backpack to cover their shirt and looks sad. In the New
Haircut clip, a child (Black or White) is reading a book
in the school lounge. The perpetrator (White) comes into
view and asks the child if they did something new to their
hair. The child replies proudly that they got a new haircut.
The perpetrator teases the child by laughing and telling the
child that their hair looks “all crazy and weird.” The victim
then puts a hoodie over their hair and looks sad.

In all of the films, the perpetrator was always White,
similar in age to the participant, and the sex of the ac-
tors in every video was matched to the participating child.
Thus, each film was filmed in four ways (White victim
boys, White victim girls, Black victim boys, Black victim
girls). Children viewed counterbalanced orders of the vid-
eos, such that the presentation of Black versus White vic-
tims and presentation of storylines were counterbalanced.

Validity of the empathy-inducing films

Similar films have been used in prior work (without dif-
fering targets) to evoke an emotional reaction in children
(see Eisenberg et al., 2015, for a review). To determine if
the films evoked an emotional reaction, for each film ex-
cept one in which victimization started at the beginning
of the film, we coded children's facial expressions during
a neutral episode of the clip (the period prior to the vic-
timization) and a victimization episode. We compared
children's facial expressions across the neutral and vic-
timization episodes and showed that children expressed
significantly more facial sadness, anger, and concerned
attention in the victimization episodes compared to the
neutral episodes, s = —=3.43, —2.99, and —2.81, ps<.01 for
sadness, anger, and concerned attention, respectively.
In addition to the facial data, to determine if the films
evoked an empathy response, we also examined chil-
dren's neurological reactions to the film using electro-
encephalogram (EEG) methods in a subsample of the
children in the current study (n = 58). Researchers have
frequently linked increases in mu suppression to the ex-
perience of empathy during observations of others expe-
riencing unpleasant stimuli or events, such as physical
pain (Cheng et al., 2014). The videos used in the current
study evoked mu suppression, which demonstrated that
children had a neurophysiological response to observed
victimization (Fraser et al., 2020).
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Self-reported empathic concern

Following the presentation of each video, children were
shown a picture of the victim in the clip and asked to re-
port on a four-point scale from 0 (not at all) to 3 (a whole
lot) how much they felt sad, sorry for, unhappy, upset,
nervous, afraid, and happy. To assist children in using
this scale, pictures of Lego stacks were used as a refer-
ence for each of the possible response options (ranging
from one Lego to a four-Lego stack). For the purposes
of this study, we focused on feeling sad, sorry for, un-
happy, and upset responses because these emotions are
likely to assess children's empathic concern. These ad-
jectives have been used in prior research (e.g., Eisenberg
et al., 1991) with adequate reliability and predictive va-
lidity (see Eisenberg et al., 2015). We averaged the scores
for each emotion across the two sets of films (separately
for Black and White victims, rs = .46 to .58, ps<.01).

Facial responses

Training for coding children's facial expressions was
conducted over the course of several months. PIs met
with graduate student coders to teach the coding system.
To begin the training, graduate students and PIs together
coded videos of pilot participants' facial expressions and
together created consensus coding and revised and clari-
fied the coding manual as needed. Next, coders watched
participant videos separately, and disagreements were
resolved by consensus and through continued meetings
with PIs. This process continued until inter-rater reli-
ability of at least 0.70 was met. From that point forward,
coding continued with weekly reliability checks to pre-
vent drift until the coding was complete.

Children's facial responses during the films were
coded using a 4-point coding system (0 = no display of
the emotion; 3 = strong display of the emotion) in 15-s ep-
ochs across the duration of the film. The coding system
was taken from prior work (Eisenberg et al., 1991) and
has been found to relate in expected ways to children's
helping behaviors (Eisenberg et al., 1990). Videos were
coded by several graduate research assistants and one
reliability coder across both sites, and 20% of the videos
were used for reliability. In addition, the sound was elim-
inated for the coding of the facial expressions to keep
coders unaware of what was going on in the films or the
race of the target child in the film. Children's concerned
attention was coded as other-oriented attention, such
as eyebrows pulled down flat and forward toward the
bridge of the nose, furrowing in the center of the brow,
head, and body-oriented forward (intraclass correlation
[ICC]=.79). Anger was coded when children's brows were
pulled in and down, the mouth was square and tense,
and/or cheeks tense and raised (ICC =.75), and Sad was
marked by the inner corners of the eyebrows drawn up,
furrows in the forehead, looking down in a sad way,
downturned mouth, and/or lip trembling (ICC = .65).
We also coded distress, but because it reflects children's
anxious, self-focused reactions, we did not consider it for

this study. Furthermore, children's fear, happiness, and
surprise were coded, but frequencies were low and were
not used in the current study. We averaged the scores for
each emotion across the two sets of films (separately for
Black and White victims).

Children's racial attitudes toward White and
Black children

Children's racial attitudes were measured in two tasks
that reflected their social inclusion.

Social distance—street exercise

Children's racial bias was measured using the street ex-
ercise (Valk & Karu, 2001) which was modified for use
with younger children (Griffiths & Nesdale, 2006). In
this task, children were shown a diagram of seven houses
in a straight line with the middle house colored with red
bricks and labeled “your house.” The other houses were
grayscale. Children were then given a set of four pictures
of families that were identical in composition (i.e., heter-
osexual couple with two children, one boy and one girl)
but varied in race (e.g., White and Black). There were
two pictures of families of each race. Children were told
to imagine that their house is the one in the middle and
asked to choose where the other families will live on the
diagram. For each race, the average distance (i.e., num-
ber of houses away from the child's house) was calculated
(see Griffiths & Nesdale, 2006; Valk & Karu, 2001).

Social inclusion

Children's racial biases were also measured following the
empathy-inducing films. After each film, children were
shown a picture of the victim in the video and asked to
report on a scale of 0 (not at all) to 3 (a whole lot), how
much they “like” the victim, want to sit with the victim,
and want to play with the victim. Similar measures of
social inclusion have been used in prior research using
minimal group membership manipulations (see Nesdale
et al., 2005). Scores were computed for each item (sit, play,
like) averaged across the two sets of films separately for
the Black and White victims (Cronbach's as = .74 and .79
for White and Black targets, respectively). We then cre-
ated a social inclusion composite of the three items, sepa-
rately for Black and White film victims—a measure that
reflects children's attitudes about the victims. This meas-
ure was positively related to children's reported emotions
and social inclusion toward Black peers was positively
related to facial concern and prosocial behaviors toward
Black targets (see Supporting Information).

Covariates

The primary care-giving parent reported on both moth-
ers' and fathers' educational attainment and household
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income. These scores were standardized and averaged to
create a measure of socioeconomic status (SES). In ad-
dition, research site (i.e., Northeast location, Southwest
location) was coded and considered as a control variable,
and children's report of sex was used. Children's social
desirability was measured with a shortened version of
Marlow—Crowne Social Desirability Scale (Crowne &
Marlowe, 1964) including 14-item true-false items for the
original scale, such as “do you always listen to your par-
ents?” and “when you make a mistake, do you always
admit that you are wrong?” (a = .71). All items were aver-
aged to compute the social desirability score.

RESULTS
Preliminary analyses

Means and standard deviations of study variables by
grade are presented in Table 1. Using paired samples ¢-
tests as a descriptive tool, we also tested any effects of
race for the full sample and within each grade and found
that children (especially at kindergarten) reported more
unhappiness in response to White versus Black targets.
Kindergarteners also displayed more facial concern, but

CHILD DEVELOPMENT

less facial anger, in response to White targets compared
to Black targets. First graders shared more money with
Black, compared to White, targets (see Table I).

Sex differences

Inregard to sex differences, girls (M =0.18, SD=0.35) had
a higher mean level of concern than did boys (M = 0.09,
SD = 0.22), independent samples #(139.5) = 2.04, p = .04.
Girls demonstrated higher levels of social inclusion pref-
erence to Black children (M = 2.39, SD = 0.67) than did
boys (M = 2.07, SD = 0.94), #(183.1) = 2.76, p = .01. No
other sex differences were significant.

Site differences

Data collection site (i.e., Southwest vs. Northeast) dif-
ferences were examined using independent samples
t-tests. There were no significant site differences for chil-
dren's self-reported emotions. Children in the Southwest
showed less facial anger (M = 0.07, SD = 0.17) in re-
sponse to videos with Black victims than children in the
Northeast (M = 0.14, SD = 0.25), 1(156.3) = 2.09, p = .04.

TABLE 1 T-tests within grade and means (standard deviation) by race of target and grade
Full sample Kindergarten st 2nd
N=188-190 N =62-64 N=67-68 N=58
White Black White Black White Black White Black
Prosocial behaviors
Chocolates 3.87 (2.44) 3.81 (2.64) 2.67 (2.38)* 2.32(2.26)* 4.32(2.28) 4.25(2.59) 4.66 (2.23) 491 (2.36)
Stars 2.10 (1.19) 2.10 (1.27) 1.73 (1.06) 1.66 (1.14) 2.19 (1.12) 2.26 (1.18) 2.40 (1.31) 2.40 (1.38)
Money 2.06 (1.50) 2.08 (1.46) 1.77 (1.49) 1.76 (1.35) 2.10 (1.42)° 2.26 (1.39)° 2.33(1.56) 2.21 (1.62)
Empathy-related responding
Self-report
Sad 1.45 (1.10) 1.48 (1.10) 1.27 (1.14) 1.23 (1.13) 1.37 (1.06) 1.41 (1.02) 1.74 (1.06) 1.85(1.08)
Sorry 2.48 (0.80) 2.47 (0.81) 2.29 (0.95) 2.20(0.97) 2.57(0.74) 2.54(0.74) 2.58 (0.65) 2.68 (0.60)
Unhappy 1.64 (1.10)° 1.52 (1.11)° 1.61 (1.21)° 1.31 (1.10)° 1.46 (1.08) 1.45 (1.13) 1.90 (0.95) 1.85(1.02)
Upset 1.35(1.12) 1.27 (1.11) 1.18 (1.14) .98 (1.08) 1.17 (1.06) 1.21 (1.08) 1.75 (1.09) 1.65 (1.08)
Facial response
Concern 0.16 (0.29) 0.13 (0.29) 0.20 (0.32)° 0.09 (0.22)° 0.18 (0.28) 0.11 (0.26) 0.16 (0.26) 0.20 (0.38)
Angry 0.10 (0.20) 0.10 (0.21) 0.04 (0.12)° 0.10 (0.24)° 0.13 (0.23) 0.11 (0.19) 0.14 (0.22) 0.09 (0.21)
Sad 0.14 (0.26) 0.15 (0.26) 0.15 (0.25) 0.17 (0.27) 0.10 (0.19) 0.13 (0.22) 0.18 (0.33) 0.15 (0.30)
Racial attitudes
Social distance  1.95 (0.70) 1.92(0.58) 1.95 (0.63) 1.90 (0.65) 1.94 (0.72) 1.89 (0.57) 1.97 (0.76) 1.99 (0.50)
Social inclusion ~ 2.25 (0.74) 2.22(0.84) 2.19(0.91) 2.10 (1.01) 2.16 (0.69) 2.22(0.75) 2.42(0.54) 2.34(0.72)

Note: 1st = first graders; 2nd = second graders; self-reported “sorry for” indicates concern.

Abbreviation: KG, kindergarten.

“Indicates that in paired sample ¢-tests, means approached significant differences from each other, p <.10.

“Indicates that in pared sample t-tests, means were significantly different from each other, p <.05.

“Indicates that in paired sample ¢-tests, means were significantly different from each other, p <.01.
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There were also site differences for money sharing to-
ward both White and Black peers. Specifically, children
in the Southwest gave less money to White children
(M = 1.80; SD = 1.48) than did children in the Northeast
(M = 2.36; SD = 1.46), 1(186) = 2.61, p = .01. Children in
the Southwest also gave marginally less money to Black
children (M = 1.89; SD = 1.49) than did children in the
Northeast (M = 2.29; SD = 1.41), #(186) = 1.90, p = .06.

Correlations with social desirability and SES

We examined whether children's social desirability was
related to any of the study variables. Correlations indi-
cated that children's social desirability was significantly
negatively related to reported upset for the White victim,
r(186) = —.17, p<.05, and reported sad for the Black vic-
tim, r(186) = —.15, p<.05, but was unrelated to any facial
responses. Social desirability was unrelated to prosocial
behaviors or racial attitudes.

Family SES was not significantly related to reported
empathic concern, facial empathy-related responses, or
prosocial behaviors. Higher family SES was negatively
related to social distance preference for White families,
r(184) = —.15, p<.05, but was unrelated to any other mea-
sure of racial attitudes.

Correlations within study variables

Correlations among all study variables are available in
Supporting Information.

Primary analyses

To determine whether children's sympathy, prosocial
behaviors, and racial attitudes were associated with
children's age and the target's race, linear mixed-effects
models (SPSS mixed) with maximum likelihood estima-
tion were conducted. Linear mixed effect models account
for the correlation between the repeated measurements
of the same individual. Based on differences reported
above for child sex (i.e., facial concern, social inclusion)
and data collection site (i.e., money sharing, facial anger,
facial distress), when applicable, we controlled for these
variables. We conducted these analyses hierarchically,
such that in the first step, the fixed effects included the
control variables (when applicable), race of target, and
child age. In the second step, we included the interaction
between race of target and child age (see Table 2).

We also computed analyses in which only one sibling
was considered, removing 19 children. In these analyses,
the results remained similar. We chose to present the
findings with the full sample in order to maximize power
and because of the focus on age effects in the current
study (as the siblings were of different ages).

Prosocial behaviors

In terms of children's willingness to share resources, we
found age differences in children's prosocial behaviors for
all three measures of prosocial sharing of higher means
with age, Fs (190, 190, 188) =29.18, 8.56, and 3.87, ps<.01,
.01, .05, for chocolate, star, and money distribution, re-
spectively. There were no main effects for the race of the
target child. However, there was a significant interac-
tion between race and child age in predicting children's

TABLE 2 Mixed-effects estimates

Race Age Sex Site  Racexage
Step 1: main effects
Prosocial behaviors
Chocolates 06 94" — — —
Stars 00 257 — — —
Money -02 228 — 45" —
Empathy-related responding
Reported
Sad -03 247 — — —
Sorry o 16" — — —
Unhappy 120 18 — — —
Upset 08 247 — — —
Facial
Concern .03 .00 07 — —
Angry -0l N\ A— 05 —
Sad -.01 .00 — — —
Racial attitudes
Social distance .05 .01 — 43" —
Social inclusion .03 .07 25 — —
Step 2: interaction race x age
Prosocial behaviors
Chocolates 06 1067 — — -24
Stars 00 277 — — -.04
Money -02 .17 — 45 .08
Empathy-related responding
Reported
Sad -03 28" — — -.09
Sorry .01 217 — — -.08"
Unhappy B Ak S— — -10
Upset 08 27 — — -07
Facial
Concern 03 03 07 — -.05°
Angry -01 .00 — 05" 05"
Sad -0l -.01 — — .02
Racial attitudes
Social distance .04 .03 — .00
Socialinclusion .03 .07 .25 — -.01
p<.10.

*p<.05; ¥*p<.01.
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chocolate candy sharing, F(190) =4.00, p = .047, such that
the positive slope between age and sharing chocolates
was stronger for Black recipients, = 1.06, p<.001, com-
pared to White recipients, = 0.83, p<.001 (see Figure 1).
This pattern could be due to greater sharing with White
than Black victims in kindergarten. No other interac-
tions were found.

Empathic concern and anger

We next examined results for children's self-reported
empathic concern. All reported emotions increased
with age, Fs(190, 190, 190, 190) = 9.32, 8.14, 5.34, and
9.49, ps<.01, .01, .05, .01, for sadness, sorry, unhappy,
and upset, respectively. There was also an effect for race
in children's reports of being unhappy, such that chil-
dren reported feeling more unhappy in response to the
White target films compared to the Black target films,
F(190)=3.81 p=.05. There was a near significant interac-
tion between child age and race of victim for children's
reported sorry, F(190) = 3.58, p<.06. Children's reported
concern more strongly increased with age for Black
(p =0.21, p<.001) compared to White (f = 0.12, p<.05)
victims (see Figure S1).

Next, children's facial responses to the films were ex-
amined. There were no main effects for race of the target
child. Race of target by age interactions was found for
children's concerned attention and anger, Fs(188) = 4.33
and 8.39, ps<.05 and .01, respectively. Probes of the in-
teractions revealed a positive slope for facial concern
for Black targets, § = 0.03, ns but a negative slope for
White victims = —0.02, ns (see Figure 2a; slopes were
significantly different from each other but not from
zero). This pattern could be due to the fact that facial
concern was significantly higher for White than Black
targets in kindergarten. Children's facial anger, which
was significantly lower for White than Black victims in

kindergarten, increased with age for White (f = 0.05,
p<.01), but not Black (= 0.01, ns) victims (see Figure 2b).

Racial attitudes

We tested effects of age, race of target, and the interac-
tion on children's social distance and social inclusion
scores and found no evidence of either race, age, or inter-
action effects. Results did not differ when SES was also
controlled when predicting social distance scores.

DISCUSSION

There is an urgency to focus on the perpetrators of rac-
ism and discrimination, and researchers have a respon-
sibility to identify ways to promote equity and justice
for marginalized youth. Unfortunately, few researchers
have taken steps toward understanding the precursors
of anti-racism that can be measured in young White
children. In addition, many researchers have taken a
“colorblind” approach to studying White children's
equitable attitudes, feelings, and behaviors by largely
ignoring the role of race and racism on children's
empathy-related responding and prosocial behaviors.
In this study, we addressed this gap in the literature
by examining equity in White children's concern for,
generosity toward, and attitudes about Black and
White peers. This study is a first step to understand
young White children's empathy-related responding
and prosocial behaviors toward marginalized groups
and paves the way for future studies that can help pro-
mote White children's actions to challenge inequities,
to stand up to discrimination, and to find ways to dis-
mantle White power and privilege in the United States.

The first goal of this study was to present multi-
method approach to studying ways to reduce prejudice
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FIGURE 1

The interaction of race of target and child age to predict chocolate distribution.
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FIGURE 2 The interactions of race of target and child age to predict facial concerned attention and facial anger.

and racism by drawing from the prosocial and moral lit-
erature. Consistent with Hazelbaker et al. (2022) model
of anti-racism, we have argued that very young White
children are unlikely to call out racism when it occurs,
fight collectively to change anti-racist systems, serve as
allies to people of color, or teach other White people
about racism. Thus, we focused on some foundational
skills that may set the stage for later anti-racist behaviors.
In the adult literature, empathy has been related to lower
bias and prejudice (Finlay & Stephan, 2000; Pettigrew
& Tropp, 2008). Furthermore, Bruneau et al. (2017)
showed that empathy felt for particular outgroups (i.e.,
Americans regarding Arabs, Hungarians regarding ref-
ugees, Greeks regarding Germans) predicted prosocial
behaviors toward the outgroup, even after controlling
for trait-level empathy. To our knowledge, however, re-
searchers have not assessed White children's empathic
concern specifically toward Black people. In this study,
we assessed both observed and reported empathy-
related responding in response to short, emotionally
evocative films that we created especially for this work
that depicted a social injustice toward White and Black
children. We believe that it is especially important to use

multi-method data with young children because they
may have difficulty comprehending their own emotional
states (see Eisenberg & Fabes, 1990). Furthermore, be-
cause different measures may assess different aspects of
empathy-related responding (some that are more easily
masked or impacted by social desirability than others),
it is critical to examine this construct in multiple ways.
Our findings indicate that 5- to 9-year-olds' reported
empathy-related responding increased with age toward
both Black and White peers, findings that are consistent
with research on global indices of empathy or sympathy
(Eisenberg et al., 2015). Similar patterns were found in
the interaction between race and age for children's facial
concern and reported “sorry for,” such that there was a
greater increase with age in children's concern for Black
targets compared to White targets. Children's facial con-
cern and their reported “sorry for” both reflect children's
sympathy and other-oriented sorrow. Interestingly,
younger children in this sample showed less facial con-
cern toward Black peers compared to White peers (as ev-
ident in both the mean-level grade comparisons as well
as the mixed models). These findings indicate that White
children as young as kindergarten-age develop clear
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in-group preferences for other White children (Katz &
Kofkin, 1997; Raabe & Beelmann, 2011). With age, and
possibly with more exposure to Black peers and diver-
sity, children become more equitable in their feelings of
sorrow for others who experience victimization and per-
haps more willing to help outgroup victims.

The same pattern of results was found for children's
prosocial behaviors. Children's distribution of chocolate
candies increased more dramatically with age for Black
targets compared to White targets. Again, similar to the
empathic concern findings, younger children in this sam-
ple shared more chocolates with White peers, compared
to Black peers (as evident in both the mean-level grade
comparisons as well as the mixed models). Thus, younger
White children tend to distribute more resources to their
racial ingroup, consistent with other work in this area
(Renno & Shutts, 2015). Our findings may indicate that
as children develop, they become less biased; that is,
children's allocations progress from providing more re-
sources to their own racial group to a focus on equality
(giving the same amount to everyone; Fehr et al., 2008;
Rutland & Killen, 2017). It is also possible, however, that
as children age, they are more aware of the desirability
to appear less biased or may be contributing to White
Saviorism (DiAngelo, 2018). Thus, perhaps their greater
equity with age is due to children's desire to not appear
explicitly racist.

Interestingly, children's facial anger showed a differ-
ent pattern. Whereas facial anger in response to injustice
toward a Black child remained at about the same level,
regardless of children's age, there was increased facial
anger with age in response to victimization against a
White child. We view facial anger as a reflection of chil-
dren's empathic anger (Batson et al., 2009). With age
and experience with peers, children may view teasing
and harming others' property as particularly egregious.
However, as they developed, White children became
angrier when viewing such episodes involving White
victims compared to Black victims. These findings are
important because researchers have shown that em-
pathic anger motivates reparation and prosocial behav-
iors (Vitaglione & Barnett, 2003; Xiao et al., 2019) and
antiracist action in adolescents (Banales et al., 2021).

We offer two speculative arguments for this unex-
pected finding. First, it is possible that our findings re-
garding an increase in facial anger with age for White
victims indicate that children show increased evidence
of racism or ingroup bias with age, as predicted by
SDIT. Thus, at least when it comes to witnessing bully-
ing situations, it is possible that White children are more
outraged when they observe their racial ingroup being
bullied. Understanding the motivations and develop-
ment of empathic anger toward White and Black peers
is an important avenue for further examination. Second,
it is also possible that White children as young as kin-
dergarten perceive the injustices toward Black children
depicted in the videos as racism and express anger in

response to such behaviors, based on higher mean levels
in facial anger response to Black versus White victims
at this age (Van Ausdale & Feagin, 1996). On the other
hand, when viewing the White victim, White kindergar-
ten children may perceive the context as mean, inappro-
priate, or unfair (but not necessarily as bullying). These
young children display concern, rather than anger, for
the White victims (as indicated by the very low mean in
facial anger but relatively high mean in facial concern
at this age). However, perhaps as children get more ex-
perience in school and with peers (where there may be
trained to stand up to bullying or not to tolerate bullying
at their school), they may be more prone to experience
anger when an ingroup member is teased or victimized.

White children's greater increase in prosocial be-
haviors toward Black, compared to White, targets were
found only for the chocolate distribution task and not the
other sharing tasks. It is possible that the lack of findings
for the other measures is due to the different methodol-
ogies. The chocolate sharing task had multiple forced-
choice options that did not generally allow for equal
or “fair” sharing within each trial. On the other hand,
the glow-in-the-dark stars were offered to the children
on two separate opportunities in which children could
distribute between the self and other. That is, children
could easily provide the same number of glow-in-the-
dark stars to the Black versus the White child simply by
remembering their choice in the previous opportunity.
Indeed, most children gave the same number of stars to
each target (Ms = 2.10 to both White and Black targets).
The money task also was fairly different because chil-
dren were forced to distribute between three possible tar-
gets (Black target, White target, themselves) and could
try to be “fair” by giving equally to the Black and White
target (Ms = 2.06 and 2.08 to White and Black, respec-
tively). We also acknowledge a site difference in sharing
money, such that children in the Southwest shared less
money to both targets. It is possible that children in the
Southwest viewed the trip as less “out of reach,” because
the location of Disney(land) is somewhat closer (driving
distance) than for children in the Northeast.

We also did not find any effects for racial attitudes.
Prior research shows that children believe it is unfair to
exclude others based on race (Killen & Stangor, 2001).
Our measures of racial attitudes may have captured
children's tendency to behave fairly toward children in
their immediate social group. It would be important to
ask children their reasoning for including or excluding
children in their social groups. Other measures of ra-
cial attitudes (i.e., stereotypes, implicit attitudes, neg-
ative attributions) could provide different findings.
Furthermore, our study points to the need to include
a variety of measures of children's empathy-related re-
sponses and behaviors toward various targets, rather
than simply studying racial attitudes or reasoning.

Rather than focusing on prejudice and biases in White
youth, this study sought to provide a first step to studying
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precursorsof anti-racismin very youngchildren. Although
we could not examine White young children's behaviors
that specifically challenge racism (Aldana et al., 2019;
Seaton, 2020), we focused on important skills that are
developing in young children and can be examined sep-
arately in response to different targets. Specifically, we
argue that young children's empathy-related responding
and moral behaviors toward Black peers motivate chil-
dren's willingness to take anti-racist actions, such as chal-
lenging racism and participating in actions that challenge
structural racism. Children who develop an emotional
connection with historically marginalized groups and
who are motivated by concerns about equity and fairness,
are likely to continue to experience concern for victims of
racism and awareness of biases and racism. As proposed
by Hazelbaker et al. (2022), these abilities may contribute
to later anti-racist action. An important area for further
research is to understand the ways that young children's
early concern for and prosocial behaviors benefiting
ethnic and racial minority children predict their later
anti-racist behaviors (either directly, or through various
mechanisms; Hazelbaker et al., 2022).

It is also important to acknowledge that our study in-
vestigates interpersonal precursors of anti-racism that are
necessary, but not sufficient, for the development of anti-
racism. The present study did not incorporate measures
to assess institutional racism that likely operates in White
children's development of anti-racism. Consistent with
Roberts and Rizzo (2021), we view anti-racism as multi-
layered, including both psychological and sociopolitical
factors. Thus, we acknowledge this issue as a limitation
and an important area for future research. Furthermore,
our measures of anti-racism lacked an intersectional lens.
In our empathy-inducing stimuli, children viewed Black
and White targets of their same sex. Although done to
isolate race effects, this method eliminated our ability to
investigate how White children might exhibit biases at the
intersection of race and sex outgroups. Such research is
important to understand whether White people are more
likely to be an ally to all Black people. Another import-
ant limitation is that we did not test whether children had
difficulty comprehending their own emotional states after
watching the films. Indeed, when using self-report data
for children's empathy, there is often a concern that chil-
dren are unaware of their feelings or may not be able to
reliably identify their emotions, particularly with young
children. Because children's reported emotions were re-
lated in expected ways to global measures of sympathy
and children's prosocial behaviors, this gives us some
added confidence in these measures (see Supporting
Information). We also were unable to separate how the
perceived social class of the victims may have been inter-
twined with race for some of our measures, such as the
money-sharing task and street exercise.

There are numerous strengths of this investigation.
First, the present investigation is one of few to address
issues related to racism and anti-racism in young White

children. To dismantle the system of racism in the United
States, the development of White people's racial bias and
anti-racism must be the focus of research, given White
individuals are the primary beneficiaries of these sys-
tems of power and privilege. The groundwork for anti-
racist action is undoubtedly laid in childhood; thus, it
is noteworthy that our study paves a path for examin-
ing these issues before anti-racist action is likely to oc-
cur—in early development. Researchers should continue
to examine the development of White children's biases
so that parents, teachers, and practitioners can combat
biases via education about the interpersonal and struc-
tural presence of racism in the United States. Second, our
study presents a potentially powerful method for study-
ing children's feelings toward Black peers. Roberts and
Rizzo (2021) defined anti-racism as a system of equity
based on race, including equitable feelings and actions.
Thus, because we focused on empathy-related respond-
ing, research on sympathy, empathic anger, and proso-
cial behaviors directed toward minority group members
may be one way to examine the early foundations of anti-
racism. Third, our study uses a multi-method approach
to examining these abilities in young children. Our use of
observational methods, self-reported measures, and be-
havioral tasks allowed us to study nuances in children's
responses to historically marginalized people. The vari-
ety of measures also created an opportunity to examine
factors that are less likely to be impacted by children's so-
cial desirability or need to appear “equitable” or “fair.”

Our work raises questions for future investigations.
In particular, longitudinal work is needed to examine
whether children's sympathy and empathic anger predict
later critical consciousness and critical action (Heberle
et al.,, 2020). It is imperative that researchers examine
the progression of White children's empathy-related re-
sponses, prosocial behaviors, and racial attitudes toward
their racial outgroups across childhood. We call for re-
search that investigates how the precursors studied in this
work predict later anti-racist behaviors, and whether other
mechanisms, such as children's understanding of self in
the context of Whiteness or and understanding of society
(i.e., biases, racism) mediate these relations (Hazelbaker
et al., 2022). Our cross-sectional evidence indicates that
children exhibit biases in empathy-related responding by
kindergarten, and we suspect that such biases are evident
at even younger ages (i.e., preschool). Next, more research
is needed on White children's responses to Black peers
as well as to other historically marginalized individuals
(e.g., Latinx, Asian). For example, research is needed on
whether White children show stereotyping and oppression
specifically toward children of color that reside in their
communities (e.g., Latinx in the Southwest) or whether
such attitudes and behaviors are exhibited equally across
multiple ethnic and racial minority children.

Finally, a next step for researchers is to understand
the socialization of racism and anti-racism in young
White children. Researchers have shown that White
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parents are largely silent when it comes to issues of race
(Hagerman, 2014; Katz, 2003). Currently, “colorblind-
ness” is part of the current face of racism in this country
by maintaining White power and privilege through de-
nial and inaction (Kendi, 2019). That is, when parents are
silent about race, children form their own conclusions
about racial inequities and have no tools to acknowledge
or change racist structures and systems. On the other
hand, parents' color conscious attitudes may provide an
environment that recognizes the salience of race in chil-
dren's daily lives and the structure of racism that creates
racial inequities. Hagerman (2020) showed that children
who grew up in a “progressive” context and had diverse
friends and schools were more likely to accept that rac-
ism is a problem today. On the other hand, children who
attended a segregated, mostly White school, had mostly
White friends, and had parents who adopted a colorblind
approach to racial socialization, believed that racism
was not a problem today and that inequities and police
violence were not due to race. She also showed that racial
ideologies that appear in middle to late childhood (her
sample at Wave 1 was aged 10-13) were largely the same,
if not more polarized, by adolescence (Wave 2 aged 14—
17). More research is needed to understand how children
learn to become anti-racist and how the socialization of
race changes with age. Particularly relevant to the cur-
rent study, we must examine how White parents socialize
race and promote empathy-related responding and be-
haviors toward ethnic and racial minority children.

In summary, there is almost no research on the de-
velopment of anti-racism in young children. Our work
contributes to the understanding of anti-racism by fo-
cusing on empathy-related responding toward Black and
White peers and their willingness to allocate desirable
resources to them. The findings show that younger chil-
dren tend to feel more sorrow toward White versus Black
peers. However, anger—an emotion that might be par-
ticularly important for motivating anti-racist action—
seems to follow a different pattern. White children show
more outrage toward injustices against other White chil-
dren across the early school years, suggesting that early
childhood may be a critical time for interventions that
directly address White children's feelings when witness-
ing Black peers' distress to promote anti-racism and in-
tergroup harmony.
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