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This study investigated 8- to 14-year-old U.S. children’s (N= 202, 47% girls, and 49% White) evaluations
of statements reflecting individual and structural attributions for the causes of racial inequality between
Black and White people in the United States, the epistemic characteristics they used to seek out more infor-
mation on this topic, and who they believed reflected these characteristics. With age, participants increas-
ingly endorsed statements reflecting structural attributions for racial inequality (i.e., educational and
occupational exclusion), and increasingly reasoned about privilege and racism. In contrast, participants
did not endorse statements reflecting individual attributions at any age (i.e., group differences in intelligence
and effort), instead reasoning about equality between racial groups. Overall, participants sought expertise
(i.e., content knowledge) and interpersonal trust (i.e., closeness and support) in a scenario where they
could choose a discussion partner to learn more about racial inequality, and were most likely to seek out
their family members, though some also sought out their friends, teachers, and the internet or social
media. This study provides insights into who children see as relevant sources for learning about racial
inequality and their reasons for trusting them.

Public Significance Statement
This study found that as children get older, they are more likely to acknowledge that there are differences in
access to opportunities betweenBlack andWhite people in the United States.When looking to find outmore
about these differences, they are most likely to go to people who they think are experts on the topic or who
they have a close relationship with, and usually associate these characteristics with their family members.
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Understanding that racial inequalities are caused by structural fac-
tors (e.g., systemic racism) rather than individual factors (e.g., racial
group differences in effort) is a crucial prerequisite to youth judging
these inequalities as morally wrong and seeking to address them
(Elenbaas et al., 2020). Although they do not always do so, begin-
ning in late childhood and more certainly by late adolescence,
youth in the United States are typically able to attribute racial
inequalities to structural factors within U.S. society, such as educa-
tional or occupational exclusion (Elenbaas & Killen, 2017; Seider
et al., 2022). However, developmental scientists currently know
less about how youth reach these conclusions. One possibility is

that over the transition from childhood to adolescence, youth
increasingly drive their own learning in this area, selectively seeking
out opinions and information from others whom they may perceive
to be experts in the topic area, reliable sources of correct information,
or honest peoplewhowill tell the truth about racial inequalities (Diaz
et al., 2022; Harris et al., 2018). To address this question, this study
drew on theories of children’s and adolescents’ moral reasoning
about racial inequality (Elenbaas et al., 2020) and epistemic trust
in social learning contexts (Harris et al., 2018) to investigate 8- to
14-year-old’s decisions in a scenario where they could seek out
more information about racial inequality between Black and White
people in the United States. Key research questions examined age
differences in participants’ structural (education and occupation)
and individual (intelligence and effort) explanations for racial inequal-
ity, the principles they used to inform their own social learning in this
area (expertise, reliability, and honesty), and who in their lives they
believedwould reflect those principles (their familymembers, friends,
teachers, the internet, or social media).

Theoretical Frameworks: Social Reasoning
Developmental (SRD) Model and Epistemic Trust

Inequalities in opportunities and outcomes between racial groups
in the United States are often explained in two ways: (a) individual
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explanations attribute racial inequalities to one group being more
intelligent, working harder, or being more responsible than the
other and (b) structural explanations attribute racial inequalities
to group differences in access to resources and opportunities
(Kluegel & Smith, 1986). One branch of developmental research
on reasoning and judgments about racial inequality has drawn on
the SRD model, an integrative framework that brings together social
domain theory (Smetana et al., 2014) and social identity develop-
ment theory (Nesdale, 2004) to explain how children understand
moral issues in intergroup contexts (Elenbaas et al., 2020). This
research has found that when children attribute racial inequalities
to structural rather than individual factors, they are more likely to
judge them as morally wrong and seek to address them, and that
structural attributions are more common among older children
than younger children (Elenbaas & Killen, 2017; Rizzo et al.,
2020). In general, research drawing on the SRDmodel uses changes
in reasoning to understand changes in judgments as children become
better able to balance concerns for fairness and intergroup dynamics
with age (Killen & Rutland, 2011).
When learning and forming judgments about racial inequalities,

children and adolescents can draw on their own personal experiences
and they can also draw on the knowledge of others (Guerrero et al.,
2019). Research on epistemic trust investigates the principles chil-
dren apply when determining if they believe others’ testimony
(Harris et al., 2018). This research shows that children trust the tes-
timony of people they have determined to be expert (well-informed
in the topic area), reliable (correct in the past), and honest (not mis-
leading) over others (Marble & Boseovski, 2020). No prior studies
have applied the framework of epistemic trust to understand how
children shape their own learning about racial inequality, however,
the issue is well suited for this framework. While children regularly
experience the effects of racial inequality in the United States, the
systems that perpetuate it have deep historical roots that youth are
unlikely to fully discover through personal experience without the
aid of expert, reliable, or honest sources of factual information
(Moffitt & Rogers, 2022; Roberts & Rizzo, 2021).
Both the SRD model and the framework of epistemic trust share a

constructivist theoretical perspective, positing that children are active
explorers of their environment, learning through their personal and
social experiences how to make sense of their social world (Piaget,
1970). Bringing these two areas together, this study placed children
and adolescents in a scenariowhere they could actively seekout infor-
mation from others to inform their beliefs about the causes of racial
inequality between Black and White people in the United States.

Individual and Structural Reasoning About the Causes of
Racial Inequality in the United States

Prior research on children’s and adolescents’ individual and struc-
tural attributions for racial inequality suggests that individual attribu-
tions emerge first in development. For example, by middle childhood
(6–8 years), many U.S. children believe stereotypes that White people
are smarter and work harder than Black people (Bigler & Liben, 1993;
Pauker et al., 2016), suggesting that inequality is because of racial
group differences in intelligence and effort. Assumptions about indi-
vidual causes persist into adolescence. Even 18-year-olds frequently
believe that success is attributable to effort alone (i.e., how hard you
work) and that everyone has equal chances to succeed in the United

States, though adolescents of color have been shown to endorse this
less than White adolescents (Gurin et al., 2015; Seider et al., 2022).

At the same time, older children begin to show awareness of
broader racial inequalities between Black and White people in the
United States around ages 10–11, with structural attributions becom-
ing more common with age (Elenbaas & Killen, 2017). Across the
middle and high school years (ages 14–18 years), work with Black
and Latinx U.S. adolescents shows that they are increasingly likely
to explain racial disparities in educational opportunities and out-
comes in terms of both racism and White privilege (Bañales et al.,
2020; Seider et al., 2022; Wray-Lake et al., 2023). This also points
to late childhood and early adolescence as an especially important
transitional period for the formation of beliefs about racial inequality,
as youths’ views on intergroup relations, social issues, and moral rea-
soning about equity and rights undergo significant development and
differentiation (Elenbaas et al., 2020; McGuire et al., 2015).
However, few studies have focused on how youth think about the
causes of racial inequality during the developmental period of late
childhood to early adolescence, with the majority of studies examining
the beliefs of older adolescents (e.g., Bañales et al., 2020; Diaz et al.,
2022; Seider et al., 2022;Wray-Lake et al., 2023). To investigate dif-
ferences in developing beliefs across a transitional developmental
period, this study included older children and early adolescents,
while still remaining developmentally appropriate to older children’s
abstract understanding of race (Abaied & Perry, 2021).

Notably, there is an imbalance in prior research between studies
examining individual attributions or racial stereotypes with majority
White samples and studies examining structural attributions with
majority Black and Latinx samples (Moffitt & Rogers, 2022).
Further examining how both individual and structural beliefs develop
inWhite andBlack, Indigenous, People of Color populations is impor-
tant, as the developmental trajectory for these beliefs could differ by
youth’s racial background. More specifically, recent work in this area
has noted a key need for further research examining how White
youth develop (or fail to develop) an understanding of their privilege
in society (e.g., Hazelbaker et al., 2022; Moffitt & Rogers, 2022;
Wray-Lake et al., 2023). White supremacy is embedded into U.S. soci-
ety, and messages that race does not matter for success are the norm
(Moffitt & Rogers, 2022). Thus, it is crucial to understand both if
and when White youth can identify the system that benefits them,
and the privileges that White people hold in U.S. society. As such,
this study situated participants in a paradigm where White privilege
had to be acknowledged to endorse structural attributions, examining
how youth of all racial backgrounds think about the White privilege
that is embedded in opportunities within the United States.

Epistemic Trust and Learning About Racial Inequality

Researchers have also begun to investigate how people such as par-
ents (Bañales et al., 2020), teachers (Diemer et al., 2021), and peers
(Diaz et al., 2022) may shape developing beliefs about racial inequal-
ity. These lines of research share a broad assumption that learning
about inequality is at least in part child-driven, with youth seeking
answers to their own questions about racial inequality. Research on
epistemic trust has not traditionally addressed how children learn
about social issues (Marble & Boseovski, 2020), but it provides a
well-established framework for understanding the cognitive pro-
cesses that underlie self-driven social learning in general when chil-
dren have little to no prior experience with the topic. The criteria that

INEQUALITY AND INFORMATION SEEKING 1893

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
ti
s
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

P
sy
ch
ol
og
ic
al
A
ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le
is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al
us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al
us
er

an
d
is
no
t
to

be
di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.



children use to determine who to believe in such situations may like-
wise apply when they seek to learn about racial inequality.
Specifically, prior research points to three main characteristics

youth could be considering in inequality contexts. First, children
trust experts with verified subject matter knowledge over laypeople
when learning social (e.g., who is smart), historical (e.g., how long
countries have existed), and scientific (e.g., how many muscles a
person has) content (Heyman & Legare, 2005; Wang et al., 2019).
Racial inequality is rooted in history, suggesting that expertise
may be relevant in this context as well. Second, children believe reli-
able, previously accurate people over those who have been wrong in
the past when learning new information (e.g., labeling novel objects;
Corriveau & Harris, 2009). Depending on their prior experience,
understanding the causes of racial inequality may be a novel task
for children, suggesting that past reliability may be relevant in
their search for a useful person with whom to discuss the issue.
Third, children prefer to learn from people who are honest with
them over dishonest people (e.g., when given conflicting testimony
about the location of a new object; Q. G. Li et al., 2014). Given that
the true causes of racial inequality are difficult to verify without out-
side assistance, children may seek out people with a track record of
honesty over people who they feel may mislead them.
Assuming children and adolescents may seek expert, reliable, and

honest people to inform their own leaning about racial inequality, the
question of who they believe might fit those criteria is also an open
one. For youth of color, parents or other family members may be
trusted, as extensive research has documented the benefits of paren-
tal racial socialization for children’s and adolescents’ understanding
of racism (Bañales et al., 2020; Umaña-Taylor & Hill, 2020). For
White children, however, family members may not be perceived
as expert, reliable, or honest in this context, as research indicates
that many White parents are hesitant to discuss race in the United
States at all (Williams & Banerjee, 2021).
At the same time, racial inequality in the United States is rooted in

history, and teachers or potentially specific media sources may be
especially trusted in this area. For example, in one recent study,
Wang et al. (2019) found that older children were more likely to
believe historical facts when they were explained by teachers and
the internet, rather than by peers who may have more limited knowl-
edge. Many schools have academic units about race and history as
well (Seider et al., 2017), potentially supporting the perception of
teachers as expert, reliable, or honest sources on information on
the topic. Finally, in a recent study on how Black and Latinx adoles-
cents explain access to opportunity in the United States, Diaz et al.
(2022) found frequent spontaneous references to experiences with
friends that helped shape adolescents’ beliefs (e.g., observations of
older peers’ experiences with the college admissions process), sug-
gesting that peers, too, may be trusted sources of information about
racial inequality. In general, trust in both peers (Smetana & Rote,
2019) and the internet and social media (Vogels et al., 2022)
increases across the transition from childhood to adolescence, sug-
gesting that adolescents may be more likely than children to seek
out friends or media figures when learning about racial inequality.
It is also important to note that, across family members, friends,

teachers, and internet sources, the race of the informant could
also influence who children perceive to be knowledgeable and trust-
worthy. For example, when examining if children prefer to learn
from Black or White teachers, Hwang and Markson (2023) found
that children generally demonstrated a bias toward White teachers

when learning novel nonsocial information. It is possible that the
same could be true for children and adolescents seeking to learn
about the causes of racial inequality. Alternatively, given that people
of color directly experience the negative effects of racism and dis-
crimination (Roberts & Rizzo, 2021), youth could also perceive
them to be, on average, more expert, reliable, or honest informants
on the issue than White individuals might be.

Current Study Overview

This study extends prior research on children’s understanding
of racial inequality in the United States. Previous work in this
area has primarily explored either children’s responses to experi-
mental scenarios (e.g., Elenbaas & Killen, 2017) or adolescents’
evaluations of individual and structural causes (e.g., Diaz et al.,
2022). Studies have not yet explored who children turn to in
their environment to help them answer their questions about
inequalities, nor why they trust those sources. Likewise, prior
work on how children learn novel information from others has
largely focused on young children’s learning of nonsocial infor-
mation gained from unfamiliar informants in an experimental con-
text (Marble & Boseovski, 2020). To extend beyond this work,
this study asked older children and early adolescents directly
about their agreement with common individual and structural
explanations for racial inequalities and explored who youth them-
selves prioritize seeking social information from amongst the
sources actually available to them in their daily lives, and their
self-generated explanations for why they trust their chosen infor-
mant in this context.

Framed by prior research on understanding inequality drawing on
the SRD model (Elenbaas et al., 2020) and prior research on social
learning drawing on the epistemic trust framework (Harris et al.,
2018), the current study investigated older children’s and early adoles-
cents’ assessment of structural (education and occupation) and individ-
ual (intelligence and effort) explanations for racial inequality, the
principles they used to inform their own learning in this area (expertise,
reliability, and honesty), and who in their lives they believed would
reflect those principles (family members, friends, teachers, the internet,
or social media). To answer these questions, the study placed 8- to
14-year-olds in a scenario where they could seek out more information
to inform their beliefs about the causes of racial inequality between
Black and White people in the United States.

Hypotheses

We predicted that, with age, participants would increasingly
endorse statements reflecting structural attributions for racial
inequality and explored whether they would explain their beliefs
with reference to racism, privilege, or both (Elenbaas & Killen,
2017; Seider et al., 2022). We also explored whether, with age, par-
ticipants would be less likely to endorse statements reflecting
individual attributions for racial inequality and explain their beliefs
by rejecting myths about equality and meritocracy, although
prior research provided less support for an age-related directional
prediction about statements reflecting individual attributions. For
statements reflecting both structural and individual attributions,
if age differences emerged, we planned to explore whether age
differences in reasoning would mediate age differences in beliefs,
in line with predictions from the SRD model (Elenbaas et al.,
2020).
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We predicted that participants would reference expertise, reliability,
and honesty in explaining why they would seek someone out to learn
about racial inequality (Harris et al., 2018), demonstrating a novel
application of the epistemic trust framework to learning about this
social issue. We did not make a priori predictions about which criteria
would be associated with which people, but expected stability in the
likelihood that older children and early adolescents reported an intent
to seek out family members and teachers, and age-related increases
in the extent to which they reported an intent to seek out friends and
the internet or social media (Killen et al., 2002; Smetana & Rote,
2019; Vogels et al., 2022). As with statements reflecting attributions,
if age differences emerged, we planned to explore whether age dif-
ferences in epistemic reasoning would mediate age differences in
beliefs about who could provide that trusted testimony.
We tested all hypotheses with a sample of 8- to 14-year-old

majority-White youth representative of their region of the country
in terms of gender, race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status
(SES), and included these demographic variables as covariates to
explore potential variability in beliefs, reasoning, and decision
making.

Method

Participants

Participants were 8- to 14-year-old children and early adolescents
(N= 202,M= 10.82 years, SD= 1.91 years) recruited between the
summer of 2021 and summer of 2022 from nine community sites in
Rochester, New York, such as public parks, public libraries, and
summer camps. A priori power analyses in G*Power (Faul et al.,
2009) based on the most complex models described in the data ana-
lytic plan indicated that a sample size of approximately 150 would
be necessary to detect medium effects (β= .20; Elenbaas & Killen,
2016) with at .05 and power at .80. The total study N exceeds the
required sample size estimate because not all children completed
all measures.
Table 1 provides complete demographic information for the sam-

ple. The sample was relatively balanced by child gender. At the time
of data collection, the median annual family income in the area was
$62,087 and 39% of adults held a Bachelor’s degree or higher.
Regional demographics were 70% White, 16% Black, 4% Asian,
3% Multiracial, and across groups, 10% Latinx (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2021). Of note for the focus of this study, the region was
also characterized by high de facto residential and school segrega-
tion between Black and White families (ACT Rochester, 2020).
Relative to the region, the study sample was more racially and ethni-
cally diverse (49%White), had a higher median family income level
(average $75,000–$100,000), and more children had parents who
held a Bachelor’s degree or higher (51%).

Procedure

The study was approved by the Research Subjects Review Board
at the University of Rochester, STUDY00006433: How children
learn about their diverse world from others. Parent consent and
child assent were obtained for all participants. All participants
were individually interviewed for approximately 10–20 min by
trained research assistants. Interviews were audio recorded and
later transcribed.

Measures

At the outset of the interview, participants were asked “Have you
ever talked about race before?” to briefly acclimate them to the
topic of the study. Researchers acknowledged any comments the
child made and responded neutrally before moving onto the interview
questions. Participants were then asked to imagine that they had over-
heard people making statements that reflected common individual and
structural attributions for racial inequality in the United States, to
report how much they agreed or disagreed with what they heard,
and to explain why. Next, participants were asked how likely they
would be to discuss what they overheard with a family member,
friend, teacher, and the internet or social media, to choose one person
who they would be most likely to seek out, and to explain why.

Endorsement of Statements Reflecting Individual and
Structural Attributions and Reasoning

Attributions. We presented participants with two statements
reflecting individual and structural causes for racial inequality in

Table 1
Sample Demographics

Participant characteristic % n

Child age in years
8 12 25
9 18 36
10 18 36
11 14 29
12 13 26
13 14 29
14 11 21

Child gender
Boy 49 98
Girl 47 95
Another identity 4 9

Child race or ethnicity
White 49 98
Black 21 43
Latinx 10 20
Asian 4 9
Multiracial or multiethnic 10 20
Another identity 6 12

Approximate annual family income
,$10K 1 2
$10K–$25K 6 12
$25K–$35K 4 7
$35K–$50K 10 21
$50K–$75K 10 20
$75K–$100K 7 15
$100K–$150K 12 24
$150K–$200K 13 26
$200K–$250K 2 3
$250K–$300K 3 6
.$300K 3 7
Not provided 29 59

Parent highest level of education
Some high school 2 4
High school graduate 8 17
Some college 11 23
Associate’s degree 9 18
Bachelor’s degree 20 40
Graduate or professional degree 31 62
Not provided 38 19

Note. N= 202.
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the United States, both of which implied a racial group-based hier-
archy. To assess statements reflecting individual attributions, par-
ticipants were told “Let’s say you overheard some people talking
about how White people are smarter and work harder than Black
people,” asked how much they agreed or disagreed that (a) White
people are smarter than Black people and (b) White people work
harder than Black people, and asked to explain why they agreed
or disagreed with both points. To assess statements reflecting struc-
tural attributions, participants were told “Let’s say you overheard
some people talking about how White people have more chances
to get a good education and good jobs than Black people do,”
asked how much they agreed or disagreed that (a) White people
have more chances to get a good education than Black people do
and (b) White people have more chances to get good jobs than
Black people do, and asked to explain why they agreed or disagreed
with both points. All questions used a scale from 1= strongly dis-
agree to 6= strongly agree.
Responses on the two individual questions were highly correlated,

r= .533, p, .001, and averaged for analyses. Responses on the two
structural questions were also highly correlated, r= .759, p, .001,
and averaged for analyses.
Reasoning. Participants’ reasoning about why they agreed

or disagreed was coded into four different conceptual categories
reflecting two main themes, individualistic explanations and struc-
tural explanations, expected a priori based on research from the
SRDmodel (Elenbaas &Killen, 2017; Rizzo et al., 2020) and related
research on causal reasoning about racial inequality (Seider et al.,
2022). Table 2 presents the four categories, their definitions, and
examples from each category. Responses could receive multiple
codes. Responses that did not fit into any category were coded as
“other.” Coding was conducted by two graduate research assistants.
Based on 20% of the interviews (n= 40), intercoder reliability was
high: equality κ= .87, meritocracy κ= .90, privilege κ= .82, rac-
ism κ= .85, and other κ= .87.
Reasoning about the two questions within each attribution type

(individual and structural) was highly consistent (e.g., if participants
reasoned about equality in the “smarter” question they also reasoned
about equality in the “work harder” question). For statements reflect-
ing individual attributions: equality, χ2(1,N= 202)= 6.94, p= .008;
meritocracy, χ2(1,N= 202)= 31.06, p, .001; privilege, χ2(1,N=
202)= .61, p= .44; racism, χ2(1,N= 202)= .50, p= .49; and
other, χ2(1,N= 202)= 21.54, p, .001. For statements reflecting
structural attributions: equality, χ2(1,N= 201)= 30.61, p, .001;
meritocracy, χ2(1,N= 201)= 18.16, p, .001; privilege, χ2(1,N=
201)= 26.41, p, .001; racism, χ2(1,N= 201)= 31.17, p, .001;
and other, χ2(1,N= 201)= 14.55, p, .001). For analyses, we cre-
ated a frequency scale for each codewithin each attribution type (indi-
vidual and structural). Frequencies ranged from 0 to 2, such that
participants could have reasoned about each code/concept 0, 1, or 2
times in the individual context, and the same concept 0, 1, or 2
times in the structural context.

Epistemic Trust and Reasoning

Ratings. For each of the two attribution types (individual or
structural), participants were told “Now let’s say you wanted to
talk to someone about what you overheard, that … to learn more
about it. How likely would you be to go to each of the following peo-
ple or places for more information?” Participants were asked about a

family member, a friend, a teacher, or the internet or social media, all
on the same scale from 1= very unlikely to 6= very likely.

Likelihood to go to each person across the individual and struc-
tural contexts was highly correlated and averaged for analyses; fam-
ily member: r= .456, p, .01, friend: r= .661, p, .01, teacher:
r= .686, p, .01, and internet or social media: r= .728, p, .01.

Choices. Finally, participants were asked “Now think about the
person or place you would be most likely to go to in order to find out
more. Who are they, and why would they be a good person or place
to ask about this?” Follow-up questions also asked specifically who
participants would approach (e.g., “Which person in your family?”)
and explored how they would describe that person’s race or ethnicity
(e.g., “What is their race or ethnicity?”).

Choices across the two attribution types (individual and structural)
were highly consistent: family members, χ2(1,N= 173)= 62.23,
p, .001; friends, χ2(1,N= 173)= 40.83, p, .001; teachers, χ2(1,
N= 173)= 45.86, p, .001; internet or social media, χ2(1,N=
173)= 81.32, p, .001. For analyses, we created a frequency score
ranging from 0 to 2 referring to the number of times (0, 1, or 2) par-
ticipants chose each person/place (family, friends, teachers, and
media) as the person/place they would be most likely to go to.

Reasoning. Participants’ reasoning about trust in their pre-
ferred person was coded into four different conceptual categories.
Three categories were expected a priori based on research on epi-
stemic trust: reliability, expertise, and honesty (Harris et al.,
2018). One category was identified and added post hoc: interper-
sonal trust. Table 3 presents the four categories, their definitions,
and examples from each category. Responses could receive mul-
tiple codes, but eventually received only one code, as very few
(,10%) could be multiply coded. Responses that did not fit into
any category were coded as “other.” Coding was conducted by
two graduate research assistants. Based upon 20% of the inter-
views (n= 40), interrater reliability was high: expertise κ= .92,
reliability κ= .93, honesty κ= 1.0, interpersonal κ= .92, and
other κ= .90.

Reasoning across the two attribution types (individual and struc-
tural) was highly consistent (e.g., if participants reasoned about
expertise when explaining who they would seek out in the individual
context they also reasoned about expertise when explaining
who they would seek out in the structural context), for expertise,
χ2(1, N= 173)= 21.67, p, .001; reliability, χ2(1,N= 173)=
17.80, p, .001; honesty, χ2(1,N= 173)= 26.06, p, .001; inter-
personal, χ2(1,N= 173)= 26.74, p, .001; other, χ2(1,N=
173)= 29.49, p, .001). For analyses, we created a frequency
scale for each code across contexts. Frequencies ranged from 0
to 2, such that participants could have reasoned about each code/
concept 0, 1, or 2 times as they explained why they would seek
out their chosen person.

Demographics

See Table 1 for full demographic information for the sample.
Children self-reported their age (from 8 to 14 years) and their gender
in an open-ended format. Both children and parents reported child-
ren’s race and/or ethnicity in an open-ended format; in instances of
disagreement, parent report was used in analyses. Parents reported
their highest level of education on a scale from 1= some high school
to 6= graduate or professional degree, and their approximate
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annual family income on a scale from 1= less than $10,000 to 11=
more than $300,000.

Data Analytic Plan

Analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS 28 (IBM, 2021). We
used linear regressions to examine participants’ endorsement of state-
ments reflecting individual and structural attributions for racial inequal-
ity, reasoning about why, likelihood to seek out each person to discuss
racial inequality, and reasoning about why. All models tested for differ-
ences in participants’ responses across 8–14 years of age. To explore
whether age differences in reasoning would mediate age differences

in decisions, we used a bootstrapping method (Preacher & Hayes,
2008), which generates an empirical approximation of the sampling
distribution of the total and specific indirect effects through repeated
random resampling with replacement from the original data set,
using this distribution to calculate p values and CIs for the effects. A
95% confidence interval (CI) containing zero reflects nonsignificant
effects. For this analysis, we used 5,000 bootstrap samples. Across
all models, standardized betas (β) are reported as effect size indices
and standard errors (SEs) as indices of point estimate precision.

The sample was evenly balanced by gender, majority White, and
majority middle- to upper-middle SES. Although prior research did
not provide enough evidence to generate a priori hypotheses for this

Table 2
Structural and Individual Attributions Reasoning Coding System

Category Definition Example

Equality References to equality between racial groups and/or
absence of racial group differences

“I mean because like some, in other like countries and stuff, some Black people might
not get a good education [and] good jobs, but here in the USA, from what I
understand everyone should be equal and they should be able to get what they need
and what they deserve.…” (9-year-old)

“This is just not true, skin color does not determine how hard you work or how smart
you are. People who think like that, well their skin color also doesn’t determine how
dumb they are.” (13-year-old)

“Strongly disagree, because I feel like since everyone’s equal they can have a equal
chance at learning and education it doesn’t matter what color your skin is.”
(12-year-old)

Meritocracy References to personal characteristics that contribute to
success or failure

“It doesn’t matter what you look like, it just matters howmuch you care about something
and how much you’re willing to put into something that matters, how hard you’re
willing to work on it.” (11-year-old)

“I disagree because it depends if they like the job.” (8-year-old)

“Because no matter what race you are, it’s probably the intelligence you have that’s
going to get you a better success, not your color.” (9-year-old)

Privilege References to racial disparities in access to resources
and/or opportunities that benefit some groups

“Agree, becauseWhite people have always been able to get whatever they want and they
can get away with whatever they want especially in today’s time, and history too, and
it’s kind of just because of their skin color and who they’re related to or how much
power they have.” (14-year-old)

“Well in past years White people have been more favored and there have been laws
keeping Black people or colored people out of the workplace which means that
majority of people who do get jobs or certain positions are White.” (12-year-old)

“I think it’s unfair that White people get more opportunities but I do think it’s true
unfortunately. Because like the way that society has built like these ideas into our
heads … because of White privilege and history and how history repeats itself…
history has patterns, um because like first there was, like people realized the
differences in each other, and so they used that to their advantage, um, and like
[thought] some people don’t deserve like human rights—[thought] some people
deserved human rights more than others because of the way they look or the way they
act.” (13-year-old)

Racism References to racism and racial inequality restricting
success for some groups

“Well society is somewhat biased against Black people, at least in this country. This
country has a very very long history of slavery and then of being cruel and denying
rights to anyone who isn’t a White male which is unfortunate.” (13-year-old)

“Because this world is kinda like built around the fact that well not the fact, the idea that
White people are quote unquote better than everyone else. So the world is still
impacted by those beliefs that were built a long time ago. So things can still be more
challenging for a person of color to get the same opportunities.” (14-year-old)

“Because for like years and years, Black people have um, they haven’t been struggling,
but they have been like um oppressed and people have been putting them down and
making them feel worthless and stuff and I don’t think anyone works harder, I think
it’s just that it’s a bunch of stereotypes and stuff. But like sometimes I think the
oppressed people are stronger and stuff because like we have survived from like so
many years and like the oppressors have been trying to kill us off but we still thrive.…
Um well in this situation or the situation I have in my head, like the White people are
the oppressors and the Black people are being oppressed.” (13-year-old)
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study about the roles of gender, race/ethnicity, and SES in partici-
pants’ decisions and reasoning, we checked all three variables as
potential covariates, particularly given the imbalance in prior
research between studying individual attributions with majority
White samples and structural attributions with majority Black or
Latinx samples. Associations of gender, race/ethnicity, and SES
(as indexed by parent education) were few and inconsistent, and
the inclusion or exclusion of these covariates did not change the pat-
tern of significance regarding our primary hypotheses and open
questions. We did not retain these variables as covariates in the anal-
yses reported in the article; the following analyses test only for age
differences in our outcomes. However, we include results for all of
our models with all three of these covariates included in the online
supplemental materials in order to inform future research.

Transparency and Openness

We report power analyses for sample size determination (above),
data exclusions (none), and all measures (above). We do not have

permission to publicly share data from this study. The study and
its analyses were not preregistered.

Results

The following sections report the results of the data analytic plan
above. Table 4 displays descriptive statistics and correlations for all
study variables.

Endorsement of Statements Reflecting Individual and
Structural Attributions and Reasoning

Individual Attributions

Overall, participants did not endorse statements reflecting individual
attributions for racial inequality in the United States, M= 1.64
(SD= .75). The overall regression model was not significant,
F(1,200)= 1.65, p= .20, R2= .008. There was no significant effect
for age, b=−.04 (.03), β=−.09, F(1,200)= 1.65, p= .20 (see
Figure 1).

Table 3
Epistemic Reasoning Coding System

Category Definition Example

Expertise References to competency in and/or
knowledge of a subject

“I would probably ask my grandparents, because they’ve been around a long time, and they
probably know a lot about it. Probably my grandma because she is older than my grandpa.”
(9-year-old)

“A teacher. I trust them themost to know about information because they, their job is to teach people
about different topics and it just seems easier if, more likely that a teacher or an adult would know
more than a friend who’s still would be a teen, like my friends are all teens. It’s more likely for an
adult to know more than a teenager.” (13-year-old)

“Family member because my mom is a teacher in the city schools so she knows about this stuff first
hand and my dad does a lot of stuff, he’s with the PAB if you’ve heard of that? The police
accountability board and stuff, so both my parents are pretty involved with this stuff.”
(13-year-old)

Reliability References to prior accuracy “My aunt. Because she gives good advice about things.” (12-year-old)

“Family member, again we just talk about these things all the time and when we see it, we like to
point it out and like discuss how that is wrong.” (13-year-old)

“Cause when I ask my family members anything about like a race or something, they will sit there
and explain it to me and explain how they’re treated and everything. So, my mom, she would sit
there, have a talk with me and everything. After she’s done talking and answering my questions,
she’ll ask me why I asked that, and then she’ll add more to what she first said.” (13-year-old)

Honesty References to telling the truth “Because family members are much more trustworthy than teachers, friends, are, you kind of know
them but you haven’t known them that much, and the internet… some people on the internet are
either disrespectful or tell lies, and there are not that many people who would tell the truth like a
family member, friend, or teacher would.” (10-year-old)

“Family member … I know they wouldn’t lie to me they would just give me hard facts and they
wouldn’t try to soften it like that because they’d be completely wrong. I trust them because again
I’ve lived with them my entire life and they’re not going to sugarcoat racism.” (12-year-old)

“Because, my family is very honest with each other, especially my grandparents, they have many,
many different news sources and I think that they’re really the ones to ask. A friend will always
say it through their point of view, and not saying a family member wouldn’t, but one of my family
members would be a lot more likely to give me the full truth.…” (11-year-old)

Interpersonal References to interpersonal relationships,
closeness, and support

“You probably trust your family the most instead of like a friend, you don’t know if they’re going to
tell someone else. You don’t know if they’re going to start like a bunch of gossip or anything like
that.” (11-year-old)

“Family member, because I know about them, I trust them, and I love them.” (8-year-old)

“Friend, because I feel like my friends understand more than parents. They be like why? Why?
What? What? I feel like my friends have bigger ears to listen because sometimes I have to repeat
myself and then I forget what I said [with my family].” (9-year-old)
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Reasoning. Within the individual attribution questions, reasoning
about equality was high (M= 1.23, SD= .73, e.g., “Because race
doesn’t affect your abilities and what you can do and how smart you
are”). Meritocracy was moderate (M= .44, SD= .67, e.g., “Because
anyone can be smart if they work hard”). Racism was low to moderate
(M= .28, SD= .50, e.g., “Because Black people have to work twice as
hard to get what they want. Because that’s just how the world is nowa-
days. For some messed up reason, no one can accept that Black people
can be as equal as White people”). Privilege was low (M= .10,
SD= .31, e.g., “Maybe White people may be smarter because they
have better education but work wise they work equally. And being
smart is maybe knowing more, but I’d say they are equal, they work
hard equally, but they turn out to be in different places because of
how they start out”). See Figure S1 in the online supplementalmaterials.
The overall regression model for meritocracy was significant, F(1,

200)= 5.11, p= .025,R2= .03, andwith age participants were more
likely to reason about meritocracy, b= .06 (.03), β= .16, F(1,
200)= 5.11, p= .025. The overall regression model for privilege
was also significant, F(1, 200)= 9.34, p= .003, R2= .05, and with
age participants were more likely to reason about privilege, b= .03
(.01), β= .20, F(1, 200)= 9.34, p= .003. The overall regression

models for equality, F(1, 200)= 1.20, p= .16, R2= .01, and racism,
F(1, 200)= .94, p= .334, R2= .005, were not significant.

Thus, endorsement of statements reflecting individual attributions
remained stable (and low) across 8–14 years. Though there were
some age-related differences in participants’ reasoning, since the
age effect for endorsement was not significant, we did not explore
potential mediation by reasoning.

Structural Attributions

Overall, participants moderately endorsed statements reflecting
structural attributions for racial inequality in the United States,
M= 2.90 (SD= 1.42). The overall regressionmodel was significant,
F(1, 200)= 14.72, p, .001, R2= .07, and with age participants
were more likely to endorse statements reflecting structural attribu-
tions, b= .20 (.05), β= .26,F(1, 200)= 14.72, p, .001 (see Figure 1).

Reasoning. Within the structural attribution questions, reason-
ing about equality was moderate (M= .70, SD= .78, e.g., “Now
things have gotten better and now Black people and White people,
they can get the same jobs. There’s a lot of people that have like
stood up for Black rights and that White people and Black people
should be treated equally with like jobs and everything, and people
have taken it seriously so now they are trying to improve on that”).
Racism was moderate (M= .61, SD= .77, e.g., “I think that a lot
of the time because of systemic racism people of color end up in
poorer neighborhoods which is a restriction, and also just bias,
whether implicit or not, can restrict job opportunities as well as
how people are perceived in general”). Privilege was low to moder-
ate (M= .33, SD= .61, e.g., “Because White people are more priv-
ileged than us, you look at a White person and think this person is
ready to learn, this person wants to learn”). Meritocracy was low
(M= .21, SD= .50, e.g., “It shouldn’t matter, I think [it’s] based
on how the person is. Like if you have experience for the job or
how hard you want it”). See Figure S1 in the online supplemental
materials.

The overall regression model for racism was significant, F(1, 199)=
15.83, p, .001, R2= .07, and with age participants were more likely to
reason about racism, b= .11 (.03), β= .27, F(1, 199)= 15.83,
p, .001. The overall regressionmodel for privilegewas also significant,
F(1, 199)= 8.20, p= .005, R2= .04, with age participants were more
likely to reason about privilege, b= .06 (.02), β= .20, F(1, 199)=
8.20, p= .005. The overall regressionmodel for equality was also signif-
icant, F(1, 199)= 8.21, p= .005, R2= .04, with age participants were

Table 4
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for All Study Variables

Variable n M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Individual endorsement 202 1.64 0.75 —

2. Structural endorsement 202 2.95 1.44 .057 —

3. Family likelihood 173 4.86 1.10 .042 .001 —

4. Friend likelihood 173 3.68 1.33 −.047 .035 .221** —

5. Teacher likelihood 173 3.62 1.21 .000 −.035 .215** .767** —

6. Internet or social media likelihood 173 2.39 1.48 −.009 .134 .002 .163* .148 —

7. Child age 202 10.82 1.91 −.090 .262** −.021 .124 .118 .064 —

8. Child gender 202 0.49 0.50 .217** −.037 −.069 −.256** −.251** −.051 −.034 —

9. Child race 202 0.51 0.50 −.048 −.084 −.007 −.113 .007 .058 −.088 .050 —

10. Parent income 143 6.02 2.43 −.109 −.002 .092 −.154 −.064 −.058 −.139 .026 .339** —

11. Parent education 164 4.58 1.49 −.199* .071 .127 −.109 −.103 −.108 −.095 −.078 .324** .647**

Note. Gender coded as 1=male; race coded as 1=White.
* p, .05. ** p, .01.

Figure 1
Endorsement of Individual and Structural Attributions for Racial
Inequality by Child Age
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b = -.04 (.03), B = -.09

b = .20*** (.05), B = .26

Note. SEs are in parentheses. See the online article for the color version
of this figure.
*** p, .001.
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less likely to reason about equality, b=−.08 (.03), β=−.20, F(1,
199)= 8.21, p= .005. The overall regression model for meritocracy
was not significant, F(1, 199)= .38, p= .54, R2= .002.
Thus, early adolescents endorsed statements reflecting structural

attributions to a greater extent than older children and were more
likely to explain their beliefs with reference to both racism and
privilege.
Mediation. Because we found age differences in both endorse-

ment and reasoning about statements reflecting structural attribu-
tions, we explored if the age differences in endorsement might
be mediated by age differences in reasoning. The model testing
mediation was significant, F(1, 199)= 15.19, p, .001, R2= .27
(see Figure 2). As demonstrated by a 95% CI not containing zero,
the total indirect effect of age on endorsement of statements reflect-
ing structural attributions was significant, b= .15, β= .20, 95% CI
[.07, .24]. Furthermore, the specific indirect effects of reasoning
about racism, b= .06, β= .09, 95% CI [.02, .11], privilege,
b = .04, β = .05, [.01, .08], and equality, b = .05, β = .07,
[.02, .09], were all significant. Thus, increases in reasoning about
racism and privilege and decreases in reasoning about equality
over the transition from childhood to adolescence likely underlie
increases in endorsement of statements reflecting structural attribu-
tions for racial inequality.

Epistemic Trust and Reasoning

Ratings

Overall, participants were highly likely to seek out family mem-
bers to discuss racial inequality, M= 4.86 (SD= 1.07), somewhat
likely to seek out friends, M= 3.68 (SD= 1.33), somewhat likely
to seek out teachers, M= 3.62 (SD= 1.21), and unlikely to seek
out media sources, M= 2.39 (SD= 1.48) (see Figure S2 in the
online supplemental materials). None of the overall regression mod-
els examining age differences were significant: family members,
F(1, 171)= .07, p= .79, R2= .00; friends, F(1, 171)= 2.70, p= .10,

R2= .02; teachers, F(1, 171)= 2.40, p= .123, R2= .01; media,
F(1,171)= .71, p= .40, R2= .00.

Choices

Participants’ choices of who they were most likely to go to for
more information differed significantly from a chance for both
individual, χ2(3, N= 173)= 198.4, p, .001, and structural,
χ2(3, N= 172)= 185.35, p, .001, questions. Across contexts,
66% of participants sought out their family members, 13% sought
out a friend, 15% sought out a teacher, and 6% sought out the inter-
net or social media (see Figure S3 in the online supplemental mate-
rials). None of the overall regression models examining age
differences were significant: family members, F(1, 172)= .58,
p= .45, R2= .00; friends, F(1, 172)= .00, p= .99, R2= .00; teachers,
F(1, 172)= .83, p= .46, R2 = .00; internet or social media,
F(1, 172)= .12, p= .73, R2 = .00.

Within participants who sought out family members, 88%went to
one or both of their parents, 7% went to their grandparents, and 5%
went to another family member. Within those who sought out
friends, 56% went to their best friend, and 44% went to another or
no specific friend. Within those who sought out teachers, 22%
went to a history or social studies teacher, and 78% went to a differ-
ent teacher. Within those who sought out the internet or social
media, 65% mentioned looking it up on the internet in general,
and 45% mentioned something else.

The racial/ethnic backgrounds of participant’s most likely
sources varied. Of participants who sought out a family member,
40% went to someone identified as White, 30% to someone iden-
tified as Black, and 30% to someone identified as having a different
racial/ethnic identity. Of participants who sought out friends, 48%
went to someone identified as White, 34% to someone identified as
Black, and 18% to someone identified as having a different racial/
ethnic identity. Of participants who went to a teacher, 69% went to
someone identified as White, 12% to someone identified as Black,
and 19% to someone identified as having a different racial/ethnic
identity. Finally, of participants who sought out the internet or
social media, 5% went to someone identified as White, 0% went
to someone identified as Black, and 95% went to someone identi-
fied as having a different racial/ethnic identity than Black or White,
or no racial/ethnic identity (e.g., a webpage by an unknown
author).

Additionally, 81% of White youth chose someone identified as
White as their most likely source, 2% chose someone identified as
Black, and 17% chose someone identified as having a different
racial/ethnic identity. For youth of color, 20% chose someone iden-
tified as White as their most likely source, 38% chose someone iden-
tified as Black, and 42% chose someone identified as having a
different racial/ethnic identity.

Overall, participants were very likely to seek out family members,
moderately likely to seek out friends and teachers, and unlikely to
seek out the internet or social media to discuss racial inequality,
but there were no age-related differences in their likelihood to seek
out each person.

Reasoning

Reasoning about expertise was high, M= .66 (SD= .90); for
example, “My mom … because she knows like back in the day,

Figure 2
Reasoning About Privilege and Racism Mediates the Association
Between Age and Endorsement of Structural Attributions for
Racial Inequality

Age in Years

Equality Reasoning

Structural Attribution 

Endorsement

-.08** [.03] -.61***[.10]

c = .05 [.04]

c’ = .20***[.05]

Meritocracy Reasoning

.01 [.02] -.42** [.14]

Privilege Reasoning

Racism Reasoning

.11*** [.03] .59*** [.10]

.06** [.02] .65*** [.12]

Note. SEs are in parentheses. C= total effect and c′ = indirect effect.
** p, .01. *** p, .001.
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she like was very focused on history and she has a lot of books on
history in her room, so she probably understands way more and be
able to tell me more information so I would understand and think
it through.” Interpersonal trust was high, M= .60 (SD= .90); for
example, “Family member, because they know and are more the
same as me and the person that are always next to me. Because
they are a more trusted person than the other people.” Reliability
was low, M= .18 (SD= .45); for example, “Family member …

They’ve been able to answer all my questions before, why would
they not answer this?” Honesty was low, M= .09 (SD= .35); for
example, “Family member because I feel like they would give me
their honest answer no matter how brutal it is …” (see Figure 3).
None of the overall regression models examining age differences
were significant: expertise, F(1, 172)= 1.09, p= .30, R2= .00;
interpersonal, F(1, 172) = 3.0, p = .09, R2 = .02; reliability,
F(1, 172)= 2.03, p= .16, R2= .01; and honesty, F(1, 172)= .23,
p= .63, R2= .00. As there were no significant age effects, we did
not explore potential mediation by reasoning.
Thus, participants prioritized expertise when determining whom

to seek out to learn more about racial inequality. Interestingly,
they also prioritized interpersonal trust, a criterion that has rarely
been examined in past research in epistemic trust. However, the rea-
sons participants gave for seeking out one person or another did not
differ with age.

Discussion

Guided by prior research drawing on the SRD model (Elenbaas
et al., 2020), and theories of epistemic trust (Harris et al., 2018),
this study examined how 8- to 14-year-old youth thought about
the causes of racial inequality between Black and White people in
the United States, the epistemic principles they used to guide their
own learning in this area, and who they believed would reflect
these principles. The results make three main novel contributions
to developmental scientists’ understanding of how children shape
their own learning about social issues including racial inequality.
First, over the transition from late childhood to early adolescence,

participants increasingly endorsed statements reflecting structural
attributions for racial inequality in the United States and reasoned
about privilege and racism. Second, both older children and early
adolescents used epistemic principles to determine who to seek
out to inform their own beliefs about racial inequality, clearly prior-
itizing both expertise (i.e., knowledge of the subject matter) and
interpersonal trust (i.e., relationship closeness). Third, participants
primarily associated these principles with their family members
and were more likely to seek them out to discuss the issue than
their friends, teachers, or the internet or social media. Overall, this
study is a first step in understanding how children play an active
role in shaping their own learning about racial inequality in the
United States.

Individual and Structural Reasoning About Racial
Inequality

Between 8 and 14 years of age, youth moved from disagreeing with
statements reflecting structural attributions for racial inequality to
moderately (but not fully) endorsing them, with increased reasoning
about privilege and racism explaining this age-related increase. This
is consistent with similar prior work showing that from age 14 and
older, Black and Latinx youth often attribute differences in access
to opportunities to privilege and racism, but also frequently endorse
meritocratic attributions as well (Seider et al., 2022). Endorsement
of statements reflecting individual attributions stayed consistently
low across all ages in this study, with children disagreeing that race
is linked to one’s intelligence and effort (e.g., “Race doesn’t deter-
mine how smart you are”). Still, within the structural reasoning con-
texts, many younger children denied differences in access to
opportunities between racial groups in favor of assertions of equality
and meritocracy (e.g., “Because some people don’t get good jobs and
some people do, but it’s not based off their skin color, it goes based off
what you know”), illustrating that evenwhen children do not explicitly
endorse statements reflecting individual attributions, this does not
mean they necessarily endorse structural ones.

In early adolescence, participants began to shift to moderate
agreement with statements reflecting structural attributions for racial
inequality, reasoning about the roles of privilege and racism on
access to opportunities. Some early adolescents were nuanced in
their explanations, talking, for example, about the links between
race and wealth, and how this impacts opportunities for success
(e.g., “A lot of the time people of color live in poorer neighborhoods
and therefore don’t have access to the quality of education that a lot
of richer neighborhoods have. And to become successful they have
to overcome that, which is arguably harder than being born into a
position of privilege”). Some also referenced the privileges that
White people have in comparison to Black people (e.g., “Cause
most White people are more privileged and most people look at a
Black person and think they’re uneducated, hoodlum, poor, dirty,
and stupid”), and the racism that Black people face in both educa-
tional (e.g., “So, for like, education, like there are a lot of racist peo-
ple. And if someone that helps kids in, like the principal or vice
principal or someone like that, if they’re actually racist, they might
find a way to not let the child get in …”) and occupational (e.g.,
“They do judge, they do judge people who they hire based on
their race”) settings. Such reasoning shows a growing awareness
in early adolescence that White privilege exists and influences
opportunities in the United States.

Figure 3
Epistemic Reasoning When Seeking to Understand Racial
Inequality
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Importantly, however, while some early adolescents did reason
about privilege and racism, others continued to assert that Black
and White people have equal opportunities for success. This paral-
lels prior work which finds that across adolescence some youth
begin to think more critically about social systems while others con-
tinue to assert meritocratic and equality-based reasoning when
explaining access to opportunities in the United States (Seider
et al., 2022). Together, this suggests that, starting in early adoles-
cence, U.S. youth begin to recognize systemic differences in access
to opportunities between White and Black people in the United
States, but these differences are not universally endorsed (Bañales
et al., 2020; Seider et al., 2022).
Notably, these findings emerged in a sample of primarily White

children and adolescents. Given recent calls to examine how
White youth recognize and understand White privilege (Moffitt &
Rogers, 2022), this study provides key evidence that White early
adolescents are indeed capable of recognizing unequal U.S. systems,
similar to prior findings with samples of adolescents of color
(Bañales et al., 2020; Seider et al., 2022). Promoting antiracism in
White youth is a key to fostering a more equitable society and
requires collective action challenging structural inequalities (Hazelbaker
et al., 2022). In this study, by early adolescence, White youth were
able to (at least moderately) recognize and accept the role of Whiteness
in access to opportunities when the possibility for it was posed. This is
important given that acknowledging an inequality exists is a prerequisite
for seeking to rectify it (Elenbaas et al., 2020).
Going forward, it is crucial to continue to examine how structural

beliefs develop among children and adolescents from multiple racial
and ethnic backgrounds, as well as why some adolescents continue
to endorse individualistic reasoning while others do not, including
potentially the individual differences and family experiences that
may contribute to this. For example, it would be interesting to
explore how aspects of youth’s home environments, like their
parent’s system justification beliefs (the idea that some social
inequality is a natural and acceptable part of society; Jost &
Hunyady, 2005), might contribute to thinking about the validity of
individual and structural attributions for racial inequality. This
may be especially important to explore given the high likelihood
for children to seek their parents for explanations on the topic, as
observed in this study.
It is also important to note that our attribution questions asked par-

ticipants about their agreement with statements reflecting common
attributions for the causes of racial inequality in the United States
without explicitly linking either question to the existence of racial
inequality. Future work should more directly link each attribution
with racial inequality in the United States or ask youth open-endedly
if they think there is racial inequality in the United States and what
they believe are its causes.

Epistemic Reasoning and Learning About Racial
Inequality

Prior work on intergroup relations has implied that youth’s family
members, friends, teachers, and the media are important influences
upon children’s intergroup attitudes (Moffitt & Rogers, 2022).
Yet, no work has focused on if and why youth trust the information
these sources provide. We investigated if principles of epistemic
trust in testimony, previously studied in terms of children’s learning
about nonsocial issues (Harris et al., 2018), could be applied to

examine why youth trust certain people over others when seeking
out information about racial inequality. We found that indeed, youth
did rely on epistemic principles, and were consistent in their use of
these principles from late childhood into early adolescence.
Reasoning about expertise (e.g., “My parents know a lot about sort
of this type of thing”) and interpersonal trust (e.g., “Family member
because I know that I feel more comfortable with them …”) were
especially prominent.

This study shows a novel application of the epistemic trust frame-
work to how children and adolescents evaluate potential informants
(discussion partners) on their ability to provide important social
information to help facilitate their learning. It also identified a new
key epistemic principle that children employed when seeking to
learn more about racial inequality: interpersonal trust. Children of
all ages reasoned about this frequently, explaining that they would
go to their chosen person, often a family member, because of inter-
personal closeness and the specific relationship they have with them.
This is important because the large majority of prior work in episte-
mic trust has used experimental studies where unfamiliar adult
researchers convey information to participants, but the real sources
of testimony in children’s and adolescent’s lives are much more
likely to be people they already know.While the conceptual category
of interpersonal trust was not predicted a priori, some recent research
is beginning to examine its role in children’s learning (e.g., Q. Li
et al., 2021). This study provides further evidence that perceptions
of who is interpersonally trustworthy in social learning contexts
should be included in future research on epistemic trust; it is an
important principal youth decidedly value.

Who Is Trustworthy

Both older children and early adolescents in this study primarily
chose to seek out their family members to discuss racial inequality,
reasoning that they were the most expert and interpersonally trust-
worthy. Though we hypothesized that youth might increasingly
seek out their peers with age (Smetana & Rote, 2019), the finding
that youth of all ages prioritize their family members make sense
in light of other work showing that continuity in relational closeness,
strong emotional ties, and help in navigating their environment are
key features of parent–child relationships, even into adolescence
(Laursen & Collins, 2009). Youth in this study frequently referenced
such ties in explaining why they would go to a family member (e.g.,
“Family member because… they could explain it more and that you
can express your feelings more because they understand you and
they like to just help you understand”), suggesting that trust in
one’s family and the closeness youth feel to them is a strong motiva-
tor to seek them out when learning new information on racial
inequality.

These results are also interesting considering our majority White
sample. Prior research shows that White parents rarely discuss race
with their children (Williams&Banerjee, 2021), and thusWhite par-
ents may not be fully prepared to have such conversations with their
children, even if children perceive them to be the best source to go to.
In addition, research also shows that White parents are more likely to
promote colorblind ideologies to their children, conveying that race
does not matter and should not be acknowledged (e.g., Abaied &
Perry, 2021). These kinds of socialization messages, while often
intended to teach race egalitarianism, actually perpetuate racial
inequality by failing to acknowledge real racial disparities between
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Black and White people and implying that structural causes of racial
inequality are a myth (Abaied & Perry, 2021). Considering that
youth seem to view their parents as an expert source on racial
inequality, it is concerning that White youth may be further exposed
to such messaging when they ask their parents questions about the
issue. Moreover, because the contexts of White children’s and
adolescents’ lives do not always include people who challenge
their beliefs about racial inequality, over time, a single source of
discussion and engagement, although interpersonally warm, accept-
ing, and trustworthy, may allow White children to ignore or accept
historical and current disparities that benefit them. That is, their
strong tendency to view (White) parents as epistemic authorities
on racial inequality may leave White youth at risk of receiving a lim-
ited set of opinions on how race operates in the United States, con-
straining their learning relative to what they could explore with other
people, such as friends and teachers. Given these possibilities (i.e.,
White parents’ relative underpreparation for conversations about
racial inequality and the risks of a single source of testimony for
White children’s learning in this area), future work should continue
to examine how White parents might approach these conversations,
their actual level of knowledge, and youth’s evaluations of their
responses.
Interestingly, and on a related point, while the majority of youth

were most likely to go to a family member for more information
(66%), a large number also went to other sources (34%), like their
friends, teachers, and the internet or social media. For example,
one participant said that they would go to their friend because of
that friend’s intense personal experiences with racism: “I have a
friend … [who] really knows about racism and she’s been through
it cuz her uncle died by a White police officer. The police officer
shot him and that’s how I learned.” Likewise, youth sometimes
chose the internet or social media, such as one participant who
explained that social media could provide them with more diverse
views: “Because on social media there are people with all different
types of backgrounds and history and umm jobs and experiences,
who have experienced other things, umm different from me, so I
find it’s better to go to social media for that than a family member.”
Similarly, some youth went to a teacher based on perceived profes-
sional expertise: “Teacher, because they’ve dealt with job experi-
ence … [and] their purpose is to educate you on things.”
Such findings align with recent prior work by Diaz et al. (2022),

on personal experiences with friends, school, and media impacting
beliefs about structural inequality. This is promising because it
shows that while (majorityWhite) youth often do rely on their family
members when seeking new information about the causes of racial
inequality, they do not exclusively do so. Instead, they are likely
to seek knowledge about racial inequality from a variety of people
and places, depending on who they perceive to have expertise and
be interpersonally trustworthy.

Limitations and Future Directions

This study had three primary limitations that also suggest direc-
tions for future research. First, future research should examine
how a more racially/ethnically and socioeconomically diverse sam-
ple might reason about the epistemic principles of expertise and
interpersonal trust when seeking to learn about racial inequality.
For example, within the category of “expertise” some children of
color mentioned their family members’ direct experiences with

racism, in line with prior work on family racial socialization, when
explaining why they were experts on the topic; for example, “I
have a lot of old family members so they could have experienced
some of what we’re talking about today, and if they have then
they can give me good background knowledge based on what they
already know and have experienced.” By contrast, some White chil-
dren also perceived their parents to be experts, but in terms of more
general life experiences; for example, “Because mymomworks with
a lot of different people and ethnicities and she would know about
discrimination …” Given prior work showing that White parents
are more likely to avoid discussions about race with their children
(Williams & Banerjee, 2021), further research may benefit from
examining how White parents are conveying expertise about racial
inequality to their children.

This study was also cross-sectional, which limits the conclusions
we can draw regarding age and directionality of beliefs. For instance,
the epistemic principles youth prioritize and who they associate them
with may change in late adolescence, given the importance of peers
later in the teenage years (e.g., Smetana & Rote, 2019). It is also pos-
sible that when it comes to matters of social inequality youth do not
seek out their friends as much as they might on other topics, perhaps
because of perceived topic sensitivity (e.g., one child said “[I’d go to
my family] because they’ve always been who I’m open with to talk
about touchy subjects like race and stuff”). Future work should
examine how youth reason epistemically as they move from early
to late adolescence, how trust in testimony may shift, and the impli-
cations for inequality beliefs. Additionally, our measure of youth’s
beliefs in individual and structural attributions did not specifically
link them to racial inequality in the United States (e.g., “There is
racial inequality because White people have more chances …”).
Future work should more directly link both types of attributions to
the racial group-based hierarchy in the United States that is attributes
racial inequality to either differences in individual characteristics, or
societal structures.

Finally, future work should examine the role of intergroup contact
on developing beliefs about racial inequality. For instance, some par-
ticipants referenced seeing their friends or members of their commu-
nity succeed in explaining their individual and structural beliefs
(e.g., “Strongly disagree … all my friends are that color and they
get higher test scores than some of my classmates who are
White”). When examining who youth sought out as their most likely
source, we also saw that, descriptively, White youth seemed to be
more likely to go to White sources, while youth of color (as a
group, including Black youth) were more varied. However, through
youth’s reasoning about their most likely source, we found that infor-
mant choices were consistently based upon who they perceived to be
an expert on the topic, or whom they had a close interpersonal rela-
tionship with, regardless of participant’s own racial/ethnic identity
(i.e., there were no significant differences in likelihood to go to a cer-
tain source or epistemic reasoning for why they chose that source
across White youth and youth of color).

Future research should continue to examine this interplay, where
youth of different racial backgrounds seek out informants for the
same reasons, but the racial/ethnic backgrounds of the sought-out-
sources seem to differ by participant race. This likely differs as a
function of factors like neighborhood diversity, peer group racial
composition, teacher demographics, and youth’s parents’ own friend
groups. For example, Hwang and Markson (2023) found that chil-
dren with greater neighborhood diversity were more likely to seek
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information from a Black teacher over a White teacher (when both
were available in an experimental paradigm) than those with less
neighborhood diversity were. This is especially important to note
when considering the current sample, where participants live in a
highly segregated region of the country. Perhaps White youth in
this sample did not seek out informants of color as often because
of limited access to, for example, teachers of color. Though it is
beyond the scope of the current study, it would be fruitful to examine
how such experiences may be impacting youth’s perceptions of the
causes of racial inequality in the United States, who knows about
racial inequality and why, and how this impacts their endorsement
of individual and structural causes.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study found that children’s and adolescents’
endorsement of statements reflecting structural attributions for racial
inequality between Black and White people in the United States
increased between 8 and 14 years of age, while their endorsement
of statements reflecting individual attributions remained consistently
low. We found that youth primarily sought expertise on the subject
matter and interpersonal closeness when determining who to seek
out for more information on racial inequality and often associated
these characteristics with their parents rather than friends, teachers,
or the internet or social media. Overall, these findings contribute
to developmental scientists’ understanding of who children see as
relevant sources for learning about racial inequality, with implica-
tions for how and with whom youth may be most likely to critique
inequitable systems.
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