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CHILDREN’S PREJUDICE
DEVELOPMENT AND
REDUCTION

Challenges and Opportunities

Katharine E. Scott, Kristin Shutts,
and Patricia G. Devine

An enduring challenge in the prejudice, stereotyping, and discrimination lit-
erature is that children and adults alike show intergroup biases that have
pernicious effects on those targeted by these biases (Carter et al., 2017; Cave
et al., 2020; Del Toro et al., 2021; Hailey & Olson, 2013; Hoffman et al.,
2019; Marcelo & Yates, 2019; Shutts, 2015; Simons et al., 2002; Skinner &
Meltzoff, 2019; Trent et al., 2019; Wong et al., 2003). Over time, scholars,
legislators, politicians, and laypeople have called for efforts to eradicate these
biases. Heeding this call, social psychologists have explored a wide range of
methods to reduce intergroup biases or otherwise mitigate their adverse effects
(see Devine et al., 2024, for a comprehensive review).

Working primarily with adults, the social psychology literature provides les-
sons in just how deeply engrained intergroup biases are in culture and in the
minds of social perceivers. Reducing intergroup biases in adults requires over-
coming a lifetime of socialization and learning processes that, unfortunately,
promote the development of intergroup biases (Allport, 1954; Devine, 1989).
This type of reasoning has led many to believe that it may be most beneficial to
address intergroup biases much earlier in development—before intergroup biases
become deeply entrenched in children’s minds (Rizzo et al., 2022; Rutland &
Killen, 20135; Scott et al., 2020b). The central purpose of this chapter is to explore
what is known about mechanisms supporting the emergence of intergroup biases
in childhood and consider how to best develop efforts to reduce such biases.

Developmental psychologists have long considered how children develop
intergroup biases and have begun to uncover methods for addressing intergroup
biases in childhood. Some of the earliest work and theorizing on the develop-
ment and reduction of children’s intergroup biases began with work by the
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distinguished developmental psychologist, Phyllis Katz (2003). Katz famously
compared the development of prejudice and intergroup biases in children to a
twig being bent (Katz, 1976b). Though initially straight, a wide range of forces
in children’s environments have the effect of bending the twig in ways that pro-
mote prejudice and intergroup disparities. These external forces include media,
which reinforces group-based stereotypes; both subtle and direct messages chil-
dren receive from parents, teachers, and peers; and information present in the
culture about which groups are valued and which are devalued in society. Katz
largely portrays children as passive recipients of the various socialization forces
that lead to the development of intergroup biases. Katz (1976a, 1976b) argued
that these early experiences are potent and that once the biases are firmly in
place, they prove to be difficult to eliminate. When reviewing what was known
at the time about how to straighten the twig to reduce intergroup biases, Katz
(1976a) discussed various methods (interventions) that could act on children
to reduce their stereotypes, improve their intergroup attitudes, and encourage
intergroup contact.

Katz’s (1976a, 1976b) reviews of the development and reduction of intergroup
biases left one pessimistic about the possibility of addressing intergroup biases in
children. Katz was clear that the forces leading to the bending of the twig were
plentiful, potent, and omnipresent. However, her review of extant intervention
efforts designed to straighten the twig yielded limited evidence of success, with
few suggestions emerging about how to create meaningful, long-term improve-
ments in children’s intergroup biases. Because Katz described children as simply
absorbing biased information in the world around them, there was little hope
for the development of a straight twig absent changing the world. Largely absent
from Katz’s analysis of the twig being bent or straightened, however, is con-
sideration of the qualities and abilities children possess that might make them
especially likely to develop intergroup biases or how these qualities or abilities
might be leveraged to reduce intergroup biases. Katz alluded to new research that
focused on how children’s cognitive capacities may contribute to the develop-
ment of bias, but at the time of her chapters, this research was just beginning.

Since the time Katz was articulating her perspective, there has been an explo-
sion of research on children’s apprehension of the social world. In the first part of
this chapter, we consider both the need for children to learn, as well as children’s
capacity to learn, about the individuals and groups that comprise their society.
Next, we consider how the skills that allow children to function effectively in
society can also make them vulnerable to the development of intergroup biases.
Finally, we discuss how we can leverage children’s learning and motivation in the
social domain to prevent or reduce intergroup biases early in development. In
doing so, we highlight multiple promising approaches for straightening the twig.

Learning to Function in a Complex Social World

Children have a tremendous amount to learn about the social world—
including about the social groups that comprise their society. Because groups
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are fundamental to human social life, becoming a full-fledged member of soci-
ety requires knowing how to identify relevant groups and understanding what
group membership means (e.g., which groups have power, how group members
ought to behave; see Shutts & Kalish, 2021 for review). Group arrangements
vary substantially across contexts and time (e.g., race is a modern construct,
and different modern cultures also mark different racial groups). Thus, much of
the information children learn about social groups must occur through immer-
sion in their own culture. Recent research in developmental science suggests
children’s social group thinking begins early in life, supported by children’s
interest in, and commitment to, learning from and about members of their
culture.

Children’s intense curiosity about the social world is evident in the first year of
life (Begus & Southgate, 2018). For example, young infants pay more attention
to faces than to complex objects, actively seek guidance from others about how
to behave when they are uncertain, and readily imitate other people’s actions
and gestures (e.g., Di Giorgio et al., 2012; Frank et al., 2009; Harris et al.,
2018; Jones, 2007; Kwon et al., 2013; Meltzoff & Moore, 1989; Striano &
Rochat, 2000; Walden & Ogan, 1988). In addition to engaging with social
partners themselves, infants are also interested in, and capable of learning
about, how other people are connected to one another (e.g., who is friends with
whom, which people are in which groups; Liberman et al., 2014, 2018; Powell,
2022; Powell & Spelke, 2013, 2018; Rhodes et al., 2015; Thomas et al., 2022).

With age, children gain more exposure to the broader social world and
begin to learn about the specific groups that are relevant in their society (e.g.,
Hirschfeld, 1998; Rhodes & Baron, 2019; Rhodes & Gelman, 2009). For
example, 5-year-old children in Israel can classify people according to whether
they are Arab or Jewish, and use these category distinctions to make assump-
tions about novel people (Birnbaum et al., 2010). Young children in the United
States are not attuned the Arab/Jewish distinction (Diesendruck et al., 2013),
but do classify people by race and use racial categories (e.g., Black vs. White)
to make inferences about people’s attributes (e.g., whether someone is nice or
mean; e.g., Pauker et al., 2010; Rhodes & Baron, 2019; Sierksma et al., 2022;
Weisman et al., 2015).

Children’s learning about the social world occurs in a variety of ways. Some
of what children learn about social groups is supported by their capacity to
detect patterns in the environment. For example, most White four-year-old
children in the United States report that White people have more wealth and
power than Black people (Mandalaywala et al., 2020; Shutts et al., 2016).
Yet, most White United States families report never (or rarely) talking to their
young children about race (Pahlke et al., 2012; J. Sullivan et al., 2021, 2022;
J- N. Sullivan et al., 2021; Vittrup, 2018; Vittrup & Holden, 2011; Zucker &
Patterson, 2018). A likely explanation for children’s early race-status beliefs
is that they learn this information from patterns in the environment (e.g., by
observing which people have more resources; from watching media that depict
Black people in lower-status positions; Lamer et al., 2022; Weisbuch et al.,
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2009). Indeed, laboratory research reveals that children can learn associations
between groups and status via observation alone (Horwitz et al., 2014).

Children also learn about the structure of their social world, as well as how
they should behave in it, from other people’s actions and testimony. In many
cases, information provided by others can override children’s own thinking
about how the world works, as well as their intuitions about what is right vs.
wrong (Bridgers et al., 2016; Finiasz et al., 2024; Harris, 2012; Harris et al.,
2018; Hermansen et al., 2021). For example, even though young children typi-
cally judge acts that harm other people (e.g., hitting) as morally unacceptable,
children’s judgments can change when presented with testimony from an adult
that such behavior is acceptable. In one recent study, 3-5-year-old children in
the United States and China who heard an adult from their culture say that an
action that caused harm was actually “good” later judged the actions as less
wrong (vs. children who heard no testimony; Li et al., 2019).

When learning from other people, children are especially attentive to the
words and actions of social ingroup members, including members of their cul-
ture (e.g., Harris et al., 2012; Harris & Corriveau, 2011; Li & Koenig, 2022)
as well as cultural ingroup members with whom they have close relation-
ships (e.g., parents, teachers, friends; Harris & Corriveau, 2011). Children
are more likely to imitate the actions of, and trust information provided by,
native-accented rather than foreign-accented speakers (Kinzler et al., 2011).
And children also trust information provided by teachers and parents over
information provided by strangers (Corriveau & Harris, 2009; Dore et al.,
2023). Studies with four-to-seven-year-old children, for instance, show that
children’s beliefs (e.g., “I believe in God” or “climate change is real”) are
shaped by testimony from parents (Dore et al., 2019) but not from strangers
(Dore et al., 2023).

In sum, research reveals that children are prodigious learners when it comes
to mastering the structure of the social world and learning their place in it.
And learning about social structures is crucial to children’s social function-
ing: Imagine a child incapable of discerning the different roles of children vs.
adults; imagine a child uninterested in what they can expect from family vs.
strangers; imagine a child unable to understand what members of their cultural
group think is appropriate to eat on a given holiday. Such children would have
a difficult time functioning in society. However, as will be elucidated in the next
section, children’s amazing capacities for learning about social groups can also
lead to undesirable outcomes.

The Problem of Social Biases

Although children need and want to learn about the social world, some of their
learning can result in biased thinking and behavior—including biases that are
harmful to other people. This is the issue at hand: children are eager to learn
about the social world, and are adept at learning social information, but the
capacities that support their learning can lead to deleterious outcomes.
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Take, for example, children’s capacity to readily detect associations between
status and social group membership that are present in their culture. Children
not only are able to learn such patterns, but they then also apply their learning
to new people—e.g., to form stereotypes and make assumptions about the soci-
oeconomic status of people they have never met (Enright et al., 2020; Horwitz
et al., 2014; Mandalaywala et al., 2020; Shutts et al., 2016). Further, children
use (depicted or presumed) information about status to guide their social pref-
erences and actions, preferentially selecting social partners for themselves who
are higher in status (Enright et al., 2020; Horwitz et al., 2014; Shutts et al.,
2016).

As another example, consider children’s trust in information provided by
other people. To the extent that other members of their culture speak and act
toward members of different social groups in only positive ways, and con-
sistently mark unfair treatment as wrong, children should view other groups
positively and show concern about the welfare of other groups. However, most
adults possess biases themselves (Bertrand & Mullainathan, 2004; Galvan
et al., 2022; Nosek et al., 2007), and such biases, whether intentional or
unintentional, are observable to children (Castelli et al., 2008, 2009; Lamer
et al., 2022; Skinner et al., 2017) and harmful to targets of bias (Carter et al.,
2017; Cave et al., 2020; Eberhardt et al., 2006; Green et al., 2007; Hurd et al.,
2022; Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015; Simons et al., 2002; Trent et al., 2019;
Wong et al., 2003).

A final consideration relevant to children’s social biases is that children
tend to normativize what they have learned about social groups—in other
words, to assume that “what is is what ought to be.” Many studies reveal that
children—especially young children—readily turn descriptive information that
they hear or observe about groups (e.g., the fact the one group usually does one
thing) into prescriptive rules (Foster-Hanson & Rhodes, 2019; Kalish, 2012;
Roberts, 2022; Roberts, Ho, et al., 2017; Roberts et al., 2018, 2021; Tworek &
Cimpian, 2016). For example, 4-to-13-year-old children and adults in one
study saw pictures and heard testimony from an adult about the properties of
two novel group—e.g., one group eats berries that are orange while another
group eats berries that are green. Following the presentation of this informa-
tion, children were asked whether it would be okay for the groups to eat dif-
ferent kinds of berries. Most children (but not adults) said that it was not
okay for the groups to eat different foods. Thus, even though the information
about food preferences was presented descriptively, children quickly treated
the information prescriptively (Roberts, Gelman, et al., 2017). And, longstand-
ing research in the gender domain provides a clear example of how children’s
ideas about how people in one group ought to behave can constrain the behav-
iors of others: Children “police” the behaviors of other children who do not
behave in accordance with gender norms (Blakemore, 2003; Levy et al., 1995).

Together, this research reveals that because children are such good social
learners, they are unfortunately quick to learn and apply biased messages
that are pervasive in the social world. Overriding the biased information that
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children gather throughout their early years is likely to be an enormous under-
taking. However, we believe that if interventions deeply engage with children’s
capacities and approaches to social learning, there is great potential for reduc-
ing children’s social biases in generalizable and enduring ways.

Reducing Children’s Social Biases

In considering the task at hand for reducing children’s social biases, we iden-
tify several features that are likely necessary for creating sustained and gener-
alizable reductions in bias. Below, we highlight considerations regarding the
structure and content of interventions that are likely necessary for the inter-
ventions to be maximally effective. We also identify important considerations
related to the evaluation of the efficacy of interventions. We then review exist-
ing interventions that align with at least some of the suggestions and show
some promise in addressing children’s social biases.

Structural Considerations

To the extent that children learn social biases in their everyday lives, effective
interventions need to recognize both the embedded nature of social biases in
culture and that children—even very young children—have considerable expe-
rience learning to function in a social world that promotes the development of
social biases. Successfully counteracting the forces that lead to the development
of social biases is likely to be a major challenge.

From the time of Katz’s (1976a) review onward, psychologists—especially
experimental psychologists—who carry out bias intervention studies with
children tend to land on a similar approach: experimenters recruit a group of
children, direct children to complete a task (e.g., exposure to members of dif-
ferent racial groups; Qian et al., 2017) or deliver a brief lesson that is thought
to reduce bias (e.g., that women are good at math and science; Block et al.,
2022) and then immediately measure the effects of their manipulation on some
measure of social bias (Aboud et al., 2012; Aboud & Levy, 2000; Beelmann &
Heinemann, 2014; Skinner & Meltzoff, 2019). Against the backdrop of what
we know about how children think about social groups and how they learn
social biases, this typical approach is unlikely to produce meaningful and sus-
tained changes in children’s social biases.

A principal problem with these types of studies is their short-term nature.
They are typically conducted in a single session and involve participating in
brief bias reduction activities. The impact of these brief bias reduction interven-
tion activities likely pales in comparison to children’s prior learning as well as
children’s experiences following the intervention session; after the study ses-
sion, children return to their everyday context where biased messages about
social groups abound. And indeed, these types of interventions often have
immediate effects that do not hold up over time (e.g., McKeown et al., 2017;
Savenye, 1990). A second problem arises when such interventions are delivered
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by experimenters: As unfamiliar adults, experimenters may not be viewed as
trusted sources for how to behave. A third problem emerges when interven-
tions take place in contexts that are not meaningfully connected to children’s
everyday lives (e.g., a laboratory at a university)—in the absence of structured
guidance on how to apply information to other contexts. Again, such practices
do not fully respect the reality of the embedded nature of bias in children’s eve-
ryday experiences. A final problem is that these types of interventions often fail
to set into motion processes and behaviors that are self-sustaining and enable
bias reducing efforts to continue following the conclusion of the intervention
sessions.

For an intervention approach to be practically effective in addressing chil-
dren’s social biases, the approach should meet a number of critical criteria.
First, the approach should be embedded into children’s social lives, across situ-
ations and over time. Understanding that young children spend most of their
time at home, in school, or in organized activities (e.g., sports teams, dance
groups, and structured after-school programs), it may be prudent to embed the
intervention content in these contexts.

Second, the approach should capitalize on the reality that children look
to trusted sources for guidance on what is appropriate behavior (Dore et al.,
2019). This consideration suggests that it would be beneficial to work with
parents, teachers, or coaches—trusted adults who interact with children over
time and in contexts where children spend considerable time. These trusted
adults can provide consistent messages regarding social groups and biases over
time, provide guidance on how to address social biases in relevant social con-
texts, serve as role models for children to emulate, and monitor changes in
children’s behavior over time.

Third, the interventions should create opportunities for trusted adults to
scaffold the learning of the intervention content and for children to practice
what they have learned. For example, rather than simply reading a book about
intergroup friendship, a promising intervention might involve helping children
find opportunities to create and maintain positive relationships with outgroup
members. Ideally, interventions would involve more than one trusted adult and
be incorporated into multiple contexts to enhance the opportunity to provide
consistent messages that apply broadly and over time.

Content Considerations

Beyond the structural considerations regarding how an intervention is delivered,
careful attention must be paid to the content being delivered. It seems clear that
successful interventions should capitalize on children’s extraordinary learning
skills and their keen interest in learning the ways to function most adaptively
in the social world. But, beyond these suggestions, what should those hoping
to reduce children’s social biases say or ask children to do exactly? There are
likely many useful approaches to reducing children’s biases, and we do not
think we have the best or only answer for what to say or do. Thus, rather than

429

Handbook of Prejudice, Stereotyping, and Discrimination, edited by Todd D. Nelson, Taylor & Francis Group, 2024. ProQuest Ebook

Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/wfu/detail.action?docID=31468038.

Created from wfu on 2025-04-09 17:32:28.



Copyright © 2024. Taylor & Francis Group. All rights reserved.

Katharine E. Scott et al.

prescribing particular content, below we have identified some potential pitfalls
to be attended to when designing the content of interventions as well as some
resources that could be consulted to guide the messaging and selection of spe-
cific strategies that can be woven into interventions.

Motivational Considerations

Interventions designed to address children’s social biases are likely to provide
content that runs counter to much of children’s prior learning about social
groups as well as their intuitions about “what is is what should be.” In this
regard, bias interventions effectively change the rules for what are appropriate
ways to think and behave to function effectively in the social world. Learn-
ing new rules is hard and upending their typical way of thinking may not feel
natural to children. Further, many children may feel they are functioning just
fine as they are (especially members of high-status groups) and may not feel
naturally motivated to change how they think and act toward members of
other groups—especially if those changes are hard.

For these reasons, we offer two recommendations regarding the content of
interventions: First, we recommend explicit and consistent messaging about
social values relevant to biases—i.e., clearly communicated standards for chil-
dren’s behavior. Second, we recommend providing children with content about
why they should care about biases. Such content could dovetail with issues
children care about from a young age (e.g., being fair; Baillargeon et al., 2015,
p. 2007; Dawes et al., 2007; Graham et al., 2013; Olson et al., 2011; Shaw &
Olson, 2012) and introduce new motivational sources for children (e.g., a par-
ent telling their child they would be proud if their child stood up to a racist
bully at school). Taken together, these actions could set the foundation for
children to develop their own values relevant to social biases (Hughes et al.,
2016; Plant & Devine, 1998). When internalized, these values could be carried
across situations and over time, and promote children’s engagement in efforts
to reduce intergroup biases in self-sustaining ways.

Adults May Need Training

A careful consideration of the literature focused on adults reveals additional
potential pitfalls to address in developing bias intervention content for chil-
dren. Although trusted adults are likely to be the most effective messengers of
intervention content, they are not always willing or able to serve as interven-
tionists delivering the intervention content. First, some adults are biased them-
selves and uninterested in equity values (Forscher et al., 2015); these people
are unlikely to be effective at delivering bias-reduction content or serving as
models. Second, even adults who are interested in equity are not always aware
of children’s biases (Pahlke et al., 2012; Scott et al., 2020a, 2023; J. Sullivan
et al., 2021). Third, once adults are aware that children express social biases
and become concerned about their effects as well as motivated to address such
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biases, they need training in what to say or do (Scott et al., 2020b, 2023). The
training should address two interrelated considerations.

First, many adults appear to have intuitions that sharing messages such as
“everyone is the same,” “be equal,” or “race doesn’t matter” are sufficient to
convey both their values and how to treat others (Apfelbaum et al., 2012).
These messages, however, fall short in eliminating social biases and in some
cases exacerbate biases (Apfelbaum et al., 2008; Plaut et al., 2018). One reason
they likely fall short is that the value messaging is general and not tied to clear,
explicit, concrete behaviors to enact to achieve the goal. In addition, encour-
aging children to ignore race or social category membership denies the reality
that people come from different social groups and that despite many people
agreeing that all people should be treated equally, intergroup biases persist.
We anticipate that successful interventions will require communicating values
encouraging equality along with specific recommendations about what adults
should attempt to teach children about social groups and social biases (e.g.,
what could be said, done, or modeled to achieve the overarching goal).

A second issue brought into sharp relief in this context is that being moti-
vated to address children’s social biases and having the efficacy to address
biases are distinct. Even when motivated to address children’s social biases,
many adults report not knowing how to translate that intention into actions
(Scott et al., 2020b), avoid addressing these issues directly (Pahlke et al., 2012;
Rogers et al., 2024; J. Sullivan et al., 2021), or fail when they try to address
these issues because they have not been trained adequately (Ulger et al., 2018;
Vittrup & Holden, 2011; Vrdoljak et al., 2023). Successful interventions will
need to address this lack of self-efficacy by training adults in how to deliver
consistent and explicit messages about equality, how to model egalitarian
behavior in effective ways, or have effective discussions with children about
social groups and social biases. And, of course, this type of training must con-
sider children’s age to ensure the content and training opportunities are age
appropriate (e.g., messaging for kindergarteners will likely differ dramatically
from for messaging for adolescents). If the goal is to have adults serve as inter-
ventionists with children, it is important to provide them with the education
and support needed to enable them to take effective action to address children’s
social biases.

Identifying Promising Content

As suggested throughout the discussion of structure and content considera-
tions, interventions need to offer strategies that have the potential to coun-
teract existing social biases and promote more inclusive, equitable behaviors.
A potentially fruitful approach is to look to laboratory studies for ideas about
strategies that could be integrated into intervention content for children of
a particular age. Although most often laboratory studies are single session
studies in which the impact of the intervention is assessed immediately, they
provide proof of concept that these strategies can change children’s social
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biases—at least in the short term. For example, laboratory interventions have
demonstrated that individuation—helping children differentiate outgroup
members and learn individual characteristics about outgroup members—can
reduce 5-to 6-year-old children’s implicit racial biases (Qian et al., 2017). Other
research has demonstrated that helping 8-to-13-year-old children engage in
perspective-taking can reduce their tendency to provide more help to in-group
members than to out-group members (Sierksma et al., 2015).

Laboratory studies are valuable because they can provide insights into the
mechanisms through which change can be achieved and can serve as a testing
ground for strategies during early stages of intervention development when
researchers are unsure what the content should be. For example, for those
interested in using storybooks to discuss bias with children, a laboratory study
could help shed light on which storybooks invite the best discussions with chil-
dren or result in the most robust changes on a bias measure (in the short term).
Of course, interventionists, while building on the literature on what strate-
gies have produced short-term change in the laboratory, should be mindful
that some strategies may not be effective or may require more repetition in the
real-world when competing with all of the other messages children are receiv-
ing. Additionally, some approaches may not show immediate effects but may
have effects that emerge over time (Cook et al., 2014). For this reason, the field
needs both short-term laboratory studies as well as larger-scale longitudinal
intervention studies, as a part of its toolkit.

Laboratory studies also typically examine the effects of a single method (e.g.,
countersteretotyping, perspective-taking, evaluative conditioning) on a central
outcome of interest (e.g., stereotyping, play preferences, group attitudes) under
highly controlled conditions. The everyday contexts in which intergroup biases
are expressed are considerably more complex, and interventionists should rec-
ognize the possibility that strategies that are shown to be effective in the lab
may not survive the transition to the natural context or may need to be tweaked
for application to everyday settings. Moreover, because no one method is likely
to apply to every situation and intergroup biases manifest in various ways in
natural contexts, successful interventions will likely need to incorporate mul-
tiple strategies that may have synergistic effects to afford the best chance to
create meaningful changes in intergroup biases across situations and over time.

Assessment Considerations

Interventions are valuable only insofar as they yield intended effects. As such,
careful attention is needed in identifying the outcomes on which the efficacy of
the intervention is to be evaluated. We suggest that all interventions should start
with a clear analysis of the problem the intervention should alleviate. In the pre-
sent context, interventions are designed to reduce children’s social biases. Note,
however, that we have used the term “social biases” as an umbrella term that
encompasses the types of outcomes for which there are frequently observed
patterns of favoring one’s own group over others attitudinally or behaviorally
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(Shutts et al., 2013), stereotyping of outgroup members (Pauker et al., 2010),
excluding outgroup members from activities (Abrams & Killen, 2014), among
others. Selecting outcomes for evaluating the efficacy of an intervention is com-
plex when social biases manifest in a variety of ways. As such, chief among
assessment considerations is the selection of the outcome or outcomes targeted
for change in the intervention. These assessment considerations must be con-
sidered in tandem with intervention development as assessment is inextricably
linked to the content of the intervention.

Beyond tying the outcomes to the intervention content, useful measures
would be those on which bias has been established previously, especially meas-
ures that predict behavior in the real world. Relatedly, in choosing both out-
comes and measures, we suggest carefully considering capturing the type of
behavior that would meaningfully impact targets of bias. A feeling measured in
the laboratory that does not relate to anything or anyone outside the laboratory
is likely not worth targeting in an intervention (Brauer, 2024). Finally, picking
up on points made earlier about the utility of longitudinal studies, the most
effective assessments of bias intervention approaches will necessarily involve
measurement over time with measures that have good test-retest reliability—
and assess outcomes across situations to examine the generalizability of the
intervention’s effects (see Devine & Ash, 2022 and Moss-Racusin et al., 2014
for a deeper analysis of design and assessment considerations in interventions
developed to address social biases in adults; their recommendations also apply
to interventions with children).

Promising Interventions

To make the suggestions in the previous section more concrete, here we high-
light two interventions that incorporate some of the structural, content, and
assessment consideration we outlined above. Though neither of the interven-
tions include every suggestion we advanced, each of these interventions shows
some promise for effectively addressing children’s social biases.

Parent-Led Intervention

We begin by highlighting our own intervention approach that was designed
to engage White United States parents in efforts to address race and racial
biases with their 5-to-7-year-old children (Scott et al., 2024; see also Devine
et al., 2012 for a similar theoretical approach for addressing adults’ racial
biases). Our program—Empowering Behaviors to Address Race with Kids
(EmBARK)—was designed to address several core problems: (1) White chil-
dren express racial biases starting around age five; (2) White parents are una-
ware of and unconcerned about their children’s racial biases; (3) White parents
do not know how to address race with their children; (4) As a result, White
parents typically do not address race and racial biases with their children (Hai-
ley & Olson, 2013; Hoffman et al., 2019; Pahlke et al., 2012; Scott et al.,
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2020b, 2023; Shutts, 2015; Skinner & Meltzoff, 2019; Vittrup & Holden,
2011). In developing EmBARK, we identified an opportunity to engage chil-
dren’s trusted sources—in this case, parents—in efforts to address race and
racial biases with their children across situations and over time. To do so, we
reasoned that we would have to increase parents’ awareness of, concern about,
and motivation to address children’s biases. Moreover, we anticipated the need
for providing parents with strategies for addressing race and racial biases with
their children that could be embedded into children’s everyday lives, across
situations and over time.

To fulfill these goals, EmBARK begins with an educational training session
for parents that motivates and trains parents on serving as interventionists.
Parents first learn about the nature, prevalence, and consequences of children’s
racial biases. Throughout this section of the program, parents learn about chil-
dren’s remarkable learning capacities and how these capacities lead children to
develop social biases. This section is designed to motivate parents to counteract
the biased information that children learn from many sources. This approach
increases White parents’ awareness of children’s racial biases, concern about
children’s racial biases, and motivation to address children’s racial biases (Scott
et al., 2023, 2024).

Following the information about children’s racial biases, EnBARK provides
training on how to address race and racial biases with their children. This sec-
tion of the training program is designed to foster self-efficacy for parents and
to provide strategies for addressing race with children. The strategies provided
were drawn from the literature and have been shown to provide short-term
bias reducing effects in laboratory studies. Because bias manifests in a vari-
ety of ways, EmBARK provides parents with multiple bias-reduction strategies
that could be implemented in different settings over time and provides parents
with examples of how the strategies can be embedded into children’s everyday
lives. Some of the strategies also promote curiosity about race and diversity,
some explicitly teach children about the importance of diversity and inclu-
sion, and some provide explicit messaging about parents’ values. To create
natural opportunities for parents to practice the strategies with their children
in a familiar context, parents are asked to practice each strategy with their
children for two weeks while reading storybooks about race and racial bias,
doing activities about race or racial bias, and while engaging in their daily lives.

As an illustrative example, one of the strategies focuses on intergroup con-
tact. During the educational training session, parents learn the logic for why
intergroup contact works, different situations in which intergroup contact can
be applied, and are given suggestions for how to provide opportunities for
intergroup contact for their child. To help parents practice this strategy with
their children in their own homes, parents are sent storybooks featuring chil-
dren of color and interracial friendships. Throughout the storybooks, parents
are provided with discussion prompts to explicitly address interracial contact
and friendships with their children. Parents are also provided with a hands-on
activity that encourages their child to imagine having intergroup friendships
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(Stathi et al., 2014). Following some initial practice, parents are provided with
concrete suggestions for helping their child engage in intergroup contact with
people at school, in their neighborhood, and in their community. Together,
these steps provide opportunities to practice the strategy over time, embed the
strategy into children’s lives, promote curiosity about outgroup members, and
explicitly share parents’ values surrounding interracial friendships.

EmBARK is still in the early phases of testing, but a preliminary evalua-
tion of the program provides hope for the efficacy of EmBARK. Following
our assessment recommendations, we evaluated the extent to which EmBARK
led to change on target outcomes critical to parents serving as interventionists
with their children (e.g., awareness of children’s biases, self-efficacy to address
children’s biases). Specifically, we found that compared to those in a control
condition, parents who participated in EmBARK addressed race and racial
biases in deep and meaningful ways and showed increases in concern about
and self-efficacy to address children’s racial biases (Scott et al., 2023, 2024).
In ongoing research, we are evaluating the impact of EmBARK on children’s
racial biases across time and contexts.

Teacher-Led Intervention

Another promising intervention for addressing children’s social biases with
children a bit older than those targeted in the EmBARK program is the Devel-
oping Inclusive Youth (DIY) program (Killen et al., 2022). DIY was designed
to address two core problems: (1) children express prejudice; and (2) children
have trouble recognizing inequitable treatment of others—particularly pertain-
ing to social exclusion of social outgroup members. To address these two prob-
lems, DIY leverages the assistance of trusted adults—in this case, teachers—to
implement an intervention that helps 8- to 11-year-old children detect inequi-
table treatment of others, engage in inclusive ways, and reject discrimination
across different situations and over the course of many weeks.

Similar to in EmBARK, teachers first complete a workshop that teaches
them about children’s social biases and provides guidance on how to facilitate
conversations about inclusivity and discrimination with children. In addition
to the workshop, teachers receive an extensive teachers’ manual and weekly
discussion guides. These materials help teachers become well-trained inter-
ventionists who are prepared to address social inequality with their students.
During the training, teachers learn multiple strategies to help reduce children’s
biases and to help children recognize social inequity: direct intergroup con-
tact, indirect intergroup contact, and standing up to bias (i.e., explicit messages
about how bias is wrong and what you can do about it). These strategies have
demonstrated short-term efficacy in previous research and provide very explicit
messaging to children about what is right and wrong (e.g., Gaias et al., 2018;
Johnson & Aboud, 2017; Turner & Cameron, 2016).

Over the course of eight weeks, children complete a web-based curriculum
that introduces topics of inclusivity and discrimination and presents examples
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of indirect intergroup contact. Each week, teachers discuss the curriculum with
children in the class and help children practice recognizing situations in which
inclusivity and standing up to discrimination could be important in their own
lives—in other words, teachers help embed the intervention content into chil-
dren’s everyday circumstances. Through the curriculum and discussions, chil-
dren are learning values about egalitarianism and inclusivity that can lead to
self-sustaining behaviors to address biases beyond the conclusion of the inter-
vention program.

The DIY program was evaluated in a multi-site randomized controlled trial
in 48 classrooms. Given that a core focus of DIY was helping children identify
inequitable treatment of others, a core outcome measure focused on children’s
evaluation of intergroup social exclusion. Additionally, the researchers meas-
ured children’s trait attributions, competency beliefs, and reported play with
people of different racial and gender backgrounds. Each of these outcomes
was theorized to change as a function of intergroup contact experiences during
DIY. In comparison to a control condition, children in the DIY program were
more likely to disapprove of discrimination, ascribed more positive traits to
outgroup members, and reported more intergroup friendships. Future research
will be needed to evaluate the longevity of DIY effects.

Both EmBARK and DIY, interventions that follow many of the structural,
content, and assessment considerations outlined in the previous sections, show
promise for addressing children’s social biases. Each intervention is embedded
in children’s natural habitats (i.e., home and school) and involves trusted adults
as interventionists. The adults are provided with training on how to provide
explicit and consistent messaging about social groups and social biases and
how to provide children with scaffolded guidance on how to behave in fair and
equitable ways. And, each intervention assesses outcomes that are important
to evaluating the efficacy of the intervention. Building on additional sugges-
tions above, as well as the initial promise of these two intervention approaches,
future work might assess the utility of an intervention that works with children
both in the home and at school (i.e., across contexts).

Conclusion

Returning to where we started, we note optimism about the potential to
“straighten the twig” when interventionists seriously consider the depth of
the problem of children’s social biases. In the past few decades, we have wit-
nessed enormous growth in our knowledge about children’s learning and social
development and in our methodological toolkit for addressing children’s social
biases. These advances create a strong foundation upon which intervention-
ists can build when designing interventions that address the embedded nature
of social biases in the world and in children’s minds in the service of enact-
ing meaningful, self-sustained change. Research of this type is still nascent,
and, as the field advances, we hope to see researchers bringing together dif-
ferent approaches to addressing children’s social biases. We eagerly await the
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outcomes of approaches similar to what we have proposed here, as well as new
and different approaches from other researchers.
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