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Abstract

Research investigating the early emergence of racial prejudice has been largely limited

to contexts inwhich racial prejudice ismost likely to emerge—multiracial societies that

have pronounced racial inequality (e.g., United States, South Africa). The present study

assessed whether pro-White racial bias is also early emerging in a homogenous Black

community that has little exposure to modern media and where children presumably

experience less overt discrimination than in past samples. Black African children

(N = 214) between 5- and 12-years-old living in rural Uganda exhibited substantial

pro-White racial bias, preferring White over Black children 78% of the time. Ugandan

children also judged White children as higher status than Black children, and these

status judgments predicted their degree of pro-White bias. Our results indicate that

pro-White racial biases can emerge even in a homogenous Black community and that,

in some contexts, minimal status cues can be sufficient for the early development of

racial prejudice.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Racial prejudice–whether individually harbored or structurally

ingrained–has deleterious consequences in society, including a variety

of social and health issues (e.g., Brondolo et al., 2012; Lee et al., 2015).

Given these pernicious outcomes, sample research in psychology and

sociology has attempted to identify ways to attenuate prejudice. In

these research efforts, developmental psychology has played a key

role by documenting the ages at which prejudice first emerges and

what factors maintain these problematic attitudes through childhood.

As Bigler and Liben (2007) argued, “Because stereotyping and prej-

udice emerge in early childhood, developmental research on causal

mechanisms is critical for understanding and controlling stereotyping

and prejudice” (p. 162).

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided

the original work is properly cited.
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Developmental research on prejudice has predominantly focused

on prejudice against outgroups stereotyped as lower status, the age

at which prejudicial attitudes begin to emerge, and, to a lesser degree,

the factors that incite prejudice in children (e.g., Aboud, 1988; Aboud

& Steele, 2017; Bigler & Liben, 2006). Meta-analytic findings indi-

cate that explicit racial prejudice against outgroups stereotyped as

lower status emerges between the ages of two and four and increases

substantially between the ages of five and seven (Raabe & Beel-

mann, 2011). By age eight, these explicit biases–unlike implicit racial

biases (e.g., Baron &Banaji, 2006)–generally diminish as children begin

to embrace egalitarian principles, forming what has been called an

“inverted U-shaped curve.” Notably, this early emergence of preju-

dice is not solely driven by ingroup favoritism. Even children who are

members of racial minorities (e.g., Black children in the United States)
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tend to either prefer White over Black individuals or do not exhibit

a preference for their own racial in-group to the same extent that

White children do (they exhibit “asymmetric” preference; Aboud &

Skerry, 1984; though, pro-Black attitudes have also been observed

in some cases—see Branch & Newcombe, 1986; Hraba & Grant,

1970).

If the early emergence of racial prejudice is not solely driven by

ingroup favoritism, thenwhy do biased racial preferences emerge early

in life? Researchers have theorized that social status plays a pivotal role

in the development of racial prejudice (Bigler & Liben, 2006; Shutts,

2015). That is, children may recognize that certain racial groups are

perceived and treated as higher status than others in society. Indeed, in

theUnited States there are pervasive differences in education, income,

and wealth betweenWhite and Black individuals due to racial oppres-

sion and marginalization (e.g., Feagin, 2013; Pew Research Center,

2016). This realizationmay in turn play a role in shaping the early emer-

gence of racial prejudice.

Some empirical research, albeit indirectly, provides support for sta-

tus differences underlying the early emergence of racial prejudice. For

example, meta-analytic results indicate that children exhibit greater

prejudice towards low compared to high status outgroups in early and

middle childhood (Raabe & Beelmann, 2011). Additionally, White chil-

dren associateWhite targetswith greater resources thanBlack targets

(Elenbaas & Killen, 2016; Shutts et al., 2016; see Qian et al., 2019 for

similar effect in China). Indicating that these associations play a role in

bias, children as young as four in general also prefer individualswhoare

described as wealthier (Horwitz et al., 2014; Sigelman, 2012). Though

these studies suggest that status may play a role in racial prejudice,

they do not directly examine this question.

Of the studies that have directly examined the link between status

and racial prejudice in the United States, however, most have yielded

mixed results (e.g., Mandalaywala et al., 2020; Newheiser & Olson,

2012). For example, Mandalaywala and colleagues (2020) found that

children’s status judgments inconsistently predicted their racial pref-

erences (e.g., wanting to play with White children, wanting to invite

White children to a birthday party). Specifically, while children’s “lad-

der” judgments (i.e., where they placed an individual on a status lad-

der) weakly predicted their racial preference, their “wealth associa-

tion” judgments (i.e., whether they associated White individuals with

nicer houses over less nice ones) did not do so. These mixed findings

may inpart arisebecause the racial dynamicsof theUnitedStates intro-

duce numerous confounds that obscure a potential link between sta-

tus and racial prejudice. For instance, White individuals in the United

States are not only perceived as higher status but are also more pop-

ulous and more prominently displayed in the media. Additionally, per-

vasive racism–both historically and presently–may influence the early

emergence of racial prejudice even without any direct status cues (or

suppress any potential impact of status). Indeed, children in the United

States may exhibit racial prejudice as a result of witnessing prejudicial

verbal and non-verbal cues (e.g., gaze aversion; Weisbuch et al., 2009)

rather than because they hold explicit knowledge of status differences.

To account for these third-variables, researchers have begun to

focus on communities outside of the United States (e.g., Brunei, Japan,

RESEARCHHIGHLIGHTS

∙ The present study examined the early emergence of pro-

White bias, race-based status judgments, and the relation-

ship between the two in a sample of rural Ugandan chil-

dren.

∙ Ugandan children between the ages of five and twelve

exhibited pro-White bias.

∙ Additionally, Ugandan children considered White individ-

uals higher in status than Black individuals, a belief that

strengthenedwith age.

∙ Importantly, the degree to which children considered

White individuals higher in status than Black individuals

positively predicted their pro-White bias.

South Africa; Dunham et al., 2006; Shutts et al., 2011; Steele et al.,

2018). By identifying cultures that differ on the above dimensions (e.g.,

group size, familiarity, structural racism), researchers can better test

the hypothesis that status is a key factor underlying the early emer-

gence of racial prejudice. Particularly relevant to the current research,

several studies have examined children’s prejudice, both implicit and

explicit, in Africa (e.g., Duckitt et al., 1999; Fincham, 1978; Gregor &

McPherson, 1966; Press et al., 1979; Qian et al., 2021). Because Black

individuals represent a clear majority in African countries, research

conducted in these locations may better isolate the role that status

plays in shaping racial prejudice.

Despite Black individuals being more populous in Africa, research

has found that African Black children–like children in theUnited States

(Aboud & Skerry, 1984)–tend to exhibit pro-White racial bias (Dun-

ham et al., 2014; Olson et al., 2012; Shutts et al., 2011) or prefer Black

and White individuals equally (reflecting a lack of in-group favoritism;

Newheiser et al., 2014; Qian et al., 2021). Because these studies

were conducted in places where Black individuals are the majority

and are familiar but are lower in social status (the majority of stud-

ies were conducted in South Africa), researchers have argued that the

observed pro-White bias is driven by race-based status cues and not

relative group size or familiarity. For instance, Shutts and colleagues

(2011) argue that the early emergence of pro-White bias is “not likely

explained by the greater size and familiarity of that racial group” and

that such biased racial preferences “appear to reflect the relative sta-

tus of different racial groups” (p. 1288).

Yet, as in the United States, the few studies that have directly exam-

ined the relationship between status and racial prejudice in Africa have

produced mixed findings (e.g., Dunham et al., 2014; Olson et al., 2012;

Qian et al., 2021; also see, Qian et al., 2019, for research in China). For

instance, Olson and colleagues (2012) found that 3- to 10-years-old

South African children associate higher value goods (e.g., a nice house,

fancy car) withWhite individuals, and further, preferWhite individuals

over Black individuals; yet, importantly, they did not find a robust rela-

tionship between these two judgments (the correlationwasmarginally
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significant). Furthermore, similar non-significant links between status

and racial bias were documented in Qian et al.’s (2021) research with

children in Cameroon and in Dunham et al.’s (2014) research with chil-

dren in South Africa.

The previous research examining racial prejudice in Africa may be

limited in certain ways, however. As previously argued, South Africa,

the country in which most of these studies have been conducted

(e.g., Newheiser et al., 2014; Olson et al., 2012; Shutts et al., 2011;

though seeQian et al., 2021), is marked by extreme status differentials

and historically sanctioned racial oppression (Apartheid). As such,

South Africa is a place where racial prejudice is especially likely to

emerge and where prejudice may arise via mechanisms other than

status cues (e.g., verbal and nonverbal prejudicial cues). Additionally,

children in past studies in Africa presumably had access to media

sources (e.g., television), in turn perhaps leading them to internalize or

echo racial biases (Weisbuch et al., 2009). As such, in these contexts,

third-variables apart from status beliefs could contribute to prejudice

and take precedence and attenuate or eliminate any impact of status

on prejudice.

1.1 The current work

The present work aims to contribute to past literature on the develop-

ment of prejudice by testing the early emergence of race-based status

beliefs and racial prejudice in a novel cultural context: A low socioeco-

nomic status (SES) village in rural Uganda. Importantly, this develop-

mental sample extends past work in two key ways.

First, participants in our sample–unlike in the United States and

South Africa (but like in Cameroon; Qian et al., 2021)–have had little

exposure toWhite people. At the timeof data collection, noWhite peo-

ple lived in the small village where the study was conducted. Indeed,

interviews with community members and census data (National

Census Data, 2014; World Bank Database: Uganda, 2021) revealed

that children in our sample rarely interacted with White people (once

every 1–2 years), largely in the context of humanitarian aid work.

Additionally, children in our sample had little exposure to online or

television media (National Census Data, 2014; World Bank Database:

Uganda, 2021), which minimizes the likelihood that they witnessed

racial bias via nonverbal or verbal media cues (Weisbuch et al., 2009).

As such, our study can elucidate whether racial bias can emerge even

in a homogenously Black community that has very limited exposure to

White people.

Second, most studies have focused on examining race-based sta-

tus judgments and racial bias in places with pronounced systemic

racial inequalities. That is, past studies have been predominantly con-

ducted in the United States and South Africa (e.g., Dunham et al.,

2014; Olson et al., 2012)—societies where extreme anti-Black state-

sanctioned racial oppression has occurred (slavery, Apartheid) and

overt racial discrimination remains common. Though Uganda was a

British colony and remains part of the British Commonwealth, Black

individuals in Uganda, at least comparatively, experience less overt and

regular racial discrimination than Black people in the United States

and South Africa.1 Because of this, our study can provide insight into

whether racial prejudice emerges in contexts where children are com-

paratively less exposed to anti-Black racial discrimination.

Although the noted features of our sample (e.g., limited exposure

toWhite people, comparatively less racial discrimination) suggest that

Ugandan children may not exhibit pro-White racial bias, several other

factors indicate that such bias could still emerge at a young age. For

one, our sample, like some samples in South Africa (e.g., Dunham et al.,

2014) but unlike the sample from Cameroon (e.g., Qian et al., 2021),

included children from a remote, low SES community (National Census

Data, 2014). Notably, children low in SESmaybemore acutely aware of

race-based status differences (Odgers & Adler, 2018) and also may be

more motivated to affiliate with high status individuals, which in turn

may induce pro-White bias.

Second, Uganda was a British colony and remains part of the British

Commonwealth. Colonization undoubtedly shapes a culture even after

its end, and it is possible that children in Uganda, through subtle or

overt cues, adopt stereotypical beliefs about Black and White racial

groups even in the absence of direct exposure toWhite people, televi-

sion media, or the internet (e.g., Fanon, 2008; Memmi, 2013; Williams,

2012). Indeed, colonization may manifest in the idealization of White-

ness and specifically lighter skin, which is commonplace in many

parts of Africa. This form of “internalized oppression” is captured, for

instance, by the popularity of cosmetic whitening products (e.g., skin-

bleaching creams), the commonly held belief that Jesus was White,

and the importance placed on learning the English language—a lan-

guage associated with Whiteness (e.g., Hunter, 2011; Maddox & Gray,

2002; No White Saviors, 2019; Okazawa-Rey et al., 1987; Von Esch

et al., 2020). In sum, our study can provide insight into whether past

and present racial inequalities and prejudice are pervasive enough to

shape race-based status differences and pro-White bias even in young

children in a fairly remote and homogenously Black community in

Uganda.

With this in mind, the present study tested whether 5 through 12-

year-old Black Ugandan children (N = 214) in a rural village ascribe

higher status to White (than Black) people, exhibit pro-White racial

bias, and whether participants’ status judgments predict pro-White

racial bias. Importantly, unlike most previous work on racial bias in

childhood, this community (a) is homogenous (all Black) and has lit-

tle access to media, and (b) is comparatively less exposed to individual

and structural racism than previous samples (e.g., United States, South

Africa). In examining this sample, the present work helps shed light on

the contexts in which pro-White racial bias develops, and further, the

potential factors driving the early emergence of racial bias.

2 METHOD

2.1 Participants and sample characteristics

We tested 214 children (109 females) between the ages of 5 and

12 years old (M = 8.74, SD = 2.28) at a primary school during the

summer of 2019. We aimed to test as many students as possible with
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at least 20 children per categorical age. Ultimately, we tested 20 5-

year-olds, 26 6-year-olds, 25 7-year-olds, 21 8-year-olds, 42 9-year-

olds, 20 10-year-olds, 23 11-year-olds, and 36 12-year-olds. With the

total sample (N = 214), we had sufficient power (90%) to detect a sig-

nificant correlation (between prejudice and status) if this correlation

is r = 0.22 or greater in the population. We were only able to collect

children’s age in years, as many children did not know their exact birth

date. Some of the participants in the study participated in several other

tasks during the experimental session. These other tasks included, for

example, making predictions about who is likely to help, rating pat-

terned and unpatterned images, and making inferences about novel

groups depending on their group size. These measures are not pre-

sented here as they do not pertain to the presented research question.

The study was conducted in the Mukono District in southeastern

Uganda about 40 kilometers southeast of Kampala (Uganda’s capital).

The school at which we recruited participants is approximately 5 kilo-

meters outside of the nearest village; students reside both in neighbor-

ing villages and on surrounding subsistence farmland. The dominant

religion is Christianity (37%Catholic, 33%Anglican), followed by Islam

(21%) and tribal religions (9%). The official language is English, which is

taught in schools, but the common language is Luganda, the language of

the Buganda, the dominant tribe in the region. Most of the population

lives remotely and has little (if any) exposure to television and media.

Some families may have radios and listen to popular Ugandan music as

well as some international artists. The school where we collected data

has students ranging in age from 4 to 16, with children of mixed ages

in each class (approximately 50 students per classroom) for a total of

about 400 students.

2.2 Procedure and materials

Participants responded to two measures (presented on an iPad): a sta-

tus task and a racial bias measure. The order of these measures was

counterbalanced across participants. The studywas conducted by local

research assistants who were all Black African individuals and spoke

the native language, Luganda. Although the third author (who isWhite)

was present during the time of testing, she did not conduct the study

herself. Importantly, she was never directly involved in testing chil-

dren; the majority of testing sessions occurred outdoors on the school

premises in isolated locations that were removed from other people.

Additionally, the third author ensured that she was perceived as a

member of the research team and not the “leader” of the group—all

the researchers were introduced as equal members of the research

teamandwerearound the sameage. Finally, all individuals at the school

received a prize at the end of data collection in the form of a pencil

or pen. This was chosen as a prize because it helps students conduct

their schoolwork but is not too ostentatious. All the team members

distributed the items to students after participating in the study or at

the end of the school day. The study was translated into Luganda by a

bilingual research assistant, back-translated into English by a different

translator, then edited and re-translated into Luganda. For all partici-

pants, the study was presented in Luganda. See link for Open Science

Framework (OSF) for verbatim scripts: https://osf.io/53vp2/.

2.3 Race-based status measure

The status measure entailed a “ladder” task based directly off of a

study examining status and racial bias in children in the United States

(Mandalaywala et al., 2020); a version of this task has also been

validated cross-culturally (Amir et al., 2019). Experimenters first

instructed children how the ladder task works in Luganda (translated

here; Figure1): “In this activity, I’mgoing to ask youaboutwherepeople

go on this ladder. Kids on the top of the ladder have lots of toys and new

clothes, and they always get to pick the games that everyone else plays.

Kids at the bottom of the ladder don’t have any toys or new clothes,

and they never get to pick the games that anyone plays. Kids don’t go

just at the top or the bottom. They can go at any of these places in the

middle too.”

Following this explanation, experimenters proceededwith eight test

trials (order randomizedwithin each participant) featuring pairs of chil-

dren varying in race (one White, one Black). Specifically, for each trial,

an experimenter said, “Here are two kids. We’re going to put them on

the ladder! Remember, kids at the top of the ladder have lots of toys

and new clothes, and they always get to pick the games that every-

one else plays. Kids at the bottom of the ladder don’t have any toys or

new clothes, and they never get to pick the games that anyone plays.”

Following the presentation of the two targets, the experimenter had

participants individually place the White target and Black target on

the status ladder for each trial in a counterbalanced fashion by ask-

ing, “Where would you put this kid on the ladder? At the top, bottom,

or somewhere in between?” (Figure 1). We presented the two targets

simultaneously because making decisions about status is inherently

relational, andwewanted to increase the chances that children noticed

race when making their judgments. Importantly, because the measure

assessed children’s tendency to use racial category membership when

judging individual people, participants’ responses can be thought of as

status “stereotypes” that children hold towards specific racial groups

(see Hamilton, 1981).

Notably, the faces included in our measure were sourced from two

different databases—one set featured White and Black children from

a standardized face image database (Child Affective Facial Expression

[CAFE] set; henceforth, CAFE faces; LoBue & Thrasher, 2014, 2015)

and one set featured White and Black children from Google Images.

The CAFE faces featured African American children with generally

lighter skin tone with neutral expressions in plain clothing. The Google

Image faces featured African children with generally dark skin tone

with positive emotional expression in everyday clothing.Weexplorato-

rily examined whether our effects differed depending on stimuli set

(CAFE, Google Image). Beyond stimuli set, half of the trials included

male targets varying in race; the other half included female targets

varying in race. As additional measures, we also included four gender

trials (all Black faces) as well as had participants place themselves on
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MARSHALL ET AL. 5 of 12

F IGURE 1 Mainmethodological approach. (1) Ladder introduction: Experimenters introduced participants to the ladder task. (2) The
experimenter presented eight different target pairs. Each trial depicted two children—one Black and oneWhite (side of the screenwas
counterbalanced). The exact images used are not depicted here for copyright reasons; seeOSF link for exact materials. For each trial,
experimenters asked participants to rank each child on the ladder.We counter-balancedwhether participants ranked theWhite or Black target
first. Half of the trials featured boys; the other half featured girls. Half of the trials featured faces from the CAFE database; the other half featured
faces collected on Google Images

the status ladder; see Supplemental Online Material (SOM) for results

of these additional measures.

2.4 Racial bias measure

For the racial biasmeasure, experimenters presented participantswith

eight pairs of children and for each pair asked, “Who do you want to

play with? This kid or this kid?” We based this measure off of previous

workutilizingbiased racial preferences as an indexof racial bias or prej-

udice (e.g., Baron & Banaji, 2006; Dunham et al., 2006; Mandalaywala

et al., 2020;Qian et al., 2021). The pairs of childrenwere the samepairs

of children used in the status ladder task. The same counterbalancing

and randomization procedures were applied.

2.5 Stimuli validation

To verify that the faces presented in each pair did not systematically

vary on dimensions other than race, we conducted an online validation

studywith adults in theUnited States (n=48; 16 Female;Mage =42.65,

SDage = 12.38; 41 =White, 4 = Black, 3 = Asian, 3 = Latinx/Hispanic)

on AmazonMechanical Turk (MTurk). In this study, MTurk participants

rated the 16 faces individually on four dimensions—attractiveness,

symmetry, happiness, and age. We did not find differences in partici-

pants’ ratings of White and Black faces’ attractiveness or symmetry,

p > 0.169, however, we did find differences in participants’ ratings of

happiness and age. The Black faces were rated as happier, p = 0.002—

this effect should work against any pro-White bias since participants

should want to play with happier individuals. Additionally, the Black

faces were rated as slightly older (by ∼0.31 years), p = 0.033. This

difference is unlikely to impact our findings, though, because children,

in general, are equally willing to play with same-aged peers and

older ones (Edwards & Lewis, 1979; French, 1987). Finally, though

these data provide some support for the validity of our stimuli,

this support is clearly limited because participants in our validation

study were predominantly White American adults and not Ugandan

children.

3 RESULTS

Wefirst examinedparticipants’ racial bias. Aone sample t-test revealed

that the Ugandan children overwhelmingly exhibited a pro-White bias;

despite themselves being Black, they chose to playwithWhite children

over Black children 78% of the time, M = 0.78, SD = 0.22, ωt= 0.77,

t(213) = 18.08, p < 0.001, d = 1.24 (0 = Black target, 1 = White

target; Figure 2a). Demonstrating robustness across participants, a
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F IGURE 2 Children’s racial bias (Panel a), and this bias as a function of age (Panel b). Children’s race-based status judgments (Panel c), and
these judgments as a function age (Panel d). For Panels a and c, the solid line represents themedian, the box represents the interquartile range, and
the dots represent outlier values. For Panels b and c, the line represents a linear regression, the dots represent participant responses (jittered), and
the error bands represent+/- 1 SE

generalized linear model (GLM) modeled onto a Poisson distribution

(to account for the skewed distribution of participants’ pro-White bias)

indicated that the observed racial bias did not differ by participants’

age (Figure 2b) or gender, ps > 0.201. Notably, the observed racial

bias was also found when the one sample t-test was restricted to the

youngest participants; 5-year-olds chose theWhite target in79%of tri-

als, t(19)= 6.36, p< 0.001, d= 1.41.

As noted in the Methods, the target faces featured both CAFE (i.e.,

White targets and Black targets with lighter skin tones from a facial

image database) and Google Image faces (i.e., White targets and Black

targets with darker skin tones from Google Images), as well as both

male and female faces. To examinewhether the observed effects varied

as a function of stimuli set and gender,we conducted a generalized esti-

mating equation (GEE) modeled onto a Poisson distribution with Stim-

uli Set (CAFE andGoogle Images) and Target Gender (male and female)

as within-participant factors; participants’ race bias functioned as the

outcome variable.We found that participants chose to playwithWhite

over BlackGoogle Image targets (79.65%of trials, t= 15.98, p< 0.001)

to a greater extent than they chose to playwithWhite over BlackCAFE

targets (75.95% of trials, t = 14.95, p < 0.001), B = 0.17, χ2 = 4.15,

p = 0.042—although, this effect was quite small. It is possible these

differences emerged because of colorism (i.e., prejudice against those

with darker skin tone; Maddox & Gray, 2002; Stepanova et al., 2021),

given the Google Image faces featured Black children with darker skin

tones and the CAFE featured Black children with lighter skin tones.

Regarding target gender, participants chose to play with White over

Black targets to a greater extent for male targets (82.35% of trials,

t=18.84, p<0.001) than for female targets (73.25%of trials, t=11.88,

p< 0.001), B= .42, χ2 = 22.14, p< 0.001.

Second, we examined race-based status judgments. To do so, we

subtracted Black status placement, M = 5.97, SD = 1.74, from White

status placement, M = 8.02, SD = 1.74, on the ladder task for each
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participant (collapsed across the eight trials), M = 2.06, SD = 2.16

(White targets:ωt= 0.84; Black targets:ωt= 0.76). A one sample t-test

revealed that the Ugandan children placed White targets ∼2.06 steps

higher than Black targets on the 10-step status ladder, t(213) = 13.94,

p < 0.001, d = 0.95 (Figure 2c). GLMs indicated that the observed sta-

tus difference strengthened with age, F(1, 210) = 11.28, p = 0.001,

ηp2= 0.051 (Figure 2d), but did not differ by participant gender,

p=0.243.Notably, a one sample t-test including only the youngest par-

ticipants, 5-year-olds, still observed a status effect; 5-year-olds rated

White targets as higher status than Black targets,M= 1.12, SD= 1.86,

t(19)= 2.70, p= 0.014, d= 0.60.

Again, we examinedwhether the observed findings depend on stim-

uli set and target gender. We conducted a repeated-measures GLM

with Stimuli Set (CAFE and Google Images) and Target Gender (male

and female) as within-participant factors; participants’ status judg-

ments functioned as the outcome variable. In line with the racial

bias findings, this analysis revealed that participants judged White

Google Image targets as higher status thanBlackGoogle Image targets,

M= 2.46, SD= 2.70, t= 13.32, p< 0.001, to a greater extent than they

judged White CAFE targets as higher status than Black CAFE targets,

M= 1.65, SD= 2.31, t= 10.47, p < 0.001, F(1, 213)= 21.43, p < 0.001,

ηp2= 0.091. Regarding target gender, participants judged White tar-

gets as higher status thanBlack targets to a greater extent formale tar-

gets,M= 2.55, SD= 2.70, t= 13.81, p< 0.001, than for female targets,

M= 1.56, SD= 2.20, t= 10.39, p < 0.001, F(1, 213)= 36.95, p < 0.001,

ηp2= 0.148.2

Third, we tested whether participants’ racial status judgments pre-

dicted their racial bias. To do so, we conducted a GLM modeled onto

a Poisson distribution with status judgments as the predictor, racial

bias as the outcome variable, and participants’ age and gender as con-

trol variables. This model revealed that the higher participants placed

White over Black targets on the status ladder, the greater their pro-

White racial bias, β = 0.193, χ2 = 12.99, p < 0.001 (Figure 3). Demon-

strating robustness, this link remained when including Stimuli Set and

Gender as additional control variables; a GEE modeled onto a Pois-

son distribution with Stimuli Set (CAFE, Google Images) and Target

Gender (male, female) as within-participant factors, participants’ age

and gender as continuous and categorical predictors, respectively, and

racial bias as the outcome variable revealed consistent findings of sta-

tus judgments on racial bias, χ2 = 4.99, p = 0.025. Finally, none of the

four control variables–Stimuli Set, Target Gender, participant age, and

participant gender–moderated the positive link between race-based

status judgments and racial bias, ps> 0.135.

4 DISCUSSION

The present study provides evidence for the early emergence of racial

prejudice, race-based status beliefs, and a connection between the two

in a rural community in Uganda, Africa. Specifically, the present work

reveals three primary findings: (1) Ugandan children exhibited a robust

pro-White bias and this bias remained consistent between the ages of

five and twelve; (2) Ugandan children rated White children as higher

F IGURE 3 Children’s race-based status judgments (x-axis)
predicting their racial bias (y-axis). Univariate linear regression
depicted. The line represents a linear regression, the dots represent
participant responses (jittered), and the error bands represent+/-
1 SE

status than Black children and this effect grew more pronounced with

age; and (3) Ugandan children’s judgments of White children as higher

status than Black children positively predicted their pro-White racial

preferences.

4.1 The connection between status judgments
and racial prejudice

Our findings contribute to the broader scientific understanding of the

early emergence of racial prejudice. Specifically, the present results

replicate previous work finding pro-White bias (or diminished pro-

Black preference) in Black children living in a variety of contexts,

including the United States and South Africa (e.g., Aboud & Skerry,

1984; Dunham et al., 2014; Olson et al., 2012; Shutts et al., 2011).

Notably, however, the current results extend the early emergence of

racial prejudice to a context where Black children: (1) have had little

exposure to White individuals via interpersonal interactions or media

content, and (2) are less subject to overt racial discrimination and bias

(as compared to most previous samples, for instance, in the United

States and SouthAfrica; though seeQian et al., 2021). Given these con-

ditions, our results suggest that pro-White racial bias can emerge even

in minimalistic contexts, for instance, in contexts in which clear racial

cues and discrimination are not overtly apparent.

We did not find any age effects in terms of racial bias, indicating that

children’s preference for White targets (relative to Black targets) at

5 years of age does not differ from their preference at 12 years of age.

Placing these age effects in context of other work, the present results

coincide with previous research in South Africa, which also did not

find a relationship between age and pro-White racial bias (Olson et al.,

2012; Shutts et al., 2011). Other research, however, has documented

age effects, although age-related patterns across these findings differ.
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In particular, research by Dunham and colleagues (2014) found that

Black children in South Africa exhibit decreased pro-White bias with

age (also see Raabe & Beelmann, 2011 for related meta-analytic find-

ings). In contrast, research by Qian and colleagues (2021) found that

young Black children (3- to 6-year-olds) in Cameroon exhibit pro-Black

racial bias, but older children (above 6 years old) and adults do not do

so (see Qian et al., 2019 for a similar pattern amongst Chinese chil-

dren). Considering that the relationship between age and prejudice is

clearly complex and varies depending on social context, these results

ultimately deserve greater experimental attention in future work.

Why did the Ugandan children in our sample exhibit pro-White

racial bias? The present findings provide support for the hypothesis

that social status may underlie the development of racial prejudice

(e.g., Bigler & Liben, 2007; Shutts, 2015). Specifically, we found that

young Ugandan children placed White individuals higher on a status

ladder than Black individuals; this finding coheres with previous work

indicating that young children believe people of different racial groups

differ in social status in line with societal stereotypes (e.g., Olson et al.,

2012; Qian et al., 2021). Furthermore, the present work–unlike past

work conducted inAfrica (Dunhamet al., 2014;Olson et al., 2012;Qian

et al., 2021)–documented a direct relationship between children’s sta-

tus beliefs and pro-White bias. That is, children’s judgments of White

individuals ashigher status (thanBlack individuals) positively predicted

their racial preference forWhite individuals (over Black individuals).

4.2 Colorism and intersectionality

Regarding secondary findings, we found the observed racial bias and

race-based status effects to differ as a function of stimuli set (Google

Image vs. CAFE faces). Specifically, Ugandan children preferredWhite

Google Image targets over Black Google Image targets (∼80%) to a

greater extent than they preferred White CAFE targets over Black

CAFE targets (∼76%). And, in linewith status judgments and racial bias

being linked, participants also judged White Google Image targets as

higher in status than Black Google Image targets (2.46 steps higher

on the status ladder) compared to their judgments ofWhite CAFE tar-

gets over Black CAFE targets (1.65 steps higher on the ladder). Though

the two stimuli sets (Google Image vs. CAFE) varied on several dimen-

sions (including facial expression, setting, clothing), we suspect these

effects emerged due to effects of colorism–prejudice and discrimina-

tion against individualswith darker skin tone (e.g., Hunter, 2011;Monk,

2015; Russell et al., 1993; see Norwood & Foreman, 2013). That is, the

Google Image faces generally featuredBlack childrenwithadarker skin

tone than the CAFE faces, which featured Black children with lighter

skin tone.4 Notably, this interpretation aligns with past findings that

children in the U.S. evaluate faces with darker skin tones more neg-

atively than faces with lighter skin tones (Stepanova et al., 2021). As

such, our findings may extend past work by indicating that the perva-

sive global nature of colorism (Woodson, 2020) extends even to young

children in a remote and homogenously Black context in Africa.

Our findings may also speak to the intersectionality of racial bias

(Cole, 2009). The Ugandan children in our sample exhibited greater

racial bias towardsmale than female targets; they preferred the images

of White boys over Black boys (∼82%) to a greater extent than the

images of White girls over Black girls (∼73%). Additionally, and again

in line with the observed link between status and racial bias, partici-

pants also judgedWhite boys as higher in status than Black boys (2.55

steps higher on the status ladder) as compared to White girls versus

Black girls (1.56 steps higher on the ladder). These findings replicate

past work documenting greater racial prejudice against Black males

than females in pre-school children in the United States (Perszyk et al.,

2019), and further, support theoretical claims that Blackmales are par-

ticularly likely to experience prejudice, perhaps because Black males

are viewed as the prototype of the racially marginalized and subordi-

nated group (e.g., Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008; Sidanius & Pratto,

1999). Finally, the present findings extend past work on the intersec-

tionality of prejudice by showing that Black males are particularly at

risk for racial prejudice even in a context that strongly diverges from

past work—a remote homogenous Ugandan village.

4.3 Origins of race-based status judgments

Our findings raise several key questions. First and foremost, why did

Ugandan children in our sample judge White individuals as higher

status in the first place? As mentioned previously, Uganda was colo-

nized by the British, re-established independence in 1962, and remains

part of the British Commonwealth. Although participants in our sam-

ple did not directly experience colonization, these events have likely

left a powerful mark on Ugandan society. Indeed, scholars have dis-

cussed howEuropean colonization leads societies to experience a state

of “internalized oppression”, where subordinate group members are

consistently socialized to believe the dominant messages put forth by

oppressive groups even long after colonization has ended (e.g., Fanon,

2008; Memmi, 2013; Williams, 2012). The present findings, then, are

consistent with the notion that children–even those who limitedly

interact with White individuals and have little to no access to media

and the internet–still consciously or unconsciously adopt stereotypical

beliefs about race and status that persist due to structural and histori-

cal oppression.

At a proximate level, certain experiences or cues may serve to

instantiate and maintain the observed race-based status beliefs. First,

children in our sample, although not living in a community with White

individuals, do occasionally interact with White people (often via

humanitarian aid). It is possible that these experiences are especially

impactful on children’s early understanding of social groups (espe-

cially children low in SES), as White individuals have been portrayed

as “saviors” in Africa (e.g., Cole, 2012). Second, childrenmay encounter

messaging in their everyday life that reinforces the notion of White-

ness (and lighter skin tone) as good. For instance, in line with colorist

notions, the valuing of lighter skin tone over darker skin tone is prop-

agated through music and advertisements in magazines (e.g., Hunter,

2011; Maddox & Gray, 2002; Okazawa-Rey et al., 1987). Furthermore,

children commonly learn (erroneously) that Jesus was a White man

(No White Saviors, 2019). And, finally, most children are required to
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learnEnglish, a language typically associatedwithWhiteness (VonEsch

et al., 2020), and are told that learning English is integral to achieving

success.

These examples illuminate just a few ways in which children may

acquire status stereotypes about racial groups even in the absence

of direct and regular exposure to White people or overt racial dis-

crimination. Because we did not measure any of these beliefs explic-

itly, however, the current data cannot speak to the degree to which

these factors play a role in the observed pro-White race-based sta-

tus judgments and racial bias. Nonetheless, these examples provide a

glimpse into the types of information and messages that children may

receive while growing up in Uganda. As a result, we encourage future

research to consider these different possibilities and to measure how

individual experiences and messaging within a culture, for example,

considering Jesus as a White man (Roberts et al., 2020), may shape

the emergence of prejudicial attitudes in children and across societal

contexts.

4.4 Origins of the link between status and racial
bias

Beyond how children acquire stereotypes about Black andWhite indi-

viduals, our findings also raise the question of why, unlike past stud-

ies, we found a link between children’s race-based status judgments

and their racial bias. Several explanations are possible. For one, chil-

dren in our sample had less exposure to racial cues other than status

(e.g., familiarity, overt and regular experiences of anti-Black racism),

at least as compared to the United States and South Africa, where

nonverbal cues (stemming from regular cross-race interaction), overt

racism, and systemic inequality are all prevalent. As such, status cues

in rural Uganda may be particularly salient and meaningful. While this

explanation is certainly plausible, children in another location in Africa,

Cameroon, did not exhibit a link between status and preference (Qian

et al., 2021), even though these children (like the children in Uganda)

are less exposed to overt racial cues and systemic racism.

Beyond this, the low SES of our participants may help explain why

status beliefs predicted racial bias in our sample. Status differences

may be particularly salient for lowSES children (Odgers&Adler, 2018);

indeed, past work indicates that lower SES children tend to exhibit

greater pro-wealth biases (Dunham et al., 2014; Shutts et al., 2016).

Additionally, as noted above, because children in our sample live in a

low SES community in Africa, they have experience, albeit limited, with

humanitarian aidworkers, who are oftenWhite. Because of the experi-

ence ofWhite aidworkers providing goods and services, children in our

sample may be especially inclined to judgeWhite individuals as higher

in status and to prefer those individuals.

At the same time, however, differences between previous studies

and our sample may be due to statistical power and sample size rather

than due to the contextual features of our sample. That is, Olson et al.’s

(2012) work found a positive yet non-significant relationship between

status and racial bias in South Africa, r = 0.24 (N = 84). However, this

studymayhave been underpowered to detect a significant relationship

between status and racial bias; indeed, Olson et al.’s (2012) study only

had95%power (alpha=0.05) to detect a correlation of 0.37 or greater.

Similarly, Dunhamet al. (2014) also found a positive yet non-significant

relationship between status and racial bias in South Africa (r = 0.19;

N = 103); this work had 95% power to detect a correlation of r = 0.34

or greater. Additionally, Qian and colleagues (2021) found a compara-

tively smaller non-significant link between status and race judgments

in Cameroon (β = 0.13; N= 187); they had 95% power to detect a cor-

relation of r= 0.26 or greater. Unlike these studies, however, Qian and

colleagues (2019) found a significant correlation between status and

explicit racial bias in Chinese participants, r= 0.27 (N= 200); they had

95% power to detect a correlation of r= 0.25 or greater.

Putting this work in the context of our work, where we find a cor-

relation of 0.19, it seems plausible that the relationship between sta-

tus and racial bias may exist across contexts and countries but was not

observed in past work due to low power (i.e., Type II error). In other

words, the reason that we (and Qian et al., 2019) observed signifi-

cant links between status and racial bias was due to the comparatively

larger size of our samples (N = 214 and N = 200 vs. an average of N

∼ 125) rather than because of the specific features of our sample (e.g.,

low SES).

Taking together our findings and the positive, though non-

significant, associations between status and prejudice observed

in past work (e.g., Dunham et al., 2014; Olson et al., 2012; Qian et al.,

2021), it appears that status and racial prejudice are likely linked,

as theorized by Bigler and Liben (2007). However, this link appears

to be much smaller than expected. We consider several potential

explanations for the weakness of this link.

First, other factors may play a larger role in the development of

racial prejudice than status at the proximate level; for instance, chil-

dren’s racial biasmay stem fromexplicit experiences, such as observing

racial bias in the environment (e.g., non-verbal prejudicial cues) or the

internalization of stereotypes held by parents and adults (and by soci-

etymore generally). This would suggest that, while beliefs about status

may be a source of racial bias (Wilkerson, 2020), it may fail to mani-

fest strongly as bias early in development. That is, instead of children’s

cognitive awarenessof racial statusdifferences incitingpro-Whitebias,

children’s direct experiences with racial discrimination and prejudicial

cues (e.g., gaze aversion, a cultural idealization of Whiteness)–which

result from ultimate race-based status differences–may play a key role

in shaping racial bias, and may even serve to reify burgeoning beliefs

about the relative status of different racial groups.

Second, the method via which studies, including ours, have mea-

sured status may be less than ideal. Potentially, instead of linking sta-

tus beliefs to racial bias, studies should examine whether status prefer-

ences (i.e., a preference for high-status individuals) predicts racial bias

at a young age (e.g., Dunham et al., 2014). Ideally, then, future stud-

ies should consider both children’s race-based status beliefs as well as

their status preferenceswhen attempting to predict racial bias. Indeed,

if status truly underlies the early emergence of racial prejudice, then

young children who recognize race-based status differences as well as

prefer high status individuals should be most likely to exhibit racial

prejudice.
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4.5 Limitations

We consider a few qualifications and limitations of the present work.

First,we cannot infer causality fromour correlational data. For this rea-

son, we are not able to determine whether Ugandan children’s status

judgments caused them to prefer White relative to Black individuals,

or whether the opposite is occurring (or no causal link at all). Future

research could begin to examine this by directly manipulating status

or by tracking the developmental trajectory of children’s status beliefs

and racial bias longitudinally.

Second, unlike our status measure in which children rated White

andBlack targets separately, our racial biasmeasurewas forced choice.

For this reason, the degree to which children exhibited biased racial

preferencesmay be exaggerated (e.g., Dunham&Degner, 2013).While

this technique is frequently relied upon in prejudice research to avoid

ceiling effects (e.g., Qian et al., 2021), it is important to acknowledge

that children did not have the ability to make an alternative or neutral

choice or choose both children. Nonetheless, we note that children did

have the option of selectingWhite andBlack children evenly across the

eight trials, and they did not do so. Relatedly, even though the status

measure involved independently rating the individual targets (as was

the case in previous research; Mandalaywala et al., 2020), the exper-

imenter presented participants with images of a White target and a

Black target simultaneously as a way to direct participants attention

towards race when making status judgments. It is possible, then, that

had we presented the faces individually the effects documented here

would be attenuated.

Third, our racial bias measure involved asking children to select

someone to play with (rather than selecting someone to avoid; i.e.,

approach vs. avoidance), making it challenging to interpret children’s

choices asmeasuring negative attitudes towards their ingroup. On one

hand, children’s responsesmay reflect a preference forWhite individu-

als; on the other, such responses may reflect a dislike of Black individu-

als. Said another way, participants’ racial bias may be driven by a gen-

eral positivity bias towards White individuals or by holding negative

stereotypes of Black individuals (or both). In turn, it is unclear whether

children’s biased responses represent racial prejudice in a strict sense.

We opted to measure prejudice in this way (“play with” rather than

“avoid”) because past studies on racial bias with children have tended

to ask positively framed question (“Who do you like more”) than neg-

atively framed ones (“Who do you like less”) (e.g., Shutts et al., 2011).

Our findings should be interpreted with this qualification in mind,

however.

Fourth, and finally, one could argue that children in our study exhib-

ited pro-White biases simply because White individuals are novel and

different. Although novelty is a possible explanation for our results, we

did find race-based status judgments topredict pro-Whitebias, demon-

strating that at least a portion of variation in the observed racial bias

was predicted by status rather than by a novelty preference. Addi-

tionally, past research indicates that there is little reason to think that

young children prefer societal outliers or minorities or consider such

individuals higher in status (e.g., Gollwitzer et al., 2019). Even more so,

Black children in Cameroon, whereWhite individuals are likely as sim-

ilarly novel as in Uganda, did not prefer to interact with White indi-

viduals (Qian et al., 2021). Nonetheless, future research should further

explore the potential role of novelty.

4.6 Concluding remarks

Ultimately, if we want to understand the origins and maintenance of

prejudice, we must focus on understanding its emergence (Bigler &

Liben, 2007). Here, we contribute to this literature by demonstrating

that racial prejudice can develop at an early age even in a homoge-

nous and remote community with less regular and overt exposure to

racial discrimination than previously tested locations. Furthermore, we

demonstrate that this observed pro-White racial prejudice is predicted

by race-based status beliefs as theorized in previous work (Bilger &

Liben, 2007). In turn, our findings are consistent with the possibility

that status cues are potent enough to incite racial bias in the absence

of other racial cues (such as explicit discrimination), and that racial

hierarchies and racial prejudice can spread to young children even in

racially homogenous contexts. Yet, we also note that the observed link

between status and racial bias was quite weak, and thus, factors other

than status may take precedence in motivating the early emergence of

racial prejudice. Taken together, then, the present findings contribute

to our understanding of the factors motivating the early emergence of

prejudice in young childhood.
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ENDNOTES
1Although, notably, Uganda has experienced state-sanctioned racial

oppression against other groups (persecution of Asians and ethnic

minorities in the 1970s; Baker, 2001).
2Participants also judged female targets, M = 7.22, SD = 1.54, as overall

higher status than male targets collapsed across the race trials,M = 6.77,

SD = 1.49, t(213) = 5.11, p < .001 (i.e., there was a main effect of gender).

These results are consistent with the gender trials found in the Supple-

ments.
3 Standardized coefficient calculated using a linear regressionmodel to pro-

vide an easily understandable estimate of effect-size.
4An independent American adult sample conducted on Mechanical Turk

(N= 48) supported these skin-tone differences, p< .001, Cohen’s d= 8.77

(see SOM formore information).
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