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Abstract

Across two pre-registered studies with children (3- to 12-year-olds; N = 356) and adults (N =
262) from the United States, we find robust expectations for empathic biases. Participants
predicted that people would feel better about ingroup fortunes than outgroup fortunes and worse
about ingroup misfortunes than outgroup misfortunes. Expectations of empathic bias were
stronger when there was animosity and weaker when there was fondness between groups. The
largest developmental differences emerged in participants’ expectations about how others feel
about outgroup misfortunes, particularly when there was intergroup animosity. Whereas young
children (3- to 5-year-olds) generally expected people to feel empathy for the outgroup
(regardless of the relationship between the groups), older children (9- to 12-year-olds) and adults
expected Schadenfreude (feeling good when an outgroup experiences a misfortune) when the
groups disliked one another. Overall, expectations of empathic biases emerge early but may be
weaker when there are positive intergroup relationships.

Public Significance Statement
This set of studies demonstrates that expectations of empathy are biased even early in
development. From preschool through adulthood, participants expect people to feel more
empathy for ingroup members than outgroup members. Therefore, expectations that people will
feel more empathy for their own group may be part of a suite of early emerging intergroup biases
and expectations. Interestingly, the largest developmental differences were seen for expectations
of outgroup Schadenfreude: Expectations that people would feel good about an outgroup

member’s misfortune only emerged in older children (9- to 12-year-olds) and adults, and only
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when there was acrimony between the groups, suggesting empathic biases may be driven more
by early expectations of positive feelings for the ingroup rather than negative feelings for the
outgroup.
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Child development, empathy, intergroup biases, Schadenfreude
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Expectations of Intergroup Empathy Bias Emerge by Early Childhood

Empathy can motivate prosocial behavior (see Batson, 2009, for a review). But people do
not experience equal empathy towards all social partners, which can lead to egregious
consequences (Bloom, 2016; 2017; Prinz, 2011). Notably, for familiar and novel groups, humans
display intergroup empathic biases — they feel more empathy for members of their group than
for outsiders (Cikara & Fiske, 2013; Cikara et al., 2011b; Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2012). Further, in
some cases empathy for the outgroup is not only reduced, but it is even reversed (i.e., feeling bad
about an outgroup member’s fortune (Gliickschmerz) or good about an outgroup member’s
misfortunes (Schadenfreude); for reviews, see Cikara & Fiske, 2013; Smith et al., 2009). Lack of
empathy can lead to mistreatment: Adults who feel more pleasure upon their rival group’s loss
report more willingness to aggress against members of the rival group (e.g., Cikara et al., 2011a).
Therefore, it is critical to understand the mechanisms behind lowered empathy for the outgroup.

Research on intergroup empathic biases has focused on first-party experiences of greater
empathy for the ingroup. For instance, adults explicitly report feeling better about ingroup than
outgroup fortunes, and worse about ingroup than outgroup misfortunes (e.g., Cikara et al., 2014),
and they even exhibit more positive affect (e.g., smiling) when an envied target experiences a
misfortune than when a liked target experiences the same misfortune (Cikara & Fiske, 2012).
One possible reason why people may experience and report reduced empathy for the outgroup is
because of their own envy and jealousy. Indeed, because people (i) experience their relationships
and group memberships as connected and overlapping with the self (e.g., Aron & McLaughlin-
Volpe, 2001), and (ii) engage in zero-sum thinking (e.g., Meegan, 2010), they may experience

jealousy at an outgroup member’s fortune because it indicates a cost to their ingroup (and
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perhaps the self), and experience pleasure at an outgroup member’s misfortune because it signals
a benefit to their ingroup (and possibly the self).

Do people anticipate empathic gaps in intergroup contexts even when personal stakes are
removed? That is, when the world is divided into social groups, do people generally hold third-
party expectations that others will feel more empathy for their own group than for other groups?
If so, these expectations of intergroup empathic biases may exist along with a myriad of other
early emerging intergroup biases and expectations (see Dunham, 2018, for a review). For
instance, past developmental research shows that 3- to 10-year-olds predict harmful behaviors
will be directed toward novel outgroup members more than novel ingroup members (Rhodes,
2012). Such third-party studies allow researchers to investigate whether people have abstract
expectations about how social categorization broadly impacts social expectations (apart from any
personal stakes or preferences). More specifically, third-party methods can provide insight as to
whether humans hold naive expectations that others will experience more empathy for ingroups

, even when the people making these inferences are not at all
involved in the interaction (and therefore experience no personal costs or benefits, reducing the
roles of envy and jealousy). To investigate this question, we ran two pre-registered studies using
third-party vignettes to examine whether people expect empathy to be biased across novel group
lines. In addition, we explored the developmental origins of expectations of empathic biases in 3-
to 12-year-old children, and the role of intergroup relationships on these expectations. That is,
we tested whether children and adults think that intergroup empathic biases are greater in cases
of intergroup animosity and reduced in cases of intergroup fondness.

Our primary question of interest concerns understanding the mechanisms underlying

intergroup empathic biases through studies of third-party expectations. Although a growing body
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of work demonstrates that individuals experience more empathy for their group (e.g., Cikara et
al., 2014), further research is needed in order to determine the extent to which these empathic
biases are due to personal experiences of emotions like jealousy. Research with both children
and adults has shown that personal jealousy can impact people’s judgments. For example, adults
find it more difficult to empathize with envied outgroups (for a review, see Fiske, 2010), and
children’s own jealousy impacts their expectations of other peoples’ jealousy (e.g., 10-to 11-
year-old children who viewed “sports” as a central part of their identity were more likely to
predict that a third-party character who lost a sport would be jealous of the winner; Bers &
Rodin, 1984). Therefore, it is essential for researchers to compare first-party and third-party tasks
in order to reveal potential similarities and differences between actual human behavior (first-
party) versus conceptions about how humans are expected to behave (third-party judgments).
For example, in the domain of fairness, children preferentially create equal outcomes: 6-
to 8-year-olds allocate resources equally between two third-party individuals and even discard
resources to maintain equality (Shaw & Olson, 2012). However, when 6- to 8-year-olds can
acquire resources themselves, they are willing to take an extra resource in order to be at an
advantage (Shaw et al., 2014). Furthermore, in research directly comparing first-party behavior
and third-party expectations, Smith et al. (2013) found that although 3- to 8-year-olds generally
endorse equal sharing in a third-party resource allocation task, only 7- to 8-year-olds actually
divide resources equally in a first-party task. Similarly, whereas children develop an aversion to
being at a disadvantage in a resource allocation task relatively universally and early in life, cross-
cultural studies reveal that aversion to being at an advantage is not universal (see Blake et al.,
2015). Taken together, research on fairness suggests that although young humans treat fairness

as normative in third-party tasks, such norms do not always extend to instances in which they are
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directly involved. Therefore, although people experience more empathy for the ingroup, third-
party methods can elucidate whether people — when they are not clouded by jealousy or personal
involvement — generally expect others to also experience more empathy for the ingroup, or
instead expect empathy to extend to all people.

If people do hold third-party expectations of intergroup empathic biases, then that would
coincide with past research suggesting that a constellation of biases arise due to social
categorization (see Dunham, 2018). Indeed, having an “intuitive sociology”, which includes
expectations about other people’s behaviors, interactions, and emotions (see Rhodes, 2013;
Shutts & Kalish, 2021 ), may be leveraged in order to facilitate
social coordination and cooperation. In this case, people may have specific expectations about
intergroup relationships and therefore use group membership to make disparate predictions of
empathy. Although research to date has not investigated whether people anticipate empathic
biases in third-party contexts, prior work demonstrates that social group membership can impact
reasoning about social behaviors and social interactions. Indeed, humans engage in categorical
person perception, using group membership to infer people’s likely traits and behaviors (see
Macrae & Bodenhausen, 2001). Even by the preschool years, people expect others to engage in
actions that are conventional to their group (see Liberman et al., 2018; Schmidt et al., 2012).
Therefore, it is possible that expectations of empathic biases belong to a larger system of
intergroup biases and expectations that arise even in third-party contexts stripped of personal
cost or benefit.

In addition to investigating third-party expectations, we take a developmental perspective
by testing inferences about intergroup empathy bias in 3- to 12-year-old children as well as

adults. Assessing the developmental trajectory of empathic biases can provide insight into the
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origins and plasticity of intergroup cognition. Indeed, it is possible that when confronted with
novel, third-party scenarios, young humans initially expect others to have empathy for everyone.
That is, young children may expect everyone to feel good about others’ fortunes and bad about
others’ misfortunes, and only with more life experience (and perhaps through their own
experiences of having more empathy for their ingroup), expectations shift toward expecting
biased empathy. In line with this possibility, infants and young children may show (and expect
others to show) empathy for all people. 14-month-olds willingly help strangers (Warneken &
Tomasello, 2006; 2009), and 3- to 5-year-olds treat empathy as normative, and negatively judge
people who are indifferent to others’ suffering or who act in counter-empathic ways (e.g.,
laughing at an injured character; Paulus et al., 2020). But, with age, children’s expectations may
become more differentiated based on relationship. For example, whereas 5- to 6-year-olds judge
people who fail to help a friend or a stranger as equally mean, 8- to 9-year-olds think it is worse
to fail to help a friend (Marshall et al., 2020).

On the other hand, even young children may expect group affiliations to guide empathy.
Indeed, a growing body of research suggests that infants and children expect group membership
to impact people’s actions, interactions, and evaluations (see Dunham, 2018; Kinzler & Spelke,
2007; Liberman et al., 2017; Rhodes, 2013; Spelke, 2023). For example, 4- to 10-year-olds think
that it is more permissible to harm outgroup compared to ingroup members (e.g., Rhodes &
Chalik, 2013), and 4-year-olds use patterns of helping and harming to determine likely group
membership (Switzer et al., 2020). Seeds of these expectations arise by infancy: 10-month-olds
expect an agent to express happiness when their “friend” reaches their goal, but not when an
unaffiliated character does the same (Smith-Flores et al., 2023b). Most related to the current

research, 4- to 7-year-olds predict that people will feel more empathy for their friends than for
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their enemies (Smith-Flores et al., 2023a) and 9- to 14-month-olds like actors who harm a
disliked character (Hamlin et al., 2013), which could indicate early development of outgroup
Schadenfreude. Therefore, we are interested in whether young children show broad expectations
for empathy (even across group lines), or whether they already expect empathy to be biased.

Finally, we also tackle the open question of whether expectations for intergroup empathic
biases vary based on the relationship between the groups in question. For adults, first-party
experiences of outgroup empathy vary depending on context. That is, people feel less empathy
for their outgroup when groups are competing and when their outgroup is perceived as
threatening (for a review, see Chang et al., 2016). Perceptions of competition and threat impact
experiences of empathic biases, regardless of whether the groups in question hold real-world
rivalries (e.g., sports teams: Cikara et al., 2011a) or novel relationships (e.g., based on
assignment during the task: Cikara et al., 2014). Here, we ask whether the relationship between
novel social groups similarly alters expectations about intergroup empathy. We predicted that
people would expect empathy to be more biased towards one’s ingroup when there was
animosity between the groups, and less biased in favor of one’s ingroup when the groups were
fond of one another. If so, then this could suggest that in order to predict patterns of empathy,
people are focusing on the role of relationships for understanding the functions of groups (e.g.,
whether two groups are in a cooperative coalition) rather than on mere categorization alone.
Present Research

We present two pre-registered studies investigating expectations of intergroup empathic
bias. In Study 1, we probed the ontogeny of expectations of intergroup empathic biases by
testing children’s and adult’s inferences in a third-party task. We were interested in whether

children (i) initially expect others to experience empathy regardless of group membership but
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later develop expectations that people will feel more empathy for the ingroup, or (ii) anticipate
that people will be biased to feel more empathy for their own group, even early in life. In Study
2, we manipulated the relationship between the groups in order to test whether intergroup
relationships impact expectations about intergroup empathic biases. In particular, we examined
whether intergroup empathy biases were reduced when the groups shared a fond relationship and
exacerbated when the groups shared an antagonistic relationship.
Study 1
Method

Power Analysis

We conducted a power analysis using the R package “simr” (Green & Macleod, 2016; R
Core Team, 2018) with data collected from an adult pilot study (N = 193; all data, R code,
materials, and preregistrations from the present studies are uploaded to Open Science Framework
(see Tompkins et al., 2023). Based on the analysis, N = 18 would achieve 100% power (95% CI.:
[99.26, 100.00]) to replicate the primary effect of interest (an interaction between Group (ingroup
vs. outgroup) and Valence (fortune vs. misfortune)). To explore the additional effect of how
intuitions regarding whether the groups like or dislike each other impacts expectations of
empathy, we decided to test 110 children and 110 adults (which would provide 88% power (95%
CI: [84.82, 90.72]) to test for the interaction between Group, Valence, and Liking; see Tompkins
et al., 2023, “Power Analysis” for full details). Due to the large age range of children and to
ensure that we would have enough power to investigate developmental trends, we also decided
that we would try to test a relatively equal number of children in each of three age groups: 4- to
5-year-olds, 6- to 7-year-olds, and 8- to 10-year-olds (at least n = 30 per age group). We selected

this age range based on past research which used similar methods to investigate the development
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of children’s expectations about social relationships (e.g., Liberman & Shaw, 2020; Rhodes &
Chalik, 2013). We pre-registered analyses using age bins (in cases in which there was an
interaction with age as a continuous variable) in order to test for developmental patterns.
Breaking a sample into age bins to investigate developmental trends is relatively standard
practice within developmental psychology (see Marshall et al., 2022; Noyes et al., 2023; Roberts
et al., 2021).

Participants

Adults. 102 adults (M = 41.66 years, SD = 11.99 years; range = 25-70 years; 40 men, 62
women) were tested online via Prolific (www.prolific.co) in March 2022 and compensated $0.70.
We tested an additional eight adults, who were excluded from analysis due to explicitly stating
that they did not pay full attention to the study, and/or failing attention check questions (for pre-
registrations and data, see Tompkins et al., 2023). All exclusions were based on our pre-
registered plan.

Children. 114 children (M = 6.94 years, SD = 1.71 years; range = 4.11-10.93 years; 28
boys, 43 girls, 43 not-reported) were tested at a local zoo (n = 95), lab (n = 1), or science
museum (n = 23) between March 2022 and May 2022. They received a sticker for participating.
Five additional children were tested but excluded due to failing to understand the scale, parental
or peer interference, and/or parental report of atypical development (for full details, see
Tompkins et al., 2023). All exclusions were based on our pre-registered plan and IRB protocol.
We did not collect information on participants’ race or ethnicity. However, the demographics of
the child sample likely mirror those of the children tested in Study 2 (at the same locations).

Study procedures were approved by the University of California, Santa Barbara Institutional
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Review Board (Protocol Nos. 1-22-0089 & 9-21-0756), including a waiver of consent for child
participants.
Procedure
Scale

The study’s four dependent variables were answered using a six-point “Feelings-
Response” scale ranging from “Very Bad” (0) to “Very Good” (5). Modified Likert scales, like
the one used in the present studies, are regularly included in developmental research to assess
valenced answers in younger populations (e.g., Liberman & Shaw, 2020). Before hearing the
study vignette, children were trained on the scale by hearing two practice scenarios unrelated to
our primary dependent variables of interest. An experimenter showed children a dichotomous
“Good/Bad” scale with a green and a red circle. They were told that they could point to green if
something was good, and red if something was bad. Then, based on which circle they initially
chose, they would see another set of circles that varied in size, allowing them to provide a
continuous rating of goodness or badness. First, children were asked, “Is it good or bad for
someone to share with her friends?” If a child answered “Good,” then they were able to select
whether it was “A Little Good,” “Good,” or “Very Good.” If a child answered “Bad” initially,
they were corrected by the experimenter and were able to try again. One child initially said
“Bad” and referenced COVID in her rationale for not sharing, but then responded “Good” when
asked a second time. One additional participant continued to answer ‘“Bad” even after a second
prompting and was therefore excluded from the study. Participants were also asked, “Is it good
or bad for someone to hit someone else in her class?” All children responded that it was bad (and
following the initial indication of bad, they were able to select whether it was “A Little Bad,”

“Bad,” or “Very Bad”). Therefore, all included child participants understood the scale.
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Adults also answered by first using the dichotomous “Good/Bad” scale, and then by using
the respective follow-up scale to indicate the degree of goodness or badness. In the interest of
study conciseness, adult participants did not complete scale training.

Experiment

Participants were presented with a vignette about two groups. For child participants, a
trained researcher flipped through a vignette booklet featuring pictures and read the script out
loud. Adult participants independently viewed the vignette pictures and read the script. The
vignette featured two novel groups, the Blues and the Yellows, who lived in the same town.
Participants heard that everyone in the town received a lollipop except for one Blue (“Barth”)
and one Yellow (““Yud”), and there was only one lollipop left. The town mayor (who did not
belong to either group) spun a wheel to determine who would get the last lollipop. Then,
participants saw the actual outcome: Either the Blue “Barth” or the Yellow “Yud” received the
last lollipop (for full script, see Tompkins et al., 2023). We operationalized getting the last
lollipop as a fortune, and not getting the last lollipop as a misfortune.

Following the outcome, participants indicated how a different member of each group
(“Belen” for the Blue group, and “Yanni” for the Yellow group) felt about the outcome.
Specifically, there were four dependent within-participants variables: ingroup-fortune, outgroup-
fortune, ingroup-misfortune, and outgroup-misfortune. For example, if Barth from the Blue
group won the last lollipop, participants were asked how Belen felt about Barth winning
(ingroup-fortune), how Belen felt about Yud losing (outgroup-misfortune), how Yanni felt about
Barth winning (outgroup-fortune), and how Yanni felt about Yud losing (ingroup-misfortune).
Participants provided answers to these four dependent variables by first using the dichotomous

Good/Bad scale, and then by using the respective follow-up scale to indicate the degree of
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goodness or badness. Therefore, participants could respond that any character’s feelings ranged
from “Very Bad” (0) to “Very Good” (5). Following these four questions, participants were
asked whether they thought the groups liked each other, which could be answered as either “yes”
or “no.” Across participants we counterbalanced which group won the lollipop (Blue or Yellow),
and which character’s feelings we asked about first (Belen or Yanni).
Results

Our primary research question regarded whether children and adults expected characters
to experience less empathy for outgroup members compared to ingroup members. If so, they
should have expected someone to feel better when an ingroup member (compared to an outgroup
member) experienced a fortune, and worse when an ingroup member (compared to an outgroup
member) experienced a misfortune. To ask whether this was indeed the case, we ran separate
linear regression models for children and adults with Feelings-Response (0 = “Very Bad” to 5 =
“Very Good”) as the outcome variable, and Group (ingroup v. outgroup), Valence (fortune v.
misfortune), and their interaction as predictors. If participants expected intergroup empathic
biases, then there should be a significant interaction between Group and Valence, due to
expectations about feelings for fortunes and misfortunes varying based on the identity of the
person experiencing the event. For children, we also included Age (continuous in years, e.g.,
4.58) and its interaction with Group and Valence to determine whether expectations about
empathic biases become stronger with development.

After investigating our main prediction, we then asked whether expectations for
intergroup empathic biases were stronger among participants who expected animosity between
the groups. In some prior research testing first-party experiences (e.g., Cikara et al., 2011a),

participants who experienced intergroup empathy bias were ardent fans of polarized sports teams
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such as the Boston Red Sox and the New York Yankees. Assumed animosity may therefore
enhance the expectation of intergroup empathic biases (compared to situations in which groups
are fonder and more cooperative). Therefore, in a second set of models we also included
participants’ response to the Liking question (whether participants said “yes” or “no” when
asked if the groups liked each other). If people who expected animosity (dislike) between the
groups showed stronger expectations of empathic biases, then we would see an interaction
between Group, Valence, and Liking.

Across all models, we included a random effect of participant to account for the repeated
measures design. Analyses were run using R (R Core Team, 2018).
Adults

As described above, the initial model focused on anticipation of intergroup empathic
biases by predicting ratings of characters’ feelings based on Group, Valence, and their
interaction. The model revealed significant effects of Group (f§ = -2.48, SE = 0.14, #(404.00) = -
18.33, partial-R*= 0.05, p < .001; see Figure 1) and Valence (§ = -2.96, SE = 0.14, #(404.00) = -
21.88, partial-R*= 0.19, p < .001), and their interaction (f = 4.05, SE = 0.19, #(404.00) = 21.16,
partial-R?=0.53, p < .001). This interaction indicates that adults anticipated intergroup empathic
biases. Specifically, the interaction was due to the fact that adults anticipated people would feel
better about ingroup fortunes than outgroup fortunes (#(101.00) = 17.48, 95% CI: [2.20, 2.76], p
<.001), and worse about ingroup misfortunes than outgroup misfortunes (#(101.00) = -10.48,
95% CI: [-1.87, -1.27], p <.001).

Following our pre-registered plan, we next asked whether each rating differed from
chance (2.50). Because there are four tests, we use the Bonferroni corrected alpha of .0125 as a

threshold for significance. Adults anticipated that characters would have empathy for the



16
EARLY EXPECTATIONS OF INTERGROUP EMPATHY BIAS

ingroup: They expected someone to feel good about an ingroup fortune (M = 4.01, 95% CI:
[3.84, 4.18]; 1(101.00) = 17.94, p < .001) and bad about an ingroup misfortune (M = 1.05, 95%
CI: [0.90, 1.20]; #(101.00) =-19.21, p <.001). Adults also anticipated that people would feel
Gliickschmerz for the outgroup. That is, they expected someone to feel bad about an outgroup
member’s fortune (M = 1.53, 95% CI: [1.34, 1.72]; #(101.00) = -10.19, p <.001). However,
adults did not show evidence of expecting Schadenfreude towards the outgroup — rather than
expecting a character to feel good about an outgroup misfortune, adults’ ratings for an outgroup
member’s misfortune were at chance (M = 2.62, 95% CI: [2.38, 2.86]; #(101.00) = 0.97, p
=.335).

Next, to investigate whether these effects were stronger for participants who expected
animosity between the groups, we included responses to the Liking variable in the model. All
effects and interactions in the model were significant (ps < .001; see Table S1). Of particular
importance, and as predicted, the model showed a significant three-way interaction between
Group, Valence, and Liking (f = -3.02, SE = 0.35, 1(400.00) = -8.66, partial-R*= 0.16, p < .001),
suggesting stronger expectations of intergroup empathy bias among adults who indicated that the
groups dislike each other (see Figure S1). Although all four dependent variables differed
significantly between adults who expected the groups to like versus dislike one another, the most
pronounced difference was that of expectations for outgroup misfortunes. Adults who expected
the groups to like each other anticipated that characters would feel empathy towards the
outgroup: They said that someone would feel bad about an outgroup member’s misfortune (M =
1.91, 95% CI: [1.66, 2.16]; (45.00) = -4.75, p < .001). However, adults who expected the groups

to dislike each other anticipated that characters would feel Schadenfreude towards the outgroup.



17
EARLY EXPECTATIONS OF INTERGROUP EMPATHY BIAS

Indeed, they expected someone to feel good about an outgroup member’s misfortune (M = 3.20,
95% CI: [2.88, 3.52]; #(55.00) = 4.35, p < .001).
Figure 1

Adults’ expectations of intergroup empathy in Study 1 and Study 2.

Study 1: Baseline Study 2: Dislike Study 2: Like
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Note. The bar graph exhibits mean values, 95% confidence intervals, and a dashed line
representing chance (= 2.50). Individual data points represent participant responses,
Jjittered to better show response distribution.
Children

The initial model for children included Feelings-Response as the outcome variable, and
Group, Valence, Age, and all their interactions as predictor variables. However, there were no
significant effects or interactions of the Age variable (ps > .303; see Table S2). Therefore, as
outlined in our pre-registration, we dropped Age (and its interactions) from the model. The

model with Group, Valence, and their interaction as predictors revealed significant effects of
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Group (f =-1.75, SE = 0.18, 1#(339.00) = -9.55, partial-R*= 0.02, p < .001), and Valence (p = -
3.07, SE = 0.18, #339.00) = -16.71, partial-R*= 0.33, p < .001), and the predicted interaction
between the two variables (f = 2.75, SE = 0.26, #(339.00) = 10.60, partial-R*= 0.25, p < .001; see
Figure 2). Therefore, children, like adults, anticipated intergroup empathic biases.

This interaction was due to children’s anticipation that people would feel better about
ingroup fortunes than outgroup fortunes (#(113.00) =9.94, 95% CI: [1.40, 2.10], p <.001) and
worse about ingroup misfortunes than outgroup misfortunes (#(113.00) = -6.73, 95% CI: [-1.29, -
0.71], p <.001). Following our pre-registered plan, we next asked whether each rating differed
from chance (2.50). Because there are four tests, we again use the Bonferroni corrected alpha
of .0125 as a threshold for significance. Children anticipated that characters would experience
empathy for ingroup members: They expected someone to feel good when an ingroup member
experienced a fortune (M = 3.84, 95% CI: [3.58, 4.10]; #(113.00) = 10.15, p <.001) and bad
when an ingroup member experienced a misfortune (M = 0.77, 95% CI: [0.57, 0.97]; t(113.00) =
-16.94, p <.001). When reasoning about outgroup members, children, like adults, anticipated
Gliickschmerz — they expected someone to feel bad when an outgroup member experienced a
fortune (M = 2.09, 95% CI: [1.77, 2.40]; #(113.00) = -2.60, p = .010). However, rather than
showing evidence of expecting others to feel Schadenfreude, children expected people to feel
empathy even for the outgroup. That is, children predicted that someone would feel bad when an
outgroup member experienced a misfortune (M = 1.77, 95% CI: [1.50, 2.05]; 1(113.00) =-5.27, p
<.001).

Next, we investigated whether intergroup empathic biases were stronger for participants
who expected animosity between the groups. Similar to the adult model, we included responses

to the Liking variable in the model. As in the initial model, there were no significant effects of
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interactions with Age (ps > .500), so we removed Age (and its interactions) from the model. The
three-way interaction between Group, Valance and Liking was not significant (f = -0.95, SE =
0.54, 1(336.00) = -1.77, partial-R*= 0.01, p = .078), suggesting children’s expectations did not
differ significantly based on their inferred relationship between the groups. It is possible that the
lack of significance is due to relative lower power in the child sample—only 35.96% (n = 41 of
114) indicated that the groups liked one another, which may have meant the model was
underpowered to detect the three-way interaction.

Figure 2

Children’s expectations of intergroup empathy in Study 1 and Study 2.
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Note. The bar graph exhibits mean values, 95% confidence intervals, and a dashed line
representing chance (= 2.50). Individual data points represent participant responses,
Jittered to better show response distribution.

Adults & Children Comparisons
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Following our pre-registered analysis plan, we compared the findings for adults and
children using pairwise comparison t-tests. Adults and children expected people to feel empathy
for the ingroup. Indeed, adults’ and children’s responses suggest they expect people to feel
equally good about ingroup fortunes (adults: M = 4.01, 95% CI: [3.84, 4.18]; children: M = 3.84,
95% CI: [3.58, 4.10]; #(188.52) = 1.07, 95% CI: [-0.14, 0.48], p = .286). However, children
expected people to feel even worse about ingroup misfortunes (M = 0.77, 95% CI: [0.57, 0.97])
than adults (M = 1.05, 95% CI: [0.90, 1.20]; #(202.68) = -2.18, 95% CI: [-0.53, -0.03], p = .030).
On the other hand, adults generally expected less empathy for the outgroup than children. That
is, adult participants (M = 1.53, 95% CI: [1.34, 1.72]) expected others to feel worse about
outgroup fortunes than did children (M = 2.09, 95% CI: [1.77, 2.40]; #(182.75) = -3.02, 95% CI:
[-0.92, -0.19], p = .003). Similarly, adult participants expected that other people would feel better
about outgroup misfortunes (M = 2.62, 95% CI: [2.38, 2.86]) compared to children (M = 1.77,
95% CI: [1.50, 2.05]; #212.89) = 4.60, 95% CI: [0.48, 1.21], p < .001).

Discussion

Children and adults expected other people to experience intergroup empathic biases.
Although there were strong expectations of empathy for others’ ingroup, this did not always
extend to the outgroup. Indeed, the expectation for Gliickschmerz towards the outgroup was
early developing: Children and adults expected people to feel bad about an outgroup fortune.
Interestingly, expectations for outgroup misfortunes showed the biggest changes across
development—whereas children expected others to experience empathy, adults overall were at
chance, and the subset of adults who thought there was animosity between the groups actually
anticipated people to feel Schadenfreude towards the outgroup (i.e., expecting someone to feel

good about the outgroup’s misfortune). Although the inferred relationship between the groups
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impacted adults’ responses, the data was correlational in nature. Therefore, in Study 2 we
explicitly manipulated the relationship between the groups. We predicted that expectations of
intergroup empathic biases would be exacerbated when there was overt animosity between the
groups and reduced when the groups were fond of one another.
Study 2
Method

Participants

Sample size determination. Although there were no age effects within the child sample
of our first study, adults and children did respond differently, particularly in terms of
expectations about outgroup-directed empathy. Therefore, we decided to slightly expand the age
range of children tested to include children between 3- and 12-years-old. We attempted to collect
a relatively equal sample of preschoolers (3- to 5-years), young children (6- to 8-years) and older
children (9- to 12-years). As in Study 1, we decided that the minimum sample size per age-bin
would be n = 30. Given the two-condition between-participants design of the study (Like vs.
Dislike), testing 30 participants per cell meant that the minimum sample size would be 180
children. Given the variability in the number of participants tested per day at our partner
locations, we planned to collect data until we hit this minimum sample, and to analyze all usable
data collected through the end of that day. We also planned to test 180 adults.

Adults. 160 adults were included in the final sample (M = 40.02 years, SD = 12.78 years;
range = 24-75 years; 71 men, 83 women, 6 non-binary, gender-diverse, or gender-fluid people)
online via Prolific (www.prolific.co) in June 2022 and were compensated $0.80. In line with our

pre-registered plan, we excluded an additional 20 adults who were tested but explicitly indicated
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inattention, and/or failed the manipulation checks or bot-check questions (for full details, see
Tompkins et al., 2023). The adult sample reported the following racial/ethnic backgrounds:
6.25% Asian or Asian American, 6.88% Black or African American, 3.75% Hispanic or Latine,
0.63% Native American or Alaska Native, 0.63% Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 78.13%
White, and 3.75% two or more races/ethnicities.

Children. 242 children were included in the final sample (M = 7.58 years, SD = 2.46
years; range = 3.14 — 12.96 years; 95 boys, 146 girls, 1 not-reported). Participants were recruited
and tested at a local zoo (n = 96) or science museum (n = 146) between July 2022 and August
2022. The sample was larger than 180 because we tested children through the day for which we
had at least 30 children per condition per age bin. Because the rate of older children participating
was slower, this meant that we ended up with a larger sample overall. An additional 39 children
were tested but excluded due to not completing the study, caregiver providing non-English
translation, failing scale training, failing a manipulation check, caregiver not completing a
demographics form, experimenter error, atypical development, and/or having already
participated in the study (for full details, see Tompkins et al., 2023). 28 children were corrected
during scale training and answered correctly on a second try and were therefore not excluded
from the study. Exclusions followed our pre-registered criteria and IRB protocol. Children were
given a sticker or eraser for participating. Based on caregiver self-report, the racial/ethnic
background of the sample was 8.7% Asian or Asian American, 2.1% Black or African American,
18.2% Hispanic or Latine, 0.4% Native American or Alaska Native, 1.2% Native Hawaiian or
Pacific Islander, 50% White, 2.1% another race or ethnicity, 16.9% two or more races/ethnicities,

and 0.4% not reported.
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All study procedures, including a waiver of consent for child participants, were approved
by the Institutional Review Board at University of California, Santa Barbara (Protocol Nos. 1-
22-0089 & 9-21-0756).

Procedure

The present study’s procedure was similar to Study 1, with one key difference.
Participants were randomly assigned to one of two between-participants conditions: Like (110
children; 81 adults), or Dislike (132 children; 79 adults). After being introduced to the two
groups, participants in the Like condition were told that the groups really liked one another (“The
Blues and the Yellows really like each other. They like to share, they like spending time
together, they always help one another, and they always say nice things about each other!”),
whereas participants in the Dislike condition were told that the groups really did not like one
another (“The Blues and the Yellows really do not like each other. They do not like to share, they
do not like spending time together, they never help one another, and they always say really mean
things about each other!”; for full scripts, see Tompkins et al., 2023).

All participants completed two manipulation checks. First, immediately after hearing
about the relationship between the groups, participants were asked, “Do the Blues and the
Yellows like each other? Yes, or no?”). Then, after answering the four dependent variables
(about ingroup and outgroup fortunes and misfortunes), participants were again asked, “Can you
remind me, do the Blues and the Yellows like each other? Yes, or no?” As in our pre-registered
plan, any participants who failed to correctly answer one or both questions were excluded from
the study (see details in “Outliers and Exclusions” section).

Results
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Our primary research question regarded whether expectations of intergroup empathic
biases changed based on explicit information regarding group fondness or animosity. If
intergroup empathic biases are sensitive to animosity, then participants in the Dislike condition
could be more likely than those in the Like condition to anticipate that people would feel bad
when an outgroup member experiences a fortune (Gliickschmerz) and good when an outgroup
member experiences a misfortune (Schadenfreude). To test this question, we ran linear
regression models separately for adults and children with Feelings-Response (0 = “Very Bad” to
5 =“Very Good”) as the outcome variable, and Group (ingroup v. outgroup), Valence (fortune v.
misfortune), Condition (like v. dislike), and their interactions as predictor variables. We also
included a random effect of participant to account for the repeated measures nature of the design.
As in Study 1, the model using children’s data also included Age (in years, e.g., 4.58) and its
interactions to examine if intergroup empathic bias expectations change across development. If
participants account for group fondness versus animosity when reasoning about intergroup
empathic bias, then we would predict a significant interaction between Group, Valence, and
Condition. All analyses were run using R (R Core Team, 2018).

Adults

All effects and interactions in the adult model were significant (ps < .001; see Table S3).
In particular, as hypothesized, there was a significant three-way interaction between Group,
Valence, and Condition (f = -5.78, SE = 0.27, 1(632.00) = -21.64, partial-R*= 0.43, p <.001),
indicating that expectations about intergroup empathy varied based on the relationship between
the groups. To better understand whether intergroup empathic biases are enhanced in the Dislike
condition and dampened in the Like condition, we investigated each condition separately.

Dislike Condition
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We predicted the strongest effects of intergroup empathic bias in the Dislike condition.
To ask whether expectations are heightened in the Dislike condition, we ran a linear regression
model with Feelings-Response as the outcome variable and Group, Valence, and their interaction
as predictors. Our model revealed main effects of Group (f =-3.84, SE=0.11, #312.00) = -
33.72, partial-R*= 0.03, p < .001) and Valence (§ = -3.86, SE = 0.11, #312.00) = -33.94, partial-
R*=0.03, p <.001), as well as the critical interaction between the two variables (f = 7.22, SE =
0.16, 1(312.00) = 44.85, partial-R*= 0.87, p < .001; see Figure 1).

Following up on this interaction, we found that participants expected ingroup fortunes to
feel better than outgroup fortunes (#(78.00) = 29.98, 95% CI: [3.58, 4.09], p < .001), and ingroup
misfortunes to feel worse than outgroup misfortunes (#78.00) = -22.54, 95% CI: [-3.68, -3.08], p
<.001). We next ran Bonferroni corrected t-tests comparing each of the four dependent variables
to chance (2.50; corrected alpha = .0125). Unsurprisingly, adults expected people to feel
empathy for the ingroup: They anticipated that a character would feel good when an ingroup
member experienced a fortune (M =4.57, 95% CI: [4.44, 4.770]; 1(78.00) = 32.26, p < .001) and
bad when an ingroup member experienced a misfortune (M = 0.71, 95% CI: [0.56, 0.85];
1(78.00) = -24.74, p < .001). Strikingly, adults anticipated both Gliickschmerz and Schadenfreude
towards the outgroup. Indeed, they expected someone to feel bad when an outgroup member
experienced a fortune (M = 0.73, 95% CI: [0.57, 0.90]; #(78.00) = -21.54, p < .001) and good
when an outgroup member experienced a misfortune (M =4.09, 95% CI: [3.89, 4.29]; #(78.00) =
16.05, p <.001).

Like Condition
We predicted reduced effects of intergroup empathic bias in the Like condition. To test

this, we ran the same model with Feelings-Response as the outcome variable and Group,
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Valence, and their interaction as predictor variables. Interestingly, this model continued to reveal
main effects of Group (f = -1.01, SE = 0.15, #320.00) = -6.75, partial-R*= 0.02, p <.001),
Valence (f =-2.31, SE =0.15, #(320.00) = -15.38, partial-R*= 0.41, p < .001), and their
interaction (p = 1.43, SE = 0.21, #(320.00) = 6.75, partial-R*=0.13, p <.001). Therefore, even
when groups liked one another, adults anticipated intergroup empathic biases.

Replicating previous findings, adults continued to expect people to feel better about an
ingroup fortune than an outgroup fortune (#80.00) = 6.42, 95% CI: [0.70, 1.33], p <.001), and
worse about an ingroup misfortune than an outgroup misfortune (#80.00) =-2.99, 95% CI: [-
0.70, -0.14], p = .004). Bonferroni corrected t-tests comparing each of the four dependent
variables to chance (2.50; corrected alpha = .0125) revealed that adults expected people to show
empathy for the ingroup: They expected someone to feel good about an ingroup member’s
fortune (M = 3.68, 95% CI: [3.49, 3.86]; #(80.00) = 12.72, p < .001) and bad about an ingroup
member’s misfortune (M = 1.37, 95% CI: [1.18, 1.56]; #(80.00) = -12.06, p <.001). However,
unlike adults in the Dislike condition, adults in the Like condition did not demonstrate
expectations of outgroup Gliickschmerz or Schadenfreude. In particular, they were at chance
when asked how someone would feel about an outgroup member’s fortune (M = 2.67, 95% CI:
[2.42,2.91]; 1(80.00) = 1.34, p = .184), and they expected someone to feel empathy (i.e., feel
bad) following an outgroup member’s misfortune (M = 1.79, 95% CI: [1.57, 2.01]; #80.00) = -
6.41, p <.001).

Children
The initial child model, including all factors, yielded a significant interaction with Age

(see Table S4). Therefore, following our pre-registered analysis plan, we present each of our
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planned analyses separated by predetermined age bins (3- to 5-year-olds = “Younger”, 6- to 8-
year-olds = “Middle”, 9- to 12-year-olds = “Older”).

Within each age bin, we ran linear regression models with Feelings-Response (0 = “Very
Bad” to 5 = “Very Good”) as the outcome variable, and Group (ingroup v. outgroup), Valence
(fortune v. misfortune), Condition (like v. dislike), and their interactions as predictor variables.
For all age groups, the interaction between Group, Valence, and Condition was significant (ps
<.010), indicating that expectations about intergroup empathy varied based on the relationship
between the groups (see Table S3). Thus, we followed-up by investigating the two conditions
separately.
Dislike Condition

As with adults, we predicted the strongest effects of intergroup empathic bias in the
Dislike condition. To ask whether expectations are heightened in the Dislike condition, we ran a
linear regression model with Feelings-Response as the outcome variable and Group, Valence,
and their interaction as predictors for each age bin. All models revealed main effects of Group
and Valence, qualified by the predicted interaction between the two variables (ps < .001; Table
S5). Indeed, follow-up tests revealed that children in all age groups expected ingroup fortunes to
feel better than outgroup fortunes and ingroup misfortunes to feel worse than outgroup
misfortunes (ps < .010; Table S6), suggesting expectations of intergroup empathic biases emerge
by the youngest age in the sample.

We then ran Bonferroni corrected t-tests comparing each of the four dependent variables
to chance (2.50; corrected alpha = .0125). Empathy for the ingroup was seen at all ages: Children
expected characters to feel good about an ingroup member’s fortune and bad about an ingroup

member’s misfortune (ps < .001; Table S7). Expectations of Gliickschmerz towards the outgroup
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were also seen across development — children in all age bins expected a character to feel bad
about an outgroup member’s fortune (ps < .010; Table S7). On the other hand, expectations of
Schadenfreude towards the outgroup emerged with age. Only the oldest children, 9- to 12-year-
olds, expected a character to feel good about an outgroup member’s misfortune (M = 3.26, 95%
CI: [2.76, 3.75]; #(34.00) = 3.11, p =.004; Table S7). Expectations of Schadenfreude towards the
outgroup continued to develop with age. That is, adults expected outgroup misfortunes to feel
better (M = 4.09, 95% CI: [3.89, 4.29]) than 9- to 12-year-olds (M = 3.26, 95% CI: [2.76, 3.75];
#(45.60)=3.16, 95% CI: [0.30, 1.36]; p = .003; Figure 3).

Figure 3

Development of expectations of Schadenfreude against the outgroup in cases of animosity.
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Middle: n = 56; Older: n = 35; Adults: n = 79), jittered to better show response
distribution.
Like Condition

As with adults, we were interested in whether expectations of intergroup empathic biases
were reduced or ameliorated in the Like condition. Thus, we ran a linear regression model with
Feelings-Response as the outcome variable and Group, Valence, and their interaction as
predictors for each age bin. The patterns were different for younger children compared to middle
and older children. That is, the predicted interaction between Group and Valence was present for
6- to 8-year-olds and 9- to 12-year-olds, but not for 3- to 5-year-olds (Table S5). Therefore, we
first discuss the patterns seen for younger children, and then the patterns seen for middle and
older children.

Younger children’s responses were only impacted by Valence (§ =-2.47, SE = 0.43,
1(124.00) = -5.69, partial-R*= 0.26, p < .001): They thought that people would feel better when
others experienced fortunes compared to misfortunes. Indeed, comparisons to chance (2.50) for
each Valence (collapsed across Group; corrected alpha of .025) revealed that younger children in
the Like condition expected people to feel good when someone experienced a fortune (M = 3.25,
95% CI: [2.80, 3.70]; #(63.00) = 3.32, p = .002) and bad when someone experienced a misfortune
(M =1.25,95% CI: [0.83, 1.67]; #(63.00) = -5.98, p < .001).

Children in the middle (6- to 8-years) and older (9- to 12-years) age bins responded
similarly to each other. These children expected ingroup fortunes to feel better than outgroup
fortunes and ingroup misfortunes to feel worse than outgroup misfortunes (ps < .050; Table S6).

Bonferroni corrected t-tests comparing each of the four dependent variables to chance (2.50;
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corrected alpha = .0125), again revealed that expectations of empathy for the ingroup: 6- to 12-
year-olds expected characters to feel good about an ingroup member’s fortune and bad about an
ingroup member’s misfortune (ps < .001; Table S7). However, unlike in the Dislike condition,
there were no expectations of outgroup Gliickschmerz: Middle and older children were at chance
when responding about how someone would feel about an outgroup member’s fortune (ps
> .231; Table S7). And, they even displayed expectations of outgroup empathy — they predicted
that a character would feel bad about an outgroup member’s misfortune (ps < .001; Table S7).
Discussion

Information about the relationship between the groups impacted expectations about
empathy. In fact, expectations of Gliickschmerz and Schadenfreude towards the outgroups
emerged only when groups disliked one another. Indeed, when there was animosity between the
groups, outgroup Gliickschmerz was anticipated even early in life, but expectations of outgroup
Schadenfreude only presented with 9- to 12-year-olds and adults. Alternatively, when the groups
liked one another, the youngest children (3- to 5-year-olds) did not demonstrate any expectations
of intergroup empathic biases, and participants of all ages expected others to experience empathy
for an outgroup member’s misfortune. Therefore, the relationship between the groups is highly
predictive of the likelihood of anticipated empathic biases.

Comparing Studies 1 and 2
Results

To ask whether expectations of intergroup empathy are increased when there is animosity

between the groups and decreased when the groups are fond of one another, we compared

empathic biases across Studies 1 and 2. To do so, we ran the same models as in Study 2
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(separately for children and adults) but with Study 1 data as an additional condition. Study 1
(Baseline) was set as the reference condition in the dataset.
Adults

The model revealed the predicted interactions between Group, Valence, and Condition
(f(2) =209.57, partial-R*= 0.29, p < .001). In particular, the interaction comparing the Like
condition to the Baseline condition (§ =-2.62, SE =0.27, #(1036.00) = -9.83, p < .001) indicated
that the interaction between Group and Valence was weaker in the Like Condition than the
Baseline condition, and the interaction comparing the Dislike condition to the Baseline condition
(p=3.17, SE=0.27, 1(1036.00) = 11.81, p < .001) indicated that the interaction between Group
and Valence was stronger in the Dislike condition than in the Baseline condition (see Figure 1;
see Table S8 for full output).
Children

As with adults, the model revealed the predicted interactions between Group, Valence
and Condition (f(2) = 38.66, partial-R*= 0.07, p < .001). In particular, the interaction comparing
the Like condition to the Baseline condition (3 = -1.34, SE = 0.38, #(1059.00) = -3.52, p <.001)
indicated that the interaction between Group and Valence was weaker in the Like Condition than
in the Baseline condition, and the interaction comparing the Dislike condition to the Baseline
condition (3 = 1.85, SE =0.36, #(1059.00) = 5.11, p <.001) indicated that the interaction
between Group and Valence was stronger in the Dislike condition than in the Baseline condition
(see Figure 3; see Table S8 for full output).

Discussion
These analyses indicate that expectations of intergroup empathic biases are malleable

based on intergroup relationships. Compared to cases in which no information is provided about
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the groups’ relationship, children and adults were more likely to infer empathic biases when
there was intergroup animosity, and less likely to infer such biases when groups were fond of
one another. Interestingly, responses to outgroup misfortune were the most variable. Whereas
participants (by age nine) expected others to experience outgroup Schadenfreude when there was
animosity between groups, participants (across all ages) expected others to experience empathy
for the outgroup when the groups were fond of each other.
General Discussion

Across two studies, we provide evidence that people expect intergroup empathic biases:
Both children and adults predicted that others would feel more empathy for ingroup members
than for outgroup members. In addition to highlighting that people have general expectations that
others will feel more empathy towards their ingroups, our third-party methods provide insight on
cognitive processes relevant to intergroup empathic biases. For example, the fact that
expectations of intergroup empathic biases arise in third-party situations featuring novel groups
suggests that people do not need to favor a particular group or have a personal stake in the
outcome in order to predict empathic biases. Indeed, the third-party design controlled for
emotions that could potentially bias a person’s own experience of empathy (e.g., jealousy, envy,
shame; see the following for reviews: Fiske, 2010; Smith et al., 2009; Tangney & Salovey,
1999). Thus, while it is certainly possible that a person’s own level of empathy might vary based
on their feelings of group loyalty or jealousy, such emotions are not required in order to expect a
link between group membership and empathic responses.

Therefore, we suggest that empathic biases may exist as part of a constellation of
intergroup biases and expectations which emerge whenever groups are present (see Dunham,

2018). For example, research on minimal groups has shown that people evaluate their ingroup
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more positively (e.g., Dunham, 2013; Dunham et al., 2011), share more with members of their
ingroup (e.g., Tajfel, 1970), and expect members of their ingroup to do positive things (e.g.,
Howard & Rothbart, 1980). Indeed, expectations that group membership will bias social
interactions emerge early in life: Infants expect members of a group to be similar to one another
(e.g., Liberman et al., 2016; Powell & Spelke, 2013), interact positively with one another (e.g.,
Bian & Baillargeon, 2022; Liberman et al., 2014), and favor their own group when distributing
resources (Bian et al., 2018; for reviews, see Dunham, 2018; Liberman et al., 2017; Rhodes,
2013). 3- to 9-year-olds even hold intuitive theories that people within a social group are
obligated to avoid harming one another (e.g., Rhodes & Chalik, 2013), and 3- to 10-year-olds
expect that harmful intergroup interactions are likely caused by outgroup members (Rhodes,
2012). Therefore, greater expectations of ingroup empathy (e.g., expecting someone to feel
worse about ingroup misfortune than an outgroup misfortune) may be another such intergroup
bias and expectation that emerges when people are categorized into social groups.

Such expectations may stem in-part from early life experiences of intergroup phenomena
(e.g., playing on a particular sports team). For example, children might expect others to feel more
empathy for ingroup members because they can recall times at which they personally felt more
empathy for their ingroup. The present work cannot elucidate whether children need to have had
previous experiences of intergroup empathy bias in order to form third-party expectations, but
we demonstrate that such expectations arise even when people have no current stake in the
outcome. Our work aligns with recent studies finding early emerging third-party expectations
that people will feel more empathy for their friends (Smith-Flores et al., 2023a) and that group
membership guides social actions and interactions (e.g., break or conform to rules; Liberman et

al., 2018; helping or harming; Rhodes, 2012; Rhodes & Chalik, 2013), Thus, humans may be
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naturally predisposed to track social allegiances in order to capably navigate the social world,
including how those allegiances impact empathic responding

Future work can investigate whether expectations of intergroup empathic biases are seen in
infancy, which could suggest that such expectations are part of an innate social core (see Kinzler
& Spelke, 2007; Spelke, 2023).

Our work revealed both developmental continuity and developmental change in
expectations of intergroup biases. In terms of developmental continuity, by the preschool years
(between ages 3- to 5-years) participants consistently anticipated that people would experience
empathy for their ingroup. That is, participants of all ages expected others to feel good about
ingroup fortunes and bad about ingroup misfortunes. In each age group, participants also
expected people to feel more empathy for the ingroup than for the outgroup. Namely, regardless
of participants’ expectations of whether people would feel empathy for the outgroup (described
in more detail below), participants at all ages expected people to feel greater empathy for
ingroup members. Another consistent pattern across ages was that expectations of empathic
biases were exacerbated when groups shared an aversive relationship and reduced when groups
were fond of one another. These findings align with the literature on first-party experiences of
intergroup empathy bias, which also find that altering the relationship between groups impacts
the level of empathy people have for the outgroup (e.g., Cikara et al., 2014). In general, these
patterns suggest that although people may expect there to be more empathy across group lines
when groups have a positive relationship, expectations of empathic bias emerge reliably and
early in development.

Strikingly, our findings suggest that expectations of feeling bad about an outgroup

fortune (Gliickschmerz) and feeling good about an outgroup misfortune (Schadenfreude) have
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distinct patterns of development. Indeed, expectations of Gliickschmerz at an outgroup member’s
fortune emerged early in development (by ages 3- to 5-years), regardless of whether the
relationship between the group was ambiguous (Study 1) or negative (Dislike Condition of Study
2), and remained relatively stable across the ages tested. On the other hand, the largest
developmental differences seen in these two studies were for expectations of outgroup
Schadenfreude (i.e., expectations that outgroup misfortunes will feel good). Indeed, expectations
that people would feel good about outgroup misfortunes only emerged when there was
intergroup animosity and only emerged for older participants. When the groups disliked one
another and children were asked to predict how someone would feel about an outgroup
member’s misfortune, the youngest children (3- to 5-year-olds) trended towards expecting
empathy, middle children (6- to 8-year-olds) were at chance in their expectations, but older
children (9- to 12-year-olds) and adults anticipated outgroup Schadenfreude (that someone
would feel good about an outgroup member’s misfortune).

Therefore, although expectations of empathy for the ingroup were robust and early
emerging, in most cases people did not predict Schadenfreude towards the outgroup. One
possible explanation is that the disparate patterns of development of Gliickschmerz and
Schadenfreude may be related to the separable components of ingroup love and outgroup hate
(e.g., Brewer, 1999). Indeed, in first-party studies, ingroup favoritism arises earlier in
development (by age 6) than outgroup derogation (by age 8; see Buttelmann & Bohm, 2014),
suggesting intergroup biases may be primarily motivated by positivity within a group. It is
possible that a similar pattern explains these differences in third-party expectations of empathy:
Children’s biases may be initially driven primarily by expecting people to want good things for

their group without necessarily wanting bad things to befall other groups. In this case, early in
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childhood, expectations about people’s feelings with respect to fortunes (who receives an item)
may be differentiated based on group membership whereas expectations about people’s feelings
with respect to misfortunes (who loses out) may be less sensitive to group membership. In other
words, expectations of Gliickschmerz may emerge from early developing concepts of ingroup
favoritism, whereas expectations of Schadenfreude may only emerge from later developing
concepts of outgroup derogation.

Indeed, the low levels of outgroup Schadenfreude align with other research on the
development of this complicated emotion. In particular, although 4- to 8-year-olds report feeling
better when a character with malevolent (compared to benevolent) intentions experiences a
misfortune (Schulz et al., 2013), children did not actually expect to feel good in these contexts.
That is, children’s ratings of Schadenfreude were quite low (an average of ~2.00 on a scale
ranging from O to 8, even in cases for which Schadenfreude was the highest). Therefore, it is
possible that Schadenfreude — both in expectations and experience — is relatively rare and context
dependent. Furthermore, people may not expect others to (or they themselves) experience
Schadenfreude unless the person experiencing the misfortune belongs to a group with a
perceived antagonistic relationship or has distinguished malevolent goals. Indeed, adults and
children (3- to 5-year-olds) tend to condemn behaviors indicative of Schadenfreude (e.g., Gromet
et al., 2016; Paulus et al., 2020), suggesting Schadenfreude is not a default. Future research
should continue to investigate the developmental origins and contexts that result in the expected
emergence and experiences of Schadenfreude
Constraints on Generality

Child participants were tested in the United States at the lab’s offsite testing locations,

and adult participants were from the United States and tested online via Prolific
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(www.prolific.co). It is possible that the results would not generalize to other groups of

participants. Therefore, future work should take a cross-cultural perspective in order to more
fully understand the development of expectations about intergroup empathic biases. For
example, recent work has demonstrated that there are cultural differences in the extent to which
social obligations vary across relationships: Whereas children in all cultures expect others to be
obligated to their children, older children in Uganda and India were more likely to expect people
to be obligated to a stranger than older children in the United States and Japan (Marshall et al.,
2022). Therefore, it is possible that cultures would also vary in the extent to which they see
group membership as relevant to empathy. Some cultural values to consider in future research
are interdependence (e.g., Iyengar et al., 1999; Markus & Kitayama, 1991), and resource scarcity
(e.g., Bowman et al., 2009). For example, it is possible that people from cultures that experience
higher levels of resource scarcity will have stronger expectations about people’s feelings after
experiencing misfortunes.

The present findings are limited to a scenario in which one group received a lollipop and
the other group did not receive a lollipop. This situation is relatively low-stakes (the lollipop is
not essential to human-survival) and the fates of the teams are linked (one person winning
inherently means the other person loses). Both factors may impact expectations about intergroup
empathy. To test whether groups’ dependent or independent fates influence predictions of
intergroup empathy, future research could test scenarios in which one group’s fortune or
misfortune does or does not impact another group. In recent work testing empathy predictions in
interpersonal social relationships (i.e., friendships), Smith-Flores et al. (2023a) included
scenarios in which an affiliate of a protagonist experienced a misfortune that hinged on another

character’s fortune (e.g., the protagonist’s friend lost a race to another character), as well as
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scenarios in which the affiliate’s misfortune was independent (e.g., the protagonist’s friend
dropped a cookie on the floor). 4- to 7-year-olds responded similarly to these dependent and
independent low-stakes scenarios of interpersonal empathy (Smith-Flores et al., 2023a),
suggesting that children and adults may continue to expect intergroup empathic biases for
scenarios in which the groups’ fates are also unlinked.

Future research should also vary the stakes in order to ask whether group membership
matters less when the stakes are high and harms are large. Indeed, adults who read about
someone experiencing a serious harm rated characters who felt Schadenfreude (and even
characters who felt indifferent) as immoral (Gromet et al., 2016). Children also differentiate
between cases that are high and low stakes: Whereas 6- to 8-year-olds allocate luxury resources
(e.g., things that people like to have) according to merit (i.e., who worked harder), they allocate
necessary resources (e.g., things that people require to live) equally, even when one person
worked harder (Rizzo et al., 2016). Although neither of these studies manipulated group
membership directly, they do suggest that people could overcome outgroup Schadenfreude when
the harm inflicted on an individual is grave. Indeed, a different study finds that whereas adults in
America and China expect people to favor their own group when the stakes are low, they expect
people to share equally when the stakes are high (Yang et al., 2023). Therefore, in cases with
very high stakes, or cases involving resources that are needed by everyone (e.g., water),
expectations of intergroup empathy biases may be reduced.

Future Directions

The present research investigated participants’ responses to novel groups. One benefit of

this focus is that the research is highly controlled — participants are not members of either group

and have no preconceived expectations about the groups. However, it is quite possible that
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people would reason differently about intergroup empathy, even in third-party situations, if the
vignettes involved real-world groups (e.g., race; language; nationality; for an example of
research comparing familiar and novel groups, see Yang et al., 2022). Comparing participants’
expectations about empathy involving different types of groups will allow researchers to discover
(i) whether there are similar expectations about empathic biases in real-world contexts, and (ii)
whether participants’ own identities play a role in their expectations, particularly for groups with
which they identify themselves. For example, positivity towards ingroups sometimes varies
based on a participant’s demographic characteristics: White people from the United States tend
to show higher levels of own-group racial biases than people from minoritized groups (e.g.,
Newheiser & Olson, 2012; Nosek et al, 2002). Therefore, it would be interesting to examine
whether participants’ social identities (i.e., beyond sports’ team and minimal group membership;
e.g., Cikara et al., 2011b; Cikara et al., 2014; see Cikara & Fiske, 2013) influence both their own
experiences as well as their expectations about intergroup empathy. For example, are
expectations of intergroup empathy bias larger when people are reasoning about groups with
which they identify themselves compared to novel groups? Furthermore, positive intergroup
contact can decrease some negative interethnic attitudes (e.g., Burrows et al., 2022; for a review,
see Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006), highlighting the importance of testing whether expectations of
intergroup empathic biases also vary based on intergroup contact (e.g., Do people who have
more diverse interpersonal networks or who attend more diverse schools predict more outgroup
empathy?).

Another essential future direction is to compare studies of first-party experiences of
intergroup empathic biases and those of third-party expectations of intergroup empathic biases.

Research on personal experiences of intergroup empathic biases documents nefarious
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consequences, such as increased willingness to aggress against the outgroup (see Cikara et al.,
2011b; Cikara & Fiske, 2013; Chang et al., 2016). Here, we suggest that intergroup empathic
biases may emerge even without envy and personal stakes. That is, perhaps intergroup empathy
biases are based on expectations that group members should exhibit certain types of social
feelings and behavior. Future work, however, should vary participants’ levels of envy and
personal stakes in order to fully understand their roles.

Lastly, to our knowledge, only one study investigates first-party experiences of
intergroup empathic biases in childhood (Masten et al., 2010). This study finds that intergroup
empathic bias emerges for 6- to 11-year-olds who are high in anxiety, highly identified with their
group, and placed in a stressful situation. Further work is therefore necessary in order to uncover
whether children experience more empathy for their ingroup earlier in development (e.g., by ages
3- to 5-years, the age range by which children expect empathic biases to vary along group lines),
as well as whether empathic biases emerge in less stressful situations. Such work could also shed
light on whether experiences of outgroup Gliickschmerz (sadness for an outgroup member’s
fortune) emerge earlier in development than experiences of outgroup Schadenfreude (happiness
for an outgroup member’s misfortune). Furthermore, could set
the stage for understanding how empathic biases influence social behavior, and whether these
biases are responsible for downstream societal issues like ingroup favoritism and hostile
intergroup interactions and relationships.

Conclusion

Overall, we find that expectations of intergroup empathic biases emerge early in life and

are especially strong when there is intergroup animosity. By the preschool years, people

anticipate intergroup empathic biases — even in the absence of their own self-interest —
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suggesting that expecting less empathy for the outgroup may arise as one of a suite of expected
biases in intergroup contexts. Future work should continue to investigate the nature of intergroup
empathic biases, their predicted influence on social behavior, and how biases that result in harm

can be mitigated.
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