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Abstract 
 

Aggression in the Context of Social Inequality 
 

by 
 

Jessica Ernandes Naecker 
 

Doctor of Philosophy in Education 
 

University of California, Berkeley 
 

Professor Elliot Turiel, Chair 
 
Antisocial or aggressive behavior is widely recognized as a public health concern because of its 
potential to adversely affect the emotional, social, and academic development of aggressors, 
victims, and witnesses.  There exists a tremendous amount of research on aggressive behavior 
from a myriad of theoretical orientations.  The research project described here focuses on just 
one of the theoretical perspectives and research paradigms shown to be associated with 
aggressive behavior: that entailing moral reasoning.  
 
Notably, research on aggression and moral reasoning has focused predominately on typical 
development and prototypical moral situations, or straightforward situations in which a child acts 
aggressively toward a peer without provocation.  To address if and why some children find it 
acceptable to harm others, only a handful of studies have been conducted to understand 
individual differences.  Most of this research takes a Kholbergian approach and concludes that 
aggressive children are simply morally deficient or detached from their moral values.  Research 
in individual differences conducted using the social domain perspective, however, suggests that 
aggressive children think about moral issues in similar ways to their non-aggressive peers, but 
may view aggressive behavior more similarly to social conventions or as matters of personal 
jurisdiction than their nonaggressive counterparts. 
 
Research in the social domain tradition also strongly supports the importance of taking into 
account situational contexts when investigating moral reasoning.  One contextual variable yet to 
be fully considered in the research on moral decision-making is social inequality.  That is to say, 
we know relatively little about how children, over the course of development, think about 
societal inequalities, let alone if they believe aggression is at times an appropriate response and 
whether there exist individual differences in this belief.  There does exist a small but growing 
body of research about how children behave in the context of inequality.  These studies 
demonstrate that children take into account contextual information about inequality when 
making decisions, but they do not (a) investigate individual differences in children’s sharing (i.e., 
whether some children are more or less likely to correct inequalities than others) and (b) rarely 
investigate children’s rationales for their behavior. 
 
The primary purpose of the study was to further understand children’s decisions about acting in 
aggressive ways in the context of social inequality. The participants were 89 children (ages six to 
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11 whose primary language was English) and their teachers.  The sample of children included in 
this study was 50% female, predominately White (72.50%) and predominately upper middle-
class (mean family income was between $80,000 and $89,999; SD = $2,900).  The study 
consisted of two parts: an interview and a resource allocation task.  The 89 children were 
administered a 20-minute interview in a private room in their school.  During the interviews, 
children were presented with four short vignettes: one depicting unprovoked physical aggression, 
one depicting physical aggression provoked by taunting a child’s appearance/intellect, and two 
depicting physical aggression involving salient themes of inequality.  Participants were asked to 
provide judgments of the acceptability of violence in each vignette, and participants were asked 
to justify their judgments.  During the second portion of the study, children were asked to 
participate in a resource allocation task and were randomly assigned to one of two conditions: a 
control condition and a social inequality condition.  During each condition, participants were 
asked to divide three cookies between the two pictured students. 
 
Results from the interview portion of the study suggest, overall, that moderately-aggressive and 
unaggressive children evaluate acts of physical aggression surprisingly similarly.  The results 
indicate that nearly all children differentiated between conditions that involved provocation and 
those that did not.  Analysis of individual differences revealed that moderately aggressive and 
unaggressive children did not differ in their judgments of the provoked aggression conditions. 
Analyses did, however, reveal unexpected differences in children’s judgments on the basis of 
gender and race.  Analysis of children’s justifications indicated that children were highly likely 
to use moral justifications, and that children were equally likely to use moral justifications in 
response to each vignette condition.  Analyses of individual differences in children’s 
justifications revealed that children with different behavioral tendencies were all equally likely to 
use moral justification in their responses.  Once again, unexpected differences in justifications 
were found between children of different genders and races.   

 
Results from the resource allocation task demonstrated that children assigned to the social 
inequality condition shared more cookies than their peers in the control condition.  However, the 
effect of the resource allocation condition was moderated by teacher-rated aggressive behavior, 
such that moderately-aggressive children assigned to the social inequality condition gave more 
cookies than any other group of children.  Also, teacher-rated aggressive behavior interacted 
with household income, such that moderately-aggressive children from medium-income 
households shared more cookies than their unaggressive peers and moderately-aggressive, high-
income peers.  In addition, findings from the resource allocation task indicate that children’s 
allocation justifications were significantly associated with their allocation behavior. 
 
Possible explanations for the unexpected findings on the basis of gender and race are discussed, 
as well as directions for future research, and unavoidable methodological limitations.  
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Aggression in the Context of Social Inequality 
 

Antisocial or aggressive behavior is widely recognized as a public health concern because 
of its potential to adversely affect the emotional, social, and academic development of 
aggressors, victims, and witnesses.  Stable patterns of aggressive behavior are associated with 
extremely poor developmental trajectories: Behavior problems in childhood, for example, are 
associated with adult antisocial behavior (Fombonne, Wostear, Cooper, Harrington, & Rutter, 
2001), substance abuse in adulthood (Kazdin, 1995), early pregnancy in girls (Bardone et al., 
1998), and recurring medical problems (Bardone et al., 1998).  In turn, experiencing violence is 
associated with poor overall physical health (Freedland, 2008), poor educational attainment 
(Freedland, 2008), and internalizing problems (Janosz et al., 2008).  Further, students need not 
directly experience victimization to be negatively impacted by it; simply witnessing the 
victimization of others strongly predicts externalizing problems (Janosz et al., 2008).   

These poor outcomes are especially troubling when we consider the prevalence of 
aggressive behaviors among youth.  In 2015, the National Center of Education Statistics (NCES) 
and the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) released Indicators of School Crime and Safety: 2014, 
a report that pools together data from national surveys of students, teachers, and principals 
conducted by multiple federal agencies to provide recent data on school crime and safety 
(Robers, Zhang, Morgan, & Musu-Gillette, 2015).  The report indicates that among 8 to 12 year 
olds in 2013, rates of violent victimization at school were 37 per 1,000 students, and rates of 
violence away from school were 15 per 1,000 students.  In 2013, students ages 12 to 18 
experienced 1,429,900 nonfatal victimizations (including both theft and physical assault) at 
school, or 55 victimizations per 1,000 students ages 12 to 18.  Further, in the 2012-2013 school 
year, the NCES and BJS reported that 3 percent of students ages 8 to 12 were afraid of physical 
attack or harm at school or when traveling to or from school.  During the 2011-2012 school year, 
nine percent of classroom teacher reported being threatened with physical injury by a student at 
their school, and five percent of teachers report actually being physically attacked by a student in 
their school.  In total, aggressive behavior also accounts for 25% of all special services in schools 
and 50% of all child referrals for psychological services (Nelson & Finch, 2000).  The 
prevalence of violence in schools and the negative impact of experiencing violence indicates a 
pressing need to understand the forces that operate on children’s decisions to behave 
aggressively in order to prevent problems and maximize physical and emotional wellbeing. 
Forms and Functions of Aggressive Behavior  

At the outset, it is important to acknowledge that aggression is a heterogeneous concept, 
encompassing a wide variety of behaviors.  Although the definition of aggression as “behavior 
intended to hurt, harm, or injure another person” is widely agreed upon (Murray-Close & Ostrov, 
2009, p. 828), research has demonstrated that aggression can take a variety of forms and serve 
multiple functions.  For example, a distinction can be drawn between physical aggression, 
behavior in the form of hitting, pushing, or other kinds of bodily harm, and social aggression, 
overt or covert “social manipulation of peer relations in order to harm another individual” 
(Viatro, Brendgren, & Barker, 2006, p. 14).  Although the correlation between physical and 
social aggression are moderate to large in size, factor analysis reveals that physical and social 
aggression are distinct constructs (e.g., Crick & Grotpeter, 1995).   

The literature on aggressive behavior also differentiates between two functions of 
aggressive behavior.  Reactive aggression can be defined as aggression that is defensive, 
retaliatory, and occurs in response to a provocation, whereas proactive aggression is aggression 
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enacted to reach a goal involving material gain or social dominance (Dodge & Coie, 1987; 
Hubbard, McAulifee, Morrow, & Romano, 2010).  The importance of the reactive-proactive 
aggression distinction has been debated in the literature (see Bushman & Anderson, 2001), but a 
robust body of literature supports the distinction between the functions of aggression.  Although 
these two subtypes tend to co-occur within individuals, factor analytic approaches suggest that 
reactive and proactive aggression constitute two distinct factors (e.g., Crick and Dodge, 1996; 
Poulin & Boivin, 2000).  A review of the literature by Hubbard, McAuliffe, Morrow, and 
Romano (2010) also found that reactive and proactive aggression are associated with distinct 
familial precursors, behavioral outcomes, and social-cognitive and emotional processes.  
Similarly, Arsenio, Adams, and Gold (2009) found that reactive and proactive aggressive 
tendencies are associated with unique patterns of social information processing, emotional 
attributions, and moral reasoning.  

In sum, although the forms and functions of aggressive behavior are highly related, it is 
important for researchers to distinguish between subtypes of aggressive behavior, as they 
represent distinct constructs.  Following these guidelines, in this study participants’ reactive and 
proactive tendencies were assessed, so that distinctions in children’s reasoning and behavior 
related to reactive and proactive tendencies could be controlled for. Similarly, the form of 
aggression investigated was limited to children’s reasoning about physical aggression.  
Approaches to Studying Aggression 

The literature on aggressive behavior is further complicated by the fact that researchers 
have sought to understand aggression from myriad theoretical orientations using multiple 
methodological tools.  The tremendous amount of research in this area provides useful 
information on why individuals act aggressively, but as Eisner and Malti note, “the volume of 
research on human aggression makes it increasingly difficult to organize empirical evidence and 
theoretical perspectives” (2015; p. 799).  For example, evolutionary forces, emotional processes, 
cognitive processes, real-time information processing, socio-cultural and political environments, 
peer influences, genetics, and neurobiological structures, to name only a few, have been 
theorized and/or shown to be associated with aggressive behavior.  The research project 
described here focuses on just one of the theoretical perspectives and research paradigms shown 
to be associated with aggressive behavior: that entailing moral reasoning.  In limiting the line of 
inquiry to the role of moral reasoning, I do not intend to imply that other features or theoretical 
frameworks are not useful for understanding aggressive behavior, but instead suggest that moral 
cognition is one relevant and fruitful way of investigating social behavior.  

The theoretical orientation of the research project proposed here stems principally from 
domain theory, a theory developed by Elliot Turiel and his colleagues, based on the work of Jean 
Piaget and Lawrence Kohlberg.  Like Piaget, Kohlberg, and other structural developmental 
theorists, domain theorists understand development to occur through active, reciprocal 
relationships that exist in children’s everyday lives.  Unlike Piaget and Kohlberg, domain 
theorists propose that children form distinct concepts of welfare, justice, and rights that are not 
confused with conventions, customs, respect for authority, or adherence to rules.  Instead, 
domain theorists propose that individuals coordinate judgments within three domains: the moral 
domain, social conventional domain, and personal domain. 

Domain theorists define the moral domain in terms of concepts of welfare, fairness and 
rights.  These concepts can be distinguished from concepts in other domains in that they are 
considered obligatory (i.e., all people in similar circumstances must adhere to them), 
generalizable (i.e., apply to multiple settings), and do not depend on authority dictates (i.e., these 
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concepts should be adhered to even when authority figures specify otherwise and are not 
determined based on consensus or mutual agreement).  In contrast, social conventions are 
defined as behavioral standards that support interactions of people within social systems.  
Conventions are considered to be formed based on mutual agreement or authority dictates and 
are relative to social context.  For example, conventions that are right to follow in one social 
setting or context may not be right to follow in another.  Both the moral and social conventional 
domain can be distinguished from the personal domain, the domain that pertains to actions that 
are considered outside the dominion of the other two domains.  These actions, such as how to 
wear one’s hair or which books one should read for pleasure, are considered to be the prerogative 
of the individual. 
Domain Theory and Prototypical Aggression  

Evidence to support domain theory is ample.  To date, research in this area has focused 
on testing the proposition that children are able to make distinctions between the domains and 
has looked particularly at children’s criterion judgments (i.e., whether rules are obligatory, 
generalizable, and depend on authority dictates) and justifications (e.g., whether children judged 
an action to be alright or not alright because of concerns with moral issues—welfare, fairness, 
and rights—or because of concerns with social conventional issues—authority, punishment, or 
rules).  More than 100 studies provide strong support for the idea that children distinguish 
between morality and social convention using these criteria (Turiel, 2015).  

Notably, research on aggression and moral reasoning in the vein of domain theory has 
focused on typical development and prototypical moral situations, or straightforward situations 
in which a child acts aggressively toward a peer without provocation.  In these situations, 
children as young as 3 years of age typically judge physically aggressive behavior as wrong and 
justify their judgments by focusing on the harm done by the act rather than the conventional 
aspects of the act (e.g., breaking a school rule; Tisak, Tisak, & Goldstein, 2006).  Children also 
judge prototypical moral violations as wrong even if no rules exist prohibiting the aggressive acts 
or if the acts occur in different contexts (e.g., another city or school; Smetana, 1995; Tisak, 
1995), and children do not accept parents’ directives to participate in acts judged to violate moral 
rules, such as orders to cause another person harm (Damon, 1977).  Similarly, Smetana, 
Schlagman, and Walsh Adams (1993) asked 3- and 4-year-old children to rate the seriousness of 
both moral and social-conventional transgressions and make criterion judgments about these 
transgressions.  Smetana and her colleagues found that 3- and 4-year old children rated moral 
transgressions as more serious than conventional transgressions, and that 4-year-old children 
judged moral transgressions to be more generalizable and social-conventional transgressions to 
be more dependent on authority dictates.  Together, research studies such as these provide strong 
evidence that children do make distinctions between moral and conventional domains starting at 
early ages and do not confuse morality with social convention.  However, though this research 
on typical populations is useful in helping us understand how children view harmful acts in 
general, it does little to elucidate why some children choose to act aggressively when others do 
not.   
Individual Differences in Moral Reasoning Among Aggressive and Non-Aggressive 
Children 

To address if and why some children find it acceptable to harm others, a handful of 
studies have been conducted to understand individual differences, or stable between-individual 
distinctions, in aggressive versus non-aggressive children’s reasoning.  Much of this research has 
been conducted outside the purview of domain theory, employing a six stage sequence of moral 
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reasoning proposed by Kohlberg (1969), and typically conclude that aggressive children 
demonstrate lower stages of moral reasoning compared to their peers.  In one such study, 
Manning and Bear (2002) interviewed children once during first and second grade and again two 
years later.  During the interviews, children were asked to explain why they should not engage in 
specific acts of physical aggression.  Children’s responses were coded and analyzed based on 
whether or not they contained rationales that focused on (a) direct consequences of punishment, 
(b) probable consequences or punishment, and/or (c) the psychological effects of one’s actions 
on others.  Manning and Bear found that children who expressed concerns about the effects of 
actions on others demonstrated less overt aggressive behavior at both time points than children 
who expressed concern about the imminent or probable consequences of aggressive behavior on 
themselves.  Similarly, Carlo, Mestre, Samper, Tur, and Armenta (2010), examined the moral 
reasoning and self-reported prosocial behavior of adolescent males.  During a moral reasoning 
task, adolescents were asked to read a story and decide if the story protagonist should or should 
not help a second story character.  Participants were then asked to indicate the importance of five 
reasons for choosing to help (e.g., hedonistic reasons, approval-oriented reasons, stereotypic 
moral reasons, etc.) on a five-point Likert scale.  Participants’ responses were computed and a 
composite score was created to indicate the preference for “higher-level reasoning over lower-
level reasoning” (p. 81).   Results suggest that participants who endorsed lower-level reasoning 
items (i.e., self-oriented reasons) tended to exhibit more aggressive behavior and less prosocial 
behavior than their peers who endorsed higher-level reasoning items (i.e., items that suggested 
internalized moral reasoning).  Carlo and his colleagues, along with Manning and Bear, thus 
suggest that aggressive children do not focus on the needs of others, maintaining relationships, or 
on issues or fairness or justice, and therefore are less morally developed than their nonaggressive 
peers.  

A similar line of research has examined children’s moral disengagement, or the processes 
by which individuals selectively deactivate their moral self-regulatory processes and allow 
themselves to make unethical decisions.  According to Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, and 
Pastorelli (1996), moral disengagement explains why otherwise moral individuals are able to 
engage in unethical behavior without guilt or self-censure.  Examples of the cognitive 
mechanisms that allow individuals to morally disengage include restructuring conduct, or 
portraying inhumane behavior as serving a moral purpose, advantageous comparison, or 
comparing one’s immoral acts to others’ more severe immoral acts, and displacement of 
responsibility, or believing that another person or group should accept responsibility for one’s 
behavior.  To support this view, researchers have conducted studies that seem to suggest moral 
disengagement facilitates varying degrees of wrongdoing (e.g., illegal downloading to murder).  
For example, a group of studies indicate that moral disengagement is associated with childhood 
aggression (Bandura, Caprara, Barbaranelli, Pastorelli, & Regalia, 2001), juvenile delinquency 
(Shulman, Cauffman, Piquero, & Fagan, 2011), low levels of empathy (Detert, Trevino, & 
Sweitzer, 2008), and low levels of guilt following aggressive behavior (Bandura, 2002).  This 
line of research suggests that although aggressive individuals may hold the same moral values as 
nonaggressive individuals, they seem to “disengage” from these values, facilitating aggressive 
acts.  
Applying Domain Theory to the Study of Individual Differences in Moral Reasoning  

Unlike the studies described above, research conducted using a social domain perspective 
complicates the idea that aggressive children are simply morally deficient or detached from their 
moral values.  Nucci and Herman (1982), for example, asked both typical and behaviorally 
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disordered children to rate the wrongfulness of various moral, conventional, and personal 
transgressions.  They found that both groups of children judged moral transgressions to be more 
wrong than conventional transgressions, and conventional transgressions to be more wrong than 
personal violations.  However, they also found that behaviorally disordered children were more 
likely to view moral transgressions as acceptable when explicit rules prohibiting the behavior 
were not present (a finding also supported by Blair, 1997).  Further, when describing why moral 
transgressions were wrong, behaviorally disordered children were more likely than their typical 
counterparts to focus on conventional aspects of the transgressions (e.g., the punishment that 
would likely follow) instead of the harm caused to the victim.  Tisak and Jankowski (1997) 
conducted similar semi-structured interviews with youth offenders (felons and misdemeanants).  
They found that youth offenders drew upon both moral and conventional explanations when 
explaining the wrongfulness of moral and conventional violations.  For example, the youth 
offenders expressed concern for the welfare of victims along with concern about rule violation 
and punishment.  Together, these studies do not suggest that aggressive children hold different or 
deficient moral values, but indicate that aggressive youth may classify harmful events differently 
than their nonviolent peers (Tisak, Tisak, Goldstein, 2006).  In other words, aggressive children 
may view aggressive behavior more similarly to social conventions or as matters of personal 
jurisdiction than their nonaggressive counterparts. 

To further address whether or not aggressive children hold similar moral values as their 
nonaggressive peers, Arsenio, Adams, and Gold (2009) interviewed 100 adolescents.  Of these 
100 adolescents, 50 had been diagnosed as having either oppositional defiant disorder or conduct 
disorder and 50 had received no such diagnosis.  Students’ teachers were asked to rate the 
behavioral tendencies of adolescents, including their tendency toward reactive aggression (i.e., 
angry, defensive responses to provocation) and proactive aggression (i.e., aggression that is 
aimed at self-serving goals).  In addition, students participated in a semi-structured interviews 
during which they were asked to evaluate deliberate acts of victimization.  The authors found 
that, unlike reactive aggression, proactive aggression was uniquely associated with more positive 
expectations for the emotional and material consequences of aggression.  These findings suggest 
that proactively aggressive children do appear more “‘cold-blooded’…given proactively 
aggressive adolescents’ apparent belief that aggression ‘delivers the goods’ and makes them feel 
happy as a result” (p. 1752).  However, they note that adopting the hypothesis that proactively 
aggressive children are somehow empathetically or morally deficient would be premature, given 
what we know about the contexts in which aggressive children typically live.  They contend: 

…some of the high-risk adolescents in this study may have found proactive 
aggression to be a reasonable strategy for negotiating socially toxic environmental 
contexts (Garbarino, 1997) where, for complex sociohistorical reasons, power and 
domination have come to prevail over fairness and caring in much of daily life. 
(Arsenio, Adams, & Gold, 2009, p. 1752) 

The Role of Situational Context  
Indeed, research strongly supports the importance of taking into account situational 

contexts when investigating moral reasoning, noting that many situations are multifaceted and 
involve overlapping goals and concerns (Smetana, 2006).  Generally speaking, a robust set of 
studies indicates that there exists variation between individuals in how they understand and 
flexibly apply moral concepts to complex situations (see Turiel, 2006 and Smetana, 2006 for 
reviews).  The literature on honesty, for example, indicates that acting honestly is often 
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considered an important goal to individuals when presented in the abstract, but often comes into 
conflict with other goals, such as promoting the welfare of others.  As Turiel (2006) summarizes: 

The findings show that people do not, in mechanistic or emotionally blind ways, 
pursue any of these goals. They clearly recognize that conflicts between moral goals 
need to be addressed and somehow reconciled by creating priorities. The issue of 
honesty is not treated in an absolutistic fashion…It is judged morally important, but 
in the context of other considerations. (p. 27) 

 The understanding that context plays a key role in understanding moral judgments has 
also been applied to the study of aggression.  Astor (1994) examined the moral judgments of 
violent and nonviolent children, aged 8 to 12 years old.  Astor found that all children interviewed 
judged unprovoked violence to be unacceptable, and used moral justifications in explaining their 
reasoning (e.g. drew attention to the harm done by aggressive acts).  Astor then asked children to 
judge the acceptability of provoked aggression (e.g., hitting a peer after that peer called you a 
name).  In this condition, Astor found that nonviolent children judged provoked aggression as 
unacceptable, judging the physical act of hitting to be worse than name-calling.  However, 
violent children focused more on the harm done by the provocation and judged “hitting back” as 
acceptable.  Similarly, Posada and Wainryb (2008) interviewed 8 and 15-year old Colombian 
children, asking them to provide judgments about harm in a general situation and in the context 
of survival and revenge.  They found that although nearly all children judged it unacceptable to 
use violence generally, a significant proportion of youth judged it morally acceptable to hurt or 
steal from others in the context of survival and revenge.  Together, Astor and Posada and 
Wainryb’s research supports Arsenio, Adams, and Gold’s (2009) claim we must take into 
account context when investigating aggressive children’s judgments about the acceptability of 
violence.   
The Role of Social Inequality 

One contextual variable that has yet to be fully considered in the research on moral 
decision-making is social inequality.  Certainly, there has been ample research on the 
relationship between exposure to social inequality and social behavior, although the research 
findings in this area are mixed.  Dodge, Pettit, and Bates (1994), for example, found that 
socioeconomic deprivation is associated with aggressive behavior, while Piff and colleagues 
(2010) found that being part of the lower class is associated with prosocial behavior, in that 
individuals in lower social classes demonstrate a greater commitment to egalitarian values.  
Further, Jagers, Bingham, and Hans (1996) investigated the moral reasoning of African-
American preschoolers from impoverished backgrounds by asking them to rate the seriousness of 
various moral, conventional, and personal violations.  They found that children rated moral and 
conventional acts as equally serious in their ratings and indicated that they were equally 
deserving of punishment.  However, other researchers (e.g., Smetana et al., 1999; Nucci, 
Camino, and Shapiro, 1996) did not find similar difficulties in poor children’s ability to 
distinguish between moral and conventional events. The impact of experiencing social inequality 
on children’s social behavior is, therefore, a question for further empirical research.   

However, less research has been done on how children think about social inequality, and 
whether aggressive children may be more or less attuned to issues of social inequality when 
making decisions about harm than their nonaggressive peers.  My review of the literature 
revealed no studies that empirically investigated how children evaluate situations where 
aggression is used in response to social inequality.  In fact, studies that investigate the 
developmental course of individuals’ reasoning about societal inequality are rare in general 
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(Arsenio, 2015).  That is to say, we know relatively little about how children, over the course of 
development, think about societal inequalities, let alone if they believe aggression is at times an 
appropriate response and whether there exist individual differences in this belief.   

There does exist, however, a small but growing body of research about how children 
behave (i.e., allocate resource) in the context of inequality.  These studies, overall, show that 
with increasing age, children tend to share resources in ways that correct inequalities.  For 
example, Hunstman (1984) found that children ranging from 4 to 11 years old favored poor 
children when dividing cakes among children.  Similarly, in an experiment conducted by 
Sigelman and Waitzman (1991), children 5 to 13 years old were asked to allocate resources 
between three hypothetical children (one of whom was described as the oldest, one as the most 
productive, and one as the poorest) in three situations in which equity, equality, or need-based 
allocations were made salient.  Sigelman and Waitzman found that young children were 
generally insensitive to context whereas older children tailored their allocations to the situation.  
For example, when participants were asked to divide $90 between the three hypothetical 
children, young children tended to divide these resources equally, whereas older children tended 
to provide more money to the poor child.  These findings have also been replicated more recently 
(Malti et al., 2015; Shaw & Olson, 2012) in experiments that demonstrate that children use 
information about the neediness of recipients in making decisions about sharing.  These studies 
demonstrate that children take into account contextual information about inequality when 
making decisions, but they do not (a) investigate individual differences in children’s sharing (i.e., 
whether some children are more or less likely to correct inequalities than others) and (b) rarely 
investigate children’s rationales or reasoning for their behavior. 
Research Gaps and Current Study 

In summary, my review of the literature on aggressive behavior reveals several important 
research gaps.  First, although empirical work using domain theory approaches has yielded 
information about how typical children reason about physical harm over the course of 
development, it has rarely been applied to the study of individual differences.  As a result, we 
know little about how aggressive children reason differently about harm than their peers.  
Secondly, domain theory in general—and the few empirical investigations of individual 
differences using a domain theory approach—suggest that social context must be taken into 
consideration when evaluating children’s moral reasoning.  However, the context of social 
inequality has not yet been fully considered in understanding children’s reasoning about harm.  
Third, although resource allocation studies have investigated children’s social behavior in the 
context of inequality, these studies have also not typically investigated individual differences 
(i.e., if children from high socio-economic backgrounds allocate resources differently than their 
less wealthy peers, or if aggressive children allocate resources differently than their non-
aggressive peers) and seldom investigate children’s reasoning about their allocation behaviors.  
Given these gaps in the literature, this study aimed to better understand how children reason 
about harm and behave in the context of social inequality, with an eye toward examining 
individual differences.   
Research Questions 

The primary purpose of the study was to further understand children’s decisions about 
acting in aggressive ways.  Specifically, this study built on the work of Arensio, Adams, and 
Gold (2009) and Astor (1994) to investigate how contextual factors influence children’s 
decision-making and how children’s moral decision-making is associated with social behavior.  
The study addressed the following questions:  



	
8 

1. Do aggressive children, compared to their non-aggressive peers, reason differently about 
the acceptability of physical aggression when inequality is a salient feature of the social 
situation?  

2. Do children from low-income backgrounds, compared to their high-income peers, reason 
differently about the acceptability of physical aggression when inequality is a salient 
feature of the social situation?  
Developmental differences in aggressive and non-aggressive children’s reasoning was 

another focus of this study. Previous research suggests that children become increasingly 
sensitive to situational context with age, and it is likely that aggressive and non-aggressive 
children will reason differently about physical aggression at different ages.  As a result, 
participating children in this study were selected from two age groups (ages six to eight, and ages 
nine to 11).    

In a second, exploratory portion of the study, I also aimed to investigate how drawing 
children’s attention toward features of social inequality may impact children’s social behavior.  
This portion of the study addressed the following research questions: 

3. Do aggressive children allocate resources differently than their non-aggressive peers in 
situations involving inequalities? Do aggressive children justify their resource allocations 
differently than their non-aggressive peers?  

4. Do children from low-income backgrounds allocate resources differently than their peers 
from high-income backgrounds in situations involving inequalities? Do children from 
low-income backgrounds justify their resource allocation decisions differently from their 
high-income peers?  

Hypotheses 
With regard to the vignette portion of the study, three main hypothesis were made about 

children’s judgments of the acceptability of physical aggression: (a) I hypothesized that 
aggressive children would indicate more often than their less-aggressive peers that it is 
acceptable to harm another person in all situations that involve provocation; (b) I expected 
children from low-income households, more than their peers, would judge physical aggression in 
the context of social inequality to be acceptable, and (c) I expected that both younger and older 
children would judge unprovoked aggression to be unacceptable, but that age would interact with 
children’s aggressive behavior, such that older children who were aggressive would be more 
sensitive to situational context than older children who are not particularly aggressive and their 
younger counterparts.  I also expected age to interact with children’s household income, such 
that older children who come from low-income homes would be more sensitive to situational 
context than their wealthy peers and younger counterparts.  Given some previous evidence that 
aggressive youth may classify harmful events differently than their nonviolent peers (e.g., Tisak, 
Tisak, Goldstein, 2006), I also hypothesized that aggressive children would be more likely than 
their less-aggressive peers to indicate that adult-permitted aggression was acceptable and that 
aggression that occurred in a school without rules was acceptable.  Based on findings that 
aggressive and non-aggressive children both attend to moral aspects of transgressions (e.g., 
Astor, 1994) I also hypothesized that all children would be equally likely to use moral 
justifications when explaining their judgments.  

With regard to the exploratory study, I hypothesized that (a) drawing children’s attention 
to social inequality would impact their social behavior, prompting all children to allocate more 
resources to hypothetical characters who are described as poor, (b) aggressive children would be 
more sensitive to social inequality, and would distribute more resources to hypothetical poor 
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children than their less aggressive peers, (c) children from low-income households would also 
distribute more resources to hypothetical poor children than their higher income peers, and (d) all 
children—regardless of their teacher-rated aggressive behavior or family income—would be 
equally likely to justify their allocations by focusing on moral concerns.  
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Methods 
Participants 

The participants were 89 children (ages 6 to 11 whose primary language was English) 
and their teachers.  Child and teacher participants came from three public elementary schools 
located in the Northeastern United States and one public elementary school located in the 
Western United States.  The sample of children included in this study was 50% female, 
predominately White (72.50%) and predominately upper middle-class (mean family income was 
between $80,000 and $89,999; SD = $2,900).  

To examine developmental trends in the data, the participants were split into two age 
groups (hereafter referred to as “younger children” and “older children”).  The group of younger 
children was comprised of 39 children from ages 6 to 8 (19 of whom identified as female and 20 
of whom identified as male), and the group of older children were comprised of 46 children 9 to 
11 years old (23 of whom identified as female and 23 of whom identified as male).  Age data 
was missing for four children, and those children were excluded from analyses that examined 
developmental trends.  The ethnic makeup and family incomes of children from these two groups 
are presented in Tables 1 and 2.  Chi-square tests revealed that the two groups were not 
significantly different in terms of their ethnic makeups or economic backgrounds (χ2 [4, N = 79] 
= 2.06, p = 0.73; χ2 [9, N = 75] = 9.86, p = 0.36, respectively).  
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Table 1 
Racial/Ethnic Composition of Sample 
 Younger children  Older children 

 
White 

 
25 

 32 

Asian 1  4 

Hispanic/Latino 2  1 

Black/African 
American 1  2 

Multi-racial 4  7 

 
Table 2 
Household Incomes of Sample 

 Younger children  Older children 

 
Less than $29,999 

 
3  3 

$30,00 to $49,999 2  8 

$50,000 to $69,999 2  1 

$70,000 to $89,999 3  4 

$90,000 to $99,999 3  2 

$100,000 to $149,999 7  8 

$150,000 or more 12  20 

 
Measures 
 Judgments and justifications about the acceptability of violence.  The 89 children 
were administered a 20-minute interview in a private room in their school.  During the 
interviews, children were presented with four short stories: one depicting unprovoked physical 
aggression, one depicting physical aggression provoked by taunting a child’s 
appearance/intellect, and two depicting physical aggression involving salient themes of 
inequality.  The vignettes depicting unprovoked aggression and aggression provoked by taunting 
a child’s appearance/intellect were taken from Astor’s (1994) study.  The two vignettes depicting 
aggression provoked by inequality were developed by the researcher and pilot tested to ensure 
that they were sufficiently clear to children.  In one of the two inequality vignettes, physical 
aggression occurred as a response to unfair resource allocation in the classroom.  In the other, 
physical aggression occurred as a response to child taunting the aggressor for being poor.  The 
four vignette scripts are presented in Table 3. 
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Table 3 
Child Interview Vignette Scripts 
Vignette type Vignette script 
 
1. Unprovoked aggression 

 
Jason were Carl are playing on the schoolyard after lunch. 
Suddenly, for no reason, Carl hit Jason in the head. Jason 
looked upset and walked away. 
 

2. Aggression provoked by 
verbal insults 

Shira and Natasha were playing on the schoolyard. After a 
few minutes, they started arguing and yelling at each other.  
Shira started to walk away, when Natasha said, 
“Awww…you’re ugly and stupid and everybody in your 
family is ugly and stupid too.” Shira then turned around 
and hit Natasha. They started fighting and Natasha got 
hurt. 
 

3. Aggression provoked by 
social inequality – unfair 
resource allocation 

Susan and Natalie were working on a math problem 
together in their classroom.  Their teacher noticed that they 
were focused and working hard, and put art supplies in the 
middle of their desks as a reward.  Susan divided up the art 
supplies, giving three new markers to herself and one 
marker to Natalie.  Susan said, “I get three markers and 
you get one!” Natalie got upset, stood up, and pushed 
Susan off her chair.  Susan got hurt and cried. 
 

4. Aggression provoked by 
social inequality – taunting 
the aggressor for being poor  

Billy's classroom was given iPads to use at home to 
practice math and spelling.  One day, when Billy was 
walking home, his iPad fell out of his backpack and 
broke.  Billy's family couldn't afford to buy him a new iPad 
to replace it, and the school didn't have any extras.  The 
next day, Billy told his teacher what happened. Thomas, 
another student in the class, overheard Billy and at recess 
said, "Billy, you're so poor you should be used to not 
having nice things!" Billy got angry and pushed Thomas to 
the ground. Thomas scraped his hands and knees. 

 
Children were asked to evaluate the vignettes by answering the following questions: 
1. Was it alright or not alright for Student A to hit/push Student B? Why or why not? 
2. Would it be alright for Student A to hit/push Student B if a teacher at his/her school said 

it was okay to hit?  Why or why not?  
3. Imagine Students A and B went to another school that had no rules about hitting/pushing. 

Would it be alright for Student A to hit/push Student B at that school? Why or why not? 
 To control for participants’ potential reading difficulties, all stimulus materials were 

presented orally and participants were provided with illustrations of each story.  Participants 
were also asked to retell each story immediately after hearing it to ensure their understanding.  If 
it was clear that a participant did not understand the story, the misunderstanding was clarified 
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and the story was reread.  The gender of the characters in the stories were matched to the 
participants, and the order of stories given during the interview were randomly determined.  

Teacher-rated aggressive behavior. Participating children’s classroom teachers rated 
children’s proactive and reactive aggressive tendencies using three items assessing proactive 
aggression and three assessing reactive aggression developed by Dodge and Coie (1987).  The 
three reactive items were: “When this child has been teased or threatened, he/she gets angry and 
strikes back,” “This child always claims that other children are to blame in a fight and feels that 
they started the whole trouble,” and “When a peer accidentally hurts this child (such as by 
bumping into him/her), this child assumes that the peer meant to do it, and then overreacts with 
anger or fighting.”  The three proactive items were: “This child gets other children to gang up on 
a peer that he does not like,” “This child uses physical force (or threatens to use force) in order to 
dominate other children,” and “This child threatens or bullies others in order to get his/her way.”  
Teachers indicated whether these statements were not true of the child (0), sometimes true (1), or 
often true (2).  Teacher responses for the three proactive items were averaged to create a 
proactive aggression scale, and teachers’ responses to the reactive items were averaged to create 
a reactive aggression scale.  The internal consistency of reactive and proactive aggression scales 
were acceptable (!	= .76 and ! = .71, respectively). 

Resource allocation behavior.  During the second, exploratory study, children were 
asked to participate in a resource allocation task and were randomly assigned to one of two 
conditions.  During each condition, participants were presented with photographs of two children 
matched to the participant’s gender and race.  Each pair of pictures presented were matched in 
attractiveness, as determined by adult raters.  During each condition, participants were asked to 
divide three cookies between the two pictured students.   

Participants assigned to the control condition were shown photographs of the two 
children and read the following script:  

This is Sam (Samantha) and this is Kyle (Kelsey).  Sam and Kyle go to the same 
school and are in the same class.  One day, a classmate brings in cookies to give 
out.  The classmate gives Sam two cookies and Kyle one cookie. 

The experimenter asked the participant to repeat the story to ensure the participant remembered 
and comprehended the story.  The participant was then told that he/she had three additional 
cookies to hand out, and was asked to divide those three cookies between the two pictured 
children.  Next, participants were given the opportunity to alter their allocation.  In the control 
condition, the experimenter said, “Another child told me that it was not fair that Kyle only got 
one cookie to begin with, so that child gave all three of his cookies to Kyle.  Would you do that 
too?”  If the participant did change his/her allocation, the mean of his/her original response and 
second response was recorded to indicate the total number of cookies allocated (e.g., if the child 
originally gave one cookie to Kyle and upon given the opportunity to change his/her answer gave 
three cookies to Kyle, his/her allocation would be coded as having shared two cookies).  

During the social inequality condition, the same procedures were followed, but the story 
read to the participant included an additional piece of information about the children’s household 
income.  Participants assigned to the social inequality condition were read the following script:  

This is Sam (Samantha) and this is Kyle (Kelsey).  Sam and Kyle go to the same 
school and are in the same class.  Sam lives in a big house, and his family has a 
lot of money.  Kyle lives in a small house, and his family does not have much 
money.  One day, a classmate brings in cookies to give out.  The classmate gives 
Sam two cookies and Kyle one cookie.   



	
14 

After checking for comprehension and asking for an initial allocation the participants were given 
the opportunity to alter their allocation.  In the social inequality condition, the experimenter said,  

Another child told me that it was not fair that Kyle only got one cookie because 
his family does not have much money and he might not get cookies very often, so 
that child gave all three of his cookies to Kyle.  Would you do that too? 

As in the control condition, if the participant changed his/her allocation, the mean of that 
participant’s original response and his/her second response was recorded to indicate the total 
number of cookies allocated (e.g., if the child originally gave one cookie to Kyle and then 
decided to change his/her allocation to give three cookies to Kyle, his/her allocation would be 
coded as having shared two cookies).  

Resource allocation justifications. Following children’s resource allocation, the 
experimenter asked children to justify their allocations by asking, “Why did you choose to divide 
the cookies up that way?” 
Procedure 

Recruitment. Principals from elementary schools in one state in the Northeastern and 
one state in the Western United States were contacted for participation.  After principals agreed 
to participation, I visited each participating elementary school and provided an in-person 
overview of the research project to first through fifth grade teachers.  This presentation included 
information about the expected time commitment from parents, teachers, and students.  During 
the presentation, I explained that teachers would receive a monetary incentive for completing 
each behavior-rating survey and provided teachers with teacher consent forms.  Once teachers 
consented to participate, I visited each participating teacher’s classroom, provided an age- and 
developmentally-appropriate overview of the study to children, and provided classroom teachers 
with child assent and parent permission forms to send home to families.  Notably, the child-
participation rates in each classroom were relatively low, averaging 30%.  The implications of 
these low participation rates are discussed further in the Discussion chapter.  

Data collection. Parents were asked to provide demographic information (i.e., age, 
household income, race, and gender) for their participating child, and teachers were asked to 
complete behavior-rating questionnaires for each of the 89 participating students.  Schools and 
teachers were then contacted to arrange times and locations for interviews with the 89 
participating children.  During the interviews, children were presented with the four vignettes 
depicting physical aggression in random order.  Following the vignettes, participating children 
were randomly assigned to a resource allocation condition and participated in the resource 
allocation task.  
 Coding and scoring.  A coding scheme was developed to code participants’ judgments 
about the acceptability of aggression, criterion judgments (i.e., whether the aggressive act would 
be acceptable in a school without rules or when an adult gave permission for the act), and 
justifications (i.e., why the act was alright or not alright).  The coding system was modified from 
a system developed by Astor (1994).  Coders using the system were blind to students’ gender, 
age, household income, and teacher-rated aggressive behavior.  A coding scheme was also 
developed to code participants’ allocation justifications during the experimental resource 
allocation task.  

Aggression judgment and criterion judgment coding.  Aggression judgment and 
criterion judgment codes were designed for responses to the following interview questions in 
each of the four vignette conditions: (a)“Was it alright or not alright for Student A to hit/push 
Student B?” (b) “Would it be alright for Student A to hit/push Student B if a teacher at his/her 
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school said it was okay to hit?” and (c) “Imagine Student A and Student B went to another 
school that had no rules about hitting/pushing. Would it be alright for X to hit/push Y at that 
school?”  Responses were coded into four categories: (a) alright, (b) not alright, (c) both or in-
between, and (d) don’t know or uncodable responses.  
 Aggression justification coding. Aggression justification codes were used for children’s 
justifications about the (un)acceptability of physically aggressive acts.  As participants’ answers 
could focus on several separate components of the vignette, coding of multiple justification 
categories was allowed.  Fifteen initial codes were used to score justifications (see Table 4).  
Twelve of these 15 codes were collapsed into two categories for analyses: moral justifications 
(codes one through six) and non-moral justifications (codes seven through 12). 
 
Table 4 
Aggression Justification Coding Scheme 
 Code description 
 
1. Physical welfare 

 
1.1 Victim’s physical welfare is endangered. The action is wrong 

because of the harm or potential harm to the physical well-being 
to the victim in the story.  
 

1.2 Aggressor and victim’s physical welfare is endangered. 
 
1.3 A third party’s physical welfare is endangered. 
 

2. Psychological 
welfare 

2.1 Victim’s psychological welfare is endangered. The act of 
physical harm is considered wrong because of psychological 
damage, harm, or pain it causes or will cause the victim (e.g., “It 
will hurt his feelings and he’ll feel sad”). 
 

2.2 The psychological welfare of both the aggressor and the victim 
is at risk. The child recognizes the psychological damage 
incurred by both the victim and the aggressor, as opposed to the 
victim alone. 

 
2.3 A third party will risk psychological harm.  
 
2.4 Psychological harm caused by the provocation overrides 

injunction on physical harm. The child justifies the act because 
the psychological harm of the provocation allows for hitting as a 
response. For example, “He can hit him because he really hurt 
his feelings when he called him ugly and stupid”. 
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 Code description 
3. Wrongful intentions 

of the aggressor 
3.1 The aggressor endangered the victim’s welfare without the 

victim provoking the aggressor. The child focuses on the 
wrongful intention of the aggressor or lack of a proper reason for 
the violence depicted in the story (e.g., “He just hit him for no 
reason”). This category can also be used to code responses from 
children who perceives the provocation but views violence as an 
inappropriate response to the provocation. In this case, the child 
still focuses on the wrongful intention and the violator’s actions 
are viewed as not supported by “a reason” or “good enough 
reason.”  
 

3.2 The intentional provocation is perceived as “starting” the 
conflict. For example, “It is okay to hit, because she started it by 
calling her ugly.” 

 
4. Principles of 

equality/ 
reciprocity 

4.1 The child’s justification centers on the principle of equality. 
References of a “right to equality” are made and focused on. 
For example, a child may say, “Everyone at school has the right 
to be safe at school and not be picked on.” 
 

4.2 The justification highlights the reciprocal nature of the act or 
potential reciprocal consequences (e.g., “If she hits her then she 
has to hit her too and that might start a fight,” or “It is okay 
because she is getting even”). The reciprocity mentioned should 
not focus on punishment. This code is also used when children 
justify their responses with references to the Golden Rule.   

 
5. Principles of 

respect  
The child refers to issues of respect in making his/her justification. 
For example, the child may say, “It is not respectful to hurt 
someone.”  
 

6. Principles of 
fairness 

1.1 Unfair treatment. References are made to injustice or unfair 
treatment caused by the perpetrator to the victim (e.g., “It is 
really unfair for him to hit his friend like that”). 
 

1.2 Selective violence. The justification focuses on the selective, 
discriminatory, or unfair nature of the violence. For example, 
the child may say, “It is unfair for him to pick on that boy just 
because he is poor.” 

 
1.3 Violation of fairness caused by the provocation overrides 

injunction on physical harm. The central concerns surround the 
violation of fairness as a factor allowing for a response of 
violence (e.g., “She should hit her because it was not fair for the 
girl to talk to her like that”). 
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 Code description 
7. Social structure 

regulations 
7.1 Preserve functional aspects of the social order. The child 

references the effects of social disorder caused by the violent 
act. The child ignores the intrinsic moral aspects of the 
disruption (e.g., “Schools won’t work if everyone is hitting each 
other. Nothing will get done”). This category can also be used 
to code answers relating to social convention, non-parental 
adult authority, or social consensus (e.g., “You are not supposed 
to hit because it is against the school rules”). 

 
7.2 Features of social structure regulations override injunction on 

physical harm. The response refers to “exceptions” where the 
child justifies violence for social organization reasons. For 
example, the absence of a rule allows for physical response or 
the absence of parents or authority at the scene allows for a 
physical response.  

 
8. Interpersonal 

expectations 
8.1 Friendship relations will be effected. The child refers to negative 

expectations the violent act will have on interpersonal 
relationships. The child does not refer to social function (as in 
7.1) or to psychological welfare (2), but focuses on relationships 
(e.g., “He’ll ruin his relationship with his friend and they won’t 
like each other anymore”).  

 
8.2 Features of special personal relations of victims to aggressors. 

The violent act is described as wrong because friends should 
receive different treatment that non-friends.  

 
8.3 Personal relations override the injunction on physical harm. 

Violence is justified due to special personal relations between 
victim and aggressor (e.g., “It is okay to hit him because they are 
buddies”).  

 
9. Personal 

expectations 
regarding what 
others want you to 
do 
 

The child bases the judgment on personal or social expectations 
rather than just authority, rules, or consensus alone (e.g., “Your 
teacher wouldn’t want you to hit him,” “God doesn’t want you to 
hit,” “Your teacher would be mad if you hit”). 
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 Code description 
10. Self-oriented 

concerns 
 

10.1 The act will result in greater psychological/social/physical 
benefit to the aggressor. The child refers to egocentric concerns 
that influence the acceptability of the act. The act is justified 
because it is likely to be advantageous to the aggressor. 

 
10.2 Individual choice. The act is justified or not justified on the basis 

of personal preference (e.g., “She can hit if she wants to”). 
 

10.3 The act will result in lesser benefit to self. 10.3 is similar to 10.1 
in that the child refers to egocentric concerns in both. However, 
this code is used if the child deems the act is not justifiable 
because it is the perpetrators disadvantage to hit (e.g., “He 
shouldn’t hit, because he’ll just end up losing and not get much 
out of it,” “If you hit then other kids will just hit you back”).  

 
11. The act will result 

in punishment from 
an authority 

The child perceives the act as wrong and justifies the judgment 
based on an adult punishment orientation (e.g., “It is wrong to hit 
because he will get spanked by his mother,” or “It is wrong to hit 
because he will get in trouble by the teacher”).  

12. Pragmatics 12.1 Hitting as a deterrent. The act of hitting is justified because it 
serves as a deterrent for future violent acts from the same 
perpetrator, or hitting is deemed to be unjustified because it is 
an ineffective deterrent.  

 
12.2 Hitting is justified or not justified based on the sense of 

negative consequences. The act is justified if they can “get 
away with it” without getting into trouble.  

 
12.3 Social, psychological pragmatics. Hitting is described as a 

social tool necessary for functioning either on a social or 
psychological sense (e.g., “If he doesn’t hit he don’t get 
respect” or “If she doesn’t hit the other children will start 
bothering her and messing with her”). This code should be 
distinguished from code 12.1 because it refers to social 
structure in general. It should be distinguished from code 10.1 
because the central focus of the answer is not on the self.  

 
12.4 Self-defense. The child refers to physical survival or self-

preservation or the physical survival of his/her family.  
 
12.5 Other prudential concerns about hitting or hitting back. The 

child refers to justifications that are clearly prudential or 
pragmatic but are not described in 12.1 through 12.4, such as 
references to “not making the problem better.” 
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 Code description 
13. Not acceptable for 

any reason 
This code is used is a child states his/her objection to hitting but 
provides no reason or justification for the judgment.  
 

14. Don’t know/not 
sure/no response 

This code is used when the child indicates he/she is unsure of his/her 
reasons for his/her justification or provides no response. 

15. Uncodable 
responses 

This code is used for statements made that were insufficiently 
probed or are insufficiently clear (e.g., “It isn’t nice,” “It’s rude,” or 
“It is mean”). 

 
Resource allocation justification coding.  Resource allocation justification codes were 

used to score participants’ justifications for how they allocated cookies in the experimental 
resource allocation task.  Because participants’ could use multiple justifications, multiple of 
these codes could be used to score a single participant’s response.  Six codes were developed to 
score participant’s resource allocation justifications (see Table 5).   
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Table 5 
Resource Allocation Justification Coding Scheme 
 Code description 
 
1. Fairness and equality 

 

References sharing cookies in a way that is “the most fair,” 
because it is “important to be even” or because they 
wanted both children to have “equal amounts.” 
 

2. Interpersonal concerns References concerns about friendships or interpersonal 
relationships (e.g., “They wouldn’t be friends anymore if 
they had different amounts,” “They would get into an 
argument if they didn’t get the same amount”). 
 

3. Psychological welfare References the psychological welfare of the children (e.g., 
“It would hurt his feelings to not get the same amount,” or 
“It would make them both happy to divide them this 
way”).  
 

4. Students should be treated 
different based on 
differences in household 
income  
 

This code is used when the participant states that it matters 
that the children come from different income backgrounds 
and therefore should be treated differently 

5. Students should be treated 
the same, regardless of 
differences in household 
income  
 

This code is used when the participant states that it does 
not matter that the children come from different income 
backgrounds and should not be treated differently.  
 

6. Physical welfare References to preventing physical harm (e.g., “I’d divide 
them this way so they don’t physically hurt each other”). 
 

 
Interrater Reliability.  Coding reliability was assessed by randomly selecting and 

recoding 25% of the interviews by a second judge who was blind to child participants’ age, 
gender, aggressive behavior ratings, and household income.  The second judged was trained 
during a one-week period to ensure the judge understood the research design and coding 
categories.  Interrater agreement was assessed using Cohen’s kappa.  Interrater agreement of 
rater’s judgment codes was found to be excellent (k = 1.0), and interrater agreement for raters’ 
justification codes was determined to be strong (k  = .71).  
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Results 
The results of this study are presented in three parts.  First, I provide descriptive statistics 

for each of the main study variables.  Next, I present analysis of children’s responses to 
hypothetical vignettes.  Finally, I present results from the exploratory resource allocation task.  
Descriptive Statistics 
 The distributions, means, and standard deviations (as appropriate) are presented in this 
section for each of the main study variables: judgments about the acceptability of physical 
aggression, justifications of those judgments, teacher-rated aggressive behavior, resource 
allocation behavior, and resource allocation justifications.    
 Judgments about the acceptability of physical aggression.  Across all vignette 
conditions, children typically judged physical aggression as unacceptable.  Notably, in the 
unprovoked aggression condition, all children judged aggression as unacceptable, whereas in the 
three vignettes depicting provoked aggression a small proportion of children judged physical 
aggression as acceptable: In the condition depicting aggression provoked by taunting another’s 
appearance/intellect (i.e., calling the aggressor and his/her family ugly and stupid), 85.2% of 
children judged the aggressive response as unacceptable, 10.2% judged the act as acceptable, and 
4.6% indicated that the act was partially acceptable and partially unacceptable.  In the condition 
depicting aggression provoked by unequal resource allocation (i.e., dividing a reward unequally), 
87.6% of children judged the aggressive response as unacceptable, 7.9% judged the act as 
acceptable, and 4.5% judged the act as partially acceptable and partially unacceptable.  Finally, 
in the condition depicting aggression provoked by taunting a child’s household income (i.e., 
calling a child “poor”), 79.6% judged the aggressive response as unacceptable, 12.5% judged the 
act as acceptable, and 8.0% judged the act as partially acceptable and partially unacceptable.  
Table 6 provides the proportion of children judging aggression as acceptable by vignette 
condition, age group, gender, household income, teacher-rated aggressive behavior, and race.    
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Table 6 
Proportion of Children Judging Aggression as Acceptable 
 Age  Gender  Household 

incomea  Teacher-rated aggressive 
behaviorb  Racec 

 Younger 
children 

Older 
children  Male Female  

Middle 
income 

High 
income  

Least 
Aggressive 

Moderately 
Aggressive  White 

Non-
white 

Unprovoked 
aggression 
 0.0% 0.0% 

 

0.0% 0.0% 

 

0.0% 0.0% 

 

0.0% 0.0% 

 

0.0% 0.0% 
Aggression 
provoked by 
taunting 
appearance/ 
intellect 
 

5.1% 13.3% 

 

25.0% 6.7% 

 

17.4% 17.0% 

 

16.3% 20.0% 

 

13.8% 22.7% 

Aggression 
provoked by 
unequal 
resource 
attribution 
 

12.8% 4.4% 

 

20.5% 4.4% 

 

17.4% 9.4% 

 

14.3% 20.0% 

 

8.6% 18.2% 

Aggression 
provoked by 
taunting low 
household 
income 

7.9% 17.4% 

 

29.5% 13.3% 

 

21.7% 2.5% 

 

18.4% 40.0% 

 

15.5% 40.9% 

aThe medium income group is comprised of children with annual household incomes lower than $90,000. The high income group 
is comprised of children with annual household incomes $90,000 or greater.  
bThe least-aggressive group is comprised of a subset of the sample (20% of the overall sample) with the lowest average reactive 
and proactive aggressive behavior scores. The moderately-aggressive group is comprised of a subset of the sample (20% of the 
overall sample) with the highest average reactive and proactive aggressive behavior scores. 

cBecause the majority of the sample identified as White (72.5%), for the purposes of analyses, children were divided into two racial 
categories: White and non-White.   22 
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After making an initial judgment about the acceptability of aggressive acts in each 
vignette condition, children who initially judged the acts as unacceptable were asked to make 
criterion judgments: judge if the act would be acceptable (a) in a school without rules or (b) if an 
adult gave permission.  In the unprovoked aggression condition, 26.7% of the children who 
initially judged aggression unacceptable indicated aggression would be acceptable if it occurred 
in a school without rules, and 21.6% indicated it would be acceptable if given adult permission.  
When aggression was provoked by taunting appearance/intellect, 30% of children who initially 
judged the act unacceptable indicated the act would be acceptable in a school without rules, and 
16.9% judged the act acceptable if given adult permission.  When aggression was provoked by 
an unequal resource allocation, 18.4% of children who initially judged aggression unacceptable 
reported that it would be acceptable in a school without rules, and 31.2% indicated it would be 
acceptable if given teacher permission.  Finally, when aggression was provoked by taunting the 
aggressor’s low household income, 27.4% of children who initially judged aggression as 
unacceptable indicated it would be acceptable if it occurred in a school without rules, and 21.1% 
indicated it would be acceptable if the aggressor was given adult permission.  Children’s 
criterion judgments by vignette condition, age group, gender, household income, teacher-rated 
aggressive behavior, and race are presented in Tables 7 and 8.  
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Table 7 
Proportion of Children Judging Aggression in a School Without Rules as Acceptable 
 

Age  Gender  Household incomea  Teacher-rated aggressive 
behaviorb  Racec 

 Younger 
children 

Older 
children  Male Female  

Medium 
income 

High 
income  

Least 
Aggressive 

Moderately 
Aggressive  White 

Non-
white 

Unprovoked 
aggression 
 

12.8% 2.3%  31.8% 21.4%  37.1% 19.6%  25.5% 30.0%  24.6% 28.6% 

Aggression 
provoked by 
taunting 
appearance/ 
intellect 
 

18.2% 11.4%  25.0% 25.6%  21.3% 22.9%  23.3% 22.2%  28.8% 15.8% 

Aggression 
provoked by 
unequal 
resource 
attribution 
 

25% 9.8%  31.8% 23.8%  33.3% 25.5%  20.5% 40.0%  29.1% 23.8% 

Aggression 
provoked by 
taunting low 
household 
income 

27.3% 11.4%  27.3% 19.5%  32.3% 19.2%  23.3% 10.0%  25.5% 15.0% 

aThe medium income group is comprised of children with annual household incomes lower than $90,000. The high income group 
is comprised of children with annual household incomes $90,000 or greater. 
bThe least-aggressive group is comprised of a subset of the sample (20% of the overall sample) with the lowest average reactive 
and proactive aggressive behavior scores. The moderately-aggressive group is comprised of a subset of the sample (20% of the 
overall sample) with the highest average reactive and proactive aggressive behavior scores. 
cBecause the majority of the sample identified as White (72.5%), for the purposes of analyses, children were divided into two 
racial categories: White and non-White.   
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Table 8 
Proportion of Children Judging Adult-Permitted Aggression as Acceptable 
 

Age  Gender  Household 
incomea  Teacher-rated aggressive 

behaviorb  Racec 

 Younger 
children 

Older 
children  Male Female  

Medium 
income 

High 
income  

Least 
Aggressive 

Moderately 
Aggressive  White 

Non-
white 

Unprovoked 
aggression 
 28.9% 24.4%  11.6% 6.8%  14.3% 5.8%  12.5% 0.0%  8.9% 0.0% 
Aggression 
provoked by 
taunting 
appearance/ 
intellect 
 

29.0% 27.8%  11.9% 17.9%  21.2% 10.4%  20.9% 0.0%  13.7% 9.5% 

Aggression 
provoked by 
unequal 
resource 
attribution 
 

37.5% 23.8%  22.5% 11.6%  22.9% 12.5%  18.6% 10.0%  12.7% 20.0% 

Aggression 
provoked by 
taunting low 
household 
income 

29.4% 22.2%  20.0% 17.1%  26.5% 12.8%  21.4% 0.0%  20.0% 5.6% 

aThe medium income group is comprised of children with annual household incomes lower than $90,000. The high income group is 
comprised of children with annual household incomes $90,000 or greater. 
bThe least-aggressive group is comprised of a subset of the sample (20% of the overall sample) with the lowest average reactive and 
proactive aggressive behavior scores. The moderately-aggressive group is comprised of a subset of the sample (20% of the overall 
sample) with the highest average reactive and proactive aggressive behavior scores. 
cBecause the majority of the sample identified as White (72.5%), for the purposes of analyses, children were divided into two racial 
categories: White and non-White.  
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Justifications for the acceptability of physical aggression.  Tables 9 though 12 
describe the most common justifications provided for each vignette condition, broken down by 
age group.  For the purposes of statistical analyses, justifications were consolidated into two 
categories: moral justifications and non-moral justifications.  Table 13 presents the proportion of 
children who provided moral justifications (either in a response that contained moral 
justifications only or included moral justifications and non-moral justifications) by vignette 
condition, age group, gender, household income, teacher-rated aggressive behavior, and race.  

In response to the vignette depicting unprovoked aggression, 80.5% of children overall 
provided moral-justifications only, 12.6% of children provided both moral and non-moral 
justifications, and 6.9% provided non-moral justifications only.  The most common justification 
provided in this condition focused on the wrongful intentions of the aggressor, and the second 
most common justification focused on the physical welfare of the victim.  

In response to the vignette depicting aggression provoked by taunting the aggressor’s 
appearance/intellect, 67% of children overall provided moral justifications only, 20.5% provided 
both moral and non-moral justifications, and 12.5% provided non-moral justifications only.  The 
most common justifications provided in this condition were those focusing on the physical 
welfare of the victim, psychological welfare of the victim, and wrongful intentions of the 
aggressor.  

In the condition depicting aggression provoked by unequal resource allocation, 70.9% of 
children overall provided moral justifications only, 22.1% provided both moral and non-moral 
justifications, and 7.1% provided non-moral justifications only.  The two most common 
justifications provided in this condition focused on the physical and psychological welfare of the 
victim.  

Finally, in the condition depicting aggression provoked by taunting low household 
income, no children provided moral justifications only, 79.8% provided both moral and non-
moral justifications, and 20.2% provided non-moral justifications only.  The most common 
justifications provided focused on the physical and psychological welfare of the victim.  
 
Table 9 
Most Common Justifications Provided to Unprovoked Aggression Vignette, by Age Group 
Justification 

Younger children Older children 

 
Wrongful intentions 51.3% 69.6% 

Physical welfare 35.9% 24.4% 

Interpersonal concerns 2.6% 13.0% 

Psychological welfare 10.3% 2.2% 

Social-structural regulations 7.7% 4.3% 
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Table 10 
Most Common Justifications Provided to Vignette Depicting Aggression Provoked by Taunting 
Appearance/Intellect, by Age Group 

Justification Younger children Older children 

 
Physical welfare  89.7% 62.2% 

Psychological welfare 23.7% 26.7% 

Wrongful intentions 17.9% 24.4% 

Punishment 20.5% 20.0% 

Social-structural regulations 7.7% 6.8% 

 
Table 11 
Most Common Justifications Provided to Vignette Depicting Aggression Provoked by Unequal 
Resource Allocation, by Age Group 

Justification Younger children Older children 

 
Physical welfare  66.6% 66.6% 

Psychological welfare 28.2% 30.4% 

Punishment 12.8% 15.2% 

Wrongful intentions 7.7% 15.2% 

Fairness 7.7% 6.5% 

Pragmatics 2.6% 10.9% 
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Table 12 
Most Common Justifications Provided to Vignette Depicting Aggression Provoked by Taunting 
Low Household Income, by Age Group 

Justification Younger children Older children 

 
Physical welfare  89.7% 37.0% 
 
Psychological welfare 17.9% 26.7% 

 
Wrongful intentions 25.6% 15.2% 

Punishment 7.7% 21.7% 

Social-structural regulations 2.5% 17.4% 
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Table 13 
Proportion of Children Providing Moral Justifications 
 

Age  Gender  Household incomea  Teacher-rated aggressive 
behaviorb  Racec 

 Younger 
children 

Older 
children  Male Female  

Medium 
income 

High 
income  

Least 
Aggressive 

Moderately 
Aggressive  White 

Non-
white 

Unprovoked 
aggression 
 94.6% 91.3% 

 
88.3% 97.7%  97.1% 90.4%  95.8% 88.9%  89.3% 100.0% 

Aggression 
provoked by 
taunting 
appearance/ 
intellect 
 

92.3% 82.2%  77.2% 97.7%  83.3% 90.4%  93.8% 100.0%  86.0% 86.4% 

Aggression 
provoked by 
unequal 
resource 
attribution 
 

89.7% 95.3%  92.9% 93.2%  94.1% 92.3%  95.7% 90.0%  92.9% 95.2% 

Aggression 
provoked by 
taunting low 
household 
income 

87.2% 73.9%  77.3% 82.2%  83.3% 77.4%  77.6% 80.0%  72.4% 95.5% 

aThe medium income group is comprised of children with annual household incomes lower than $90,000. The high income group is 
comprised of children with annual household incomes $90,000 or greater. 
bThe least-aggressive group is comprised a subset of the sample (20% of the overall sample) with the lowest average reactive and 
proactive aggressive behavior scores. The moderately-aggressive group is comprised a subset of the sample (20% of the overall 
sample) with the highest average reactive and proactive aggressive behavior scores. 
cBecause the majority of the sample identified as White (72.5%), for the purposes of analyses, children were divided into two racial 
categories: White and non-White.   
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Teacher-rated aggressive behavior. Teachers were asked to rate children’s aggressive 
behavior using two scales: one focusing on reactively aggressive behavior and one focusing on 
proactively aggressive behavior.  Overall, most children were rated by their teachers as not 
particularly reactively aggressive (M = 1.31, SD = 0.46, measured on a three-point Likert scale) 
or proactively aggressive (M = 1.06, SD = 0.20, measured on a three-point Likert scale).  It is 
important to note that three research questions in this study focus specifically on comparing the 
behavior, judgments, and justifications of more- and less-aggressive children.  Because few 
highly aggressive children are included in the sample, and because aggression scores are 
relatively low with small standard deviations, my ability to detect differences among highly-
aggressive and unaggressive children is considerably limited.  For this reason, analyses 
conducted tested differences between moderately aggressive and relatively unaggressive 
children.  This limitation is discussed further in the Discussion chapter.  

Reactive and proactive aggression scores were correlated to determine the level of 
association between the two variables.  This analysis revealed the two variables are moderately 
and statistically significantly correlated with each other, but not collinear (r(74) = .51, p < .001).  
This result is consistent with research demonstrating reactive and proactive aggression are two 
related but distinct forms of aggression (e.g., Crick and Dodge, 1996; Poulin & Boivin, 2000).  

Also, two multiple regression models were constructed to determine if some children 
were rated by their teachers as more aggressive than others.  In the first model, reactive 
aggression scores were regressed on gender, age, household income, and race.  This model 
revealed that, on average, boys were rated as more reactively aggressive than their female peers, 
after controlling for age, household income, and race (t = 2.95, p = .004).  In the second model, 
proactive aggression scores were also regressed on gender, age, household income, and race.  
This model revealed no statistically significant associations between teacher-rated proactive 
aggression and any of the demographic variables, after controlling for all other variables.  The 
box plots for both teacher-rated aggression composites by gender are presented in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. Teacher-rated reactive and proactive aggression composite scores, by gender. 
 

Resource allocation behavior.  In the exploratory resource allocation task, children were 
asked to divide three cookies between two fictitious students, one of whom began the task with 
one cookie and one of whom began with two cookies.  In the control condition, no information 
was given about the fictitious students’ household incomes.  In the social inequality condition, 
participants were informed that the fictitious student with one cookie came from a poor 
household without much money.  In both conditions, the number of cookies children allocated to 
the student who began with only one cookie was recorded.   

All children assigned to the control condition shared two of their three cookies with the 
student who began the task with one cookie, such that both fictitious students ended the task with 
three cookies.  In contrast, children assigned to the social inequality condition shared, on 
average, 2.2 cookies (SD = 0.32) with the student who was described as poor and began the task 
with one cookie, such that this poor student ended with 3.2 cookies and the second fictitious 
student ended with 2.8 cookies, on average.   

Resource allocation justifications. After children made their resource allocations, they 
were asked to justify their allocations.  All children in the control condition justified their 
allocations with references to fairness or equality, whereas 81.8% of children in the social 
inequality condition justified their allocations with references to fairness or equality.  Thirty-six 
percent of children in the control condition and 20.5% of children in the social inequality 
condition referenced psychological concerns when justifying their allocations.  A minority of 
children in each condition also referenced physical welfare when justifying their allocations: 
13.6% of children in the control condition and 4.5% of children in the social inequality 
condition.  Unsurprisingly, no children in the control condition justified their responses by 
focusing on the household incomes or income disparities of the fictitious students. However, 
34.8% of children in the social inequality condition justified their allocations by indicating the 
fictitious students should be treated differently based on disparities in household income, and 
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31.8% indicated that students should be treated equally (i.e., given the same number of cookies) 
regardless of income disparities.  Finally, 13.6% of children in the control condition referenced 
interpersonal concerns in their justifications, whereas 4.5% of children in the social inequality 
condition referenced interpersonal concerns.  
Analysis of Children’s Judgments and Justifications of Physical Aggression Vignettes 
  Children’s judgments of the acceptability of physical aggression. A chi-square test of 
independence was performed to examine whether children judged unprovoked aggression 
differently from provoked aggression, and whether children made distinctions between different 
kinds of provocations presented in this study (i.e., aggression provoked by taunting 
appearance/intellect, aggression provoked by unequal resource allocation, and aggression 
provoked by taunting low household income).  The omnibus chi-square test revealed statistically 
significant differences in children’s judgments of the acceptability of physical aggression among 
vignette conditions (c2 (3, N = 89) = 20.12, p < .001), indicating that children did judge acts of 
physical aggression differently depending on the social context of the event.  

Because a significant omnibus chi-square test does not specify where the difference 
occurs or the direction of the difference, six post-hoc pairwise chi-square tests were conducted 
using the Bonferroni correction (µ = .05/6 = .0083).  The pairwise comparison of children’s 
judgments of unprovoked aggression and aggression provoked by taunting appearance/intellect 
was statistically significant, indicating that children judged unprovoked aggression as less 
acceptable than aggression provoked by taunting appearance/intellect (p < .001).  The pairwise 
comparison of unprovoked aggression and aggression provoked by an unequal resource 
allocation was also statistically significant (p = .001), indicating that children also judged 
aggression provoked by unequal resource allocations as more acceptable than unprovoked 
aggression.  Similarly, the pairwise comparison of unprovoked aggression and aggression 
provoked by taunting the aggressor’s low household income was statistically significant (p < 
.001), such that children judged aggression provoked by taunting the aggressor’s low household 
income as more acceptable than unprovoked aggression.  Finally, post-hoc pairwise comparisons 
between each of the provoked aggression conditions were not statistically significant, indicating 
that children’s judgments of the acceptability of physical aggression did not differ between the 
vignettes depicting provocation.  In other words, children held different views of the 
acceptability of provoked aggression and unprovoked aggression, but tended to judge all acts of 
provoked physical aggression as similarly unacceptable.  Table 14 displays summary statistics 
from these pairwise comparisons.  
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Table 14 
Pair-wise Chi-Square Tests for Judgments of Acceptability of Aggressive Acts 
Variables 1 2 3 4 

 
1. Unprovoked 

aggression 
 

—     

2. Aggression 
provoked by 
taunting 
appearance/intellect 
 

c2(1) = 15.20 
p < .001* 

—   

3. Aggression 
provoked by 
unequal resource 
attribution 
 

c2(1) = 11.72 
p = .001* 

c2(1) = 0.42 
p = .518 

—  

4. Aggression 
provoked by 
taunting low 
household income 

c2(1) = 21.27 
p < .001* 

c2(1) = 0.93 
p = .335 

c2(1) = 2.56 
p = .109 

— 

*p < .0083  
 

To further investigate children’s judgments—specifically, to test whether teacher-rated 
aggressive behavior, household income, and other demographic variables were associated with 
children’s judgments of the acceptability of physical aggression—a multiple logistic regression 
model was constructed.  The model was designed to predict the odds of judging aggression as 
acceptable and included vignette condition, gender, age, household income, race, teacher-rated 
reactive aggression, and teacher-rated proactive aggression as explanatory variables.  Also, 
interaction variables were included in the model between vignette conditions and a variable 
representing the average of children’s teacher-rated proactive and reactive aggressive behavior 
scores.  This set of interactions were included to test whether there was a difference in the 
perceived acceptability of physical aggression of different vignettes between moderately-
aggressive and unaggressive children.  Similarly, interaction variables were included between 
vignette conditions and household income to determine if high-income children judged some 
aggressive acts differently than their middle-income peers.  Also, interaction variables (a) 
between age and the average of children’s teacher-rated proactive and reactive aggressive 
behavior scores and (b) between age and household income were included.  Because all children 
judged unprovoked aggression as unacceptable, this vignette condition was omitted from the 
model.  As a result, this logistic regression model tested whether judgments differed among the 
three provoked aggression conditions.  The results from this model are provided in Table 15.  
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Table 15 
Summary of Logistic Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Children’s Judgments of 
Acceptability of Physical Aggression (N=63) 
   Odds Ratio CI 

(95%) 
 

Predictor B Odds Ratio Lower Upper P-value 

      
Vignette conditionsa      
      

1. Aggression provoked by  
unequal resource allocation 0.08 1.08 0.03 43.31 .968 

      
2. Aggression provoked by 
taunting low household income 0.22 1.24 0.04 36.73 .900 

      
Household income 0.91 2.49 0.34 18.06 .367 
      
Reactive aggression composite -0.26 0.77 0.22 2.71 .897 
      
Proactive aggression composite 0.73 2.08 0.26 16.94 .493 
      
Gender 1.20 3.32 1.45 7.63 .005* 
      
Age -0.04 0.96 0.54 1.72 .897 
      
Race 1.05 2.88 1.34 6.21 .007* 
      
Interaction variables      

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 1 (see above) and 
household income 

-0.76 0.47 0.06 3.54 .463 

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 2 (see above) and 
household income 
 

0.23 1.26 0.20 7.99 .806 

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 1 (see above) and 
teacher-rated aggression 
behavior 

-0.07 1.31 0.06 14.52 .964 
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   Odds Ratio CI 
(95%) 

 

Predictor B Odds Ratio Lower Upper P-value 

      
Interaction variables (cont.)      

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 2 (see above) and 
teacher-rated aggressive 
behavior 

0.07 1.07 0.09 12.98 .955 

      
Interaction between age and 
teacher-rated aggressive 
behavior 

1.10 3.01 0.60 15.94 .195 

      
Interaction between age and 
household income -0.67 0.51 0.08 3.20 .473 

      
c2 30.77 
Pseudo R2 .14 
df 14 

aThe unprovoked aggression condition was omitted from the model, as all children indicated 
aggression in the unprovoked situation to be unacceptable. Aggression provoked by taunting 
appearance/intellect was selected as the reference group for theses analyses.   
*p < .05  

 
The model revealed that children were similarly likely to judge each act of provoked 

aggression as unacceptable, after controlling for gender, age, household income, race, and 
teacher-rated proactive and reactive aggression.  The model also indicated that children, 
regardless of their teacher-rated proactive and reactive aggressive behavior, were equally likely 
to judge acts of provoked aggression as unacceptable, after controlling for vignette condition, 
gender, age, household income, and race. The logistic regression model indicated that the 
interaction variables between vignette conditions and teacher-rated aggressive behavior were not 
statistically significant after controlling for all other variables, indicating that there were no 
differences in the judgments of moderately-aggressive and unaggressive children among the 
different provoked aggression conditions.  Similarly, none of the interaction variables included 
between vignette conditions and household income were statistically significant after controlling 
for all other variables, suggesting that there were no differences in the odds of higher-and lower 
income children judging each act of provoked aggression as unacceptable.  Older and younger 
children were also equally likely to judge acts of provoked aggression as unacceptable, after 
controlling for all other variables. The interaction variable between age and teacher-rated 
aggressive behavior was not statistically significant after controlling for all other variables, 
indicating that older and younger children with different behavioral tendencies made similar 
judgments.  Finally, the interaction variable between age and household income was also not 
statistically significant after controlling for all other variables, signifying that older and younger 
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children of different household incomes also made similar judgments of the acceptability of 
provoked aggression.   

However, the model confirmed main effects of gender and race.  The estimated odds of 
judging provoked physical aggression as “all right” among male children were 3.3 times the odds 
of female children judging the act as “all right”, after controlling for vignette condition, age, 
household income, race, and both types of teacher-rated aggressive behavior (z = 2.83 p = .005).  
The estimated odds of non-White children judging provoked aggressive acts as “all right” were 
2.9 times the estimated odds of White children judging the act as “all right,” after controlling for 
vignette condition, gender, age, household income, and teacher-rated aggressive behavior (z = 
2.70, p = .007).  Figures 2 and 3 visually present these findings.   

 

  
Figure 2. Predicted odds of judging provoked aggressive act as acceptable, by gender. 
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Figure 3. Predicted odds of judging provoked aggressive acts as acceptable, by race. 
 

Children’s criterion judgments. Two additional multiple logistic regression models 
were constructed to analyze children’s criterion judgments, or the odds of judging aggressive 
acts as acceptable if (a) the acts occurred in schools without rules, or (b) an adult gave 
permission for the acts.  Both models included vignette conditions, gender, age, household 
income, race, teacher-rated reactive aggression, and teacher-rated proactive aggression as 
explanatory variables.  Also, interaction variables between vignette conditions and a variable 
representing the average of children’s teacher-rated proactive and reactive aggressive behavior 
scores were included in the models.  As in the model above, these interactions were included to 
determine if there was a difference in children’s criterion judgments among different vignette 
conditions between more- and less-aggressive children.  Interaction variables between vignette 
conditions and household income were included to determine if high-income children made 
criterion judgments for different vignette conditions differently than their lower-income peers.  
Also, the interaction variables (a) between age and the average of children’s teacher-rated 
proactive and reactive aggressive behavior scores and (b) between age and household income 
were included in these models.   

Acceptability of physical aggression in a school without rules. The first model 
constructed estimated the odds of judging aggressive acts as acceptable in a school without rules.  
The results from this model are presented in Table 16. 
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Table 16 
Summary of Logistic Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Children’s Judgments of 
Acceptability of Aggression in a School Without Rules (N = 74) 
   Odds Ratio CI 

(95%) 
 

Predictor B Odds Ratio Lower Upper P-value 

      
Vignette conditionsa      
      

1. Aggression provoked by  
taunting appearance/intellect -0.68 0.51 0.02 13.40 .684 

      
2. Aggression provoked by  
unequal resource allocation -1.72 0.18 0.01 4.52 .297 

      
3. Aggression provoked by 
taunting low household income -0.65 0.52 0.02 13.06 .694 

      
Household income -0.51 0.60 0.17 2.13 .431 
      
Reactive aggression composite -1.40 0.25 0.07 0.87 .029* 
      
Proactive aggression composite -1.11 0.33 0.04 2.65 .298 
      
Gender 1.01 2.76 1.58 4.82 <.001* 
      
Age -4.05 0.02 0.00 0.19 .001* 
      
Race 0.10 1.11 0.89 1.38 .363 
      
Interaction variables      
      

Interaction between vignette 
condition 1 (see above) and 
household income 

0.37 1.45 0.31 6.68 .636 

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 2 (see above) and 
household income 

0.29 1.33 0.29 6.11 .713 

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 3 (see above) and 
household income 
 

0.51 1.66 0.36 7.60 .512 
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   Odds Ratio CI 
(95%) 

 

Predictor B Odds Ratio Lower Upper P-value 

      
Interaction variables (cont.)      

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 1 (see above) and 
teacher-rated aggression 
behavior 

0.96 2.62 0.19 36.85 .475 

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 2 (see above) and 
teacher-rated aggressive 
behavior 

1.74 5.68 0.41 78.54 .195 

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 3 (see above) and 
teacher-rated aggressive 
behavior 

0.75 2.79 0.16 28.01 .568 

      
Interaction between age and 
teacher-rated aggressive 
behavior 

3.30 27.06 3.62 202.48 .001* 

      
Interaction between age and 
household income -0.43 0.65 0.21 2.04 .461 

c2 40.00 
Pseudo R2 .11 
df 18 

aThe unprovoked aggression condition was selected as the reference group for these analyses.   
*p < .05  
 

Results indicate that children were equally likely to judge all aggressive acts—regardless 
of the presence or type of provocation—as unacceptable in a school without rules, after 
controlling for gender, age, household income, race, and both types of teacher-rated aggression 
behavior.  The model also indicated that moderately-proactively aggressive children and the least 
proactively aggressive children were equally likely to judge physical aggression that occurred in 
the absence of rules as unacceptable, after controlling for vignette condition, gender, age, 
household income, race, and reactive-aggressive behavior.  White and non-White children were 
also equally likely to judge physical aggression that occurred in the absence of rules as 
unacceptable, after controlling for vignette condition, gender, age, both types of teacher-rated 
aggressive behavior, and household income.  Similarly, interaction variables between vignette 
conditions and teacher-rated aggressive behavior were not statistically significant after 
controlling for all other variables, indicating that there was no difference in the way more- and 
less- aggressive children made judgments about aggression in the absence of rules among the 
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vignette conditions.  Children from moderate-income and high-income households were also 
equally likely to judge aggressive acts that occurred in a school without rules to be unacceptable, 
after controlling for vignette condition, gender, age, both types of teacher-rated aggressive 
behavior, and race.  Interaction variables between vignette condition and household income were 
also statistically insignificant after controlling for all other variables, suggesting there were no 
differences in the odds moderate-income and high-income children judging each aggressive 
vignette as unacceptable, even in a school without rules. Similarly, the interaction variable 
between household income and age was statistically insignificant.  

The model did indicate main effects for gender, age, and reactive aggression.  The 
estimated odds of judging a physically aggressive act as “all right” in the absence of rules among 
male children were 2.76 times the odds of judging the act as “all right” among female children, 
after controlling for vignette condition, age, household income, race, and both types of teacher-
rated aggressive behavior (z = 3.60 p < .001).  The estimated odds of judging a physically 
aggressive act as “all right” in the absence of rules among older children were 98% lower than 
the odds of judging the act as “all right” among younger children, after controlling for vignette 
condition, gender, household income, race, and both types of teacher-rated aggressive behavior 
(z = -3.29 p = .001).  Also, the estimated odds of judging physically aggressive acts as “all right” 
in the absence of rules among moderately reactively aggressive children were lower than those of 
less-reactively aggressive children (z = 2.18, p = .029).  However, the model indicated that the 
average of teacher’s reactive and proactive aggressive behavior scores significantly moderates 
the relationship between age and children’s judgments, such that the odds of moderately-
aggressive, older children judging aggression as acceptable in a school without rules were greater 
than the odds of less-aggressive, older children judging the act as acceptable or their younger 
counterparts judging the act as acceptable (z = 3.21, p = .001).  Figures 4 and 5 visually presents 
these findings.  
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Figure 4. Predicted odds of judging aggressive acts as acceptable in a school without rules, by 
gender. 
 

 
Figure 5. Interaction of teacher-rated aggressive behavior and age group. 
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Acceptability of physical aggression permitted by adults. The second model constructed 
estimated the odds of judging adult-permitted aggressive acts as acceptable.  The results from 
this model are presented in Table 17. 

 
Table 17 
Summary of Logistic Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Children’s Judgments of 
Acceptability of Adult-Permitted Aggression (N = 74) 
   Odds Ratio CI 

(95%) 
 

Predictor B Odds Ratio Lower Upper P-value 

      
Vignette conditionsa      
      

1. Aggression provoked by  
taunting appearance/intellect -0.70 0.49 0.00 895.02 .854 

      
2. Aggression provoked by  
unequal resource allocation -1.23 0.29 0.00 518.54 .747 

      
3. Aggression provoked by 
taunting low household income -1.64 0.19 0.00 319.38 .664 

      
Household income -0.23 0.80 0.11 5.88 .824 
      
Reactive aggression composite -2.62 0.12 0.00 2.04 .123 
      
Proactive aggression composite -1.48 0.23 0.00 12.27 .467 
      
Gender 1.52 1.62 2.29 9.18 <.001* 
      
Age -3.74 0.02 0.00 0.40 .009* 
      
Race -0.29 0.75 0.37 1.49 .410 
      
Interaction variables      
      

Interaction between vignette 
condition 1 (see above) and 
household income 

-0.50 0.60 0.06 5.93 .665 

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 2 (see above) and 
household income 

-0.37 0.69 0.07 6.77 .749 
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   Odds Ratio CI 
(95%) 

 

Predictor B Odds Ratio Lower Upper P-value 

      
Interaction variables (cont.)      

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 3 (see above) and 
household income 

-0.13 0.87 0.09 8.36 .907 

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 1 (see above) and 
teacher-rated aggression 
behavior 

2.48 41.48 0.01 10986.8 .477 

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 2 (see above) and 
teacher-rated aggressive 
behavior 

2.77 15.88 0.02 14583.8 .427 

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 3 (see above) and 
teacher-rated aggressive 
behavior 

3.34 28.31 0.03 24244.4 .332 

      
Interaction between age and 
teacher-rated aggressive 
behavior 

2.22 9.20 0.03 24244.4 .066 

      
Interaction between age and 
household income 0.40 1.49 0.00 11711.7 .619 

  
c2 51.98 
Pseudo R2 .17 
df 17 

aThe unprovoked aggression condition was selected as the reference group for these analyses.   
*p < .05  
 

Results indicate that children were equally likely to reason that all acts of adult-permitted 
aggression were unacceptable, after controlling for gender, age, household income, race, and 
both types of teacher-rated aggression behavior.  The logistic regression model revealed that, 
moderately-aggressive and unaggressive children were also equally likely to judge adult-
permitted physical aggression as unacceptable, after controlling for all other variables.  
Similarly, White and non-White children were equally likely to judge adult-permitted physical 
aggression as unacceptable, after controlling for vignette condition, gender, age, household 
income, and race.  In addition, the interaction variables included between vignette conditions and 
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teacher-rated aggressive behavior were not statistically significant after controlling for all other 
variables, indicating that there was no difference in the way moderately-aggressive and 
unaggressive children made judgments about adult-permitted aggression among the vignette 
conditions.  Children from households of moderate-income and high-incomes were also equally 
likely to reason that adult-permitted aggressive behavior was unacceptable, after controlling for 
vignette condition, gender, age, race, and both types of teacher-rated aggressive behavior.  The 
interaction variables between household income and vignette conditions were also not 
statistically insignificant after controlling for all other variables, suggesting there were no 
differences in the odds of moderate-income and high-income children judging different adult-
permitted aggressive acts as unacceptable.  The interaction variable between age and teacher-
rated aggressive behavior was also insignificant, suggesting that there were no differences in 
moderately-aggressive and unaggressive children’s judgments among different age groups.  
Finally, the interaction between age and household income was insignificant, indicating that 
there were no differences in more-and less-aggressive children’s judgments among different 
income groups.  

However, the model demonstrated main effects of gender and age.  The estimated odds of 
judging adult-permitted physically aggressive acts as “all right” among male children were 1.6 
times the odds of judging the acts as “all right” among female children, after controlling for 
vignette condition, age, household income, race, and teacher-rated aggressive behavior (z = 4.30, 
p < .001).  The estimated odds of older children judging adult-permitted physically aggressive 
acts as “all right” in the absence of rules were 98% lower than the estimated odds younger 
children judging the act as all right, after controlling for vignette condition, gender, household 
income, race, and teacher-rated aggressive behavior (z = -2.61, p = .009).  Figures 6 and 7 
visually present these findings.  

 

 
Figure 6. Predicted odds of judging adult-permitted aggressive acts as acceptable, by gender. 
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Figure 7. Predicted odds of judging adult-permitted aggressive acts as acceptable, by age. 
 

Children’s justifications. After providing a judgment (i.e., determination that the act 
was “all right” or “not all right”) children were asked to justify their responses.  A multiple 
logistic regression model was constructed to estimate the odds of providing moral justifications, 
with vignette condition, gender, age, household income, race, and teacher-rated aggressive 
behavior included as explanatory variables.  As in the other models constructed, interaction 
variables between vignette conditions and a variable representing the average of children’s 
teacher-rated proactive and reactive aggressive behavior scores were included to test whether 
there were differences in justifications between moderately-aggressive children and unaggressive 
children in response to different vignettes.  The interaction variables between household income 
and vignette conditions were also included to test whether moderate-income and high-income 
children’s justifications differed among the vignette conditions.  Finally, the interaction variables 
between age and teacher-rated aggressive behavior, and age and household income were 
included in the model.  The results of this model are presented in Table 18. 
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Table 18 
Summary of Logistic Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Odds of Providing Moral 
Justifications (N = 83) 
   Odds Ratio CI 

(95%) 
 

Predictor B Odds Ratio Lower Upper P-value 

      
Vignette conditionsa      
      

1. Aggression provoked by  
taunting appearance/intellect -2.51 0.08 0.00 14.15 .340 

      
2. Aggression provoked by  
unequal resource allocation -0.21 0.81 0.00 232.18 .942 

      
3. Aggression provoked by 
taunting low household income -2.33 0.10 0.00 11.03 .334 

      
Household income -0.57 0.56 0.04 7.19 .659 
      
Reactive aggression composite -0.72 0.49 0.08 3.09 .444 
      
Proactive aggression composite 1.49 4.44 0.15 131.27 .388 
      
Gender -1.07 0.34 0.15 0.77 .010* 
      
Age -1.63 0.20 0.00 6.34 .358 
      
Race -1.16 0.31 0.11 0.87 .026* 
      
Interaction variables      
      

Interaction between vignette 
condition 1 (see above) and 
household income 

2.10 8.14 0.57 115.75 .122 

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 2 (see above) and 
household income 

1.46 4.31 0.21 87.41 .341 

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 3 (see above) and 
household income 

0.73 2.09 0.16 27.56 .577 
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   Odds Ratio CI 
(95%) 

 

Predictor B Odds Ratio Lower Upper P-value 

      
Interaction variables (cont.)      

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 1 (see above) and 
teacher-rated aggression 
behavior 

0.36 1.43 0.02 89.96 .866 

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 2 (see above) and 
teacher-rated aggressive 
behavior 

-0.51 0.60 0.00 54.32 .824 

      
Interaction between vignette 
condition 3 (see above) and 
teacher-rated aggressive 
behavior 

0.42 1.53 0.04 61.74 .822 

      
Interaction between age and 
teacher-rated aggressive 
behavior 

1.21 3.35 0.18 61.97 .416 

      
Interaction between age and 
household income -0.51 0.60 0.11 3.17 .550 

  
c2 33.27 
Pseudo R2 .14 
df 17 

aThe unprovoked aggression condition was selected as the reference group for these analyses. 
*p < .05  
 

The model revealed that children were equally likely to provide moral justifications in 
response to each vignette, after controlling for gender, age, race, household income, and both 
types of teacher-rated aggressive behavior.  This finding suggests that children deemed physical 
aggression as acceptable or unacceptable for moral reasons equally often, regardless of the 
presence of provocation and type of provocation depicted.  Also, regardless of their teacher-rated 
aggressive behavior, moderately-aggressive and unaggressive children were equally likely to 
provide moral justifications for their judgments, after controlling for vignette condition, gender, 
age, race, and household income.  The interaction variables included between vignette conditions 
and teacher-rated aggressive behavior were also not statistically significant after controlling for 
all other variables, indicating that there were no differences in the likelihood of moderately-
aggressive and unaggressive children providing moral justifications among the different vignette 
conditions.  Children from moderate-income and high-income households were also equally 
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likely to use moral justifications, after controlling for all other variables.  The interaction 
variables between household income and vignette conditions were also not statistically 
significant after controlling for all other variables, suggesting there were no differences in 
moderate-income and high-income children’s likelihood of providing moral justifications among 
the different vignette conditions.  Children of different age groups were also equally likely to 
provide moral justifications for their judgments, controlling for all other variables.  Finally, the 
interaction variables between (a) age and teacher-rated aggressive behavior and (b) age and 
household income were insignificant, meaning more- and less-aggressive children of different 
ages, and more- and less-aggressive children of different household incomes did not vary in their 
use of moral justifications, after controlling for all other variables.   

The model did indicate main effects of gender and race.  The estimated odds of providing 
moral justifications among male children were 66% lower than the estimated odds of providing 
moral justifications among female children, after controlling for vignette condition, age, race, 
household income, and teacher-rated aggressive behavior (z = -2.58, p = .010).  The estimated 
odds of White children judging providing moral justifications were 69% lower than the estimated 
odds of non-White children providing moral justifications, after controlling for vignette 
condition, gender, age, household income, and teacher-rated aggressive behavior (z = -2.22, p = 
.026).  Figures 8 and 9 visually presents these findings.  

 

 
Figure 8. Predicted odds of providing a moral justification, by gender. 
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Figure 9. Predicted odds of providing a moral justification, by race. 
 
Analysis of Children’s Resource Allocation Behavior and Justifications 

During the exploratory portion of this study, children were asked to make resource 
allocations and justify those allocations.  The resource allocation task was designed to determine 
if (a) moderately-aggressive children, compared to their unaggressive peers, and medium-income 
children, compared to their high-income class peers allocate resources differently, (b) 
moderately-aggressive children, compared to their unaggressive peers, and medium-income 
children, compared to their high-income peers, justify their resource allocations differently, and 
(c) children’s social behavior was associated with their justifications.  

To begin answering these questions, a multiple regression model was constructed to 
determine if the number of cookies shared differed based on the condition children were assigned 
to (i.e., the control condition or social inequality condition) and was associated with children’s 
resource allocation justifications.  Gender, age, household income, and teacher-rated proactive 
and reactive aggression were included in the model as explanatory variables.  In addition, three 
interaction variables were included in the model: one to test the interaction between the condition 
and household income, a second to test interaction between condition and teacher-rated 
aggressive behavior, and a third to test the interaction between teacher-rated aggressive behavior 
and household income.  As above, the aggression variable used in the interactions was a 
composite of teacher-rated reactive and proactive-aggression scores.  Table 19 provides the 
results of this model.  
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Table 19 
Summary of Multiple Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Children’s Resource 
Allocations (N = 71) 
   CI (95%)  

Predictor B SE Lower Upper P-value 

      
Condition -0.19 0.08 -0.35 -0.04 .014* 
      
Justifications      
      

Fairness and equality -0.19 0.03 -0.26 -0.12 <.001* 
      
Psychological welfare -0.02 0.02 -0.06 0.02 .308 
      
Physical welfare -0.12 0.03 -0.19 -0.06 <.001* 
      
Students should be treated 
different based on differences 
in household income  

0.25 0.03 0.19 0.31 <.001* 

      
Students should be treated the 
same, regardless of differences 
in household income  

-0.19 0.03 -0.24 -0.13 <.001* 

      
Interpersonal concerns 0.03 0.02 -0.01 0.07 .160 

      
Household income -0.24 0.09 -0.42 -0.06 .010* 
      
Reactive aggression composite -0.08 0.04 -0.16 0.01 .077 
      
Proactive aggression composite -0.08 0.05 -0.19 0.03 .145 
      
Gender -0.04 0.02 -0.08 -0.01 .014* 
      
Age 0.40 0.02 0.00 0.08 .031* 
      
Race 0.00 0.02 -0.04 0.04 .900 
      
Interaction variables      
      

Interaction between condition 
and household income 0.04 0.04 -0.03 0.12 .239 
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   Odds Ratio CI 
(95%) 

 

Predictor B Odds Ratio Lower Upper P-value 

      
Interaction variables (cont.)      

      
Interaction between condition 
and teacher-rated aggressive 
behavior 

0.22 0.06 0.09 0.34 .001* 

      
Interaction between teacher-
rated aggressive behavior and 
household income 

0.23 0.07 0.09 0.38 .002* 

  
F 28.15 
R2 .61 
df 16 

*p < .05  
 

The results indicate a main effect of condition, such that children who were assigned to 
the social inequality condition gave 0.19 fewer cookies than their peers in the control condition, 
after controlling for all other variables (t = -2.48, p = .014).  However, the condition to which 
children were assigned significantly interacted with teacher-rated aggressive behavior, such that 
moderately-aggressive children in the social inequality condition shared more cookies than their 
unaggressive peers in the control condition and their unaggressive peers, regardless of condition 
to which they were assigned (t = 3.50, p = .001).  Figure 10 visually presents these findings.  
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Figure 10. Interaction of teacher-rated aggressive behavior and resource allocation condition. 

 
Similarly, the model demonstrated a main effect of household income, indicating that 

children from high-income families shared, on average, 0.24 fewer cookies than their peers from 
moderate-income families, after controlling for all other variables (t = -2.61, p = .010).  
However, household income also interacted with teacher-rated aggressive behavior, such that 
moderately aggressive children from moderate-income families shared more than both 
moderately-aggressive children from high-income families and their unaggressive peers, 
regardless of their household incomes (t = 3.12, p = .002).  Figure 11 visually presents these 
findings.  
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Figure 11. Interaction of teacher-rated aggressive behavior and household income. 
 

The model also revealed main effects for age and gender: Older children, controlling for 
all other variables, shared on average 0.40 more cookies than their younger counterparts (t = 
2.17, p = .031).  Male children shared on average 0.04 fewer cookies than their female peers, 
controlling for all other variables (t = -2.48, p = .014).  

Finally, children’s justifications were statistically significantly associated with their 
resource allocations, after controlling for all other variables.  Children who justified their 
responses by referencing issues of fairness or equality shared, on average, 0.19 fewer cookies 
than their peers, after controlling for all other variables (t = -5.42, p < .001).  Children who 
included references to physical welfare in their justifications shared, on average, 0.12 fewer 
cookies than their peers, after controlling for all other variables (t = -3.66, p < .001).  Children 
who emphasized that the hypothetical students should be treated differently based on disparities 
in household income shared, on average, 0.25 more cookies with their peers after controlling for 
all other variables (t = 8.69, p < .001), whereas children who indicated that the fictitious students 
should be treated similarly regardless of income disparities shared, on average, 0.19 fewer 
cookies than their peers, after controlling for all other variables (t = 6.56, p < .001).  Figure 12 
visually presents these findings.  
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Figure 12. Predicted number of cookies shared, by allocation justifications. 
 

Overall, these results indicate that the salience of social inequality among the students, 
teacher-rated aggressive behavior, household income, gender, age, and children’s resource 
allocation justifications, are all significantly associated with children’s allocation behavior.  
 Three additional logistic regression models were constructed to determine if some 
children (e.g., older children, females, children from high-income families) were more likely 
than others (i.e., their younger, male, moderate-income counterparts) to use particular 
justifications for their resource allocation decisions.  For the purposes of these analyses, moral 
resource allocation justifications were collapsed into one category (i.e., justifications that focused 
on fairness, physical welfare, or psychological welfare), and the two justification categories that 
focused on the household income of the character were collapsed into one category.  
Interpersonal justifications remained a single category.  Tables 20 through 22 present the results 
of these models.  
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Table 20 
Summary of Logistic Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Odds of Providing Moral 
Justification for Resource Allocation (N = 79) 
   Odds Ratio CI 

(95%) 
 

Predictor B Odds Ratio Lower Upper P-value 

      
Household income 0.89 2.43 0.87 6.81 .089 

      
Reactive aggression composite -0.65 0.52 0.16 1.72 .285 
      
Proactive aggression composite -0.51 0.60 0.05 7.53 .694 

      
Gender 0.47 1.59 0.57 4.42 .371 

      
Age 0.03 1.03 0.38 2.81 .957 

      
Race 1.23 3.41 1.28 9.11 .014* 
  
c2 16.36 
Pseudo R2 .11 
df 6 

*p < .05  
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Table 21 
Summary of Logistic Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Odds of Providing 
Justification Referencing Income Disparities for Resource Allocation (N = 79) 
   Odds Ratio CI 

(95%) 
 

Predictor B Odds Ratio Lower Upper P-value 

      
Household income 0.86 2.36 1.35 4.12 .003* 

      
Reactive aggression composite -0.43 0.65 0.32 1.30 .222 
      
Proactive aggression composite -0.04 0.96 0.22 4.12 .957 

      
Gender -0.06 0.94 0.56 1.59 .826 

      
Age 0.84 2.32 1.37 3.93 .002* 

      
Race -0.11 0.89 0.51 1.57 .696 
  
c2 23.38 
Pseudo R2 .06 
df 6 

*p < .05  
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Table 22 
Summary of Logistic Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Odds of Providing 
Interpersonal Justification for Resource Allocation (N = 79) 
   Odds Ratio CI 

(95%) 
 

Predictor B Odds Ratio Lower Upper P-value 

      
Household income -0.41 0.66 0.39 1.14 .136 

      
Reactive aggression compositea 0.03 1.03 0.46 2.32 .859 

      
Gender -0.06 0.94 0.55 1.61 .832 

      
Age 0.05 1.05 0.62 1.77 .859 

      
Race 0.33 1.40 0.76 2.60 .283 
  
c2 2.95 
Pseudo R2 .01 
df 5 

aProactive aggression composite was omitted from this model, as it perfectly predicted the 
outcome variable. 
*p < .05  
 
 The results indicate that household income, teacher-rated aggressive behavior, gender, 
and age were not associated with differences in the odds of providing a moral justification in the 
resource allocation task.  However, White and non-White children differed in their likelihood of 
providing moral justifications: The estimated odds of non-White children providing moral 
justifications were 3.41times the estimated odds of White children providing moral justifications, 
after controlling for all other variables (z = 2.45, p = .014).  Figure 13 visually presents this 
finding.   
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Figure 13. Predicted odds of providing moral justification for allocation, by race. 
  

The model constructed to predict the odds of referencing income disparities in children’s 
justifications revealed that, after controlling for all other variables, teacher-rated aggressive 
behavior, gender, and race were not associated with differences in the odds of providing a 
justification that referenced income disparities.  However, the odds of children from high-income 
households providing justifications referencing income disparities were 2.36 times the odds of 
children from moderate-income households referencing income disparities, after controlling for 
all other variables (z = 3.01, p = .003).  Also, the odds of older children justifying their 
allocations with references to income disparities were 2.32 the odds of younger children using 
this type of justification, after controlling for all other variables (z = 3.13, p = .002).  Figure 14 
visually represent these findings.  
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Figure 14. Predicted odds of providing justification referencing income disparities, by household 
income and age group. 
 
 Finally, the model constructed to predict the odds of providing interpersonal justifications 
revealed that household income, teacher-rated aggression, gender, age, and race were all not 
statistically significantly associated with the likelihood of referencing interpersonal concerns 
when justifying allocations.  
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Discussion 
Children’s Judgments of Physical Aggression  
 Three main hypothesis were posed about children’s judgments of the acceptability of 
physical aggression: (a) that aggressive children would judge more often than their less-
aggressive peers that it is acceptable to harm another person in situations that involve any kind of 
provocation; (b) that children from low-income households, more than their high-income peers, 
would judge physical aggression in the context of social inequality to be acceptable, and (c)  that 
both younger and older children would judge unprovoked aggression to be unacceptable, but that 
age would interact with teacher-rated aggressive behavior, such that older children who were 
aggressive would be more sensitive to situational context than older children who are not 
particularly aggressive and their younger counterparts.  I also expected age to interact with 
children’s household income, such that older children who come from low-income homes would 
be more sensitive to situational context than their wealthy peers and younger counterparts.   
 The results from the vignette portion of the study indicate that, overall, children 
differentiated between conditions that involved provocation and those that did not.  For example, 
children judged aggression in response to provocations about appearance/intellect as acceptable 
more often than unprovoked aggression: a finding that replicates the findings of Astor (1994).  
Similarly, children judged aggression in response to social inequality (i.e., unequal resource 
allocation or taunting a peer for being poor) to be more acceptable than unprovoked aggression.  
However, children did not judge aggression in response to social inequality differently than 
aggression in response to taunting appearance/intellect.  In other words, children appeared to be 
sensitive to the presence of provocation, but insensitive to the particular type of provocation 
presented.  Although children made distinctions between provoked and unprovoked aggression, 
they did not distinguish between provocation that involved salient themes of social inequality 
and those that did not.  
 Analysis of individual differences revealed that moderately aggressive and unaggressive 
children did not differ in their judgments of the provoked aggression conditions: Regardless of 
their own tendencies toward aggression, all children judged provoked aggression as similarly 
unacceptable.  Contrary to expectations, children from the high-income and medium-income 
groups also judged aggressive behavior similarly across all provoked aggression conditions: 
Children from medium-income households were not more sensitive to aggression provoked by 
social inequality than their high-income peers.  Older and younger children also judged 
aggressive behavior similarly across all condition.  The hypothesized interactions were also all 
disconfirmed, such that age did not moderate the relationship between household income and 
judgments or teacher-rated aggressive behavior and judgments.  

Analyses did, however, reveal unexpected differences in children’s judgments on the 
basis of gender and race.  Male children, compared to their female peers, were more likely to 
judge acts of provoked aggression as acceptable, and non-White children, compared to their 
White peers were more likely to judge acts of provoked aggression as acceptable.  Unexpected 
findings in the areas of gender and race were found in multiple analyses, and the possible reasons 
for these significant findings are discussed.  
Children’s Criterion Judgments 
 Given some previous evidence that aggressive youth classify harmful events differently 
from their non-aggressive peers (e.g., Tisak, Tisak, Goldstein, 2006), I hypothesized that 
aggressive children would be more likely than their peers to judge that adult-permitted 
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aggression was acceptable and more likely to endorse the acceptability of aggression that 
occurred in a school without rules.   

Analyses of children’s criterion judgments revealed that children judged all acts of 
aggression occurring in schools without rules similarly, no matter the presence or type of 
provocation depicted in the vignette.  Inconsistent with my hypothesis, children of different 
proactive aggressive tendencies judged the acceptability of aggression occurring in schools 
without rules similarly.  Partially consistent with expectations, a significant interaction between 
teacher-rated aggressive behavior and age was found, such that older children who were rated as 
moderately aggressive by their teachers were the most likely to judge aggressive acts in schools 
without rules as acceptable, compared to their younger peers and their same-age, unaggressive 
peers.  Unexpected differences were found between male and female students, such that males 
rated aggression occurring in schools without rules as acceptable more often than their female 
counterparts.   

Similarly, analyses of children’s judgments about adult-permitted aggression revealed 
that children tended to judge all acts of adult-permitted aggression similarly, regardless of the 
presence or type of provocation depicted in the vignette.  Contrary to expectations, children of 
different aggressive behavior tendencies tended to judge adult-permitted aggression similarly.  
Individual differences were found, however, between children of different genders and ages.  
Once again, male children were more likely than their female peers to judge adult-permitted 
aggression as acceptable.  Younger children, compared to their older peers, were also more likely 
to judge adult-permitted aggression as acceptable, suggesting a developmental difference in 
children’s evaluations of the influence of authority dictates.   
Children’s Justifications of Physical Aggression  

One main hypothesis was made about children’s justifications: Based on findings that 
aggressive and non-aggressive children both attend to moral aspects of transgressions (e.g., 
Astor, 1994), I hypothesized that all children would be equally likely to use moral justifications 
when explaining their judgments. 

Analysis of children’s justifications indicated that, overall, children were highly likely to 
use moral justifications, and that children were equally likely to use moral justifications in 
response to each vignette condition.  In other words, children attended to the moral features of 
each story.  In accordance with my hypothesis, analyses of individual differences among children 
revealed that children with different behavioral tendencies were all equally likely to use moral 
justification in their responses.   

Once again, unexpected differences in justifications were found between children of 
different genders and races.  Female children, were more likely to use moral justifications than 
their male counterparts.  Also, non-White children were more likely to use moral justifications 
than their White counterparts.    
Children’s Resource Allocation Behavior and Justifications 
 Several hypotheses were made for the exploratory portion of this study.  I hypothesized 
that (a) drawing children’s attention to social inequality would impact their social behavior, 
prompting children to allocate more resources to hypothetical characters described as poor, (b) 
more-aggressive children would be more sensitive to social inequality, and would distribute 
more resources to hypothetical poor children than their less aggressive peers, (c) children from 
lower-income households would also distribute more resources to hypothetical poor children 
than their higher income peers, and (d) all children—regardless of their teacher-rated aggressive 
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behavior or family income—would be equally likely to explain their allocations using moral 
justifications.  
 Consistent with expectations, children assigned to the social inequality condition shared 
more cookies than their peers in the control condition, indicating that drawing children’s 
attention to issues of income inequality was associated with differences in their resource 
allocation behavior.  This finding is notably consistent with other research results (e.g., 
Hunsman, 1984; Sigelman & Waitzman, 1991) indicating children tend to allocate more 
resources when characters are described as poor.  However, the effect of the resource allocation 
condition was moderated by teacher-rated aggressive behavior, such that moderately-aggressive 
children assigned to the social inequality condition gave more cookies than any other group of 
children.  Also, teacher-rated aggressive behavior interacted with household income, such that 
moderately-aggressive children from medium-income households shared more cookies than their 
unaggressive peers and moderately-aggressive, high-income peers.  On their face, these results 
are surprising: children who were rated as the most aggressive were the children most likely to 
share with their peers, especially if they were also medium-income and/or assigned to the social-
inequality condition.  However, these results are less surprising given Astor’s (1994) findings 
that aggressive children can be quite sensitive to contextual variations in the social environment.  
These findings, like Astor’s, suggest that aggressive children may be more sensitive to context 
than their less-aggressive counterparts, and unlike other research in this vein, suggests that 
aggressive children can also behave in remarkably prosocial ways.   
 In addition, findings from the resource allocation task indicate that children’s allocation 
justifications were significantly associated with their allocation behavior.  Children who focused 
on issues of fairness shared fewer cookies than their peers who did not cite issues of fairness in 
their justifications.  Children who focused on issues of physical welfare also shared fewer 
cookies than their peers who did not cite physical welfare in their justifications.  Unsurprisingly, 
children who indicated that differences in household income should not be considered when 
making allocations shared fewer cookies than their peers who did not use this justification, and 
children who explicitly stated that differences in household incomes should be considered gave 
more than their peers not citing this justification.  These results provide evidence that children’s 
reasoning about social events is associated with their social behavior.  
 Finally, analysis of children’s resource allocation justifications indicated that some 
children were more likely than others to provide particular justifications.  Non-White children 
were more likely than their White counterparts to provide moral justifications for their resource 
allocations.  Also, children from high-income households and older children were more likely 
than their medium-income or younger peers to reference justifications involving income 
disparities.  These results indicate a relationship between children’s social experiences and their 
moral cognition.  
Drawing Conclusions about Individual Differences  
 The bulk of these findings suggest that moderately-aggressive and unaggressive children 
evaluate acts of physical aggression surprisingly similarly: After all, the most- and least- 
aggressive children in the sample made similar judgments of the acceptability of physical 
aggression, made similar criterion judgments in each of the physical aggression vignette 
conditions, provided similar justifications for their judgments of physical aggression, and 
provided similar justifications for their resource allocation behavior.  These findings add to a 
growing body of literature suggesting that aggressive children are as attuned to moral issues as 
their peers, and do not suffer from moral “deficits” or demonstrate “lower-level” moral 
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reasoning.  We can say with increasing confidence that differences in children’s aggressive 
behavior cannot be attributed to differences in moral orientations.  

The results of this study also provide useful information about how children respond to 
and think about issues of social-inequality.  Results from the vignette-portion of the study 
indicate that children judge acts of aggression provoked by social-inequality similarly to other 
types of provoked aggression, suggesting that children may not be more sensitive to issues of 
social inequality than other types of harm or injustice.  Further, children exposed to social 
inequality (i.e., children from lower income homes) were not more sensitive than their high-
income peers to provocation involving social inequality.  Differences between medium-income 
and high-income children were found, however, in the resource allocation task.  Children from 
high-income backgrounds were more likely to justify their allocations by referencing income 
disparities (either indicating that one should not take family income into consideration, or 
indicating that household income should be an explicit consideration).  In looking at the number 
of cookies allocated during the task, drawing attention to issues of social inequality increased 
sharing behavior in all children, although this was particularly true for medium-income children 
and moderately-aggressive children (i.e., moderately-aggressive children who are also medium-
income, or moderately-aggressive children assigned to the social inequality condition).  Thus, 
although growing up in a medium-income household was not associated with differences in 
children’s judgments about aggression, it was associated with differences children’s prosocial 
behavior.  
 However, it is important to note that any conclusions I am able to draw about individual 
differences in children’s judgments and behaviors are hampered by the homogenous composition 
of the sample.  As noted in the Methods chapter, children in the sample came from mostly high-
income families and were rated, on average, as relatively unaggressive by their teachers.  As a 
result, the sample consisted of mostly wealthy, unaggressive children.  Therefore, the findings 
that family income and teacher-rated aggressive behavior were not associated with children’s 
judgments and justifications regarding the hypothetical situations can only be generalized to 
other high-income, relatively unaggressive populations.  It may be that highly aggressive 
children do, in fact, make different judgments about the acceptability of aggression and justify 
these judgments differently than their less-aggressive peers; however, because few highly-
aggressive children were included in the sample, I am only able to make comparisons between 
unaggressive and moderately-aggressive children.  Similarly, it may be that children from very 
low-income families make different judgments than their high-income peers, but the composition 
of the sample limited comparisons to children from high-income homes and medium-income 
homes.   Finally, it could be that although middle-class children differ in their resource 
allocations from high-income children (as found in this study), children from extremely low-
income families may not differ in their resource allocations from high-income families (i.e., that 
the relationship between household income and cookie allocations may be “U” shaped).  Because 
few very low-income children were included in this sample, this remains a question for further 
empirical research.  
Understanding the Effect of Gender and Race 

The findings from this study revealed—unexpectedly—that gender was significantly 
associated with differences in judgments and justifications about physical aggression and their 
resource allocations.  It should be noted that researchers have investigated the role that gender 
may play in moral decision-making and reasoning for almost 50 years, and this study modestly 
adds to a long-running dialogue on this topic.  In the 1980s, Gilligan (1982) argued that men and 
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women approach morality from fundamentally different orientations: According to Gilligan, men 
tend to focus on an “ethic of justice” whereas women tend to focus an “ethic of care.”  Gilligan’s 
findings, however, have been called into question as researchers have found little evidence to 
support the claim that men and women differ qualitatively in their moral orientations.  A meta-
analysis of 113 studies conducted by Jaffee and Hyde (2000) concluded that only small 
differences could be found between men and women, such that females favor the care orientation 
(d = -.28) and males favor a justice orientation (d = .19).  Jaffee and Shibley Hyde conclude that 
“these findings do not offer strong support for the claim that the care orientation is used 
predominantly by women and that the justice orientation is used predominately by men” (p. 703).  
Also, a meta-analysis conducted by Thoma (1986) investigated gender differences in responses 
to Kohlbergian measures of moral reasoning, and found that females scored significantly higher 
than males, although the effect size of these differences was small such that “gender differences 
[were] a very minor contributor to the variance” in moral reasoning (p. 175).  Studies in the 
social-domain tradition have either (a) not systematically investigated differences in moral 
reasoning between the genders (e.g., Anshel, 2001; Blair, 1997; Nucci & Herman, 1982), or (b) 
when investigated infrequently found meaningful differences between the genders (e.g., Arsenio, 
Adams, & Gold, 2009; Astor, 1994; Tisak & Janikwoski, 1997).  My review of the literature 
yielded only a handful of studies in the social-domain tradition that found significant effects of 
gender.  Malti, Gasser, and Buchmann (2009), found that when asked to judge moral 
transgressions involving not sharing and stealing, girls were more likely to justify their 
judgments with moral reasons than boys.  Several other studies investigating children’s 
judgments of exclusion (i.e., relational aggression) have found gender differences during tasks 
that specifically involve gender-based exclusion (e.g., Killen, Lee-Kim, McGlothlin, Stangor, & 
Helwig, 2002).  Main effects of gender are otherwise relatively rare.   

Similarly, studies investigating differences in moral reasoning between children of 
different racial/ethnic backgrounds are uncommon.  There does exist a robust literature on 
racial/ethnic differences in the prevalence of aggression, although the results of this literature are 
mixed (Margie, 2007).   A handful of studies have investigated how children of different 
racial/ethnic backgrounds make judgments when the race/ethnicity of the vignette characters are 
varied.  For example, Margie, Killen, Sinno & McGlothlin (2005) found that children from 
ethnic minority backgrounds judged aggression perpetrated by White children as less acceptable 
than aggression perpetrated by African-American aggressors.  Studies in this vein also suggest 
that the children’s racial/ethnic environment is associated with differences in decision making, 
such that White children attending heterogeneous schools show less bias in their judgments 
about Black or African American aggressors than their counterparts attending homogenous 
schools (McGlothlin & Killen, 2006).  Yet another set of studies has examined how children 
reason about racial/ethnic exclusion and have found that—at least in straightforward situations—
children consider such exclusion wrong on moral grounds (Killen, Margie, & Sinno, 2006).  
However, racial/ethnic differences in children’s reasoning about aggression are largely 
unexplored.  In my review of the literature, most studies have either not investigated the effect of 
race explicitly (e.g., Anshel, 2001; Blair, 1997; Malti, Gasser, & Buchmann, 2009) or did not 
find significant effects of race (e.g., Arsenio, Adams, & Gold, 2009; Astor, 1994; Nucci & 
Herman, 1982; Tisak & Janikwoski, 1997).  

Why then, might individual differences in gender and race be apparent in this study?  
First, this study is unique in the statistical methods use to investigate children’s moral cognition.  
Unlike many other studies that use chi-square or ANOVA analyses, in this study I use logistic 
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regression models that allow me to include and control for demographic and other student 
variables.  Chi-square or ANOVA analyses, on the other hand, are more susceptible to the effects 
of lurking or confounding variables and more vulnerable to Simpson’s paradox, a paradox that 
occurs when a relationship appears among groups of data, but changes when the groups are 
aggregated.  For example, it may be that chi-square analyses indicate a non-significant 
relationship between gender and judgments, when the relationship is actually confounded by 
children’s age.  If we used a regression model in this case instead, we would be able to control 
for children’s age while investigating the relationship between gender and judgments, reducing 
the possibility that age could act as a lurking variable.  

A second interpretation for these unexpected findings may lie in a closer examination of 
the context in which children make decisions.  Research in the social-domain tradition has 
emphasized the need to take into account contextual variables that influence decision-making, 
and several researchers have suggested that gender and race should be paid special attention, as 
they are social constructs that are inextricably linked to power systems.  As Turiel (1997) 
explains, “The existence of social hierarchy, in which individuals hold different positions of 
power, status, and influence, creates varying social interactional contexts…” (p. 98).  Put 
differently, children of different genders and ethnicities make decisions from different positions 
in these power systems.  Therefore, the contexts in which children make decisions may be 
different, even if the situations they encounter—on their face—appear identical.  For example, 
issues of power and status may differentially impact how a Black male student, compared to his 
White female peer, evaluates physical aggression: because the two children occupy different 
positions in the social hierarchy, their perceptions, assumptions, and expected consequences of 
physical aggression may be quite different.  Therefore, the differences found in this study 
between students of different genders and races may not represent fundamental differences 
between male and female children, or White and non-White children, but differences in their 
social contexts.   
Limitations 
 The results of this study are limited by several unavoidable methodological issues.  As 
discussed at length above, this study is limited by the homogeneity of the sample, and therefore 
the external validity of this study is limited.  As such, the results from this study can only be 
generalized to other predominately unaggressive, predominately high-income children.  

Further, child participation rates in each classroom were low—averaging 30% across 
classrooms.  Low participation rates call into question the representativeness of the sample.  It 
may be that children who assented to participate and parents who provided permission for their 
children to participate are fundamentally different from children and parents who did not agree to 
participate.  This remains an unanswered question, and as such, caution should be exercised in 
interpreting and generalizing these findings.  

Also, the design of this study was correlational, meaning my findings do not provide 
causal explanations or allow for causal inference.  For example, although I found that household 
income is associated with resource allocations, I am unable to conclude whether (a) being 
exposed to social inequality causes an individual to share resources differently, or (b) increased 
resource-sharing in some way causes an individual to earn less money.    

The study also contained an experiment that examined children’s prosocial behavior, 
supplementing data collected in the vignette portion of the study.  This experiment was 
comprised of an artificial task that asked children to allocate cookies among two hypothetical 
children.  As with many social-behavioral experiments, the results of this experiment may be 
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influenced by participants’ knowledge of my expectations.  As a result, caution should also be 
exercised when interpreting the results of this task.  In other words, we know how children 
behaved in this task without having complete insight into why they behaved the way they did. 
Directions for Future Research 
 The results of this study highlight many areas of potentially fruitful future research.  First, 
this study was limited to exploring physical aggression, but many other, less-visible, harder-to-
detect forms of aggression exist in children’s lives.  Exploring children’s moral cognition about 
relational or covert aggression, such as teasing, intimidating, or defaming peers are potential 
avenues for future research.  

This study also strategically focused on investigating aggressive children’s moral 
cognition.  We know, however, that many factors influence aggressive behavior, including other 
cognitive processes (i.e., social information processing) and affective processes.  Researchers 
have begun to create and test conceptual models that integrate these processes (see Arsenio & 
Lemerise, 2001), but much work remains to be done to understand how affective and cognitive 
processes operate together, influence each other, or even represent distinct constructs.  As Turiel 
(2006) puts it, “Emotions are subject to reflection and critical evaluation.  Emotional experiences 
can inform the development of thought, and, reciprocally, thinking can inform the development 
and maintenance of emotion” (p. 11), but we still know relatively little about the mechanisms 
through which emotional experiences may influence moral cognition and vice versa.   
 Future researchers would be wise to continue investigating possible individual 
differences in aggressive and non-aggressive children’s moral reasoning.  Future studies should 
strive to include highly-aggressive children in their samples to better understand how these 
children, compared to their peers, reason about moral transgressions.  
 Finally, this study specifically investigated how the context of social inequality impacts 
children’s decision-making.  Future studies could maintain this line of inquiry by including very 
low-income children in samples to investigate individual differences in children’s sensitivity to 
the context of social inequality among children of very different socio-economic backgrounds.  
Also, many aspects of children’s larger social context remain unexplored that may be relevant to 
moral cognition.  For example, experiencing community violence, racism, or other kinds of 
victimization may impact children’s moral cognition in ways yet unexplored.  Understanding 
how and if school contexts (e.g., the racial/ethnic composition of schools, socio-economic 
makeups of schools) are associated with different patterns of moral cognition may be another 
fruitful avenue of research.  Further, this study indicated that gender and race are important 
variables to investigate and understand.  It would be useful for future research projects to 
examine how gender and race comprise and influence the context in which children make 
decisions.      
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Appendix A. Child Interview Protocol 
	
Introduction 
 
In this interview I will be asking you questions about some situations that might happen between 
children. I will read you some stories and ask some questions about them. There are no right or 
wrong answers.  I am just interested in how you think about each situation. 
 
Your answers will be tape recorded, but the recording will be deleted as soon as we write down 
all of your answers. This will happen as soon as we can after we’re done with the interview. This 
whole interview will be kept confidential. Confidential means that no one else will hear your 
answers or know your name except me and one other person working on my project with me.  
 
It is helpful for me if you answer all questions, but you can stop at any point.  
 
Now I will read some stories and ask you some questions.  Again, there are no right or wrong 
answers. I am interested in what you think. You can read the story with me while I read, and you 
can look at the pictures that go along with each story.  
 
Vignettes 
 
[Names of characters were matched to the gender of the participant. Participants were provided 
with a copy of each story and a three-frame illustration depicting the action described in each 
story. See Appendix B for story illustration. The order of the vignettes was varied 
systematically.] 
 
Story 1:  Jason and Carl were playing on the schoolyard after lunch. Suddenly, for no reason, 
Carl hit Jason in the head. Jason looked upset and walked away. 
 

1. Was it alright or not alright for Carl to hit Jason? Why or why not?  
 

2. Would it be alright for Carl to hit Jason if a teacher at their school said it was okay to hit?  
Why or why not?  

 
3. Imagine Carl and Jason went to another school that had no rules about hitting. Would it 

be alright for Carl to hit Jason at that school? Why or why not? 
 
Story 2:  Shira and Natasha were playing on the schoolyard. After a few minutes, they started 
arguing and yelling at each other.  Shira started to walk away, when Natasha said, 
“Awww…you’re ugly and stupid and everybody in your family is ugly and stupid too.” Shira 
turned around and hit Natasha. They started fighting and Natasha got hurt. 
 

4. Was it alright or not alright for Shira to hit Natasha? Why or why not?  
 

5. Would it be alright for Shira to hit Natasha if a teacher at their school said it was okay to 
hit?  Why or why not?  
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6. Imagine Shira and Natasha went to another school that had no rules about hitting. Would 

it be alright for Shira to hit Natasha at that school? Why or why not? 
 
Story 3: Susan and Natalie were working on a math problem together in their classroom.  Their 
teacher noticed that they were focused and working hard, and put art supplies in the middle of 
their desks as a reward.  Susan divided up the art supplies, giving three new markers to herself 
and one marker to Natalie.  Susan said, “I get three markers and you get one!” Natalie got upset, 
stood up, and pushed Susan off her chair.  Susan got hurt and cried. 
 

1. Was it alright or not alright for Natalie to push Susan? Why or why not?  
 

2. Would it be alright for Natalie to push Susan if a teacher at their school said it was okay 
to push?  Why or why not?  

 
3. Imagine Natalie and Susan went to another school that had no rules about pushing. 

Would it be alright for Natalie to push Susan at that school? Why or why not? 
 
Story 4: Billy's classroom was given iPads to use at home to practice math and spelling.  One 
day, when Billy was walking home, his iPad fell out of his backpack and broke.  Billy's family 
couldn't afford to buy him a new iPad to replace it, and the school didn't have any extras.  The 
next day, Billy told his teacher what happened. Thomas, another student in the class, overheard 
Billy and at recess said, "Billy, you're so poor you should be used to not having nice things!" 
Billy got angry and pushed Thomas to the ground. Thomas scraped his hands and knees. 
 

1. Was it alright or not alright for Billy to push Thomas? Why or why not?  
 

2. Would it be alright for Billy to push Thomas if a teacher at their school said it was okay 
to push?  Why or why not?  

 
3. Imagine Billy and Thomas went to another school that had no rules about pushing. 

Would it be alright for Billy to push Thomas at that school? Why or why not? 
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Resource Allocation Task 
 
[After students finish the interview, they will be randomly assigned to one of two resource 
allocation tasks and asked to allocate resources as indicated below. Students will be presented 
with pictures of two students matched to the participant’s gender and race. Each pair of pictures 
presented were matched in attractiveness by adult raters. See Appendix C for photographs 
presented to participants.] 
 
Task 1:  This is Sam (Samantha) and this is Kyle (Kelsey).  Sam and Kyle go to the same school 
and are in the same class.  One day, a classmate brings in cookies to give out.  The classmate 
gives Sam two cookies and Kyle one cookie. 
 
Memory/comprehension check: Can you repeat back what we know about these two children?  
 
Resource allocation task: You have three more cookies that you can give out.  How would you 
divide the 3 bookies between them?  
 
Follow-up question: Why did you choose to divide the cookies up that way?  
 
Task 2: This is Sam (Samantha) and this is Kyle (Kelsey).  Sam and Kyle go to the same school 
and are in the same class.  Sam lives in a big house, and his family has a lot of money.  Kyle 
lives in a small house, and his family does not have much money.  One day, a classmate brings in 
cookies to give out.  The classmate gives Sam two cookies and Kyle one cookie.   
 
Memory/comprehension check: Can you repeat back what we know about these two children?  
 
Resource allocation task: You have three more cookies that you can give out.  How would you 
divide the three bookies between them?  
 
Follow-up question: Why did you choose to divide the cookies up that way?  
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Appendix B. Vignette Illustrations 
	
Illustrations for story depicting unprovoked aggression: 
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Illustrations for story depicting aggression provoked by taunting appearance/intellect: 
 

	 	



	
78 

Illustrations for story depicting aggression provoked by unequal resource allocation: 
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Illustrations for story depicting aggression provoked by taunting low household income: 
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Appendix C. Resource Allocation Photographs 
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Appendix D. Teacher-Rated Aggressive Behavior Survey 
	
Please mark an “X” in the column that best describes the child named below, based on your 
observations and interactions with him or her since the beginning of the school year.   
 
When you have completed the form, please place it in the envelope provided, along with all other 
forms completed for children in your classroom. Thank you!  
 
You will receive $5 for filling out this form. 
 
Child’s Name: ___________________________ 
 

This child…. Not True Sometimes 
True Often True 

When this child has been teased or threatened, 
he/she gets angry and strikes back. 
 

   

This child always claims that other children are 
to blame in a fight and feels that they started 
the whole trouble. 
 

   

When a peer accidentally hurts this child (such 
as by bumping into him/her), this child assumes 
that the peer meant to do it, and then overreacts 
with anger or fighting. 
 

   

This child gets other children to gang up on a 
peer that he does not like. 
 

   

This child uses physical force (or threatens to 
use force) in order to dominate other children. 
 

   

This child threatens or bullies others in order to 
get his/her way. 
 

   

	
	
	
	
 
 




