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In this article, the authors assert that (a) the topics of equity and justice reflect important areas of developmen-
tal science theory and research which have not yet been recognized as central areas of research in child devel-
opment and developmental science, (b) a concern for social inequalities serves as a common thread binding
equity and justice research across different areas in developmental science, and (c) equity and justice research
can inform policies and practices that are designed to improve the lives of all children (including those who
are members of stigmatized groups) reduce prejudice and bias, and create programs to rectify social inequali-
ties. For this special section of Child Development, the authors provide the context for this research, and high-
light the articles in this special section to demonstrate cutting-edge research in developmental science
regarding equity and justice. The authors review current research and make recommendations for new lines
of inquiry.

Equity and justice are central constructs for how
individuals live their lives. The fair and equitable
treatment of individuals has been a core value of
humanity throughout history, one that has evolu-
tionary roots in the prosocial orientations of nonhu-
man primates and other animals, and that has
manifested in one form or another in most cultures
on earth. Without equity and justice individuals
cease to function effectively as groups or collectives,
refrain from cooperative and reciprocal modes of
interaction, and ultimately succumb to violence,
prejudice, and destructive ends. How do humans
develop the ability to treat others with fairness,
equity, and equality? More specifically, what is the
developmental story for how children develop
prescriptive norms for how to treat others, rectify
social inequalities, and understand the complexities
of balancing fairness with concerns about social sta-
tus, social hierarchies, and belonging to social
groups?

Children’s and adolescents’ experiences of dis-
crimination, social exclusion, and prejudice impact
their trajectories for healthy development and the

ultimate goal of creating a just and civil society.
Developing an understanding of how humans come
to construct a working theory of equity and justice,
and associated behaviors exhibiting this theory, will
inform interventions and policies to combat current
social and moral inequalities. These are complex
issues, but they are fundamental for understanding
the human condition, and the factors that promote
or hinder social and moral capacities regarding
equity and justice.

Social Science Focus

Despite our view that these issues are central for
developmental science, it is only recently that they
have been viewed as essential for empirical inquiry
in psychology, and more specifically, for child
development. In contrast, equity and justice have
long been considered central areas of scholarship,
inquiry, and application in the fields of sociology,
political science, and philosophy. Sociology and
political science have a history of studying human
social behavior and society with a focus on social
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class, social mobility, and social structure (Dur-
kheim, 1893), and a more recent focus on the mech-
anisms that underlie social inequality, such as social
status-based differences (Ridgeway, 2013).

Philosophical writings have formed the basis of
theories of justice and fairness (Rawls, 1971), and
within the past several decades philosophers have
explicitly discussed the constructs of social injustice
(Appiah, 2005; Nussbaum, 1999; Sen, 2009), and
what is necessary for defining a theory of social
equality (Anderson, 1999; Fourie, Schuppert, &
Wallimann-Helmer, 2015; Scheffler, 2015). Interest-
ingly, recent philosophical writings have made
comparisons between distributive justice and rela-
tional equality, pointing out that theories of dis-
tributive justice do not fully allow for the goals of
relational equality, or the creation of a “society of
equals” (Scheffler, 2015). Societies are inherently
hierarchical, and these hierarchies create social
stratifications that impede the goals of justice and
fairness. These hierarchies do not emerge fully real-
ized in adulthood but have their roots in childhood,
in the world of peer interactions as well as adult–
child interactions.

Developmental Science Focus

Developmental science first began investigating
issues of equity and justice by analyzing how the
existing social stratifications in society create
inequalities that have long-term detrimental effects
on children’s development (see Garc�ıa Coll et al.,
1996; Spencer & McLoyd, 1990). These life circum-
stances often translate into social processes of exclu-
sion mediated by intergroup attitudes and lead to
discrimination and lack of access to resources. The
initial empirical undertakings led to a corpus of
data on the long-term negative consequences of
social stratifications as we describe below (Duncan,
Magnuson, & Votruba-drzal, 2015; Fisher, Wallace,
& Fenton, 2000; Frankenberg & Orfield, 2007;
Marks, Ejesi, McCullough, & Garcia-Coll, 2015;
Weiland & Yoshikawa, 2012). Yet, as put forward
by social psychologists (Steele, 1997) and develop-
mental psychologists (Verkuyten, 2011), changing
the laws regarding income inequalities, stratifica-
tions, and civil rights is only the first step toward
equality and justice. What is now necessary is to
address how to change psychological attitudes,
beliefs, and judgments. Until we can change psy-
chological attitudes, the full enactment of laws will
be hindered and the laws on their own cannot fully
create the desired goal of equity and justice.

The process of changing attitudes has to begin in
childhood, as social hierarchies, biases, and stereo-
typic expectations emerge early. By adulthood, such
attitudes are deeply entrenched and difficult to
change. This special section of Child Development
highlights current cutting-edge research regarding
discrimination, social exclusion, and intergroup atti-
tudes in childhood (for the background, history,
and rationale for this special section of Child Devel-
opment, see Appendix S1). These three topics were
identified by members of the Society for Research in
Child Development’s Equity and Justice committee as
central and current concerns related to equity and
justice in developmental science. In this article, and
as members of the Equity and Justice committee, as
well as guest editors of this special section of Child
Development, we discuss these three topics in devel-
opmental science (what we know and what we do
not know), the issues in the field, and the empirical
findings. We highlight the 11 current articles that
were included in the special section as examples of
cutting-edge research in developmental science, and
provide the context for this work in the field of
developmental science.

Promoting a society of equals for both how chil-
dren are treated and socialized, as well as how chil-
dren develop concepts about others, is a
developmental science goal. For almost a century,
developmental science has demonstrated that chil-
dren care about and make judgments regarding the
fair and equal treatment of others (Piaget, 1932;
Turiel, 1983, 2002). Thus, developmental science can
and should be conducting research that informs
strategies and policies to promote the healthy well-
being for all children and to investigate the factors
that perpetuate, as well as rectify, inequalities. Fur-
thermore, we view this goal as necessary and rele-
vant for all areas of developmental science,
including neuroscience, social cognitive develop-
ment, emotion and affect, motivation, and cognitive
development.

The Gap

Despite the existence of selected significant and
robust lines of developmental science research that
address issues of equity and justice for children,
current subfields remain isolated bodies of research
that have not yet coalesced into a larger focus on
equity and justice within the field. Research on
equity and justice is urgently needed given the
long-term negative consequences that result from
these phenomena throughout the life span.

1318 Killen, Rutland, and Yip



Research on societal factors and policy mandates
has demonstrated that the absence of equitable and
just treatment in childhood contributes to a lack of
long-term healthy child development, and in fact,
serves as a significant risk factor for negative soci-
etal- as well as individual-level outcomes (Duncan
et al., 2015; Weiland & Yoshikawa, 2012). Viewing
children as a vulnerable population, this research
has documented the long-term negative conse-
quences of being the recipient of inequitable treat-
ment such as being raised in poverty, experiencing
discrimination as a result of one’s ethnicity, or liv-
ing in a community that experiences prejudicial
treatment.

Yet, as mentioned, status hierarchies exist in soci-
ety, including in children’s social worlds, and to
this end, children are both victims and perpetua-
tors, desiring to rectify inequalities as well as main-
tain the status quo. Investigations of children’s peer
worlds reveal social inequalities, existing along with
the hierarchies that exist in their larger community
and cultural worlds. This means that inequity and
injustice begin very early in development. Waiting
to address these problems in adulthood, when
inequality has already resulted in health and adjust-
ment disparities, is too late. Thus, research should
focus not only at the exogenous level in terms of
how children are treated by the external world, but
also at the endogenous one, focusing on how chil-
dren interpret their own experiences and the factors
that enable inequitable and unjust behavior and
attitudes toward others to percolate up through
development. Given the importance of childhood
experiences for later life-span development, devel-
opmental science research should identify the fac-
tors that promote a society of equals from the
beginning of development.

Our Goal

We propose that a developmental science perspec-
tive is necessary, timely, and relevant for shedding
light on equity and justice, fundamentally impor-
tant aspects of human development. The origins
and development of equity and justice from
infancy to adulthood requires identifying the
social, biological, cognitive, emotional, and clinical
dimensions of what it means to treat others equita-
bly with mutual respect. In this article, we make
three assertions.

First, the topics of equity and justice reflect
important areas of developmental science theory
and research which have not yet been recognized

as central areas of research in child development
and developmental science. We would like to call
attention to these research areas given the centrality
of equity and justice in human development. As
mentioned, theorists have argued that the current
challenge for researchers studying equity and jus-
tice issues is to determine how to change psychologi-
cal attitudes that reflect stereotypic and prejudicial
expectations, given that for many countries in the
world, but not all, there are laws in place to protect
individuals from unequal and unfair treatment.

At the global level, the U.N. Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights, established in 1948, reflects
these sentiments as identified in Article 1 that “all
human beings are born free and equal in dignity
and rights. They are endowed with reason and con-
science and should act toward one another in a
spirit of brotherhood.” The U.N. Convention on the
Rights of the Child, ratified in 1989, articulates the
necessity for children to live free from discrimina-
tion and unequal treatment. Country-specific poli-
cies are wide-ranging and include many of the
tenants reflected in the global mandates. Nonethe-
less, violations of laws persist and people still hold
beliefs which cause them to avoid rectifying social
inequalities. Thus, much work remains to ensure
not only that the laws and expectations are
enforced and carried out, but also to determine
how best to change psychological attitudes and behav-
ior, which often develop early in childhood and
help perpetuate social inequalities.

Changing attitudes requires knowing what atti-
tudes exist and the factors that promote change.
Improving children’s lives requires changing atti-
tudes held by adults (parents, teachers, community
leaders) as well as those held by children them-
selves. Developmental psychologists studying this
topic have argued that the time for change and
intervention is in childhood, when negative atti-
tudes that perpetuate social inequalities are labile
and only just emerging (Killen, Rutland, & Ruck,
2011; Marks et al., 2015; Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2012;
Yip, Douglass, & Sellers, 2014).

Understanding the role of group identity, group
norms, and children’s own beliefs, judgments and
attitudes are essential for changing psychological
attitudes that perpetuate negative interindividual
and intergroup treatment. In addition, the messages
that parents and teachers convey to children about
inclusion or exclusion are powerful forces that need
to be fully examined to promote positive social rela-
tionships and attitudes in childhood (Bigler, Brown,
& Markell, 2001; Brown, Bigler, & Chu, 2010; Nes-
dale, 2008). As much as adults often hold biases,
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parents can also be an important buffer to help chil-
dren resist the negative outcomes of experiences of
discrimination and exclusion (Rivas-Drake, Hughes,
& Way, 2009).

Attitudes about inequality include both explicit
and implicit judgments. Until recently it was
expected that implicit attitudes were particularly
impervious to change. Yet, it has been shown that
social contexts and individual factors significantly
contribute to the degree to which implicit attitudes
are revealed in both adulthood and childhood
(Baron, 2015; Lai et al., 2014; McGlothlin & Killen,
2010). In addition, new findings using biological
markers provide evidence for the types of social
relationships, such as intergroup contact, that can
facilitate change (Page-Gould, Mendoza-Denton, &
Tropp, 2008). These research examples underscore
the potential power of applying equity and justice
approaches to development science to alter the
development of stereotypic and discriminatory atti-
tudes toward marginalized groups (Garc�ıa Coll
et al., 1996). Moreover, a multilevel approach is
needed, one which cuts across broader economic
policy to address discrimination, social exclusion,
and intergroup attitudes on the individual and
group levels.

Thus, our second assertion is that a concern for
social inequalities serves as a common thread bind-
ing equity and justice research across different areas
in developmental science. Specifically, this common-
ality is apparent in research designed to address
social inequalities in children’s lives as well as
research that reveals children’s roles as active agents
for perpetuating or rectifying social inequities in dif-
ferent social relational contexts. We define social
inequalities as the unfair and unjust treatment of
individuals, often based on group membership (gen-
der, race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation), and
often directed at individuals who are members of
vulnerable or stigmatized populations. Social
inequality occurs when individuals are denied access
to resources and opportunities, and/or are excluded
from opportunities and social groups solely on the
basis of group membership status. An important
movement in this field is to examine the beliefs, atti-
tudes, and behaviors of both excluders and the
excluded. This means that those who are the recipi-
ents of unfair treatment (ethnic minority children,
females, marginalized groups) need to be partici-
pants in research as much as those who are the per-
petuators of negative attitudes and behaviors; too
often participants in research on prejudice are only
members of high status or majority groups. The
dynamic of how individuals experience and interpret

social relationships and interactions requires close
scrutiny. The denial of access to resources and social
exclusion results in disparities that negatively affect
healthy well-being and optimal development.

Third, we assert that equity and justice research
can inform policies and practices that are designed
to improve the lives of stigmatized groups, reduce
prejudice and bias, and create programs to rectify
social inequalities. This expectation is one shared
by federal agencies that fund basic research in
which a detailed accounting of the broader impact
or translational products is required and is funda-
mental to the successful review of proposals. The
connection between basic research and policy is
essential for developmental science research given
that so much is at stake in providing a strong
healthy beginning for a life span of productivity
and contribution to the large society and commu-
nity.

Drawing upon these three assertions, in the
remainder of this article we illustrate the first asser-
tion by highlighting the studies in this special sec-
tion along with existing developmental science
research concerned with the central issues of equity
and justice in childhood. Our selection of research
is designed to illustrate our second assertion, and
we will also identify how each of these fields of
research addresses social inequalities in children’s
lives and children’s active roles in supporting or
challenging social inequalities. Next, related to our
third assertion, we underscore the relevance of
these fields of research in informing policies and
practices that challenge social inequalities and
improve the lives of stigmatized groups. Finally,
we conclude by returning to our first assertion with
recommendations for, and benefits of, making
equity and justice a central focus in developmental
science.

Existing Research on Equity and Justice

To highlight the current research articles for this
special section, we have grouped the studies along
these categories, reflective of the three areas for the
special section: discrimination, social exclusion, and
intergroup attitudes. Besides a focus on equity and
justice, the highlighted research shares in common
explicit attention to the social contexts that shape
development. Importantly, the research highlighted
here ranges from micro- to macrolevel contexts. At
the microlevel, we review research on proximal
levels of context; we focus on youth’s experiences
of discrimination, with a particular focus on unfair
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treatment due to racial/ethnic group membership.
Within the section on discrimination, we offer an
even more granular multilevel approach reviewing
research on how discrimination gets “under the
skin” to influence physiological outcomes in peer,
school, and neighborhood contexts. In the section
on social exclusion, we acknowledge that this area
spans multiple levels by focusing on the neuro-
science of social exclusion to social cognition about
interpersonal exchanges, as well as the influence of
group and societal norms on exclusion decisions. In
the section on intergroup attitudes, we discuss the
role of group identity on the formation of in-group
and out-group attitudes and its bearing on the
denial of fair and equal treatment of others. Finally,
we return to equity and justice research focused on
the impact of national economic policies related to
prenatal care, early child education, maternal
health, and distribution of resources, which has
implications for policies and interventions.

Children’s Experiences of Discrimination

Research on children’s experiences of discrimina-
tion has shown a robust association between these
experiences and compromised developmental out-
comes (Pascoe & Smart Richman, 2009). These
resultant poor psychological, academic, behavioral,
and physical health outcomes in childhood help to
perpetuate social inequalities and sustain societies
that are not founded upon on the principles of
equity and justice. As befits a developmental
science concerned with equity and justice, there has
been a specific focus on uncovering how and why
discrimination is associated with poor adjustment,
and how these associations change or persist over
time. Because discrimination has been linked to a
host of negative outcomes, inquiries into the
sources and consequences of discrimination have
naturally resulted in investigations spanning multi-
ple levels of developmental contexts, from proximal
biological contexts to more distal neighborhood
ones (Marks et al., 2015).

While discrimination and mistreatment can arise
due to a variety of reasons related to marginalized
social group memberships, the bulk of recent
research in social science broadly, and developmen-
tal science in particular, has focused on discrimina-
tion due to membership in a racial/ethnic group.
This testifies to the fact that social inequality within
most societies originates in racial/ethnic differences
and a long history of discrimination based on race
or ethnicity. A recent meta-analysis found that 65%
of articles on discrimination focus on racial or

ethnic treatment, with the next most common focus
on gender discrimination representing 17% of stud-
ies (Pascoe & Smart Richman, 2009). This supports
the scientific community’s interest in how mistreat-
ment due to one’s racial/ethnic group membership
impacts child and youth development and out-
comes.

A developmental science, however, focused upon
equity and justice for all groups that experience
inequity requires more research on other forms of
discrimination, including gender discrimination,
which represents prejudice based on gender and
differential treatment due to sexual orientation
(Horn & Sinno, 2014). Prejudice of one group affects
prejudice of all groups; thus reducing discrimina-
tion and social exclusion has to take into account
multiple group membership categories.

Importantly, current investigations are moving
toward a more systematic investigation across mul-
tiple levels of influence. This includes investigations
starting at the most proximal level such as basic
physiological processes, to interpersonal interac-
tions, to more institutionally based discrimination
evidenced in schools and neighborhoods.

How Discrimination Impacts Developmental Outcomes

At the most proximal level, research on discrimi-
nation is increasingly focused on inquiries related
to how discrimination gets “under the skin” (Mc-
Ewen, 2012) to influence various outcomes. Theo-
ries emphasizing how social experiences of
discrimination are embodied in physical health out-
comes are increasingly gaining traction. For exam-
ple, the ecosocial model directly links interpersonal
and institutional discrimination to physical health
outcomes and disparities (Krieger, 2012). Specifi-
cally, stress from discrimination is biologically
embodied and manifested in compromised health.
Similarly, psychophysiological approaches provide
pathways linking stress from discrimination to
immediate and online indicators of health such as
heart rate, blood pressure, and cortisol (Harrell,
Hall, & Taliaferro, 2003). Stress from discrimination
is also associated with increased physiological arou-
sal leading to the examination of biomarkers such
as cortisol, blood pressure, telomere length, fMRI,
(functional magnetic resonance imaging) and sleep
to indicate the impact of discrimination-related
stress on physiological functioning. Informed by
such theories, recent research has ventured into
investigating biomarkers of race-related stress and
discrimination employing cutting-edge physiologi-
cal indicators. Most recently, research has shown
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that infants of mothers who experience discrimina-
tion during the last trimester of pregnancy also
show elevated cortisol responses compared to
mothers who do not report experiencing racial dis-
crimination in pregnancy (Thayer & Kuzawa, 2015);
suggesting that the effects of discrimination can be
transmitted intergenerationally via physiological
pathways. This body of results demonstrates that
inequity and injustice via discrimination leaves a
physical and psychological mark upon individual
child and helps to sustain deep-rooted social
inequalities in many societies.

Adding to psychophysiological approaches, social
scientists and psychologists are also considering
how variations in ethnic/racial identity and atti-
tudes may protect individuals who experience dis-
crimination. For example, ethnic/racial identity has
been found to moderate the impact of discrimina-
tory experiences on cardiovascular response (Neblett
& Carter, 2012) and cellular aging, as indicated by
telomere length (Chae et al., 2014). While these stud-
ies exemplify the research on the physiological
impact of discrimination on biomarkers, there is lit-
tle to no such research conducted with youth. How-
ever, one area that has received increasing attention
is the relationship between discrimination stress and
a fundamental biological marker of adolescent
health—sleep. Recently, researchers have begun to
explore the joint effects of sleep and discrimination
on adolescent outcomes with data suggesting that
adolescents reporting high levels of discrimination
and low levels of sleep quality show the worst
socioemotional (Yip, 2015, behavioral (El-Sheikh et
al., 2016) and academic (Dunbar, Mirpuri, & Yip,
2016) outcomes over time, especially compared to
adolescents reporting low levels of discrimination
and high sleep quality.

Discrimination in Schools

Moving toward more distal contexts, there is also
growing research exploring the impact of discrimi-
nation on individual-level outcomes such as aca-
demic achievement and well-being. Discrimination
not only has negative physiological consequences,
but also contributes to sustaining and creating
social inequalities in children’s performance at
school and their psychological well-being. A devel-
opmental science of equity and justice helps us
understand the origins of these inequalities in the
discriminatory experiences of children and adoles-
cents.

For example, discrimination in education and
peer contexts has been found to be associated with

lower self-esteem (Fisher et al., 2000), higher
depressive symptoms (Greene, Way, & Pahl, 2006),
and decreased academic outcomes (Benner & Gra-
ham, 2007). A focus on interpersonal interactions
between individuals has led to investigations of
perpetrator characteristics. For example, Hughes,
Del Toro, Harding, Way, and Rarick (2016) distin-
guish between discrimination perpetrated by non-
school adults, overt discrimination perpetrated by
peers, and covert discrimination perpetrated by
peers, thereby providing a more nuanced picture of
both the source and type of discrimination. Indeed,
the sources and forms of discrimination are differ-
entially experienced across racial/ethnic groups
and have differential effects on both concurrent and
longitudinal outcomes. For example, compared to
Black, Latino, and White youth, Chinese youth
reported more overt peer discrimination in the sixth
grade, and while other youth reported declines in
discrimination in middle and high school, Chinese
youth report more modest declines. When consider-
ing covert peer discrimination, however, another
pattern emerged. While Black and Chinese adoles-
cents reported the highest levels in the sixth grade,
Black adolescents reported a steeper increase over
time. Importantly, all three forms and sources of
discrimination in the sixth grade were associated
with compromised academic, well-being, and
behavioral outcomes 2 years later. These findings
indicated that discrimination, no matter who perpe-
trates it and what form it takes, is longitudinally
connected to the development of social inequalities
which sustain inequity and injustice.

In a recent study investigating discrimination out-
side of the U.S. context, Baysu, Celeste, Brown, Ver-
shueren, and Phalet (2016) also find discrimination,
together with negative stereotypes and perceptions
of unequal treatment, within the school context pre-
dicting more negative cognitive task performance
among Turkish and Moroccan minority youth in Bel-
gium. Importantly, this effect was mediated through
task disengagement. From a developmental perspec-
tive, it was important to note that in a sample span-
ning middle to late adolescence, the impact of
discrimination and perceptions of equal treatment
compromised task disengagement for late-adolescent
youth reporting high levels of unequal treatment and
discrimination. Similar patterns were not observed
for the younger students.

Taken together, the studies by both Hughes et al.
and Baysu et al., though in different contexts,
underscore the importance of school as a setting in
which discrimination creates social inequalities;
more importantly, the studies focus on how social
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interactions with peers and adults in schools are
central to the process by which equity and justice is
hindered in children’s everyday lives. While the
Hughes et al. (2016) study focused on the conse-
quences of sources and types of discrimination on
academic and socioemotional development longitu-
dinally, the Baysu et al. (2016) study focused on
individual-level mediating mechanisms that link
discriminatory treatment with youth outcomes.

Discrimination in Neighborhoods

In addition to schools, there is increasing recog-
nition of neighborhood influences on discrimination
and the perpetuation of social inequalities in devel-
opmental outcomes. In fact, neighborhoods may
represent the most macrolevel context that scholars
have linked to discrimination experiences. Often,
however, such research explores the interaction of
the developing child in these educational and
neighborhood contexts. Together, this area of
research suggests that schools and neighborhoods
indeed have powerful effects on discrimination and
associated developmental outcomes. For example,
Hughes et al. (2016) find that youth attending more
ethnically diverse middle schools reported less
steep increases in peer discrimination over time,
underscoring the benefits of diversity. Turning to
neighborhood effects, Witherspoon, Seaton, and
Rivas-Drake (2016) observed census-derived indices
of neighborhood disadvantage in the seventh grade
to be associated with increased expectations of
racial discrimination in the eighth grade and in
adulthood. This effect, in turn, was mediated
through youth’s perceptions of neighborhood con-
ditions. Therefore, objective neighborhood condi-
tions such as percent unemployed, percent female-
headed household, and percent families in poverty
were associated with more negative youth percep-
tions of their neighborhoods, which led to subse-
quent beliefs about the prevalence of racial
discrimination.

Future Directions for Research on Children’s
Perceptions of Discrimination

Looking forward, research on the topic of dis-
crimination in developmental contexts will benefit
from more longitudinal research with large and
diverse samples. Both Hughes et al. (2016) and
Witherspoon et al. (2016) benefitted from data
spanning middle to high school. Such data sets are
rare, yet imperative, as they have the potential to
address important developmental questions. For

example, Hughes et al. (2016) found that discrimi-
nation increases across the middle school years, yet
declines in high school. While descriptive, this type
of observation is only possible with large, longitudi-
nal data sets.

Another area worthy of deeper inquiry builds
upon recent research seeking to identify how the
source and type of discrimination (Benner & Gra-
ham, 2007; Hyunh & Fuligni, 2010; Marks et al.,
2015) may be differentially associated with the
development of inequalities in mental health and
academic and social outcomes. For example, future
research should not only consider the source and
type of discrimination but also characteristics of
the perpetrator. Some research suggests that discri-
mination from in-group members may be more
detrimental than discrimination from members of
an out-group. The Baysu et al. (2016) article under-
scores the importance of considering how discrimi-
natory processes are enacted in contexts outside of
the United States. While the histories of ethnic
minority groups are unique to each country, there
are likely certain universal principles of race- and
ethnicity-based discrimination that transcend geo-
graphical or historical boundaries.

Finally, research on the impact of discrimination
broadly and within developmental science has been
limited to a focus on singular aspects of identity,
primarily race and to a lesser extent gender (Pascoe
& Smart Richman, 2009). Scholars have long recog-
nized that all individuals are members of multiple
social groups and that the intersection of these
identities impacts discrimination experiences and its
impact on development (Chavous, Rivas-Drake, &
Smalls, 2008; Garc�ıa Coll et al., 1996); however, this
area of research is still in its infancy. Indeed, recent
research finds that African American boys experi-
ence more classroom and peer discrimination than
African American girls, and that this gender differ-
ence is further exacerbated for boys reporting lower
family socioeconomic status (SES; Chavous et al.,
2008). Moreover, discrimination in the eighth grade
has downstream impact on a broader range of
boys’ academic outcomes compared to girls (Cha-
vous et al., 2008). This evidence suggests that the
intersection of multiple identities and their impact
on discrimination and social inequalities in terms of
psychological outcomes is a fruitful and important
topic for future research.

It is also notable that, while detrimental effects of
discrimination are consistent with meta-analytic
conclusions (Pascoe & Smart Richman, 2009), devel-
opmental science research has utilized multiple dif-
ferent indicators of discrimination. Despite these
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differences between studies, research focused on the
experiences of racial/ethnic minority groups in their
respective contexts has found similar detrimental
effects of unfair treatment. Even experimental
research focusing on psychophysiological indicators
of discrimination stress asks participants to imagine
themselves in a social interaction (e.g., Neblett &
Roberts, 2013). As such, even among research that
explores the influence of distal contexts, develop-
mental science research exploring the impact and the
source of discrimination remains largely at the indi-
vidual level. However, a multilevel approach
affords the opportunity for a more granular investi-
gation of developing youth and their perpetrators
embedded within and across specific contexts.

Children’s Evaluations of Intergroup Social Exclusion

As discussed earlier, children who are discrimi-
nated against and socially excluded from their peers
on the basis of group membership, such as gender,
race, ethnicity, culture, religion, and sexual orienta-
tion, are at risk for barriers to healthy development
(i.e., they experience social withdrawal, anxiety,
depression, and a lack of motivation for striving
towards successful academic outcomes). Compro-
mised development in childhood maintains social
inequalities and is counter to the principles of equity
and justice. Children experience social exclusion due
to implicit and explicit biases, and it has been
demonstrated that children are also the beholders of
attitudes (both implicit and explicit) that lead to
negative interindividual peer interactions, creating
intergroup tensions and conflict in school and com-
munity contexts (Juvonen, Nishina, & Graham,
2006; Killen & Rutland, 2011; Pitula, Murray-Close,
Banny, & Crick, 2015; Rutland & Killen, 2015).

As demonstrated by Mulvey, Palmer, and
Abrams (2016), by adolescence, racial bias is dis-
played in more indirect social group contexts, such
as found with race-based humor and adolescents’
expectations about peer responses to discrimination.
In their study, with age, European-American ado-
lescents judged race-based humor as more accept-
able than did younger adolescents, and were less
likely to expect peer intervention. Adolescents who
rejected this form of humor focused on the harmful
consequences to others. As with gender stereotypes,
however, adolescents who viewed it as wrong also
expected that they would be excluded from groups
if they intervened to stop race-based humor from
occurring within their own peer groups.

Similar to the transformation of social psycholog-
ical research on prejudice from a focus on

individual psychopathology perspective to one that
focuses on group norms, identity, and group
dynamics, developmental intergroup research on
social exclusion has recently focused more directly
on how group processes contribute to the emer-
gence of prejudice (intergroup relations) rather than
how individual personality traits of children result
in rejection from peers (interpersonal relations). The
significance of group processes was demonstrated
by Brenick and Romano (2016), who found that cul-
tural group identity and group norms are related to
evaluations of social exclusion. This study examined
how Jewish-American youth evaluated Arab Ameri-
can inclusion and exclusion in different contexts
(peers and family). It showed that perceived group
norms were influential on when participants viewed
exclusion as legitimate. In the peer context, adoles-
cents who judged that their peers held positive atti-
tudes about an Arab out-group were less accepting
of exclusionary behavior (and the reverse was the
case; adolescents who judged peers to hold negative
attitudes were more accepting of exclusion). In the
home context, perceived peer norms were also a pre-
dictor of exclusionary attitudes above and beyond
parental norms, indicating that parents are only one
source of influence on adolescent exclusionary prac-
tices. Overall, this study revealed the ways that
group norms are influential on adolescent exclusion-
ary beliefs regarding cultural identity.

Social Exclusion and Social Status

Research on children’s judgments, attitudes, and
beliefs about social exclusion of peers has revealed
that children have an emerging understanding of
hierarchies, status, and power that often maintains
the status quo of social inequality at the expense of
fair and just treatment of others (Killen, Mulvey, &
Hitti, 2013). Children as young as 4 and 5 years of
age associate race with wealth status (Newheiser &
Olson, 2012) and, with age, understand connections
between poverty and inequality (Mistry, Brown,
Chow, & Collins, 2012). Given that friendship is a
powerful foundation for social development,
refraining from becoming friends with peers who
are perceived to be part of the stigmatized out-
group has negative consequences that warrant
focused research to understand the factors that per-
petuate this type of psychological attitude. When
children hold negative attitudes about peers based
on group membership and social status, and these
judgments are left unchallenged or, worse, pro-
moted, then these judgments contribute to prejudi-
cial attitudes, unfair treatment of peers, and
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ultimately supporting the maintenance of social
inequalities.

Social exclusion based on group membership
such as gender, race, ethnicity, nationality, sexual
orientation, and religion begins in childhood and
continues through adulthood helping to sustain
social inequalities. As an example, in early child-
hood, Pauker, Xu, Williams, and Biddle (2016) iden-
tified two social cognitive components of racial
attitudes which are race salience and racial stereo-
types. Race salience is the tendency to categorize
others by race, which is also associated with other
variables such as status (Bigler & Liben, 1993). Pau-
ker et al. (2016) identified racial essentialism as the
belief that racial group membership is fixed and
reflects an underlying essence shared by like indi-
viduals. Essentialist thinking plays a role in stereo-
typing and particularly out-group stereotyping. In
Pauker et al.’s (2016) study, children in Hawaii and
Massachusetts, who had different levels of exposure
to diverse groups, differed in their level of essential-
ist thinking about race (which was higher in Mas-
sachusetts than Hawaii), and racial stereotyping
increased with age only in Massachusetts, where the
sample selected was predominantly European
American with little intergroup contact.

Gender stereotyping and expectations are also
evident in childhood by a recent study conducted
by Andrews, Martin, Field, Cook, and Lee (2016).
In their study, they demonstrated the basis by
which gender expectations perpetuate gender segre-
gation as well as gender social exclusion. Left
unchallenged, these biases transform into classroom
expectations regarding academic as well as social
abilities and opportunities. Research has shown that
children and adolescents view gender exclusion in
stereotypic contexts as unfair, but often expect that
groups will dislike those who challenge gender
norms (Mulvey & Killen, 2015). Related work by
Horn and her colleagues (Horn, 2007) have also
shown that social exclusion based on sexual orien-
tation is viewed negatively by most children, but
group pressure often inhibits their vocalization of
their views in group settings. This recognition of
group norms, designed to maintain the status quo
and social inequalities, appears to be a major obsta-
cle for children who do not want to appear disloyal
to the group.

Social Exclusion, Group Norms, and Social Inequalities

Investigating children’s social-cognitive judg-
ments about social exclusion based on group mem-
bership has revealed why children view exclusion

to be unfair or legitimate. Research has shown that
children view exclusion from groups as unfair in
straightforward contexts, but when situations
become complex or ambiguous, group functioning
considerations as well as stereotypes, biases, and
prejudicial attitudes are often invoked (Gieling,
Thijs, & Verkuyten, 2010; Hitti & Killen, 2015;
Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2012; Wray-Lake, Syvertsen, &
Flanagan, 2008). Age-related changes have revealed
that young children are less aware of group
dynamics than are older children. This lack of
knowledge bears on their expectations of how they
expect groups to respond to members that are dis-
loyal to the norms of the group. With age, and in
ethnically diverse schools, perceptions of equal
treatment buffers threat effects for minority adoles-
cents, revealing the importance of promoting equity
and equality norms in school contexts (Baysu et al.,
2016).

Recently, research on resource allocation reveals
the ways in which the perpetuation of social
inequalities and bias in childhood has implications
for social exclusion (Elenbaas, Cooley, Rizzo, &
Killen, 2016; Elenbaas & Killen, 2016; Rizzo & Kil-
len, 2016; Schmidt, Svetlova, Johe, & Tomasello,
2016;). In one study, African American and Euro-
pean American 5- to 10-year-olds were asked to
divide resources among peer groups that were dis-
advantaged or advantaged (and for groups that
differed by race) and found that, with age, chil-
dren rectified inequalities by giving more resources
to the disadvantaged group, but only when the
African-American targets were disadvantaged;
further, with age, children were increasingly aware
of wealth status disparities and judged resource
inequalities negatively (Elenbaas & Killen, 2016).
The denial of resources to a disadvantaged or stig-
matized group is also one way to sustain social
inequalities, which violates moral principles of
equity and justice. Most resource allocation studies
test how children allocate resources to same-group
or same-race targets. With the exception of a hand-
ful of studies, little research has investigated how
young children take into account the status or
group membership of the recipients of resource
allocation, or the potential for physical or psycho-
logical harm resulting from inequality. This is a
fruitful line of research for incorporating social
inequalities into the study of moral cognition as
well as social exclusion in childhood.

Not only does intergroup social exclusion nega-
tively affect the excluded recipient, it also has nega-
tive outcomes for those who exclude others. This is
because perpetuating inequality and inequity
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creates antagonism and tensions in perpetuators’
own experiences in intergroup contexts, such as in
schools, college, and the workforce, contributing to
cycles of interpersonal and intergroup conflict. As
one example, physiological measures of stress have
shown that European-American White college stu-
dents who reported very low levels of opportunities
for cross-race friendships in high school experience
physiological stress when interacting with a college
dorm roommate of a different race (Page-Gould
et al., 2008). Short-term interventions to promote
cross-race friendships among college students have
produced a reduction in the physiological levels of
stress. The authors of this research finding aptly
titled their article, “Why egalitarianism might be
good for your health” (Mendes, Gray, Mendoza-
Denton, Major, & Epel, 2007).

Social Exclusion at Micro and Macro- Levels

Thus, as with our discussion of discrimination
research, studies on social exclusion have been con-
ducted at different levels of analysis. Research in
social neuroscience, for example, has validated the
hurtful experiences of social exclusion. For example,
experiences of social exclusion activate brain
regions that are also affected by experience of phys-
ical harm (Eisenberger, 2006; Masten et al., 2009)
and rejection sensitivity (Berenson et al., 2009).
These studies have focused on the recipient of
exclusion, and additional research on the neuro-
science and physiological consequences of holding
stereotypes and biases about others should also be
conducted.

At a more macrolevel, civic engagement oppor-
tunities for children and adolescents are designed
to promote social inclusion, equity, and justice. A
meta-analysis on the role of reflection pertaining to
the effects of community service on adolescent
development revealed that community service had
a positive effect on academic, personal, social, and
civic outcomes, and particularly so when reflection
was part of the experience (Van Goethem, Van
Hoof, Orobio de Castro, Van Aken, & Hart, 2014).
Extending these findings to adolescents' theories of
economic inequality Flanagan et al. (2014) have
demonstrated that adolescents ages 12-19 from a
wide array of ethnic and socioeconomic back-
grounds had a more complex understanding of
wealth than of poverty, and attending schools with
classmates who discussed current events increased
the likelihood of structural attributions of poverty.
Incorporating these measures with those from other
areas of developmental science will provide a

stronger coherence of the origins of equity and jus-
tice from infancy to adolescence.

Future Directions for Research on Social Exclusion

New lines of research on children’s reasoning
about social exclusion and social inequality will
provide information regarding how inequities are
perpetuated in childhood by children as well as by
adults, and the contexts in which children readily
challenge such inequalities. Taking an integrative
approach, it will be fruitful to examine how chil-
dren’s and adolescents’ personal experiences of
social stratification are related to their judgments
about inclusion and exclusion based on these same
indices.

For example, when studying ethnic and racial
exclusion, it is essential to investigate the perspec-
tives from different ethnic and racial groups, and to
determine how (and whether) being a member of a
group that is identified as having high or low sta-
tus is related to experiences about inclusion and
exclusion. It is also important to examine the judg-
ments, evaluations, and expectations of different
ethnic and racial groups about whether others at
the low or high end of the status hierarchy would
rectify, perpetuate, or maintain the status quo when
given an opportunity to make such decisions. More-
over, intervention research is needed to determine
how to change these attitudes. In the next section
we describe research on intergroup attitudes.

Children’s Intergroup Attitudes

Children’s decisions to discriminate against or
socially exclude others from different groups typi-
cally originate from their intergroup attitudes and
prejudices. Development science research into inter-
group bias and prejudice has attempted to under-
stand the emergence of these insidious attitudes in
childhood and adolescence, in order to identify key
factors that facilitate or hinder prejudice develop-
ment. These attitudes should be the focus of atten-
tion when challenging social inequalities and form
a cornerstone of a developmental science that takes
equity and justice seriously.

Research in this area dates back to studies in the
1970s and 1980s showing explicit prejudice in mid-
dle childhood, especially in relation to racial and
ethnic groups (Aboud, 1988; Katz, 1983). Much of
this early research identified some of the social-cog-
nitive characteristics that make children vulnerable
to showing in-group bias, such as young children’s
difficulties in considering multiple social categories
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and their tendency to fixate on single perceptually
salient social categories when evaluating individu-
als from different groups. Recent research has sug-
gested that children’s cognitive categorization skills
are less important for the development of biases
and prejudice (Nesdale, 2004). Instead, this research
has shown that children’s developing social cogni-
tive capacities, such as knowledge about groups
(e.g., intergroup dynamics) and mental state knowl-
edge (e.g., theory of social mind), combined with
their environmental influences, determine whether
they show prejudice toward stigmatized groups,
perpetuate social inequalities, and deny equity and
justice to others.

Intergroup Attitudes and Social Identity

Research drawing from developmental social
identity theories (Nesdale, 2004; Rutland, Killen, &
Abrams, 2010) has shown that the norms of the
peer in-group are a significant influence on chil-
dren’s intergroup attitudes. This research has
shown that children’s motivation to maintain a pos-
itive image among peers means the norms of the
peer group hold a powerful influence (e.g., Nesdale,
Maass, Durkin, & Griffiths, 2005; Rutland et al.,
2005; Rutland, Hitti, Mulvey, Abrams & Killen
2015). Nesdale, Maass, Kiesner, Durkin, and Grif-
fiths (2008), for example, demonstrated how an
exclusionary peer in-group norm made children
more likely to say they would engage in direct or
indirect forms of bullying towards an out-group
child. Effects have also been found on intergroup
attitudes, with Nesdale and Lawson (2011) showing
that both peer and school norms influencing the
attitudes of 7- and 10-year-old children. In this
study, children were led to believe that the peer in-
group had either an inclusionary or exclusionary
group norm, and that the school had either an
inclusionary school norm or no school norm. It was
found that an inclusive school norm led to more
positive out-group attitudes, though this norm did
not act to moderate the negative effects of an exclu-
sionary peer group norm on children’s intergroup
attitudes. Therefore, to tackle discrimination and
the social inequalities we have to create inclusive
norms within our schools, and facilitate the devel-
opment of inclusive norms among and within peer
groups.

These findings fit with a significant body of
recent research which has shown that, from middle
childhood, intergroup attitudes are influenced by
self-presentational and normative concerns, with
children being responsive to the normative climate

(i.e., inclusive or exclusive) and adapting their
explicit attitudes (McGuire, Rutland, & Nesdale,
2015; Sierksma, Thijs, & Verkuyten, 2014). Recent
research by Tropp et al. (2016) has shown how per-
ceived school and peer norms simultaneously con-
tribute to predicting interethnic attitudes and
contact in both the United States and Chile. Cross-
sectional results from this research showed that
while both school and peer norms seemed influen-
tial, peer norms were a more consistent predictor of
students’ comfort, interest in cross-ethnic friend-
ship, and high-quality interethnic contact. However,
longitudinal results from this research indicated
that school norms—rather than peer norms—were a
more consistent predictor of change in students’
comfort, interest, and contact quality over time.
These findings suggest that peers are a significant
source of normative information at any set moment
in time, but the predominant norms in children’s
school environment are especially important role in
determining their interethnic attitudes and experi-
ences over time. Here it is clear that peer group
norms of exclusion can promote prejudice and dis-
crimination, but an inclusive normative climate in
schools can in the long term reduce the intergroup
biases that are a key component to the maintenance
of social inequalities.

The relationship between peer norms and indi-
vidual attitudes is a two-way street, however, with
children using their intergroup attitudes as a
heuristic when making judgments about the norms
of their peer group—a process known as self-
anchoring. Thijs and Verkuyten (2016) investigated
social influences via a reversed process of social
projection whereby children have the tendency to
assume that others think, feel, and behave similarly
to themselves (Robbins & Krueger, 2005). Thus,
peer norms do not only influence children’s inter-
group attitudes, but these evaluations also affect
the perception of peer norms. There are important
moderators on this social projection effect, with it
being stronger among ethnic minority status chil-
dren who showed strong in-group identification,
and lower with children showing more self-uncer-
tainty (i.e., less reliance on the self when making
judgments).

These findings are consistent with the research
showing that social projection is stronger when
there is overlap between self and others, as close-
ness between an individual’s sense of self and their
group membership suggests they expect to agree
more with in-group members (Tajfel & Turner,
1986). These findings indicate that, while peer group
norms can be a significant influence on the

Equity and Justice in Developmental Science 1327



development of intergroup attitudes, for peers to
have a positive influence it is important that the
information about what peers actually think is
unambiguous and clear-cut. Interventions concerned
with reducing intergroup biases should ensures that
children actively discuss issues surrounding dis-
crimination and prejudice with their peers so they
do not project their own attitudes onto their peer
groups.

Intergroup Attitudes and Contact

Developmental science research has also demon-
strated that children’s intergroup experiences influ-
ence the development of their intergroup attitudes.
Based on the “contact hypothesis,” research has
shown that intergroup contact (i.e., direct or indirect
interaction between individuals from different social
groups) promotes positive attitudes toward other
social groups (Allport, 1954) and undermines the
potential to maintain social inequalities through dis-
crimination. An important aspect of the intergroup
contact hypothesis is that certain optimal conditions
need to be met for contact to reduce prejudice. Forc-
ing children and families to live together when there
is an absence of these conditions—equal status,
common goals, opportunities for cross-group friend-
ship, and a general sanctioning of the goals of inte-
gration from the authority and adults in the
community—may result in an increase, and not
decrease in prejudice. Thus, research has carefully
examined whether the optimal conditions of contact
are present when intergroup experiences are created
(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2005).

There exists a significant body of research show-
ing that contact between children from different
social groups under certain conditions reduces
childhood prejudice (e.g., Feddes, Noack, & Rut-
land, 2009; Rutland, Cameron, Bennett, & Ferrell,
2005). There is also evidence that indirect contact,
merely being aware of friendships between mem-
bers of one’s own group and another group can
also reduce prejudice among adolescents (Turner,
Voci, & Hewstone, 2007) and young children
(Cameron, Rutland, Brown, & Douch, 2006). This is
important because children living in ethnically and
culturally homogeneous contexts often have little
contact with those from other groups, and this type
of vicarious contact could change their attitude
enough that they will seek future direct contact and
experience less anxiety when interacting with out-
group children. Direct contact is more effective than
indirect contact in improving the intergroup atti-
tudes of children living in heterogeneous areas,

with the effectiveness of indirect contact being most
evident in nondiverse settings (Cameron et al.,
2011; Feddes et al., 2009). These findings suggest
that intergroup contact in various guises, depend-
ing on the intergroup context, generates more posi-
tive intergroup attitudes, creating more harmonious
relations between groups of children and reducing
the potential for discrimination that reinforces social
inequalities within society.

Recent developmental research has examined
the long-term effects on intergroup contact on ado-
lescents’ intergroup attitudes by considering social
network dynamics as illustrated by W€olfer, Sch-
mid, Hewstone, and van Zalk (2016). Such an
approach does not rely on individuals’ self-report-
ing contact, and instead focuses on the complexity
of social networks as determined by peer nomina-
tion. This process can be portrayed with social net-
work analysis that structures relationships among
network members giving useful insights into rela-
tions within and between social groups. The appli-
cation of social network data allows a more
objective measurement of intergroup contact by
identifying reciprocally connected network mem-
bers. A novel aspect of W€olfer, et al.’s (2016) study
was its wide scope regarding the populations sam-
pled, which included 14-year-old children of Turk-
ish, Polish, and Italian background living in
Germany; of Turkish, Moroccan, and Indonesian
background living in The Netherlands; and of
Iraqi, Polish, and Iranian background living in
Sweden. W€olfer et al. (2016) found that intergroup
contact among adolescents led to the development
of positive intergroup attitudes, whereas in early
adulthood, it was shown that this relationship
reverses. In adulthood current attitudes affect the
development of contact but these same attitudes
are unchanged by the contact experience.

This research suggests that intergroup contact is
most important when promoting positive inter-
group attitudes among adolescents, but positive
intergroup attitudes in adulthood can buffer against
the often found reduction in intergroup contact
with age. These findings demonstrate that interven-
tions aimed at reducing intergroup bias and dis-
crimination which exacerbates social inequality
should target adolescents rather than adults, and
subsequently positive attitudes in adulthood are
likely to mean individuals maintain contact with
those from disadvantaged groups.

Intergroup contact, however, is not always posi-
tive; it can involve negative experiences especially
if the conditions for optimal contact outlined above
are not met. The result of negative intergroup
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contact is often intergroup conflict between individ-
uals from different social groups. Recent develop-
mental research with children and adolescents
living in cultures with high conflict and exposure to
violent contact between groups was examined by
Niwa et al. (2016). This research revealed the nega-
tive consequences that such nonoptimal contact has
for normative beliefs about the out-group. Niwa
et al. (2016) investigated longitudinal patterns of
aggressive behavior and emotional distress as they
co-occur among Palestinian 8- to 14-year-old chil-
dren who experienced ethno-political violence over
3 years. It noted a number of unique profiles for
aggressive behavior and emotion distress, in partic-
ular a significant one involving high aggression and
emotional desensitization, which was strongly asso-
ciated with support for beliefs shared among the
in-group about showing aggression toward the out-
group.

This research shows the corrosive effect that eth-
nic–political violence and negative contact have on
intergroup attitudes and relations among children
and adolescents who develop aggressive and emo-
tionally disturbed profiles. It suggests that ethnic–
political violence in an intergroup context can result
in support for more violence against the perceived
aggressor, such that violence begets violence. Inter-
group conflict is likely to only increase further
inequity and injustice within societies. What is
needed is a close examination of the contextual
variables in place that would be necessary to enable
intergroup contact to promote positive intergroup
attitudes and, therefore, help reduce intergroup
conflict and social inequalities.

Future Research Directions for on Intergroup Attitudes
and Prejudice

A review of the research on intergroup attitudes
underscores the importance of identifying develop-
mental mechanisms and contexts for promoting
equity and justice. For much of the recent research
on the factors that reduce prejudice, the focus has
been on the feasibility of changing majority group
attitudes to become more inclusive and less biased
(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2005), as well as on how par-
ents from underrepresented groups prepare their
children for the world of discrimination (Hughes
et al., 2016; Smetana, 2000). More recently, develop-
mental science has expanded its focus to include
how prejudice can be reduced through understand-
ing both the majority and minority perspectives,
and how majority parents might be perpetuating
prejudice through avoiding important opportunities

to teach about prejudice (Pahlke, Bigler, & Suizzo,
2012), as well as how all parents may potentially
discourage cross-group friendships, dating, and
marriage.

The focus on the minority perspective is impor-
tant because the optimal conditions for those who
are the targets of prejudice may be different from
those who perpetuate prejudice. In other words,
social psychology researchers have argued that
cross-group friendships may reduce prejudicial atti-
tudes held by high-status majority group members,
but other experiential factors may be important for
those who are the recipients of prejudice such as
engaging in collective action to effect change
(Dixon, Levine, Reicher, & Durrheim, 2012). This is
an essential aspect of how to enact change. Yet,
child and adolescent patterns may be different from
adult ones. In a study with low-income African
American and Latino youth, intergroup contact
(cross-race friendships) was related to the likelihood
that interracial exclusion was viewed as wrong and
with an awareness of the wrongfulness of stereo-
typing (Ruck, Park, Killen, & Crystal, 2011). Thus,
more research is needed regarding when children
challenge stereotypic expectations, resist going
along with the group when the group is perpetuat-
ing out-group dislike or accepting the status quo,
and rectifying social inequalities. To create pro-
grams for intervention it is necessary to investigate
the ways in which both adults and children con-
tribute to negative social relationships, as well as to
understand the experiences of the recipients of prej-
udice and discrimination.

Economic and Policy Mandates to Reduce Social
Inequalities in Children’s Lives

Economic indicators have shown that the long-term
consequences of inequality are quite detrimental in
terms of a lack of educational success, family cohe-
siveness, or secure income obtainment (Duncan,
et al., 2015). This area of research has identified the
societal and economic factors that contribute to a
lack of equitable and just treatment; from this van-
tage point, policy mandates are necessary to protect
children from suffering undue hardships. The evi-
dence from this area of research has provided the
basis for changes in policy regarding quality of care
in the first 3 years of life, promoting maternal
health, and encouraging early pre-K education, as
well as provided evidence of socioeconomic factors,
such as poverty, that contribute to long-term nega-
tive trajectories for children. As an example,
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antipoverty programs in the 1990s predicted posi-
tive outcomes for low-income minority boys by
adolescence, and that moving from a high-poverty
area to a low one had positive long-term effects in
adulthood (Ludwig et al., 2012; Snell et al., 2013).
These areas reflect a macrolevel analysis and one
that draws on social policy, behavioral economics,
political science, and educational research. Weiland
and Yoshikawa’s (2012) research, for example,
underscores how ethnic minority children from
immigrant families and children in families who are
coping with economic challenges experience preju-
dice, social exclusion, and discrimination.

Future Research in Developmental Science

In this section, we review areas of developmental
research that could contribute to the science of
inequality and disparities by integrating a more
explicit consideration of equity and justice themes.
We highlight examples of influential topics in
developmental science with the goal of providing
new ideas for future lines of research, complement-
ing existing findings.

Cognitive Neuroscience

Even before President Obama’s BRAIN Initiative,
developmental scientists have had a keen interest in
mapping cognitive and neurological processes to
socioemotional and behavioral processes. While this
area has offered new and innovative insight into
the neurological underpinnings of developmental
processes, the research would have an even stron-
ger impact on developmental science by including a
more explicit focus on concerns of social equity and
justice. For example, technological advances have
enabled anatomical and functional MRI scans pro-
viding insight into developmental neuroscience.
Research coupling MRI scans with longitudinal
approaches from childhood to adolescence have
found white matter to increase linearly with age,
with males exhibiting a steeper slope (Giedd et al.,
1999). In contrast, gray matter decreased in a non-
linear pattern, and patterns of decline differ for dif-
ferent regions of the brain.

One of the key observations of this line of
research is that gray matter actually increases dur-
ing preadolescence, signaling a critical developmen-
tal period where brain development may be
particularly susceptible to environmental influences
and cues. Giedd et al. (1999) hypothesize that the
increase in gray matter is the brain’s way of

preparing for environmental cues that will result in
selective synaptic trimming. Indeed, recent research
has begun to link neurological development to ado-
lescent development, specifically in the area of risk
taking (Steinberg, 2015). Environmental cues, in this
case, the presence of peers, has been observed to
increase adolescent risk taking. Scholars have spec-
ulated that pubertal development may be at least
partially responsible for the increased influence of
peers; and in particular, increased affiliation with
deviant peers (Ge, Brody, Conger, Simons, &
Murry, 2002). Yet, this research may be masking
relevant disparities in vulnerable groups. For exam-
ple, recent research suggests a complex association
between pubertal development and depression in
African American and European-American girls
(Keenan, Culbert, Grimm, Hipwell, & Stepp, 2014).
While African American youth begin puberty ear-
lier than their European-American peers, they also
report a longer time to completion, essentially
spending more time in pubertal development.

Given this disparity, the science of neurological
development and its socioemotional and behavioral
consequences may be an area that would benefit
from a broader consideration of social context for
equity and justice purposes. For example, known
racial disparities in neighborhood and educational
opportunities may moderate the effects of peers on
risky decision making. While risky behavior may
be a normative component of adolescent develop-
ment, the social contexts in which adolescents
engage in risky behaviors (e.g., urban vs. rural
environments) likely influence the spectrum of risky
behaviors that are available to adolescents. These
types of behaviors, in turn, have important implica-
tions for developmental outcomes such as psycho-
logical and physical health, educational
opportunities, academic outcomes, and adult devel-
opment.

Developmental cognitive neuroscience research
has shown the effects on social inequality (as mea-
sured by SES) on the neurobehavioral functioning
in children, with specific impairment in language
and executive functioning by school age (e.g., Noble
et al., 2005). Recent research also indicates that the
effects of social inequality on brain activity can
already be identified in the first year of life, which
highlights a potential increase in the risk for subse-
quent atypical developmental outcomes and the
need to focus interventions to challenge the nega-
tive consequence on this very early period of infant
development (Karmiloff-Smith et al., 2014). This
important research could benefit from a further
focus on equity and justice, as SES is often
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confounded with ethnicity or race with infants and
children from ethnic/racial minority status groups,
who also during development experience discrimi-
nation and prejudice, being overrepresented in low-
SES groups. Future research should, for example,
examine the connection between early social
inequality in infancy, later ethnic or racial discrimi-
nation in childhood and adolescence, and negative
psychological and neurological outcomes.

Bullying and Victimization

Peer relationships play a fundamental role in
children’s social development. Friendships provide
opportunities for developing positive conflict reso-
lution strategies such as compromising and negoti-
ating (Dunn, 2004), learn how to share resources
(Paulus & Moore, 2014), and serve as a buffer
against victimization (Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro, &
Bukowski, 1999). Yet, when peer relationships are
antagonistic, the negative long-term consequences
are severe and pose obstacles to healthy develop-
ment. For example, children who display externaliz-
ing behaviors such as being highly uninhibited are
at risk for aggressive traits and for bullying behav-
ior; in contrast, children who display internalizing
behaviors such as being shy, fearful, and wary of
others are at risk for extreme social withdrawal and
for being victimized (Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker,
2006).

While much has been learned about the inter-
personal dynamics of peer relationships, much less
is known about the intergroup dynamics for con-
tributing to cycles of bullying behavior. Interper-
sonal dynamics reflect the personality traits that
contribute to individual differences to explain
bully and victim relationships; in contrast, inter-
group dynamics reflect the group norms, group
identity, and stereotypes that contribute to victim-
ization that stems from prejudicial attitudes. These
prejudices feed discrimination which helps sustain
social inequality and injustice in both child and
adolescence. Although personality traits contribute
to 10%–15% of the child population that is at risk
for becoming bullies and victims, prejudicial atti-
tudes, both explicit and implicit, are often held by
a larger segment of the population, becoming nor-
mative expectations about individuals based on
group membership. Thus, an examination of the
factors that contribute to intergroup social exclu-
sion in childhood and adolescence is important for
revealing information about the sources of bully-
ing and victimization in childhood that reflect
prejudicial attitudes and contribute to social

exclusion and social inequalities based on group
membership.

Several recent findings have pointed to areas for
further study. Inclusive intergroup norms held by
peers are related to prosocial behavior toward
members of out-groups, whereas exclusive inter-
group norms are related to more aggressive behav-
ior toward those identifying with the out-group
(Nesdale, 2004). Additional research to investigate
the intersection of personality traits and group
norms regarding members of in-groups and out-
groups would help understand how both processes
contribute to bully–victim patterns of behavior.

Conclusion

In conclusion, in advocating for a developmental
science of equity and justice we make three asser-
tions. First, that equity and justice reflect important
areas of developmental science theory and research
which have not yet been recognized as central areas
of research in the discipline. Second, that existing
research across different areas in developmental
science on the topics of equity and justice share a
common concern for understanding and challeng-
ing social inequalities. Finally, that equity and jus-
tice research within developmental science can
enlighten policies and practices aimed at advancing
the experiences of stigmatized groups, reducing
prejudice and bias wherever it appears, and design-
ing interventions to put right social inequalities
endured by children and adolescents. We described
studies from developmental science that support
the existence of isolated but robust findings regard-
ing the inequity and inequalities that children expe-
rience and the factors that reduce the negative
long-term consequences of such experience. In addi-
tion, we identified the attitudes that children hold
very early in life which perpetuate exclusion as well
as the role played by adults regarding the messages
that they communicate in everyday life. Policies
and intervention programs are sorely needed to
determine how best to intervene and promote a
society of equals.

As the guest editors for this special section of
Child Development entitled Equity and Justice in
Developmental Science: Discrimination, Social Exclu-
sion, and Intergroup Attitudes, we hope that these
articles contribute to our goals of identifying cur-
rent research on this topic, and moving the field
forward. In congruence with Graham’s commentary
(Graham, 2016), we argue that developmental
science has a unique opportunity to contribute to
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ongoing societal discussions about social inequali-
ties which have been part of the current discourse
at the national and international levels. Children’s
lives are at stake, as well as the health and well-
being of the current and next generation.
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