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ABSTRACT

Immigration is among the most pressing issues of our time. Important questions concern the psychological mechanisms that
contribute to attitudes about immigration. Whereas much is known about adults’ immigration attitudes, the developmental
antecedents of these attitudes are not well understood. Across three studies (N = 616), we examined US children’s attitudes toward
migrants by introducing them to two novel groups of people: one native to an island and the other migrants to the island. The
migrants varied by (1) Migrant Status: migrants came from a resource-poor island (fleers) or a resource-rich island (pursuers);
and (2) Acculturation Style: migrants assimilated to the native culture (assimilated) or retained their original cultural identity
(separated). We studied a range of children’s immigration attitudes: children’s preferences, resource allocations, and perceptions
of solidarity between groups (Experiment 1), children’s conferral of voting power (Experiment 2a) and political representation
(Experiment 2b), and children’s beliefs about political representation when an equal government was not possible (Experiment 3).
Overall, children showed a bias toward natives, but the degree of their bias depended on the type of migrant they were evaluating.
Children generally favored Pursuers over Fleers, and Assimilated migrants over Separated migrants. In some cases, the intersection
of these factors mattered: children expressed a specific preference for Separated Pursuers and a specific penalization of Separated
Fleers. These studies reveal the early developmental roots of immigration attitudes, particularly as they relate to political power
and the intersecting forces of migrant status and acculturation.

1 | Introduction decade, 7 million Syrians, 6 million Venezuelans, and 6 million
Palestinians have been expelled from their homeland. In 2022, in
1 month alone, 4 million Ukrainians fled their country. In light
of increased attention to global migration and as governments
experiment with new immigration policies, the global community
has observed a steep rise in anti-immigrant sentiment, with
citizens across many countries becoming increasingly intolerant

of migrants (Gallup 2020).

“It’s our right as a sovereign nation to choose immigrants
that we think are the likeliest to thrive and flourish and
love us.” - Donald J. Trump, 45 & 47" President of the
United States of America.

Immigration remains an omnipresent global policy issue that
continues to dominate national and international headlines.

Today, more people than ever live in a country other than the one
in which they were born. In 2020, the number of international
migrants reached 281 million, with refugees accounting for
10% of this population (United Nations 2020). Over the last

A large swathe of research on the psychology of migrant
attitudes in adults has focused on unpacking these negative
attitudes toward immigrants. This series of inquiries, conducted
across nations, reveals that the valence and strength of people’s
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Summary

* We explored the developmental antecedents of immigra-
tion attitudes by testing children’s abstract reasoning about
migrants in a fictional context.

* We examined children’s attitudes, resource allocations,
and conferral of political power and representation to
fictional groups who were depicted as natives or migrants.

* Children evaluated island natives more favorably than
island migrants, yet their attitudes varied in systematic
ways depending on migrants’ origins and assimilation
style.

* Children showed a bias toward migrants who came from
resource-rich origins and migrants who assimilated into
the natives’ culture.

attitudes toward immigrants are impacted by a host of factors,
such as threat sensitivity (Dinas and van Spanje 2011; Mustafaj
et al. 2022), political ideology (Cohrs and Stelzl 2010; Saldana,
Cueva Chacén, and Garcia-Perdomo 2018), and media coverage
of immigration (Eberl et al. 2018; Farris and Silber Mohamed
2018; Fryberg et al. 2012). These findings demonstrate that adults
have deep-rooted and complex beliefs about immigrants and
that these attitudes are shaped by the sociocultural environment.
However, it is unclear how and when in development these views
about immigration take root—do young children have intuitions
about whether immigrants should or should not have the same
rights as native-born people? How do these intuitions change
with age? A developmental perspective serves as a powerful tool
to understand the building blocks of immigration attitudes and
helps constrain hypotheses about the kinds of inputs that are
necessary to form these intuitions. We investigated children’s
immigration attitudes across a wide range of variables: children’s
preferences, resource allocations, and perceptions of solidarity
between groups (Experiment 1), conferral of voting power
(Experiment 2a), political representation (Experiment 2b), and
beliefs about political representation when an equal government
was not possible (Experiment 3). Through this research program,
we uncover nuance in children’s reasoning about immigration,
highlighting the penalties and privileges afforded to different
kinds of migrants.

1.1 | The Psychology of Immigration Attitudes

Research on immigration attitudes is vast and spans different
disciplines within the social sciences. Myriad factors influence
people’s immigration attitudes, such as person-level (Espenshade
and Hempstead 1996; Garand, Xu, and Davis 2017), regional
(Markaki and Longhi 2013), and psychological factors (Chandler
and Tsai 2001; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014). Importantly,
extant research finds that people’s immigration attitudes can
depend greatly on their perception of different aspects of the
migrant groups (e.g., Berry 1980; Robertson 2019; Verkuyten
2005). Two important dimensions that have been found to
powerfully shape adult intuitions are migrant status (e.g.,
whether a migrant is a refugee or voluntarily immigrating) and
acculturation style (e.g., whether a migrant assimilates to the

host culture or does not). Research with adults suggests that both
dimensions affect the way host majorities (i.e., countries that
take in migrants) perceive migrants and introduce a theoretically
rich distinction for how to conceptualize different categories of
migrants.

Migrant status refers to the legal status of migrants in a new
country (Robertson 2019). Research on migrant status with adults
has focused on the difference between immigrants (i.e., voluntary
resettlement) and refugees (forced resettlement; Abdelaaty and
Steele 2022; De Coninck 2020). For example, Dutch participants
were more likely to support policies associated with cultural
rights and public assistance for migrants they perceived as
“involuntary” than “voluntary”; these authors found that invol-
untary immigrants elicited more feelings of sympathy from Dutch
participants, and therefore higher support (Verkuyten, Mepham,
and Kros 2018). Yet people’s ostensible support for refugees over
immigrants may be because refugees are perceived as more likely
than immigrants to assimilate into the natives’ culture (e.g.,
Gieling, Thijs, and Verkuyten 2011).

Acculturation style refers to the relative degree to which migrants
assimilate. Berry’s acculturation model posits different strate-
gies migrant groups might adopt in relation to a host culture,
ranging from assimilation (a preference for the host culture
without the maintenance of the heritage culture) to separation
(a preference for the heritage culture without adopting the host
culture; Berry 1980; Berry et al. 1997). Host majorities across
several different countries often prefer migrants who assimilate
(Van Oudenhoven, Prins, and Buunk 1998; Verkuyten 2005).
For example, when fictional immigrant acculturation preferences
were manipulated, Italian participants were more favorable to
immigrants who desired contact with host populations than those
who did not (Matera, Stefanile, and Brown 2011).

1.2 | Children’s Immigration Attitudes

The developmental antecedents of migrant attitudes have largely
been underexamined, leaving open questions concerning the
early roots of people’s attitudes toward migrants. However, there
are threads of relevant research that help to situate the current
project within past developmental research.

Research on social categorization in children demonstrates just
how early people can reason about social groups. In infancy, as
early as 3 months old, children understand that social groups
are meaningful markers of people’s patterns of social affiliation
(Liberman, Woodward, and Kinzler 2017) and preschool-aged
children pick up on group status (Heck, Shutts, and Kinzler 2022).
Indeed, children even use social categories to make predictions
and inferences about others’ preferences, traits, and behaviors,
predicting for example that norms (but not individual psycholog-
ical states) would generalize across social category membership
(Essa et al. 2021; Kalish 2012; Kinzler and Dautel 2012; Nasie and
Diesendruck 2020; Noyes and Dunham 2017). With age, children
often increasingly endorse more nuanced and intersectional
outgroup attitudes (Abrams et al. 2015; Nasie and Diesendruck
2020; Razpurker-Apfeld et al. 2024; Santhanagopalan et al. 2021).
For instance, older children are more likely to recognize that
people are multifaceted and differ across dimensions of social
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category membership. Children’s early and increasing sensitivity
to different social groups raises questions about how children
think about migrants as a social category, what nuanced infer-
ences children may make about different types of migrants,
and how this may develop with age. The current research thus
extends prior work on children’s early attitudes about intergroup
relations.

Beyond evidence about children’s early social categorization,
children also have intuitions about the rights and privileges that
extend to owners and first-arrivers on a piece of land. Children
as young as 3 years old believe that people own objects within
their territory, even when it was acquired unintentionally or
unknowingly (Goulding and Friedman 2018). Other research
with 9-12-year-olds reveals that children believe first-arrivals
own an island more than a second group of arrivals, even in
situations where first-arrivals leave and second-arrivals come
much later (Verkuyten, Sierksma, and Thijs 2015). Beliefs about
ownership and territory may shape children’s perceptions of
newcomers in their attitudes about who deserves the privileges
and resources associated with land, such that children might view
established inhabitants as more entitled to these resources and
privileges than newcomers. Despite children’s early-emerging
beliefs about ownership and territory, children as young as age
3 also endorse strong fairness considerations (Engelmann and
Tomasello 2019; Furby 1978; Rizzo et al. 2016). These findings
raise questions about the interplay between ownership beliefs and
fairness considerations, and how these considerations change
with age.

Existing research that is more specifically focused on children’s
views about immigration, though limited, has typically explored
children’s attitudes about specific migrant groups. For exam-
ple, 5-11-year-old US children make inferences about people
from specific racial and migrant backgrounds: White American
children believed that White and Black Americans were richer
than Mexican immigrants and children were less likely to want
Mexican or Chinese immigrant peers, with younger children gen-
erally endorsing stronger attitudes on some measures than older
children (Brown 2011). In another study, Verkuyten, Thijs, and
Sierksma (2014) found that 8-13-year-old Dutch children favored
those immigrant peers who adopted Dutch culture compared to
those who did not. These findings provide initial evidence that
children may be selective in how they evaluate real-world migrant
groups. However, evaluations of groups in the real world are
often highly context-dependent and may vary on several different
dimensions which may make children’s exact inferences hard
to pinpoint and understand with clarity. Furthermore, children
may receive explicit messaging or overhear evaluations of specific
groups from parents or other adults. Probing children’s basic
intuitions about migrants may thus require asking their beliefs
about novel social groups.

Together, these findings leave several unresolved critical
inquiries. First, the adult literature provides evidence that
people’s beliefs about abstract concepts (e.g., migrant status and
assimilation) inform how they process and react to migrants. Yet
there is limited research examining the conceptual foundations
of these abstract immigration beliefs. That is, little is known
about children’s conceptual, abstract notions about immigration
that do not rely on specific stereotypes. If children only knew

of the migrant status and acculturation style of a novel group,
would they have any intuitions about how those groups would or
should be treated? Second, whereas previous work with children
has typically focused on their preferences for specific migrant
groups, critical open questions also concern how children’s
immigration cognition extends to other domains of social life,
such as questions of resource entitlement or political power. In
this research program, we pursue a comprehensive examination
of children’s immigration attitudes across a range of domains. By
examining these questions across early and middle childhood,
we can document the initial stages of these attitudes and track
their progression with age.

1.3 | Present Studies

Across all studies, we introduced 4-10-year-old children to a 2
X 2 between-subjects factorial design in which we manipulated
Migrant' Status: Fleer (migrants coming from a resource-poor
island) versus Pursuer (migrants coming from a resource-rich
island) as well as Acculturation Style: Assimilated (migrants
adopted the natives’ culture) versus Separated (migrants retained
their original cultural identity). Our main research question was
how these factors would impact children’s evaluations of novel
groups of natives and migrants. One possibility is that children
would show no bias toward either natives or migrants and that
children only have preferences for specific real-world migrant
groups based on stereotypes or ingroup favoritism. Instead, we
hypothesized that children would show an overall bias in favor of
natives (see related research by Verkuyten, Sierksma, and Thijs
2015 on 9-12-year-olds’ bias toward first arrivals) and that this bias
would emerge even earlier than has previously been examined.
We made this prediction based on related work on ownership
that suggests children by age 4 or 5 show fairly strong first-
possessor and object history biases (e.g., Friedman et al. 2013), and
even nuanced attitudes about novel and real social groups (Heck,
Shutts, and Kinzler 2022). In addition, we anticipated that the
degree of children’s preferences for natives would vary depending
on the type of migrant they were evaluating. Specifically, based
on the literature reviewed above, we hypothesized that children
would not treat all migrants equivalently, which would provide
insight into the conceptual building blocks of immigration atti-
tudes that may go beyond a simple heuristic of preferring “native”
to “foreigner.”

In addition to investigating if these dimensions matter to children,
one additional advantage to the current studies is that we probed
children’s evaluations across a number of different important
dependent variables. In Experiment 1, we examined children’s
attitudes across: (1) preferences between natives and migrants, (2)
beliefs about resource entitlement between natives and migrants,
and (3) perceptions of solidarity between natives and migrants.
In Experiments 2a and 2b, we expanded our investigation of
children’s immigration attitudes by focusing on the consequential
political arena, examining how children confer voting power and
political representation to natives and migrants. In Experiment
3, we probed this further by asking children who should be
and who would actually be elected to government with a choice
between a member of the native or migrant group. Together, these
studies document the emergence and development of children’s
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immigration attitudes, with a focus on the independent and
intersecting roles of migrant status and acculturation style.

2 | Experimentl

In Experiment 1, we examined a range of children’s immigration
attitudes: children’s preferences, choice of leader, resource alloca-
tions, and perceptions of solidarity between natives and migrants.
We introduced children to two novel groups of people living on
an island: island natives and island migrants. Migrants varied
on two dimensions between-subjects: (1) Migrant Status: Fleer
versus Pursuer and (2) Acculturation Style: Assimilated versus
Separated. We predicted that children would prefer natives over
migrants generally, but that children’s endorsement of migrants
may vary in relation to these two dimensions we manipulated.

2.1 | Methods

The data and code that support the findings of all studies are
available on OSF: https://osf.io/xzgcw. Studies were not pre-
registered. Experiments were approved by the university’s IRB.
The legal guardians of all participants provided written informed
consent, and children provided verbal assent.

2.1.1 | Participants

We recruited 224 children (112 girls, 112 boys) between the ages
of 4 and 10 years old (M, = 89 months; SD = 24 months).
Across studies, there were an equal number of participants in
all four cells of our design (e.g., here 56 participants per cell).
We chose this lower end (i.e., 4-year-olds) based on previous
work on children’s ownership beliefs and social group attitudes
(Friedman et al. 2013; Friedman and Neary 2008; Heck, Shutts,
and Kinzler 2022) to document just how early children display
distinct attitudes toward migrants and how these attitudes look
across early and middle childhood. Examining a wide age range
is advantageous because children form strong social attitudes
early in development, but the expression and sophistication
of this understanding may develop substantially across early
childhood. Participants were tested in a quiet room in the lab, at
a preschool, or in a children’s museum in the Northeastern US.
Parents of participants had the option of providing demographic
information at the end of the consent form. Race and ethnicity
were provided for 75% of participants. Parents selected from a list
of races (with the option to select multiple races), and could also
input their own racial categories if none of them applied. Among
those who reported this information 4% identified as Asian or
Asian-American, 6% identified as Black/African American, 72%
identified as European or European-American, 4% identified as
Hawaiian, 2% identified as Hispanic/Latine, and 12% identified
as something else. Gender information was provided for all
participants; parents selected from a list of gender identities,
with the option to input another gender identity if none of these
options applied. Socioeconomic information was provided for 74%
of participants, of whom 17% came from families earning between
$15,000 and $49,999, 39% came from families earning between
$50,000 and $99,999, 21% came from families earning between
$100,000 and $150,000, and 23% came from families earning more

than $150,000. Participants were compensated with a small toy or
stickers, and parents were offered a $10 Amazon gift card.

2.1.2 | Procedure and Materials

This experiment was conducted by a live experimenter in person.
Participants were introduced to a story (a series of still images)
about island natives (Grocks) and island migrants (Orops),
names counterbalanced. In all conditions, natives lived on a
resource-rich island with plenty of water, sunshine, and food.
Between-subjects, migrants were described as having come from
either a resource-poor island (Fleers) or a resource-rich island
(Pursuers). Natives and migrants spoke their own respective
languages and ate their own respective foods (e.g., “These are
the Grocks. They speak Grock and eat Grock food”). Next,
migrants were described as having left their home island to
arrive at the natives’ island. After living on the island for a long
time, the migrants either assimilated to the natives’ culture
(i.e., adopted the natives’ food and language; Assimilated) or
remained separated from the natives’ culture (i.e., retained
their original distinct food and language; Separated). This 2
(Migrant status: Fleer vs. Pursuer) x 2 (Acculturation Style:
Assimilated vs. Separated) between-subjects factorial design
resulted in four types of migrants: Assimilated Fleer, Separated
Fleer, Assimilated Pursuer, and Separated Pursuer — see Figure 1.
See Supporting Materials S3 for evidence that children believed
resource scarcity was the primary reason Fleers migrated and that
curiosity/exploration was the primary reason Pursuers migrated.

After the story, participants answered six questions, broadly
spanning three domains (in counterbalanced order).

1. Attitudes: “Who do you like more?” and “Who do you think
is the leader?”

2. Resource Allocation: “There’s not enough food on the island,
who should get more of the food?” and “There’s not enough
schools on the island, who should get more of the spots in
schools?”

3. Group Solidarity: “Do the Grocks like the Orops?” and “Do
the Orops like the Grocks?”

For all questions, we gave children the explicit option of choosing
one, the other, or not differentiating between the two groups.
For the Attitudes and Resource Allocation questions, participants
were given the option of picking either “the Grocks, the Orops, or
both the same.” We offered the “both the same” option to avoid
putting children in a position in which they only have the option
to express a social bias. For the Group Solidarity questions,
participants were given the option of responding “Yes”, No or “I
don’tknow.” After each question, we asked participants to explain
their choice. Full scripts for all experiments can be found on OSF.

2.2 | Results
2.21 | Analysis Plan

For each question, we first report children’s overall rate of
choosing natives or migrants, collapsing across conditions. Next,
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https://osf.io/xzgcw

Panel A: All children introduced to island natives

Panels B&C: Children introduced to island migrants who either came from a resource-
poor island (fleers) or a resource-rich island (pursuers)

Panel B: Fleers

Panel C: Pursuers

EDHPIXD
AAD-BRVT-
.

Panels D&E: Island migrants either assimilate to the native culture (assimilated) or
remain separated from the native culture (separated)

Panel D: Assimilated

Panel E: Separated

FIGURE 1 | 2 x 2 factorial design introducing children to four types of migrants: Assimilated Fleers, Separated Fleers, Assimilated Pursuers, and

Separated Pursuers.

we constructed binomial logistic regressions with Migrant Status,
Acculturation Style, and Age (in months), and their respective
interactions, as predictors. Multiple comparisons were addressed
using Benjamini-Hochberg corrections. Next, we separately
examined the responses of participants assigned to each condition
using binomial exact tests, directly testing children’s preferences
for natives or migrants within each condition. For some of our
measures, children chose the “both the same” option and were
not counted as showing bias for either group and were thus
excluded from our analyses. Importantly, we note that for each
question, children’s likelihood of choosing “both the same” did
not vary by condition, ps > 0.345 and so any differences we
observe in our varied conditions are not the result of differential
attrition because of these exclusions.

2.2.2 | Attitudes

2.2.2.1 | Liking. Collapsing across conditions, children liked
natives more than migrants, Binomial Exact, p = 0.004. A

binomial logistic regression revealed a significant interaction
between Migrant Status and Acculturation Style, B = 7.129, SE
= 3.438, p = 0.039, such that children showed a bias toward
migrants when they were Separated Pursuers (as revealed by post-
hoc comparisons). Post hoc comparisons revealed that children
were more likely to like migrants when they were either type of
Pursuer than when they were either type of Fleer, ps < 0.003. We
also observed an interaction between Acculturation Style and Age;
younger children were more likely to favor migrants when they
were Assimilated, B = 0.060, SE = 0.030, p = 0.043. Although
we observed a marginal main effect of Acculturation Style (p =
0.051) and a marginal 3-way interaction among Migrant Status,
Acculturation Style, and Age (p = 0.054), these were no longer
marginally significant when accounting for the significant inter-
actions. No other main effects or interactions were significant, ps
> 0.498. Next, we analyzed the responses of participants tested
in each condition separately (n = 56 per condition). In line with
the regression, in the Separated Pursuer condition, children liked
migrants more than natives, Binomial Exact, p = 0.028. In the
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a: Who do you like more?

Fleer Pursuer

b: Who do you think is the leader? (by age)

Fleer Pursuer
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FIGURE 2 | Proportion of times children chose the native or the migrant across the four conditions when asked who they liked more (2a; left) and

who was the leader (2b; right).

Assimilated Pursuer condition, children showed no preference,
Binomial Exact, p =1.In both the Assimilated Fleer and Separated
Fleer conditions, binomial exact tests indicate that children liked
natives more than migrants (i.e., Binomial Exacts, both ps <
0.001)—see Figure 2a.

2.2.2.2 | Leader. Collapsing across conditions, children once
again favored natives over migrants, Binomial Exact, p < 0.001.
A binomial logistic regression revealed a main effect of Accul-
turation Style, B = 11.047, SE = 4.892, p = 0.024-children were
more likely to choose migrants as leaders when they were
Separated compared to Assimilated, and a main effect of Age, B
= 0.107, SE = 0.042, p = 0.012-younger children were generally
less likely to choose the migrants as leaders. A significant
interaction between Acculturation Style and Age revealed that
younger children were less likely to believe migrants were leaders
when they Assimilated, B = —0.094, SE = 0.044, p = 0.034.
Although we observed a marginal main effect of Migrant Status
(p = 0.060) and marginal interaction between Migrant Status
and Age (p = 0.087), these were no longer marginally significant
when accounting for the significant interactions. No other main
effects or interactions reached significance, ps > 0.172. As before,
we then analyzed each condition separately. In the Separated
Pursuer condition, children showed no bias toward either the
natives or migrants, Binomial Exact, p = 0.291. Children did
however show a native bias in the Separated Fleer, Assimilated
Fleer, and Assimilated Pursuer conditions, Binomial Exacts, ps <
0.03-see Figure 2b.

2.2.3 | Resource Distribution

Food. Collapsing across conditions, children generally did not
show a bias toward either group, Binomial Exact, p = 0.697.

However, a binomial logistic regression revealed an interaction
between Migrant Status and Age, such that younger children
were more likely to believe the migrants should have access
to food when they were Pursuers, B = 0.050, SE = 0.025, p =
0.047. Although we observed a main effect of Migrant Status (p
= 0.038), this was no longer significant when accounting for the
interaction. No other main effects or interactions were significant,
ps > 0.116.

Schools. Collapsing across conditions, children favored an equal
distribution of schools, Binomial Exact, p = 1. A binomial logistic
regression did not reveal significant main effects or interactions,
ps > 0.253.

2.2.4 | Group Solidarity

Do the (migrants) like the (natives)? Collapsing across conditions,
children overwhelmingly believed the migrants liked the natives
(i.e., 75% of children responded “Yes”), Binomial Exact, p < 0.001.
A binomial logistic regression did not reveal significant main
effects or interactions, ps > 0.073. An analysis of each condition
separately revealed that children believed the migrants liked the
natives across conditions, ps < 0.007.

Do the (natives) like the (migrants)? Children also generally
believed the natives liked the migrants, Binomial Exact, p <
0.001 and a binomial logistic regression did not reveal significant
main effects or interactions, ps > 0.141, but post hoc pairwise
comparisons indicate that children were least likely to believe
natives liked Separated Fleers, ps < 0.008. Indeed, looking more
closely at each condition, Separated Fleers represented the only
migrant condition in which children were equally split between
“Yes” and “No,” Binomial Exact, p = 0.322- see Figure 3.
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FIGURE 3 | Proportion of times children chose “Yes,” “No” or
“Other” when asked whether the natives liked the migrants. Children
believed natives liked the migrants in all conditions except when migrants
were Separated Fleers. Typographical marks indicate significant binomial
exact tests between natives and migrants.

2.2.,5 | Explanation Coding

We coded children’s explanations for general themes (see Sup-
porting Materials S2 for more details). Overall, children provided
pro-native responses 21% of the time, equality-oriented responses
7% of the time, pro-migrant responses 5% of the time, and non-
substantive responses 67% of the time. A further examination of
children’s pro-native responses revealed four pro-native themes:
(1) natives as saviors; (2) natives as owning the island; (3) natives
as having more than the migrants; and (4) natives as being nice.

2.3 | Discussion

Overall, across a range of measures, children showed a bias
in favor of natives. This both replicates and extends past
work, showing that a native bias comes online in early childhood
(earlier than has previously been documented) and extends across
different domains. Furthermore, this study depicted important
nuance in children’s beliefs about migrants, discovering that
immigration beliefs were influenced by migrant status; children
generally favored Pursuers over Fleers, with younger children
showing a stronger bias on some measures. Younger children
also liked Assimilated migrants more than older children
(though they were less likely to believe they were leaders).
The intersection of migrant status and acculturation style was
also notable—with participants favoring Separated Pursuers and
penalizing Separated Fleers. These differential reactions based on
intersecting identities highlight children’s variable expectations
about how migrants should act based on the migrants’ identities.

3 | Experiments 2a and 2b

We extended our examination of children’s immigration attitudes
by focusing on consequential domains of public life: political
power (Experiment 2a) and political representation (Experiment
2b). Political leaders wield enormous power to enact laws and
governance that not only affect every individual in a society but

can also alter deep-rooted foundational structures that uphold a
society. Children’s proto-political attitudes can form the founda-
tion from which adult political behaviors and beliefs can be traced
(Heck et al. 2021; Patterson et al. 2019). Thus, in Experiment
2a, we assessed children’s attitudes about migrants’ political
power across three voting scenarios (Equal, Majority-Native, and
Majority-Migrant). In Experiment 2b, we investigated children’s
beliefs about how much political representation migrants should
have and actually do have in government. Critically, in this study,
we included the option of an equally representative government,
which though idealistic, allowed us to better capture children’s
holistic immigration attitudes.

3.1 | Methods
3.1.1 | Participants

We recruited 168 children (84 girls, 84 boys) between the ages of 4
and 10 years old (M,,. = 87 months; SD = 25 months) to participate
in this study over Zoom. Race and ethnicity were provided for
60% of participants, of whom 9% identified as Asian or Asian-
American, 9% identified as Black or African American, 61% iden-
tified as European or European-American, 6% identified as His-
panic/Latine, 1% identified as Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander,
13% identified as mixed race, and 1% identified as something else.
Socioeconomic information was provided by 55% of participants,
of whom 1% came from families earning less than $15,000, 23%
came from families earning between $15,000 and 74,999, 19%
came from families earning between $75,000 and $99,999, 23%
came from families earning between $100,000 and $149,999, and
34% came from families earning more than $150,000. Participants
were compensated with a $5 Amazon gift card.

3.1.2 | Procedure and Materials

This experiment was conducted over Zoom. Participants were
first introduced to the same between-subjects story as in Experi-
ment 1 (Migrant Status: Fleer vs. Pursuer) X 2 (Acculturation Style:
Assimilated vs. Separated). Then, participants were introduced
to the Voting Power task (Experiment 2a) and the Political
Representation Task (Experiment 2b) in a randomized order.

In the Voting Power task, participants were presented with four
islanders who were voting on a snack (popcorn or chips). In all
cases, the natives and migrants had different snack preferences
(e.g., the natives wanted popcorn and the migrants wanted chips).
The snack paired with each group was counterbalanced such that
natives wanted the popcorn for half the trials, and chips for the
other half of the trials. Children were introduced to three voting
scenarios: (1) Equal: two natives want snack A and two migrants
want snack B; (2) Majority-Native: three natives want snack A
and one migrant wants snack B; (3) Majority-Migrant: one native
wants snack A and three migrants want snack B. Children were
told that the four islanders could choose only one snack for
all of the islanders to share and were asked what they thought
should happen, with a binary choice between the native-preferred
snack and the migrant-preferred snack. We implemented a binary
response to impose a realistic constraint on children’s voting
choices, more closely mirroring real-world choices.
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FIGURE 4 | Proportion of times children chose to side with the native(s) or migrant(s) when natives were in the majority (4a; left) and when
migrants were in the majority (4b; right). Typographical marks indicate significant binomial exact tests between natives and migrants.

In the Political Representation task participants were presented
with an election scenario in which the islanders were getting
ready to elect a new government. Children were presented with
five options for the new 12-person government: Large-Majority-
Native (10 natives, 2 migrants), Slight-Majority-Native (8 natives,
4 migrants), Equal (6 natives, 6 migrants), Slight-Majority-
Migrant (4 natives, 8 migrants), and Large-Majority-Migrant
(2 natives, 10 migrants). We provided the option of an Equal
government to examine children’s responses void of realistic
constraints. These options were counterbalanced such that half
of the participants saw the Majority-Native government on the
left, and the other half of the participants saw the Majority-
Migrant government on the left. Participants selected which
government they thought should and would actually be elected,
in counterbalanced order.

3.2 | Results

3.21 | Voting Power (Experiment 2a)

In the Equal Scenario (i.e., two natives want snack A and two
migrants want snack B), children were equally likely to choose
natives or migrants (not different from chance, p = 0.410).
Otherwise, children favored whichever group had majority status,
Binomial Exact, ps < 0.044. Evaluating the whole sample (N =
168), we constructed a binomial logistic regression with Migrant
Status, Acculturation Style, and Scenario (Equal, Majority-Native,
and Majority-Migrant). We pursued post hoc analyses using
emmeans (note multiple comparisons were addressed using
Benjamini-Hochberg corrections). We end with binomial exact
tests. We did not include Age as a predictor in the main model
due to power considerations (12 between-subjects conditions);
separate age analyses revealed no significant age effects, ps > 0.42.

The regression revealed a significant main effect of Scenario, B =
3.584, SE = 1.080, p < 0.001; children were less likely to choose
the migrants when the natives were in the majority compared to
both other scenarios, ps < 0.012. We also observed an interaction

between Acculturation Style and Scenario, B = —2.380, SE =1.216,
p = 0.050; when migrants were in the majority compared to
when migrants were equal or in the minority, children showed
a stronger bias in favor of migrants who assimilated, ps < 0.017.
Although we observed a main effect of Acculturation Style (p =
0.026), this was no longer significant when accounting for the
interaction. No other main effects or interactions were significant,
ps > 0.108.

Native-Majority Scenario. Binomial exact tests for each condition
(n = 42 per condition) generally confirm the trends in Migrant
Status and Acculturation Style noted above, offering additional
insight. Children chose natives over both types of Fleers (ps <
0.013), but were equally split between natives and both types
of Pursuers (ps > 0.424)—see Figure 4a. Migrant-majority
scenario. Binomial exact tests for each condition (n = 42 per
condition) revealed that children adhered to the migrant-majority
for both types of Assimilated migrants (ps < 0.013), but were
equally split between preferring natives and migrants for both
types of Separated migrants (ps > 0.424)—see Figure 4b.

3.2.2 | Political Representation (Experiment 2b)

Overall, 64% of children believed an Equal government should
be elected and 50% of children believed an Equal government
would actually be elected. However, children were also more
likely to believe a Majority-Native government should be chosen
than a Majority-Migrant government, Binomial Exacts, p =
0.013 (should) and p < 0.001 (would actually). With our full
sample (N = 168), we constructed an ordinal logistic regression
with Migrant Status, Acculturation Style, Age, and Question (and
their interactions) as our main predictors in children’s choice
of a government (large-majority native, slight-majority native,
equal, slight-majority migrant, and large-majority migrant). We
observed a 4-way interaction, B = —0.071, SE = 0.036, p =
0.044. With age, children were more likely to elect the migrant
into government when they were Separated Pursuers. Post hoc
pairwise comparisons additionally reveal that children generally
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preferred to elect migrants who were Pursuers over Fleers, p
< 0.001, and migrants who Assimilated than those who Sepa-
rated, p = 0.043. Notably, children were least likely to believe
migrants should and would actually be elected into government
when they were Separated Fleers, ps < 0.037. Indeed, binomial
exact tests within each condition, indicate that children showed
the strongest native-majority bias in the Separated Fleer con-
dition, Binomial Exact, ps < 0.001. Note that the significant
2-way interaction between Question and Migrant Status, and
3-way interaction between these variables and Age, were no
longer significant when accounting for the 4-way interaction.
No other main effects or interactions were significant, ps >
0.055.

3.3 | Discussion

Overall, children showed a preference for natives in their confer-
ral of voting power. Interestingly, children’s choices varied based
on which group had majority status. When natives were in the
majority (i.e., where we might expect a preference for natives),
children showed a native bias when migrants were Fleers, but not
when migrants were Pursuers. This finding resembles a similar
pattern found in Experiment 1, where children showed a general
preference for Pursuers over Fleers. On the other hand, when
migrants were in the majority (i.e., where we might expect a
preference for migrants), children were most likely to show a pro-
migrant bias for Assimilated migrants, compared to Separated
migrants. Children were least likely to show a pro-migrant bias
when migrants were Separated Fleers and even showed some
evidence of favoring Separated Pursuers. When neither group was
in the majority, children did not show a bias toward natives nor
migrants.

In line with our resource allocation results from the previous
study, children’s beliefs about political representation tended
toward endorsing an equal government. Children’s general pref-
erence for an equal government may be explained by an early
proclivity toward fair and equitable outcomes (Blake et al. 2015;
McAuliffe et al. 2017; Shaw and Olson 2014). However, as they
have on many of our measures, children treated Separated Fleers
as less preferred. When deciding who should and who would
actually be elected to the government, children were more likely
to favor a native-majority government when migrants were Sep-
arated Fleers, highlighting the penalty conferred upon migrants
coming from resource-poor islands who do not assimilate. Chil-
dren also showed signs of favoring Separated Pursuers, believing
they should be elected into government, and this observation
increased with age.

Experiment 2b relied on a stylized paradigm aimed to elicit
children’s broader attitudes about political representation and
revealed that children showed an affinity toward an equally
representative government. That said, we also observed initial
indications of children’s selectivity in who they would elect to
govern: children were more likely to elect a majority-native
government than a majority-migrant government, and children
were less likely to elect Separated Fleers and more likely to elect
Separated Pursuers into government. In Experiment 3, we further
probed these findings by exploring a more realistic scenario in
which a perfectly equal government was not possible.

4 | Experiment3

Experiment 2b explored children’s holistic and abstract immigra-
tion attitudes void of real-world constraints, whereas Experiment
3 explored whether adding these real-world constraints alters
children’s responses. Children were presented with a binary
choice between electing an island native or an island migrant.
Children were asked who should and who would actually be
elected to the government.

4.1 | Methods
4.1.1 | Participants

We tested 224 children (111 girls, 113 boys) between the ages of
4 and 10 years old (M,, = 89 months; SD = 24 months) over
Zoom. Race and ethnicity were provided for 71% of participants,
of whom 8% identified as Asian or Asian-American, 9% iden-
tified as Black/African American, 56% identified as European
or European-American, 5% identified as Hispanic/Latine, 16%
identified as mixed-race, and 4% identified as something else.
Socioeconomic information was provided for 71% of participants,
of whom 2% came from families earning less than $15,000, 9%
came from families earning between $15,000 and $49,999, 41%
came from families earning between $50,000 and $99,999, 26%
came from families earning between $100,000 and $150,000, and
22% came from families earning more than $150,000. Participants
were compensated with a $5 Amazon gift card.

4.1.2 | Procedure

This experiment was conducted over Zoom. As in Experiments
1 and 2, children were first introduced to the same story in a
2 (Migrant Status: Fleer vs. Pursuer) X 2 (Acculturation Style:
Assimilated vs. Separated) between-subjects design. Next, par-
ticipants were introduced to the island’s current government,
which was comprised of an equal number of natives and migrants.
Children were told that there was an impending election with
the option of electing either a native or migrant into the last
spot in the government. Children were asked who should and
who would actually be elected to the position (order of questions
counterbalanced). After children made their choice, we randomly
assigned children to a newly elected government which was
either majority-native or majority-migrant. We asked children
whether it was fair for those in the minority to complain with a
binary choice of “Yes” or “No,” followed by the degree to which
it was fair or unfair (e.g., is it kind of [un]fair or really [un]fair for
them to complain)?

4.2 | Results
4.21 | Election Trial

When asked who should and who would actually be elected into
the government, children showed a bias in favor of natives, select-
ing natives into the government 69% of the time and selecting
migrants into the government 31% of the time (above chance, p <
0.001). On our whole sample (N = 224), we constructed a binomial
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FIGURE 5 | Proportion of times children chose the native or migrant by age for who should (5a; left) and would actually (5b; right) be elected to

the government.

logistic regression with Migrant Status, Acculturation Style, Age
(in months), and Question (and their interactions) as our main
predictors. We observed a significant interaction between Migrant
Status and Age. Younger children were more likely to elect
migrants into government when they were Pursuers, B = 0.040,
SE = 0.019, p = 0.042. Post hoc pairwise comparisons revealed
that children were more likely to elect migrants when they were
Separated Pursuers compared to all other migrant types, ps =
0.034, a pattern of findings that was stronger when deciding who
would actually be elected into government. No other main effects
or interactions were significant, ps > 0.067. Next, we examined
each condition separately (n = 56 per condition for each question).
Children showed a preference to elect natives in all conditions (ps
< .022), except in the Separated Pursuer condition (not different
from chance, Binomial Exact, p = 0.350 and p = 0.894, for
who should and would actually be elected, respectively)—see
Figures 5a and b. As a secondary question of interest, we asked
children how fair it would be for the minority group to complain
(n = 28 per unique condition). Regardless of whether children
were considering a native-majority or migrant-majority govern-
ment, children (67%) largely believed that it was unfair for the
group in the minority to complain (above chance, Binomial Exact
p < 0.001).

4.3 | Discussion

Children demonstrated a bias in favor of natives in their choice
of who should and would be elected to the government. Of note,
this native bias was again selective: children were equally likely
to select a native or a migrant when the migrants were Sepa-
rated Pursuers. These findings highlight the uniquely favorable
attitudes children have about resource-rich migrants, particularly
those who remain separated from the natives’ culture. The

current findings demonstrate that when realistic constraints are
added to a voting scenario, children show a bias in favor of natives,
continue to favor some migrant groups over others (i.e., Separated
Pursuers) and show increasing age-related sensitivity to who does
and who should hold power.

5 | General Discussion

Across three studies, we present the first comprehensive exam-
ination of children’s intuitive, abstract immigration attitudes.
Children were presented with a task involving two groups of peo-
ple: one native to the island and the other migrants to the island,
of which the latter also varied on critical dimensions of migrant
status and acculturation style. We elicited children’s immigra-
tion attitudes across a range of social dimensions: children’s
preferences, resource allocations, and perceptions of solidarity
between groups (Experiment 1), children’s conferral of voting
power (Experiment 2a) and political representation (Experiment
2b), and children’s beliefs about political representation when
an equal government was not possible (Experiment 3). Overall,
children displayed beliefs about immigration, which were present
early in development. Moreover, children’s attitudes reflected
considerations of both migrant status and acculturation style.

First, consistent with past work, we found that children showed
a bias in favor of natives. Past theorizing has suggested that
children may be using a first-possession heuristic, believing that
native people “own” an island more than a later group of arrivals
(see related work by Verkuyten, Sierksma, and Thijs 2015 on
children’s first arrival = owner bias). Our explanation coding in
Experiment 1 corroborates this possibility, with children saying
that natives “own” the island more than migrants. Our work
also extends this past work by demonstrating that the bias in
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favor of natives extends to a range of different domains, including
children’s preferences, conferral of voting power, and political
representation. Nevertheless, we also observed boundaries in
children’s native bias. Although children generally preferred
natives, believed natives were better leaders, and readily elected
natives into political office, they did not show a native bias when
considering how certain resources (e.g., access to schools) should
be distributed. Children may be more willing to privilege natives
for domains that are not seen as basic needs or rights (see Rizzo
et al. 2016 for related findings on children’s consideration of
“needs”).

Critically, the relative degree of children’s native bias varied
depending on the type of migrant being evaluated. Children
generally favored Pursuers over Fleers and Assimilated migrants
over Separated migrants. Children’s preference for Pursuers may
be explained by a preference for wealthy targets (Shutts et al.
2016). Indeed by nature, concepts of voluntary and involuntary
migration are intimately tied to economic status in that involun-
tary migrants are typically associated with fleeing, refugee status,
and/or coming from resource-poor regions, whereas voluntary
migrants are typically associated with economic migrants coming
from relatively more resource-rich regions in pursuit of oppor-
tunity (Cortes 2004; De Coninck 2020). Therefore, if we want to
understand real-world attitudes toward these different migrants,
it makes sense to start with cases in which these categories track
with one another. Still, we note that the resource-rich migrants
in our study did not fit the conventional mold of “wealth”; they
were only rich in that they had plenty of access to basic goods,
such as food and water. Further, our results suggest that children
extend these social preferences to groups even after they had
left their well-resourced homelands, providing new information
about how children use past history of wealth in forming
their social evaluations. Additionally, children’s preference for
Assimilated migrants over Separated migrants may be driven by
an expectation that migrants adopt the host culture as a sign of
respect (Maisonneuve and Testé 2007; Van Oudenhoven, Prins,
and Buunk 1998), because migrants “owe” the natives (Ariely
2012; Kunovich 2009), or because children see migrants as lower
status than natives, thus expecting the (ostensibly) lower-status
migrants to conform to the (ostensibly) higher status host culture.

Moreover, the intersection of migrant status and acculturation
style affected children’s evaluations, which is something that
cannot be neatly explained by children merely tracking the wealth
of the migrants. In some cases, children preferred those migrants
who did not assimilate (e.g., Separated Pursuers were more liked
and were believed to be better leaders), and in other cases children
penalized migrants who did not assimilate (e.g., Separated Fleers
were conferred less voting power and political representation, and
children believed there would be less intergroup group solidarity
between natives and these kinds of migrants). There are a few
interpretations for why these migrants are treated so differently.
As noted, children may believe that migrants “owe” the natives
and this belief could be especially strong for fleers (compared
to pursuers) who may be perceived as being more indebted to
the natives. Relatedly, fleers may be perceived as lower status
than pursuers, and children may expect lower-status groups to
conform to a greater extent than higher-status groups. The same
behavior (e.g., separation) may be interpreted differently based on
the migrant’s identity: separation may be interpreted positively

when enacted by a higher-status group compared to when it is
enacted by a lower-status group. Future research should aim to
further delineate these possibilities and to examine children’s
intersectional beliefs about different behaviors from different
migrant groups.

Overall, these attitudes remained relatively stable across our
sample of 4-10-year-olds. Children’s precocious attention to
migrants may be a product of a basic attention to ownership, first-
possession, and ingroup cues that are further shaped into more
nuanced attitudes by explicit or passive messaging in children’s
local environment (media, home, and school environments).
Indeed, changing demographics in the United States also mean
many young children have more direct exposure to migrant
classmates (Suarez-Orozco, Qin, and Amthor 2008). Despite the
relatively stable effects across ages, we did observe some notable
age-related changes. Compared to older children, younger chil-
dren at times showed a stronger preference for Pursuers and
Assimilated migrants. Younger children may be using indepen-
dent cues of migrant status and assimilation, considerations that
with age may become more intersectional, leading to increasingly
nuanced and calibrated responses to different kinds of migrants.
On the other hand, it is also possible that as with other social
attitude domains, older children may tend to prioritize equality,
particularly on explicit measures (as seen, though open questions
concern whether younger and older children may look similar
on implicit measures). Our explanation coding in Experiment 1
offers initial insight into the kinds of considerations children may
think through with increasing age, including seeing natives as
“saviors” or as being “nicer.” These findings raise exciting future
areas of inquiry regarding both the basic processes from which
children’s migrant attitudes originate, as well as the multiple
layers of social and cultural learning involved in their evolving
migrant attitudes.

In situating these findings within existing literature, we found
that children show surprisingly nuanced attitudes about
migrants. Children could have had no systematic intuitions
about different kinds of migrants, seeing the four migrant types
as undifferentiated from one another, or they might have simply
and systematically preferred the natives on all measures. Yet, we
demonstrate that children are selective about when they do or
do not privilege migrants, both in comparison to natives but also
in comparison to other migrant groups. This selectivity is based
on dual and intersecting considerations of where migrants come
from and whether they assimilate to the natives’ culture. Further,
beyond examining children’s preferences and trait evaluations,
these findings extend to other important domains of life (i.e.,
political power), thus capturing a broader spectrum of children’s
immigration cognition.

These findings raise several lines of open enquiry. First, whether
children’s choices reveal a pro-native, or anti-migrant bias (or
both) remains unclear. For example, in Experiment 2b, children
elected natives into government more often than Separated
Fleers, which could reflect a pro-native bias, anti-migrant bias,
or both. Relatedly, we find initial evidence that children’s pref-
erences for Separated Pursuers is in some cases commensurate
with, or even trumps, their preferences for natives, leaving open
questions concerning the circumstances under which children
will or will not favor migrants over natives. Third, though we
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find evidence that migrant status and acculturation style drive
children’s attitudes toward migrants, it remains an open question
what specifically about these constructs informed children’s
migrant attitudes. For example, children’s sensitivity to migrant
status may be a product of their sensitivity to wealth, luck, and
even their belief in a just world; children may confer fewer
privileges to fleers because they perceive fleers as unlucky due
to their more destitute state, or as deserving of their desti-
tution (Furnham 1985; Rubin and Peplau 1975; Shutts et al.
2016; Sigelman 2013). One might explore children’s intuitions
about different kind of fleers—for example, adults often view
economic refugees who flee for better opportunities less favor-
ably than refugees who flee persecution, despite both often
coming from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (e.g., Wyszyn-
ski, Guerra, and Bierwiaczonek 2020). Relatedly, there may be
important distinctions between first-possessors, prior-possessors,
and current-possessors, distinctions that are not well clarified
in the current and previous literature; particularly given that in
the real world, first-possessors (e.g., indigenous people) do not
generally reap the same benefits as current-possessors. A more
intentional examination of what specific factors children attend
to will help paint a more comprehensive picture of the role of
migrant status and acculturation style on children’s immigration
attitudes.

Future work might examine more closely the boundary con-
ditions of children’s differential evaluations of migrants. For
example, asymmetries might rely on the relative ratio of migrants
and natives, or the length of time that migrants have lived
on the natives’ land. Relatedly, future work might explore a
deeper understanding of the nuances within migrant status (e.g.,
reluctant migration) and acculturation (e.g., integrated accultur-
ation) as well as explore relevant factors beyond migrant status
and acculturation. Our analyses highlight potentially relevant
factors that additional research might investigate further. First,
we find preliminary evidence that demographic factors (e.g.,
political orientation, parent education, and socioeconomic status)
influence children’s developing immigration attitudes; children
from families with less formal education, less wealth, and whose
parents identified as conservative, were more likely to favor
natives (see Supporting Materials SI). Second, an examination
of children’s explanations revealed factors (e.g., perceptions of a
native savior complex, or native ownership over the land) that
may be relevant in forming children’s construal of migrants see
Supporting Materials S2). Additional research may also explore
immigration attitudes in children across different cultural con-
texts beyond a US sample, including countries in which the level
of migration as well as political rhetoric surrounding immigration
is different from the U.S. Such extensions involving a more diverse
participant pool could provide insight into how the conceptual
building blocks of immigration attitudes, even at an abstract level,
may be informed by local cultural contexts.

Not all migrants are perceived as equal in children’s eyes.
Children confer more privileges upon some migrants over others.
We find that children engage in dual considerations of both
where a migrant comes from, and whether migrants assimilate.
Indeed, these patterns emerge both in children’s general atti-
tudes, as well as in the specific, highly consequential domain
of politics. Together, these findings offer novel insights into
children’s immigration attitudes and into the role of migrant

status and acculturation on children’s developing immigration
cognition.
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