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Seminar on Tuesday 11 March 2008: 
How do children acquire a sense of responsibility for others? What interventions 
work?     
 
 
Children acquire a sense of responsibility for others from a diverse array of social 
contexts, including the home (parents and siblings), the school (peers and teachers) 
and the community.   Through complex social interactions children develop a sense of 
responsibility to moral values, to their community, and to themselves.  In our 
research, these different types of values have been referred to as “moral” (justice, 
fairness, others’ welfare), “conventional” (groups, community, schools), and 
“personal” (self, autonomy).  For healthy social development, each type of value has 
to be acquired and realized in a child’s life.  Research has shown how children 
acquire a sense of fairness in their peer interactions, particularly conflict over the 
distribution of toys and resources.  Children negotiate personal values through 
interactions with parents and teachers (authority), and assert their autonomy, which is 
essential for personal growth and well-being. Finally, an understanding of group 
function, loyalty to groups, and traditions established by cultures and communities 
are acquired by being a member of a group, and identifying with a group and its 
goals.  What makes life complex, of course, is that these different forms of values are 
often in conflict. Sorting out these conflicts becomes one of life’s challenging tasks. 
One area of conflict that I have investigated recently has to do with prejudice, 
because all three types of values are involved when children display prejudicial bias 
about another group. Moreover the consequences are great, as prejudice acquired in 
childhood is very difficult to change in adulthood.  Thus, interventions designed with 
knowledge about values in childhood, provides the basis for facilitating social justice, 
and fostering a civil society.  

 
 
 
 



Children’s Social and Moral
Reasoning About Exclusion
Melanie Killen

University of Maryland

ABSTRACT—Developmental research on social and moral

reasoning about exclusion has utilized a social-domain

theory, in contrast to a global stage theory, to investigate

children’s evaluations of gender- and race-based peer ex-

clusion. The social-domain model postulates that moral,

social-conventional, and personal reasoning coexist in

children’s evaluations of inclusion and exclusion, and that

the priority given to these forms of judgments varies by the

age of the child, the context, and the target of exclusion.

Findings from developmental intergroup research studies

disconfirm a general-stage-model approach to morality in

the child, and provide empirical data on the developmental

origins and emergence of intergroup attitudes regarding

prejudice, bias, and exclusion.
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How early do individuals become capable of moral reasoning?

What is the evidence for morality in the child? Over the past two

decades, research on children’s moral judgment has changed

dramatically, providing new theories and methods for analysis.

In brief, the change has been away from a global stage model

toward domain-specific models of development. According to

Kohlberg’s foundational stage model of moral development

(Kohlberg, 1984), which followed Piaget’s research on moral

judgment (Piaget, 1932), children justify acts as right or wrong

first on the basis of consequences to the self (preconventional),

then in terms of group norms (conventional), and finally in terms

of a justice perspective in which individual principles of how to

treat one another are understood (postconventional). This ap-

proach involved assessing an individual’s general scheme (or-

ganizing principle) for evaluating social problems and dilemmas

across a range of contexts.

By the mid-1980s, however, studies of contextual variation in

judgments provided extensive evidence contesting broad stages

(Smetana, 2006; Turiel, 1998). For example, young children’s

evaluations of transgressions and social events reflect consid-

erations of the self, the group, and justice; these considerations

do not emerge hierarchically (respectively) but simultaneously

in development, each with its own separate developmental tra-

jectory (e.g., self-knowledge, group knowledge, and moral

knowledge). Thus, multiple forms of reasoning are applied to the

evaluations of social dilemmas and interactions. Social judg-

ments do not reflect one broad template or stage, such as

Kohlberg’s preconventional stage to characterize childhood

morality. Instead, children use different forms of reasoning,

moral, conventional, and psychological, simultaneously when

evaluating transgressions and social events.

One area of recent empirical inquiry pertains to social and

moral evaluations of decisions to exclude others, particularly on

the basis of group membership (such as gender, race, or ethni-

city), referred to as intergroup exclusion. What makes this form of

exclusion a particularly compelling topic for investigation from a

moral viewpoint is that it reflects, on the one hand, prejudice,

discrimination, stereotyping, and bias about groups, and, on

the other hand, judgments about fairness, equality, and rights

(Killen, Lee-Kim, McGlothlin, & Stangor, 2002). Conceptually,

these judgments are diametrically opposed; prejudice violates

moral principles of fairness, discrimination violates equality,

and stereotyping restricts individual rights. Do both forms of

reasoning exist within the child? What do children do when

confronted with an exclusion decision that involves moral con-

siderations of fairness and equal treatment, on the one hand, and

stereotypic and social-conventional expectations, on the other?

A social-domain model proposes that morality includes fair-

ness, justice, rights, and others’ welfare (e.g., when a victim is

involved; ‘‘It wouldn’t be fair to exclude him from the game’’);

social-conventional concerns involve conventions, etiquette,

and customs that promote effective group functioning (e.g., when

disorder in the group occurs; ‘‘If you let someone new in the

group they won’t know how it works or what it’s about and it will

be disruptive’’); and psychological issues pertain to autonomy,
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individual prerogatives, and identity (e.g., acts that are not

regulated but affect only the self; ‘‘It’s her decision who she wants

to be friends with’’). Social-domain-theory approaches to moral

reasoning, along with social-psychological theories about

intergroup attitudes, provide a new approach to understanding

social exclusion.

Social exclusion is a pervasive aspect of social life, ranging

from everyday events (e.g., exclusion from birthday parties,

sports teams, social organizations) to large-scale social tragedies

(e.g., exclusion based on religion and ethnicity resulting in

genocide). These forms of interindividual and intergroup ex-

clusion create conflict, tension, and, in extreme cases, chronic

suffering. In the child’s world, exclusion has been studied most

often in the context of interindividual, rather than intergroup,

conflict. Research on peer rejection and victimization, for ex-

ample, has focused on individual differences and the social

deficits that contribute to being a bully (lack of social compe-

tence) or a victim (wariness, shyness, fearfulness; Rubin,

Bukowski, & Parker, 1998). The findings indicate that the long-

term consequences for children and adults who experience

pervasive exclusion are negative, resulting in depression, anx-

iety, and loneliness.

DEVELOPMENTAL APPROACHES

Recently, developmental researchers have investigated chil-

dren’s evaluations of intergroup exclusion (e.g., ‘‘You’re an X and

we don’t want Xs in our group’’). Decisions to exclude others

involve a range of reasons, from group norms and stereotypic

expectations to moral assessments about the fairness of exclu-

sion. Much of what is known about group norms has been doc-

umented by social psychologists, who have conducted extensive

studies on intergroup relationships. The findings indicate that

social categorization frequently leads to intergroup bias and that

explicit and implicit attitudes about others based on group

membership contribute to prejudicial and discriminatory atti-

tudes and behavior (Dovidio, Glick, & Rudman, 2005). Few

researchers, however, have examined the developmental tra-

jectory of exclusion from a moral-reasoning perspective.

Social-domain theory has provided a taxonomy for examining

the forms of reasoning—moral, social-conventional, and psy-

chological—that are brought to bear on intergroup exclusion

decisions. One way that a social-domain model differs from the

traditional stage model of moral reasoning, as formulated by

Kohlberg in the late 1960s, is that the former provides a theory

and a methodology for examining how individuals use different

forms of reasons when evaluating everyday phenomena.

SOCIAL REASONING ABOUT EXCLUSION

One of the goals of social-domain research is to identify the

conditions under which children give priority to different forms

of reasons when evaluating social decisions, events, and inter-

actions. What are the major empirical findings on intergroup

exclusion decisions by children? Most centrally, children do not

use one scheme (‘‘stage’’) to evaluate all morally relevant

intergroup problems and scenarios; moreover, although some

types of decisions are age related, others are not. In a study with

children in the 1st, 4th, and 7th grades, the vast majority of

students (95%) judged it wrong to exclude a peer from a group

solely because of gender or race (e.g., a ballet club excludes a

boy because he’s a boy; a baseball club excludes a girl because

she’s a girl), and based their judgment on moral reasons, such as

that such exclusion would be unfair and discriminatory (Killen

& Stangor, 2001); there were no age-related differences, con-

trary to what a stage-model approach would predict.

Introducing complexity, however, revealed variation in judg-

ments and justifications. As shown in Figure 1, in an equal-

qualifications condition (‘‘What if there was only room for one

more to join the club, and a girl and a boy both were equally

qualified, who should the group pick?’’), most children used

moral reasons (‘‘You should pick the person who doesn’t usually

get a chance to be in the club because they’re both equally good

at it’’); but in an unequal-qualification condition (‘‘What if X was

more qualified, who should the group pick?’’), age-related in-

creases in the use of social-conventional reasons (‘‘The group

won’t work well if you pick the person who is not very good at it’’)

were found. Young adolescents weighed individual merits and

considered the functioning of the club or team. Qualifications

(e.g., good at ballet or baseball) were considered to be more

salient considerations than preserving the ‘‘equal opportunity’’

dimensions (e.g., picking a girl for baseball who has not had a

chance to play).

In fact, how children interpret their group’s ingroup and out-

group norms (conventions) appears to be related to prejudice and
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Fig. 1. Proportion of moral minus social-conventional reasons given by
1st, 4th, and 7th graders for peer-exclusion judgments based on gender or
race. In one condition (equal), participants stated which of two children
should be excluded from an after-school club with only one available
opening when a stereotypical and nonstereotypical applicant both were
equally qualified. In the other (unequal) condition, participants stated
which child should be excluded if the child who fit the stereotype for that
activity was also more qualified. After-school clubs were baseball/ballet
and basketball/math, reflecting gender- and race-associated stereotypes,
respectively. Reprinted from Killen & Stangor (2001).
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bias (moral transgressions; Abrams, Rutland, Cameron, & Fer-

rell, in press). Abrams et al. (in press) showed that children’s

view of whether exclusion is legitimate or wrong was contingent

on whether they viewed an individual as supporting or rejecting

an ingroup-identity norm. In other related developmental

intergroup research, children’s lay theories (conventional

knowledge) about what it means to work in a group, and whether

effort or intrinsic ability is what counts, have been shown to be

significantly related to whether they view the denial of allocation

of resources as fair or unfair (moral decision making); focusing

on intrinsic ability in contrast to effort results in condoning

prejudicial treatment (Levy, Chiu, & Hong, 2006). Moreover,

adolescents’ perceptions of the social status of membership in

peer cliques (conventional knowledge) determine whether they

view exclusion (e.g., excluding a ‘‘goth’’ from the cheerleading

squad) as fair or legitimate (Horn, 2003). These findings dem-

onstrate the nuanced ways in which children make judgments

about groups and how group knowledge and group norms bear

directly on moral judgments about exclusion and inclusion.

Research on intergroup contact in childhood provides infor-

mation regarding how social experience influences the mani-

festation of children’s stereotypes and conventional reasoning to

justify exclusion. Intergroup-contact theory states that under

certain conditions, contact with members of outgroups decreases

prejudice (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2005). In a developmental study

with participants enrolled in 13 public schools (N 5 685) of

varying ethnic diversity (see Fig. 2), European American stu-

dents enrolled in heterogeneous schools were more likely to use

explicit stereotypes to explain why interracial interactions make

their peers uncomfortable, and were less likely to use moral

reasons to evaluate peer exclusion, than were European

Americans enrolled in homogeneous schools (Killen, Richard-

son, Kelly, Crystal, & Ruck, 2006). Children’s positive experi-

ences with students who are different from themselves, under

certain conditions, facilitate moral reasoning about intergroup

exclusion and suppress stereotypic expectations as a reason for

an exclusion decision.

These findings support a domain-model view of social and

moral judgment and challenge stage theory, which proposes that

children are limited in their ability to make moral judgments by a

general-processing scheme for assimilating information (their

‘‘stage’’). From a stage view, one would expect children to use

conventional or stereotypic (group-expectations) reasons, and

expect older children to use moral reasons. Instead, researchers

now find that children’s reasoning varies by the context and a

balance of priorities.

Context has many variables, and determining it involves

investigating the role of the target of exclusion as well as par-

ticipant variables (age, gender, race/ethnicity) on exclusion

decisions. Regarding the target of exclusion, a series of findings

reveals that gender exclusion is viewed as more legitimate than

exclusion based on ethnicity, with more social-conventional

reasons and stereotypic expectations used to support the former

than the latter (Killen et al., 2002). As shown in Figure 3,

children used fewer moral reasons to evaluate exclusion in a

peer-group music context with a gender target (‘‘What if the boys’

music club will not let a girl join?’’) than with a race target

(‘‘What if the white students in a music club will not let a black

student join?’’). A significant proportion of students used social-

conventional reasons, such as: ‘‘A girl/black student likes

different music, so she/he won’t fit in with the group.’’ Not

surprisingly, though, European American females, and minority

participants (both males and females), were more likely to reject

these forms of exclusion and to use moral reasons than were

European American males. This inclusive orientation may be

due to the perspective, empathy, and reciprocity that result
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Fig. 2. Proportion of European American students who explicitly used
stereotypes to explain what it is about interracial interactions that makes
their peers uncomfortable, as a function of positive intergroup contact.
Positive intergroup contact included cross-race friendship in classrooms,
schools, and neighborhoods (based on data reported in Killen et al., 2006).
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Fig. 3. Proportion of moral and social-conventional reasons for gender
and racial targets of exclusion in peer-group contexts. Peer-group contexts
referred to after-school music clubs that excluded a target child from
joining the club due to his or her gender or race. Reasons were moral
(unfairness) or social-conventional (group functioning; based on data from
Killen, Lee-Kim, McGlothlin, & Stangor, 2002).
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from experiencing prior exclusion. Thus, these findings support

social-domain-theory propositions that the target of exclusion is

influential on evaluations of exclusion, and that specific types of

peer experiences may contribute to judgments that exclusion is

wrong.

Children reject atypical peers based on stigmatized group

identity (Nesdale & Brown, 2004). This finding further indicates

that peer experience with exclusion is an important variable for

investigation. Nesdale and Brown propose that children who

experience extensive exclusion may be at risk for demonstrating

prejudicial behavior toward others, and for perpetuating a cycle

of negative intergroup attitudes. At the same time, however,

adolescents are cognizant of the wrongfulness of discrimination

regarding stigmatized peers (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002).

Although stereotypes and conventions are powerful forces that

legitimize exclusion, there is also extensive evidence of how

adolescents explain the wrongfulness of discrimination in terms

of social justice. Social-reasoning categories provide evidence

for the types of norms that children use to justify or reject ex-

clusion decisions and for the conditions that promote children’s

change from a priority on morality to group functioning, which

may, at times, occur at the expense of fairness.

NEW DIRECTIONS

Adults frequently use traditions and customs to justify exclu-

sion. Tiger Woods’ initial response to playing at the Augusta

(Georgia) National Golf Club (host of the legendary Masters

Tournament), which excludes women, was ‘‘That’s just the way it

is’’ (Brown, 2002)—categorized as social-conventional reason-

ing. More recently, Woods has stated, ‘‘Is it unfair? Yes. Do I want

to see a female member? Yes’’ (‘‘Woods Thinks Masters Debate

Deserves a Private Meeting,’’ 2005)—categorized as moral

reasoning. Yet, he refuses to give up his participation in the

event: ‘‘They’re asking me to give up an opportunity to win the

Masters three straight years’’ (Smith, 2003)—personal priority

over the wrongfulness of exclusion. These quotes, which do not

reflect coded responses from an in-depth systematic interview,

nonetheless, reveal how an individual can give different prior-

ities to exclusion decisions and how these priorities change

depending on the context (Killen, Sinno, & Margie, in press).

Social-conventional or personal reasons do not necessarily re-

flect a developmentally ‘‘primitive’’ response (as put forth by

stage theory).

Are children moral? Yes, children demonstrate spontaneous

and elaborated reasons for why it is wrong to exclude others

based on group membership, referring to fairness, equality, and

rights. Do children have stereotypes about others? Yes; how

these stereotypes enter into moral decision making requires an

in-depth analysis of how children weigh competing considera-

tions, such as group functioning, traditions, customs, and cul-

tural norms, when evaluating exclusion. What changes as

children age is how these considerations are weighed, the con-

texts that become salient for children and adolescents, and the

ability to determine when morality should take priority in a given

situation.

What is not well known is how children’s intergroup biases

(those that are not explicit) influence their judgments about

exclusion; what it is about intergroup contact that contributes to

children’s variation in reliance on stereotypes to evaluate ex-

clusion; and how early intergroup attitudes influence children’s

awareness of justice, fairness, and equality. Given that stereo-

types are very hard to change in adulthood, interventions need to

be conducted in childhood. Understanding when children resort

to stereotypic expectations is crucial information for creating

effective interventions. Developmental findings on social rea-

soning about exclusion provide a new approach for addressing

these complex issues in childhood and adulthood and for cre-

ating programs to reduce prejudice.
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