

[image: image1]
Group Norms Influence Children’s Expectations About Status Based on Wealth and Popularity












	 
	ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 11 May 2022
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.816205





[image: image]

Group Norms Influence Children’s Expectations About Status Based on Wealth and Popularity

Kathryn M. Yee*, Jacquelyn Glidden and Melanie Killen

Department of Human Development and Quantitative Methodology, University of Maryland, College Park, MD, United States

Edited by:
Luke McGuire, University of Exeter, United Kingdom

Reviewed by:
Rebecca Peretz-Lange, SUNY Purchase, United States
Adam Rutland, University of Exeter, United Kingdom

*Correspondence: Kathryn M. Yee, katyee@umd.edu

Specialty section: This article was submitted to Developmental Psychology, a section of the journal Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 16 November 2021
Accepted: 29 March 2022
Published: 11 May 2022

Citation: Yee KM, Glidden J and Killen M (2022) Group Norms Influence Children’s Expectations About Status Based on Wealth and Popularity. Front. Psychol. 13:816205. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.816205

Children’s understanding of status and group norms influence their expectations about social encounters. However, status is multidimensional and children may perceive status stratification (i.e., high- and low-status) differently across multiple status dimensions (i.e., wealth and popularity). The current study investigated the effect of status level and norms on children’s expectations about intergroup affiliation in wealth and popularity contexts. Participants (N = 165; age range: 5–10 years; Mage = 7.72 years) were randomly assigned to hear two scenarios where a high- or low-status target affiliated with opposite-status groups based on either wealth or popularity. In one scenario, the group expressed an inclusive norm. In the other scenario, the group expressed an exclusive norm. For each scenario, children made predictions about children’s expectations for a target to acquire social resources. Novel findings indicated that children associated wealth status to some extent, but they drew stronger inferences from the wealth dimension than from the popularity dimension. In contrast to previous evidence that children distinguish between high- and low-status groups, we did not find evidence to support this in the context of the current study. In addition, norms of exclusion diminished children’s expectations for acquiring social resources from wealth and popularity groups but this effect was more pronounced between wealth groups. We found age differences in children’s expectations in regards to norms, but not in regards to status. The implications of how these effects, in addition to lack of effects, bear on children’s expectations about acquiring resources are discussed.

Keywords: group norms, status, wealth, popularity, intergroup


INTRODUCTION

Social status reflects the level of prestige and deference that an individual or group is afforded by others (Anderson et al., 2015). Status stratification is prevalent across societies and young children attend to status cues based on dimensions such as power, wealth, dominance, and social acceptance. By their preschool years, children accurately identify individuals who are high- or low-status, which further guides their expectations about others’ traits, abilities, and behavior (Brey and Shutts, 2015; Charafeddine et al., 2015; Shutts et al., 2016; Gülgöz and Gelman, 2017; Enright et al., 2020). Often, children associate multiple dimensions of status. For example, they view wealthy targets as popular (Shutts et al., 2016) and associate physical dominance with competence and possessing more resources (Charafeddine et al., 2015). Moreover, studies examining various status dimensions find that children associate more positive attributes with high-status individuals and exhibit stronger preferences for them than for low-status individuals (Horn, 2006; Newheiser et al., 2014; Mistry et al., 2015; Shutts et al., 2016; Enright et al., 2020).

Children may favor high-status peers over low-status peers for a variety of reasons. In addition to inferring that individuals possess similar rank across status dimensions, they may broadly infer positive traits from positive status information (Cain et al., 1997). For example, children associate the wealthy with more positive traits (e.g., smart, hardworking, clean, good, honest, polite) than the poor (Mistry et al., 2015). They may also infer positive traits in order to justify existing disparities observed between status groups (Baron and Banaji, 2009; Newheiser et al., 2014).

Alternatively, children may be motivated to identify with groups that are positively distinguished in order to enhance their own self-esteem (Abrams and Rutland, 2008; Nesdale, 2008). Status distinctions may indicate to children the extent to which an individual can functionally benefit others. Affiliation with popular peers, for instance, can enhance one’s own social standing (Dijkstra et al., 2010). Children expect wealthy peers to share more resources than non-wealthy peers (Ahl and Dunham, 2019; Ahl et al., 2019) and also allocate more resources to peers who they expect to share with them and help them (Dunham et al., 2011; Renno and Shutts, 2015).

Despite associations between multiple dimensions of status, no studies to date have compared children’s expectations about the benefits of cross-status affiliation between different dimensions. Moreover, although children expect to receive material resources from the wealthy, less is known about whether children also expect to receive relatively more social benefits from wealthy peers than non-wealthy peers. The current study first aims to investigate children’s associations between two dimensions of status: wealth and popularity. In addition, we aim to extend previous literature by comparing children’s expectations about acquiring social benefits through cross-status affiliation in wealth and popularity contexts.


Conceptions of Wealth Status

Children are aware of wealth stratification from a young age and often favor wealthy peers over non-wealthy peers. Children view wealthy individuals as more competent (Woods et al., 2005; Sigelman, 2012; Li et al., 2014; Mistry et al., 2015; Shutts et al., 2016), more likely to share (Ahl and Dunham, 2019; Ahl et al., 2019), and having more friends (Shutts et al., 2016) than non-wealthy individuals. Moreover, children as young as 4 years of age explicitly and implicitly prefer wealthy peers over non-wealthy peers (Olson et al., 2012; Horwitz et al., 2014; Li et al., 2014; Newheiser et al., 2014; Shutts et al., 2016).

Despite these biases, children are simultaneously sensitive to the needs of the economically disadvantaged. They view poverty as unfair and recognize that the poor lack basic necessities as well as a social network (Chafel and Neitzel, 2005). Children increasingly attempt to reduce inequality by allocating more resources and opportunities to low-wealth peers than high-wealth peers with age (Li et al., 2014; Elenbaas and Killen, 2019; Zhang et al., 2021). In contrast to 4-year-olds, 8-year-olds reported more negative emotions after hypothetically excluding an economically disadvantaged peer (Dys et al., 2019). However, some evidence suggests that after age 11, children increasingly legitimize wealth inequality and their beliefs that the rich should give to the poor then decline (Leahy, 1990).

Children’s preferences for the wealthy appear to be at odds with their egalitarian beliefs. Li et al. (2014) found that 4- and 5-year-olds preferred to be friends with a resource rich target than a resource poor target, but allocated more toys to the resource poor target. Interestingly, when children forgot which target initially possessed more resources due to a delay between the preference and allocation tasks, they favored the resource rich target in both their preferences and allocations. Thus, children’s wealth preferences may be driven by automatic and unconscious positive associations. Moreover, their attitudes and behavior may not consistently favor the wealthy when moral concerns arise.

Studies focusing on children’s trait associations with wealth groups, suggest that children’s preferences may be particularly driven by beliefs that wealthy individuals are competent and likely to share (Woods et al., 2005; Sigelman, 2012; Li et al., 2014; Mistry et al., 2015; Shutts et al., 2016; Ahl and Dunham, 2019; Ahl et al., 2019). At the same time, children as young as 8 years view wealthy individuals as greedy, selfish, and exclusive (Elenbaas and Killen, 2019; Burkholder et al., 2020). Preferences for the wealthy may not merely be driven by beliefs that they are particularly likeable. Rather, affiliating with individuals who are viewed as competent and able to share their resources may provide certain economic and social benefits that children find attractive.



Conceptions of Popularity Status

Peer popularity is another important dimension of status for children and is defined as individual’s prestige, visibility, and reputation among peers (Cillessen and Marks, 2011). Traditional sociometric methods (for review, see Cillessen, 2009) have assessed popularity using peer nomination procedures, where children rank their peers by who they like the most to the least. Those who received the most nominations were then classified as popular and those with the least were classified as unpopular. However, peer relation studies now distinguish popularity from mere peer preference. For example, a study of 9- to 13-year-olds found that children who were explicitly nominated as the most popular exhibited more social dominance (i.e., ability to compete for or control material and social resources) than those who were nominated as the most well-liked (Lease et al., 2002). The same study also found an association between popularity and wealth in terms of having money to spend and high-quality possessions such as expensive clothing and a very nice house. Younger children in grades 3–5 also identify popular peers as those who influence others’ behavior and set social norms (Lease et al., 2020). However, peers who were considered both popular and well-liked were distinguished from the broader popular group by prosocial qualities and being less likely to use ridicule or model misbehavior in order to influence others. Thus, popular peers are viewed as both prosocial and antisocial (LaFontana and Cillessen, 2002).

Children’s associations between popularity and peer preference decline between early childhood and adolescence (Cillessen and Marks, 2011). This may be due, in part, to children’s increasing consideration of group dynamics (e.g., status hierarchies, norms, and distinctions between personal and consensus-based judgments). There is also evidence that popularity becomes increasingly related to antisocial behavior such as aggression (Sandstrom, 2011). In addition, children increasingly prioritize popularity status. Compared to children in grades 1–4, children in grades 5–8 were more likely to make decisions that increase or maintain their popularity status at the expense of friendship, compassion, achievement, and rule adherence (LaFontana and Cillessen, 2010).

In addition, children may be more willing to disregard or admire a high-status peer’s antisocial behavior than a low-status peer’s. Children explicitly prefer popular peers over unpopular peers even if they hold implicit negative attitudes toward them (Lansu et al., 2012), and choose to include them in activities over unpopular peers (Horn, 2006). While prosocial behavior predicted higher perceived friendship quality among unpopular children, popular children were viewed as possessing high quality friendships regardless of their prosocial tendencies (Poorthuis et al., 2012). Even in the absence of prosocial traits, popular peers may possess other redeeming qualities such as being powerful and influential, which may help others enhance their social standing (Cillessen and Marks, 2011). A study among adolescents found that an individual’s popularity and likeability increased the closer they affiliated with popular peers (Dijkstra et al., 2010). However, it’s unclear whether elementary school-aged children view affiliation with popular peers as a means for achieving status or acquiring additional social resources.



Group Norms and Status

Children’s understanding of social norms can powerfully regulate their intergroup attitudes and behavior (Nesdale et al., 2005; Rutland et al., 2005; Bennett, 2014; McGuire et al., 2017). Social norms promote group functioning by establishing a sense of common ground and by regulating within-group behavior (Feldman, 1984; Abrams et al., 2003a,b). The manifestation of prejudice and discrimination depends on the strength of one’s group identification, perceptions of threat and competition, and the extent to they view these attitudes and behaviors as in line with group standards (Rutland and Killen, 2015). For instance, children who were assigned to a group with a norm of exclusion favored their own group and expressed attitudes that were consistent with their group’s norm (Nesdale et al., 2008). Under some circumstances, norms can also moderate children’s biases toward their own group. When children view an outgroup as holding a competitive or exclusive norm, they are more likely to dislike and lack empathy for outgroup members than when the outgroup is perceived to be cooperative or inclusive (Nesdale et al., 2005, 2007; Nesdale and Dalton, 2010). However, children are inclined to view their own group’s positively and therefore, may be more likely to view their own group as more inclusive than an outgroup when norms are not explicit. For example, Non-Arab American adolescents expected their own group to include peers based on shared interests, but expected Arab American peers to include peers based on ethnicity (Hitti and Killen, 2015). Whether they show out-group prejudice or not will depend in part on the strength of their identification with their group, how much they feel their group is being threatened, and if they understand and believe that showing such prejudice is consistent with the expectation of their group (i.e., the in-group norm).

Further, the way in which norms guide children’s behavior depends on group status. In a study where participants were assigned to an advantaged or disadvantaged group that held either a norm of equality or equity, disadvantaged adolescents allocated more resources to their in-group when their group held a norm of equity, rather than equality (McGuire et al., 2019). In contrast, advantaged adolescents distributed resources equally even when their group prescribed an equity norm. Group norms are based on a consensus among peers. However, individuals who possess substantial social status have greater influence over the attitudes and behaviors of others. For example, popular children have the ability to exert control over group norms by serving as visible models of group standards and reinforcing norms through their social networks (Sandstrom, 2011). While wealthy children vary in their visibility and social connectedness, they may have the ability to influence others due to their control over material resources (Ahl and Dunham, 2019; Ahl et al., 2019). Thus, norms may be more strongly determined by high status groups and they may impact status groups differently.

Children’s understanding of group dynamics becomes increasingly sophisticated with age (Nesdale et al., 2005; Abrams and Rutland, 2008; Abrams et al., 2009; Rutland et al., 2010). For example, a study by McGuire et al. (2019) found differences in how children considered their group’s relative social standing and group norms when deciding how to allocate resources. Adolescents allocated more resources to their disadvantaged in-group over a disadvantaged outgroup when their ingroup held a norm of equity. In contrast, children prioritized equal allocations regardless of the norm and even when it perpetuated their own disadvantage. Studies that investigate children’s reasoning further shed light on changes in their cognition. For instance, older children are more likely to prioritize group loyalty (Rutland and Killen, 2015) and cite concerns about group functioning in order to justify exclusion than younger children (Hitti and Mulvey, 2021). This increasing awareness of competing factors contributes to a shift in children’s motivations and behavior during intergroup encounters.



The Current Study

The first goal of this study was to investigate children’s associations between wealth and popularity status.

H1: We expected that participants in the current sample would demonstrate a bidirectional association between wealth and popularity status, such that they would view wealthy targets as more popular than non-wealthy targets and would view popular targets as wealthier than unpopular targets. Investigating these associations served to clarify existing literature about the relationship between wealth and popularity. Despite some evidence that children conflate features of wealth and popularity (Lease et al., 2002; Charafeddine et al., 2015; Shutts et al., 2016; Gülgöz and Gelman, 2017; Enright et al., 2020), studies have not compared the relative strength of inferences across these two dimensions.

Our second goal was to investigate and compare children’s expectations about acquiring social resources through cross-status affiliation in wealth and popularity contexts. Specifically, we examined children’s expectations about positive group attitudes toward a cross-status target, the target’s personal enjoyment from cross-status affiliation, and the group’s future inclusion of the target. The interplay between group norms and social status was a primary focus of our investigation and we predicted that several factors would contribute to children’s expectations for social resources.

H2: We predicted that overall, participants would have higher expectations for a target to acquire social resources from a group that held a norm of inclusion rather than exclusion, but that the extent to which the norm influenced expectations would depend on the group’s status level. Children’s expectations about others’ attitudes and behavior are sensitive to their perceptions of how individuals conform or deviate from group standards (Rutland and Killen, 2015). Exclusive norms can exacerbate in-group biases and facilitate prejudice, while inclusive norms can elicit positive intergroup attitudes and have been shown to mitigate prejudice toward low-status groups (Nesdale et al., 2007; Nesdale and Lawson, 2011). We anticipated that children would also have higher expectations for a target to acquire social resources through affiliation with a high-status group than a low-status group. Children expect to receive material resources from wealthy peers (Ahl and Dunham, 2019; Ahl et al., 2019) and to increase their social network from popular peers (Dijkstra et al., 2010). If wealth and popularity status are associated, children may expect there to be social benefits to affiliation with the wealthy as well. These expectations may contribute to children’s preferences for high-status groups, which have been well-documented (Horn, 2006; Newheiser et al., 2014; Mistry et al., 2015; Shutts et al., 2016; Enright et al., 2020). As a result, children might have higher expectations for acquiring social resources from a high-status group than a low-status group, even when both groups have a norm of inclusion. Further, children may also be willing to overlook antisocial attributes of peers when they have redeeming qualities such as high-status (Cillessen and Marks, 2011; Poorthuis et al., 2012). Compared to an inclusive low-status group, for instance, children may still have relatively high expectations for an individual to acquire social resources from an exclusive high-status group. Alternatively, children might have relatively low expectations for acquiring resources from an exclusive high-status group. Children view high-status peers as setting norms (Gülgöz and Gelman, 2017; Lease et al., 2020) so a norm of exclusion could be viewed as a more difficult barrier to overcome with a high-status group. In addition, a high-status group might ultimately reject a low-status individual because affiliation with them could be viewed as a threat to their group’s positive social standing (Nesdale et al., 2005). They may also view high-status group as particularly exclusive even when one member is inclusive (Lease et al., 2002; Cillessen and Marks, 2011; Elenbaas and Killen, 2019; Burkholder et al., 2020).

H3: We also expected the effect of norm on children’s expectations for acquiring resources to be more pronounced when affiliation occurs between wealth groups than between popularity groups. Wealth distinctions may be more salient to children than popularity distinctions. Children view the wealthy as competent and hardworking, while the view the poor as incompetent and lazy (Woods et al., 2005; Sigelman, 2012; Li et al., 2014; Mistry et al., 2015; Shutts et al., 2016). Some children are also more favorable to the poor and distinguish the wealthy as selfish and entitled, while the poor are viewed as generous (Elenbaas and Killen, 2019; Burkholder et al., 2020). Evidence that children readily endorse stereotypes about high- and low-wealth groups suggests that wealth is a particularly informative status distinction. Moreover, children expect their peers to preferentially include others on the basis of wealth due to more perceived comfort with their own group (Burkholder et al., 2021). They may assume that groups are exclusive even in the absence of an explicit norm (Burkholder et al., 2020, 2021) and thus, more readily generalize an individual group member’s exclusive preferences to a wealth group than a popularity group. On its own, popularity status may be less informative for predicting behavior during childhood. Children may be less inclined to generalize an exclusive preference to a popularity group since there’s no evidence that they stereotype popularity groups as particularly exclusive or negative toward each other before adolescence. Rather, they may expect more variability among the members of popularity groups some group members more readily than they do among wealth groups. For example, they recognize that some popular individuals are more well-liked by their peers than others and that popular individuals exhibit both prosocial and antisocial qualities (LaFontana and Cillessen, 2002; Lease et al., 2020). In addition, we predicted that children’s expectations about wealth and popularity groups would further depend on the group’s status level. Although evidence suggests that wealth and popularity are associated, children may be more likely expect a popular individual to have a large social network than a wealthy individual. Therefore, a less popular individual might socially profit from a popular peer to a greater extent than they would from a wealthy peer. While children expect there to be benefits from affiliating with wealthy (Ahl and Dunham, 2019; Ahl et al., 2019) and popular peers (Dijkstra et al., 2010; Cillessen and Marks, 2011; Lease et al., 2020), these expectations for wealthy children may be specific to material resources (Ahl and Dunham, 2019). For instance, they may be expected to share more than a poor individual due to having more resources to spare, rather than due to a broader prosocial tendency. In contrast, children expect popular individuals to help others in need and mediate conflict between others (Cillessen and Marks, 2011; Lease et al., 2020). For this reason, we included measures to examine children’s associations between wealth and popularity with prosocial helping and sharing behavior as an exploratory part of our investigation to examine children’s relative associations of wealth and popularity status groups with prosocial behavior.

H4: Lastly, we predicted that the effects of status and group norms would become increasingly pronounced with age. During middle childhood (ages 5–7 children generally have positive perceptions of high-status wealth and popularity groups (Cillessen and Marks, 2011; Shutts et al., 2016; Enright et al., 2020). However, by late childhood (ages 8–10) children attribute selfish motives to wealthy groups (Elenbaas and Killen, 2019) and overt and relational aggression to popular groups (Sandstrom and Cillessen, 2006). Previous research also shows between middle and late childhood, children’s understanding of how groups function (e.g., considerations of status, threat, group loyalty) becomes increasingly advanced (Nesdale et al., 2005; Abrams and Rutland, 2008; Abrams et al., 2009; Rutland et al., 2010). Evidence suggests that this is due, in part, to advanced perspective-taking abilities that emerge after the age of 8 (Banerjee, 2000) and allow children to better predict mental states within and between groups (Abrams et al., 2009). In addition, they become better at simultaneously weighing competing factors, such as the dynamics between status groups, norms, and their own personal preferences, when strategically reasoning about intergroup encounters (Abrams et al., 2003a; Killen and Rutland, 2011; Mulvey, 2016). The current study compared 5- to 7-year-old children’s expectations to those of 8- to 10-year-old children in order to examine differences in children’s conceptions of wealth and popularity status in relation to changes in their understanding of group dynamics and developing cognitive abilities.




MATERIALS AND METHODS


Participants

The study included 165 5- to 10-year-old children (52.7% female, Mage = 7.72 years). Participants’ racial-ethnic background was indicated by parental report as follows: 60% White, 14.5% Black, 8.5% Latinx, 3.6% Asian, 6.1% multiethnic, 3.6% other, and 6% undisclosed. Participants were recruited from afterschool programs in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States and through online venues. Identical protocol was used to test participants in-person and via Zoom, an online video conferencing software. All participants were shown colorful illustrations on a computer screen and interviewed individually by a researcher face-to-face.



Design

The study utilized a 2 (Status Dimension: wealth, popularity) × 2 (Status Composition: low-status protagonist with high-status group, high-status protagonist with low-status group) × (Participant Age: 5–7, 8–10) × 2 (Gender: female, male) × 2 (Norm Presentation Order: inclusive first, exclusive first) × 2 (Norm: inclusive, exclusive) mixed design with repeated measures on the last factor. An a priori power analysis conducted in G*Power (Faul et al., 2009) determined that a sample size of 160 participants would be required to detect an effect size of f = 0.22 with 80% power, based on previous research utilizing similar designs which found effect sizes of ηp2 = 0.04 and 0.055 (Nesdale and Lawson, 2011; McGuire et al., 2015). This number was subsequently rounded up to include 165 participants in order to account for counterbalancing and potential exclusion from the final analyses due to reasons such as experimental error or attrition. In this study, all participants finished the protocol and there were no errors or attrition.



Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to one of four between-subjects conditions based on status composition (low-status protagonist/high-status group vs. high-status protagonist/low-status group) and status dimension (wealth, popularity). Participants were first introduced to a protagonist, who was described by their status dimension and level.


Wealth Status Descriptions

For participants in the wealth condition, status was depicted in terms of the target’s monetary resources, type of car, and type of house. Participants who saw a low-wealth target were told, “This is [protagonist/host]. [Protagonist/host]’s family has very of money. They drive a car like this, and they live in a house like this.” Low-wealth characters were shown with a small stack of dollar bills, an old rusty car, and a small and modest looking house. Participants who saw a high-wealth character and told, “This is [protagonist/host]. [Protagonist/host]’s family has lots and lots of money. They drive a car like this, and they live in a house like this.” High-wealth characters were shown with a large stack of dollar bills, a new luxury sports car, and a large and expensive looking house. The depictions were comparable to previous studies examining children’s conceptions of wealth (Mistry et al., 2015; Elenbaas and Killen, 2019; Burkholder et al., 2020).



Popularity Status Descriptions

For participants in the popularity condition, status was depicted in terms of friend group size (two = “low-popularity”; ten = “high-popularity), visibility, and influence. Participants who saw a low-popularity target were told, “This is [protagonist/host]. [Protagonist/host]has a friend group like this. Only a few kids know who [Protagonist/Host] is. At recess, [protagonist/host] always joins what someone else is doing.” Participants who saw a high-popularity target were told, “This is [Protagonist/Host]. [Protagonist/Host] has a friend group like this. All of the other kids know who [Protagonist/Host] is. At recess, a lot of kids always want to do what [Protagonist/Host]is doing.” The depictions were designed to be comparable to the wealth manipulation and were adapted from sociometric descriptions of popularity (Lease et al., 2002).

Participants were told that the protagonist was going to attend two birthday parties for two different peers (i.e., the hosts). The first party vignette was introduced by describing the host as being the opposite status level (same dimension) from the protagonist using the descriptions from above. Participants were informed that, apart from the protagonist, all of the other party attendees (i.e., the group) were the same status as the host (i.e., wealth: “Other kids with [very little/lots and lots] of money are going to the party”; popularity: “Other kids with [only a few/a lot of] friends are going to [Host]’s party”). The protagonist and host were both gender-matched to the participant to control for potential confounds with gender preferences.



Trait Associations

In order to examine children’s associations with wealth and popularity status participants in each of the four conditions made inferences about the host’s traits: wealth (“How wealthy is [Host]?”); popularity (“How many friends does [Host] have?”); sharing (“How often does [Host] help other kids who are sad and lonely?”); and helping (“How often does [Host] share the things he/she has with other kids?”) For each of these measures, participants indicated their responses on a 4-point Likert-type scale. The wealth measure served as a manipulation check in the two wealth conditions. Similarly, the popularity measure served as a manipulation check in the two popularity conditions.



Group 1 Norm Manipulation

Following the trait measures, participants the heard that the host held either an inclusive or exclusive norm regarding their status group.

For the inclusive host, participants heard, “[Host] says they like to be friends with kids who have any amount of [money/friends]. Some of their friends have only a [little bit of money/few friends] and some of their friends have a lot of [money/friends]. [Host] doesn’t think it matters how [much money/many friends] other kids have and they like kids who have any amount of [money/friends].

For the exclusive host, participants heard, “[Host] says they only like to be friends with kids who have [the same amount] of [money/friends]. None of their friends have [the opposite amount] of [money/friends] and all of their friends have [the same amount] of [money/friends]. [Host] thinks it really matters how much [money/friends] other kids have and they only like kids who have [the same amount] of [money/friends].”



Expectations for Social Resources

To examine how social status and normative information influences children’s expectations about acquiring social resources in cross-status encounters, participants predicted the group’s attitudes toward the protagonist (“How much will the other kids at this party like [Protagonist]?”), the protagonist’s enjoyment (“How much fun do you think the party will be for [Protagonist]?”), and group inclusion of the protagonist. For the attitude and enjoyment measures, participants indicated their responses on a 4-point Likert-type scale. For the inclusion measure, six targets (gender-matched to the participant) were displayed in an array and participants were told, “Here are some kids from the party. They’re each going to have their own birthday parties later this year.” Each target was then displayed individually and participants were asked, “Do you think this kid will invite [Protagonist] to their birthday party?” The number of “yes” responses (0–6) were recorded as a raw score.

Since we did not predict differences between these three measures, we created a composite score from participant ratings of group attitudes toward the protagonist, the protagonist’s enjoyment, and inclusion of the protagonist. For each measure, raw scores were transformed into z-scores and subsequently added to create a composite “expectations for acquiring social resources” score.



Group 2 Norm Manipulation

Next, the second party was introduced. Similar to the first vignette, the host and group were described as being the opposite status from the protagonist. However, participants were told that the second host held the opposite norm as the first host regarding their status group (host/group are same status in both vignettes). For this vignette, participants again predicted the group’s attitudes toward the protagonist, the protagonist’s enjoyment, and group inclusion of the protagonist. The order in which the participant received the inclusive or exclusive host in the first vignette was counterbalanced.




Data Analytic Plan

Data were analyzed using the lme4 package for mixed-effects models in R (Bates et al., 2015; R Core Team, 2017). Preliminary analyses did not find significant effects of the interview method (i.e., in-person vs. online), gender, or the presentation order of the norm vignettes, which were unrelated to our hypotheses (ps > 0.05). Therefore, these variables were excluded from subsequent analyses. To test trait associations with wealth and popularity, we examined the effect of status dimension, status level, and participant age on ratings of the target’s wealth, popularity, sharing behavior, and helping behavior using analysis of variance (ANOVA).

The expectations for acquiring social resources composite score had acceptable internal consistency (3 items; α = 0.74). Thus, in order to test predictions about acquiring social resources, we examined the effect of status dimension, status level, group norm, and participant age on children’s expectations of social resources using mixed ANOVA with group norm as the within-subjects factor (see Supplementary Material for separate analyses by item). For each model, pairwise comparisons of the estimated marginal means were used to test expected differences between the factors and Bonferroni post-hoc tests were conducted to control for Type I errors.




RESULTS


Associations Between Wealth and Popularity

First, we confirmed that the status descriptions use in the study effectively manipulated children’s beliefs about the targets’ wealth and popularity status. Children rated the high-wealth target (M = 3.81, SE = 0.08) as wealthier than the low-wealth target (M = 1.74, SE = 0.14), t(161) = 13.70, p < 0.001 (Figure 1A, Wealth Dimension). Children also rated the high-popularity target (M = 3.93, SE = 0.05) as more popular than the low-popularity target (M = 1.62, SE = 0.17), t(161) = 13.80, p < 0.001 (Figure 1B, Popularity Dimension).


[image: image]

FIGURE 1. Children’s associations between wealth and popularity (with standard error bars). (A) Predicted wealth as a function of age, status dimension, and status level. (B) Predicted popularity as a function of age, status dimension, and status level.


As predicted (H1), we found a bidirectional association between wealth and popularity dimensions. An interaction between status dimension and status level on ratings of the target’s wealth, F(1, 157) = 58.22, p < 0.001, [image: image] = 0.27 (Figure 1A, Popularity Dimension), revealed that children rated high-popularity targets (M = 3.20, SE = 0.09) as more wealthy than low-popularity targets (M = 2.78, SE = 0.12), t(161) = 2.72, p < 0.001. Similarly, there was an interaction between status dimension and status level on ratings of the target’s popularity, F(1,157) = 56.70, p < 0.001, [image: image] = 0.27 (Figure 1B, Wealth Dimension), such that children rated high-wealth targets (M = 3.91, SE = 0.07) as more popular than low-wealth targets (M = 3.29, SE = 0.14), t(161) = 3.76, p < 0.001.

Participants’ wealth ratings did not significantly differ across age groups. However, there was an interaction between age and status level on popularity ratings, F(1,157) = 6.84, p < 0.01, [image: image] = 0.04. Participants did not differ by age in how they rated high-status targets, but older children (M = 2.15, SE = 0.19) rated low-status targets as significantly less popular than did young children (M = 2.76, SE = 0.20), t(161) = 2.94, p < 0.01.



Expectations About Acquiring Social Resources

Children’s expectations about acquiring social resources are shown in Figure 2. Overall, children had greater expectations for the target to acquire social resources from a group that held norm of inclusion (M = 0.93, SE = 0.15) rather than from group that held and norm of exclusion (M = −0.93, SE = 0.20), F(1,157) = 91.36, p < 0.001, [image: image] = 0.40. Although we expected this effect to be influenced by the group’s status level, we did not find support for this prediction (H2). Children’s expectations about a high-status group (M = 0.09, SE = 0.18) and a low-status group (M = −0.09, SE = 0.20) did not differ significantly. In addition, there were no significant interactive effects of status level on children’s expectations for acquiring social resources. Children’s expectations were slightly greater for a high-status inclusive group (M = 1.15, SE = 0.18) than for a low-status inclusive group (M = 0.69, SE = 0.24) but they did not differ from chance.


[image: image]

FIGURE 2. Children’s expectations for acquiring social resources as a function of norm, status dimension, status level, and participant age (with standard error bars). Expectations for acquiring social resources are based on a composite of z-scores for children’s predictions of the group’s attitudes toward the protagonist, the protagonist’s enjoyment, and the group’s inclusion of the protagonist. A score of zero indicates the mean of each sub-measure.


However, consistent with our predictions (H3), there was a significant main effect of status dimension, F(1,157) = 5.90, p = 0.02, [image: image] = 0.04, and a interaction between norm and status dimension on children’s expectations for acquiring social resources, F(1,157) = 7.40, p < 0.001, [image: image] = 0.05. Overall, children had lower expectations in the wealth dimension (M = −0.33, SE = 0.21) than in the popularity dimension (M = 0.34, SE = 0.16). When the group held a norm of inclusion, children exhibited similar expectations across both dimensions. However, the negative effects of a norm of exclusion on children’s expectations for acquiring resources were particularly pronounced for wealth groups (M = −1.54, SE = 0.30) compared to popularity groups (M = −0.30, SE = 0.24) independent of their status level.

Although we speculated that this finding might be due to differences in children’s associations of wealth and popularity with prosocial behavior, we did not find evidence for this. Participants generally viewed the target positively regardless of their status dimension or level. However, participant age did influence the extent to which children associated a target with sharing, F(1,157) = 15.68, p < 0.001, [image: image] = 0.09, and helping, F(1,157) = 14.30, p < 0.001, [image: image] = 0.08. Younger children (M = 3.29, SE = 0.10) were more likely to expect targets to share material resources than older children M = 2.77, SE = 0.08) and younger children were also more likely to expect targets to help others in need (M = 3.37, SE = 0.09), than older children (M = 2.88, SE = 0.09).

We found partial evidence for our hypothesis that the effect of norms and status become more pronounced with age. Overall, older children (M = −0.67, SE = 0.19) had lower expectations for a target to acquire social resources than younger children (M = 0.60, SE = 0.18), F(1,157) = 22.54, p < 0.001, [image: image] = 0.13. There was also an interaction of participant age and norm on expectations for acquiring social resources, F(1,157) = 13.41, p < 0.001, [image: image] = 0.08. When the group held an inclusive norm, older children (M = 0.09, SE = 0.18) and younger children did not differ in their expectations, p > 0.05. However, when the group held an exclusive norm, older children (M = −1.93, SE = 0.26), expected fewer resources than younger children (M = 0.02, SE = 0.26), t(157) = 6.00, p < 0.001. Neither status dimension nor status level, however, interacted with participant age.




DISCUSSION

Previous research suggests that children infer rank across multiple dimensions of social status and favor high-status groups over low-status groups. We speculated that children’s biases could be, in part, due to associations between wealth and popularity dimensions and expectations about the benefits of intergroup affiliation might contribute to children’s biases. The present study extended previous research by comparing the relative strength of children’s associations between wealth and popularity status, and examining children’s expectations acquiring social resources (i.e., positive attitudes, enjoyment, and inclusion) through cross-status affiliation in wealth and popularity contexts. Two primary novel findings emerged. First, we found that children positively associated wealth and popularity status. Children viewed high-popularity targets as wealthier than low-popularity targets (provided with no information about wealth) and viewed high-wealth targets as more popular than low-wealth targets (provided with no information about popularity). This finding is consistent with previous work showing that children associate features of wealth and popularity (Lease et al., 2002; Charafeddine et al., 2015; Shutts et al., 2016; Gülgöz and Gelman, 2017; Enright et al., 2020). However, we extend previous research by providing evidence of a bidirectional association and comparing the relative strength of inferences across these two dimensions.

Children inferred popularity from wealth descriptions more strongly than they inferred wealth from popularity descriptions. They viewed high-wealth targets as equally popular as high-popularity targets but did not view high-popularity targets as equally wealthy as high-wealth targets. Moreover, older children distinguished between high- and low-wealth targets in their inferences about popularity to a greater extent than younger children. Evidence suggests that young children make inferences on the basis of one’s quantity of physical resources such as possessions and friends (Pun et al., 2016; Ahl and Dunham, 2019). However, they may view non-physical resources as less indicative of status. For example, 3- to 4-year-old children view individuals who control access to material resources as powerful, but do not view an individuals who gives orders as powerful until 7–9 years of age (Gülgöz and Gelman, 2017). In addition, children in grades 3–5 view peers who influence others’ behavior and set social norms as high-status (Lease et al., 2020). We suspect that young children do not necessarily view social visibility and influence over others’ behavior as attributes that contribute to status while older children likely do. However, we can only speculate about children’s relative prioritization of physical and non-physical resources. More investigation is needed to determine whether children distinguish between these types of resources.

The second novel finding was that norms of exclusion diminished children’s expectations for acquiring social resources from wealth and popularity groups but was more pronounced in wealth contexts. Surprisingly, we did not find evidence that children’s expectations were dependent on the group’s status level. This is in contrast to an overwhelming body of research that suggests that considerations of wealth status (Woods et al., 2005; Sigelman, 2012; Li et al., 2014; Mistry et al., 2015; Shutts et al., 2016; Ahl and Dunham, 2019; Ahl et al., 2019; Enright et al., 2020) and popularity status (LaFontana and Cillessen, 2002; Lease et al., 2002, 2020; Cillessen and Marks, 2011; Sandstrom, 2011) do indeed impact children’s attitudes an expectations about others. Our results do not imply that children’s broader evaluations, or even their more specific expectations about acquiring social resources, are not informed by status differences. In fact, additional analyses conducted on each independent social resources sub-measure found that children expected that attending a low-wealth party would be significantly less enjoyable than attending a party with a high-wealth or either type of popularity group (see Supplementary Material). Rather, our findings suggest that group norms and status dimension are relatively more informative for children’s expectations about acquiring resources than status level. Norms of inclusion and exclusion had a particularly powerful effect on children’s expectations overall, but operated differently for wealth and popularity.

We suspect that children more readily generalized the host’s exclusive preferences to other wealth group members than they did to popularity group members due to their pre-existing beliefs about wealth groups. Regardless of whether children make more favorable assumptions about high- or low-wealth groups, they may generally believe that both groups prefer their in-group. This explanation would be consistent with evidence that children expect peers to prefer affiliation with their own wealth group even those wealth in-group members are out-group members on another dimension such as race (Burkholder et al., 2021). Also in line with evidence that norms of inclusion can mitigate prejudice (Nesdale et al., 2007; Nesdale and Lawson, 2011), our findings suggest that although children may hold pre-existing beliefs about wealth groups are exclusive, norms of inclusion may broadly reduce their perceptions of social barriers between high- and low-status groups.

However, given that the current study already included multiple factors that could influence children’s, we could not control for the influence of norms, for instance, by including a condition that would allow us to examine children’s expectations in a more neutral context (i.e., without the influence of an explicit norm). Therefore, we could not draw conclusion about the relative impact of norms on children’s pre-existing expectations about cross-status affiliation. Children may hold different stereotypes about how inclusive or exclusive wealth and popularity groups are in general. For instance, in the absence of explicit information, children could expect wealth peers to be exclusive while viewing popular peers as inclusive. If this were the case, then our finding that children’s expectations about an inclusive wealth group were just as optimistic as they were for an inclusive popularity group would suggest that the norm was relatively more powerful for wealth groups than for popularity groups.

This limitation of the study design may have also obscured potential status level differences. The negative effects of an exclusive norm may could have been due to negative assumptions about the group’s status or the protagonist’s status. Children differentiate more between malevolent and benevolent forms of status (Gülgöz and Gelman, 2017; Kajanus et al., 2020). Although they infer similar rank between prestigious and dominant targets, children expect a character to prefer affiliation with a prestigious target who shares their opinion when asked over a dominant target who forces their opinion (Kajanus et al., 2020). Yet, the participants in our sample generally rated all targets positively prior to hearing the norm manipulation so we do not believe that the main effects of the norm were strongly based on children’s assumptions that a target would be more or less likely to acquire social resources from a certain status group. However, more evidence is needed to understand why children’s expectations were lower for an exclusive wealth group than an exclusive popularity group and future research should investigate how children’s expectations about similarly ranked wealth and popularity groups might differ in more ambiguous contexts.

In addition to the previously described findings, we found age-related differences in children’s expectations for acquiring social resources. The participant age groups included in this study held similar expectations for inclusive wealth and popularity groups, but 8- to 10-year-old children’s expectations for acquiring social resources were significantly lower than 5- to 7-year-old children’s expectation. This is consistent with previous evidence that children become increasingly sensitive to group norms with age (Nesdale et al., 2005; Abrams and Rutland, 2008; Abrams et al., 2009; Rutland et al., 2010; Rutland and Killen, 2015). However, we did not find evidence that age differences in children’s expectations about obtaining social resources were specifically linked status groups based on wealth and popularity. This in contrast to evidence that children’s conceptions of wealth and popularity status change between middle- and late-childhood (Cillessen and Marks, 2011; Shutts et al., 2016; Enright et al., 2020). It’s possible that the interaction of norms and participant age could be explained by a stronger positivity bias among younger children than among older children, however, there are many instances in which younger children are seemingly more pessimistic or negative than older children in in their trait attributions and expectations for behavior (Aboud, 2008). For example, younger children are more willing than older children and adults to condone retribution and punish a transgressor regardless of intention (Mulvey et al., 2020).

In the current study, children’s expectations about wealth and popularity dimensions appear to be similarly informed by norms and their prioritization of norms increases with age. However, we suspect that the effects of how younger and older children differentially consider norms in relation to different aspects of status may be too subtle to detect between middle and late childhood (Nesdale et al., 2007; McGuire et al., 2019). Adolescents’ (13–16 years), but not children’s (7–11 years), resource allocations to disadvantaged in-groups than disadvantaged out-groups (i.e., low-status) were dependent on group norms (McGuire et al., 2019). In other words, participants had to coordinate considerations of status level, how each norm applied to each level, and how their own group membership interacted with these factors. Similarly, the current study asked children to consider these same factors in relation to different status dimensions instead of group memberships. The added consideration of the group membership distinction in the McGuire et al. (2019) study and of the dimension distinction in the current study, in conjunction with group norms, may be beyond children’s abilities to systematically coordinate in late childhood. Given that with age, children differentially coordinate how they apply norms to different groups (including those based on status level), we posit that the absence of an interactive effect on either status level or status dimension had more to do with a limited ability to coordinate multiple competing factors, rather than due to a limitation in children’s ability to differentiate between dimensions and levels of status.



CONCLUSION

Reasoning about status can become rather complex, perhaps overwhelmingly so for children, given its multifaceted features. Therefore, children’s expectations about status appear to be highly dependent social contexts. It’s possible that in some contexts (i.e., regarding material resources) children’s expectations about acquiring resources may be more informed by the relative status rank between groups than the dimension of status. In the context of the current study, exclusive norms across status dimensions appeared to lead to lower expectations for acquiring social resources than exclusive norms across groups of different status levels. This is a promising finding because sheds light on the possibility for mitigating children’s biases toward high-status groups. Emphasizing positive qualities among low-status groups or negative qualities among high-status groups across broader dimensions may, to some extent, reduce children’s tendency to favor high-status groups more generally. Understanding the nuances in how children prioritize multiple features of status is thus, critical to devising methods that mitigate status biases.
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