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Young Children & Implicit Racial Biases 

Andrew N. Meltzoff & Walter S. Gilliam

Children are not born harboring racial biases, but they are born learning. Young 
children, even infants, learn from the “mere observation” of other people’s behav-
ior. Nonverbal signals of racial biases are abundant in children’s everyday social 
environments. Studies show that preschool children acquire social group biases 
when they observe other people’s social interactions and nonverbal behaviors. These 
new findings have implications for child development and educational equity. Even 
before kindergarten, racial biases are caught even when not explicitly taught, sug-
gesting the need for practical actions for parents, teachers, and others concerned 
about the transmission of racial bias across generations.

Children are not born with racial biases. Yet children have acquired racial 
biases before they enter first grade. To construct more complete theories 
about implicit biases–including sources, consequences, and remedies–

we need to understand better how children experience and acquire these biases. 
How do social group biases held by adults and embodied in societal structures be-
come part of the mental framework of the child? 

We would have a ready-made answer to this academic question if parents or 
schools intentionally provided lessons in racism. In other words, it would be easy 
to explain young children’s racial biases if parents explicitly taught children to re-
ject people of a different race, or if teachers purposely taught racism in the same 
way they teach reading, through a step-by-step deliberate process, but this is not 
common. Moreover, the acquisition of racial biases does not follow the principles 
of classical learning theories for children, such as Skinnerian learning: Psycholo-
gists rarely see parents or teachers explicitly reward children for racist words or 
conduct. Quite the opposite. In the United States today, one commonly encoun-
ters parents and teachers who explicitly discourage the expression of racial biases. 
Despite this, kids acquire these biases, and do so at a very young age. 

For developmental psychologists, this presents a puzzle about how infants and 
young children so readily and effortlessly acquire behaviors, norms, and values 
from parents and the cultural milieu. Young children, even infants, are no longer 
believed to be blank slates who primarily learn through Skinnerian reinforcement. 
Nor are they thought of as Piagetian problem-solvers who construct a conception 
of the world through independent discovery devoid of social input. Although ef-
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forts to research the social mechanisms that influence young children’s acquisi-
tion of racial biases date back to at least the 1920s, only recent experiments have 
systematically focused on the mechanisms by which these biases are transmitted 
from adults to young children.1 

In this essay, we bring modern developmental psychology ideas into the dis-
cussion of how young children acquire implicit biases, and we explore the psy-
chological mechanisms underlying the intergenerational transmission of such 
biases. These mechanisms do not map onto Skinnerian reinforcement, Piagetian 
constructivism, or deliberate didactic instruction in school. Rather, we describe 
how children’s observational social learning plays a key role in the earliest emer-
gence of implicit biases in children. 

Undoubtedly, the most well-known and societally impactful study show-
ing the young age by which children display racial biases was conduct-
ed by psychologists Mamie Phipps Clark and Kenneth Clark.2 Their “doll 

study” was influential in the 1954 U.S. Supreme Court ruling that school segrega-
tion was unconstitutional in Brown v. Board of Education. The participants were 253 
Black children between three and seven years old who were presented with four 
dolls that were identical, except that two had white skin and blond hair and the 
other two had brown skin and black hair. Ninety percent of the children identi-
fied the white-skinned, blond-haired doll as being white and the brown-skinned, 
black-haired doll as being Black. The children were then asked a series of questions 
regarding their preferences about the dolls and which doll looked most like them. 
More positive characteristics and preferences were ascribed to the dolls they iden-
tified as white, while negative characteristics and rejection were ascribed to the 
dolls they identified as Black. 

Beyond rejection and negative ascriptions, children also display racial biases in 
judging the amount of pain experienced by others. Psychologist Rebecca A. Dore 
and colleagues conducted a study in which children were instructed to rate the 
amount of pain they might feel across ten different events, such as biting their 
tongue or hitting their head (the children were five, seven, or ten years old, all liv-
ing in a predominantly white U.S. community, and 90 percent were identified by 
the parents as being white).3 The children were then presented with pictures of 
children matched to their own gender and similar in age, one being a Black child 
and the other a white child, and they were instructed to rate the pain these chil-
dren might feel if the same thing happened to them. By seven years of age, chil-
dren were demonstrating a weak racial bias that the Black child would feel less 
pain, and by ten years old, the bias was strong and reliable. 

These studies and more modern ones with additional experimental controls 
show that children rapidly acquire racial biases by a young age, including anti- 
Black biases, and that these biases are linked to the assumptions they make, the de-
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gree of empathy they express, and their preferences as to with whom they would 
prefer to play. What these studies do not show is how young children pick up these 
biases in the first place and why they are so readily learned. 

Children learn more in the first five years of life than at any other equiva-
lent period in development. Adults are wiser than children, and adoles-
cents more introspective about their place in the world, but infants and 

preschool children are more rapid learners across many domains. For example, 
infants are born capable of learning any language, and through social interaction 
with others they quickly become specialized in the language spoken by their cul-
tural group.4 The answer to the perennial question, “What do children know, and 
when do they know it?” is that they know more and learn earlier than predict-
ed by classic psychological theories.5 We will extend this newer developmental 
framework to implicit biases. No child is born with racial biases, but they acquire 
them rapidly, often despite parents’ efforts to the contrary. How can this be? It 
seems that racial biases are caught even if not explicitly taught.

A crucial component of how children “catch” racial biases comes from young 
children’s ability for observational social learning and imitation. Although all an-
imals learn, human children are unique in the animal kingdom in their tendency 
to learn mannerisms, skills, social practices, and values simply by observing the 
nonverbal behavioral patterns of other people. Social learning and imitation have 
evolutionary value because they allow human children to learn by “proxy,” by 
watching what others do and reenacting what they see. This fundamental mode of 
learning about the social and physical world has an underlying basis in the brain 
and is measurable prior to spoken language.6 We begin by providing examples of 
imitation in human infancy because describing this powerful, nonverbal capac-
ity sheds light on how it becomes a channel for the transmission of bias in later 
childhood.

One study with twelve-month-old infants demonstrated that a twenty-second 
encounter with a stranger doing something novel with a toy was enough to induce 
learning.7 In this laboratory experiment, the infants sat on their mothers’ laps and 
the mothers were blindfolded so that they could not influence the infants’ behav-
iors. After seeing the brief demonstration with the toy (but not being allowed to 
touch it), the infants and mothers were sent home. The infants were tested af-
ter a delay of either one day, one week, or one month. After the delay, some in-
fants were brought back to the same laboratory room, while others went to a com-
pletely new environment (to assess generalization across both time and setting). 
The infants were given the same object they had observed and their behavior was 
videorecorded. Remarkably, the infants imitated the actions they had seen, even 
those retested after a one-month delay and in a different room than the original 
one. The inference is that preverbal infants learn socially from the mere obser-
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vation of other people’s behaviors and can generalize across space (context) and 
time (delay). Even though infants at this age are too young to understand what we 
say, their brains are tuned to remember and imitate what they see us do.

Infants learn not only from what other people do, but also from what they in-
tended to do. In one study, infants watched as an adult tried to pull apart a dumbbell- 
shaped object, but the adult’s hands “accidentally” slipped off the ends so it did 
not come apart. The adult tried several times in different ways but did not man-
age to succeed. The infants observed this pattern of actions but were not allowed 
to handle the toys themselves. There could be no Skinnerian shaping or Piagetian 
hands-on discovery experience; there was only observation of the adult’s behav-
ioral patterns.8 When the infants were presented with the objects, they did not 
duplicate what the adult actually did (hands slipping off ), but instead reenacted 
the unspoken goal of the adult’s actions. The infants wrapped their fingers firm-
ly around the ends of the dumbbell and gave it a hard yank, successfully pulling 
it apart. Further work revealed the social nature of the process. An inanimate de-
vice was built, and the infants watched as mechanical pincers slipped off the ends 
of the same object in the same way the human fingers had done. When given the 
object, the infants picked it up but did not try to reenact the target act. An infer-
ence from this and related experiments is that infants have a primitive “theory of 
mind” that gives them the capacity to reason about the adult’s goals rather than 
just their surface behavior.9 Children can pick up the nonobvious or hidden mes-
sages that lie behind adult actions.

Building on these studies about the power of mere observation of adult be-
havior to spark children’s actions, we now turn to work directly address-
ing children’s acquisition of social biases. Modern research in child devel-

opment has shown that young children exhibit biases based on race, gender, lan-
guage, and other attributes during the preschool and elementary school years.10 
We therefore wanted to look at preschool children to understand in more detail 
how novel biases might first be created in the mind of the young child.11

One study presented four- to five-year-old preschoolers with video clips of 
adult biased behaviors.12 The videos showed interactions between one adult (the 
“actor”) and two other adults (the “targets”). The targets sat on either side of the 
central actor and wore differently colored T-shirts to distinguish one from the oth-
er. The video scenario showed the actor handing each of the targets a toy. While 
distributing the toy, the actor exuded positive nonverbal signals toward one of 
the targets (smiling, leaning in, using a warm tone of voice) and negative non-
verbal signals toward the other target (scowling, leaning away, using a cold tone 
of voice)–conveying bias through action. The thirty-second script was played 
twice, each time with a different central actor. The same target received the neg-
ative (or positive) signals from both actors, indicating that more than one person 
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held the negative (or positive) attitude toward these targeted people. Preschoolers 
were transfixed by this video of adult interaction, looking back and forth between 
the actor and the targets as the script unfolded. 

We then assessed children’s attitudes, cognition, and behavior toward the two 
targets, using social preferences (who they liked), their distribution of resourc-
es (sharing an attractive toy), and who they imitated (who they were willing to 
learn from). The results showed that preschoolers treated the targets differential-
ly. Children adopted attitudes and behaviors that strongly favored the target of 
positive nonverbal signals relative to the target of negative nonverbal signals.

The key question arising from the results: can witnessing biased adult behavior 
directed toward a person of a certain color (here a particular T-shirt color) create 
social bias in the child that generalizes to a group of others who “look like” this 
negatively targeted individual? In a new study, children’s responses were assessed 
using pictures of two groups of novel people.13 One group of new people wore the 
same-colored T-shirt as the target of the negative signal; the other group of new 
people wore the same-colored T-shirt as the target of the positive signal. The social 
preference and imitation tasks were repeated, and a new measure was included 
to assess which social group the child would choose to play with when they were 
told that another person had to be added to the game. Preschoolers displayed a 
bias toward liking, imitating, and wanting to play with social group members who 
looked like the targets of positive signals. They passed on the chance to play with 
someone from the negatively marked group, which–if it occurred in real life–
would translate into reduced interactions with those from the disfavored group.

Let’s now turn our attention to examples of opportunities for observational 
social learning in the everyday lives of young children, specifically with-
in their early care and education programs. In 2019, almost 60 percent of 

young children in the United States were enrolled in some form of nonfamilial 
care arrangement, often beginning in infancy or toddlerhood.14 While attend-
ing these early care and education programs, young children see and experience 
a myriad of adult social interactions, including how adult caregivers interact with 
other young children in the classroom and other adult caregivers, such as assistant 
teachers. We argue that these adult social interactions provide opportunities for 
young children to observe and learn implicit racial biases. 

Expulsion and suspension from early care and education programs present 
a powerful, yet often unintentional, opportunity for young children to observe 
racial disparities in preschool. In the first national study of preschool expulsion 
rates, conducted between 2002 and 2004, preschoolers (three to four years old) 
were found to be expelled at a rate of more than three times that of K–12 students, 
and the rates in community-based child care programs were even higher.15 Black 
preschoolers were more than twice as likely to be expelled as white preschoolers, 
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Figure 1
Illustrations of the Video from the Eye-Tracking Study Done with Early 
Care and Education Teachers

The image on the left shows four children (two white, two Black, two girls, two boys) playing  
with objects. The children were child actors who showed no misbehavior during the video. 
The image on the right is the final screen presented to the teachers, who were asked for an ex-
plicit self-report of which child required the most attention. Source: Walter S. Gilliam, Angela 
N. Maupin, Chin R. Reyes, et al., “Do Early Educator’s Implicit Biases Regarding Sex and Race 
Relate to Behavior Expectations and Recommendations of Preschool Expulsions and Suspen-
sions?” paper presented at the U.S. Administration for Children and Families State and Terri-
tory Administrators Meeting, Alexandria, Va., September 28, 2016, https://marylandfamilies 
engage.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Preschool-Implicit-Bias-Policy-Brief.pdf.

response was the Black boy (42 percent), followed by the white boy (34 percent), 
white girl (13 percent), and Black girl (10 percent). Either way, the Black boy ended 
up with the short end of the stick.27

In short, when early educators were led to believe that a preschooler might 
misbehave, they focused their attention more acutely on the Black boy, anticipat-
ing bad behavior that never was to happen. In a way, this study resembles the first 
day of preschool for early educators. Teachers are presented with a group of pre-
schoolers they have never met and are placed in a position where they might make 
assumptions about what kinds of behaviors to expect from each of them. If the 
eye-tracking study reflects to some degree how early educators behave in a real 
classroom, race and gender biases could account for at least some of the dispro-
portional rates of preschool suspensions and expulsions of Black boys.28

But how do the other preschoolers in the classroom experience this extra vigi-
lance placed on the Black boys in the classroom? As discussed earlier, young chil-
dren are astute observers of adult behavior, and even subtle displays of negative 
affect and attention by adults are noted by young children who then shape their 
own biases based on this observational social learning. While the adults are focus-
ing most acutely on the Black boys when expecting misbehavior, the other chil-
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plicitly convey that race is a taboo topic, leaving young children to fill in the gaps 
from other sources (media, rumors from peers, chance encounters). The most 
feasible, wise, and efficacious recommendations for parents about discussing race 
with children are not well understood, and the topic deserves more research.46 

Other information of potential interest to parents is that fostering intergroup 
contact and friendships with children from another race is a promising avenue for 
reducing racial bias in children.47 However, in contemporary U.S. society, neigh-
borhoods, K–12 schools, and early care and education programs exhibit a high de-
gree of segregation. More than one-third of all K–12 students attend a school in 
which 75 percent or more of the students are of a single racial group, and early 
care and education programs are considerably more racially segregated.48 Schools 
in the United States are more racially segregated than their surrounding neigh-
borhoods, and so too are early childhood programs.49 Even parents who explicit-
ly avow egalitarian views do not necessarily bring other-race acquaintances into 
their homes on a regular basis. Parents might make different choices about their 
own behavior and their children’s playdates if given information about potential 
benefits of intergroup contact and friendships for their own child. Further applied- 
science studies in this area would be valuable. 

It is also time to think about bringing more scientific information to colleges 
of education and teacher internships. It may be eye-opening for early care and ed-
ucation teachers to learn that their own implicit biases leak out in the classroom. 
Young children are acutely attentive to the direction of adult gaze, and teachers 
look toward Black boys when they anticipate trouble. It remains unknown wheth-
er information about implicit bias in the classroom could be used to enhance ed-
ucational equity if effectively conveyed to teachers.50 The National Academy of 
Education is attuned to these issues and is seeking to incorporate lessons on civ-
ics in an expanded U.S. educational agenda.51 There is also a push by the National 
Academy of Education and other psychology-focused organizations to translate 
scientific research into practical actions to improve the educational experience 
and foster the opportunity to thrive for all children. Among other things, this con-
vergence is spotlighting the urgent need for increased understanding of the mech-
anisms by which racial biases are transmitted to children, often unintentionally, 
both in and out of school–and what might be done about it.

In conclusion, young children are social pattern detectors. They study our be-
havior, and sometimes the nonverbal messages they receive are not the ones we 
intend to send. What every parent, teacher, and societal leader should think about 
is that children watch and learn from our behavior before first grade. When we ex-
hibit biases in front of young children, we are unwittingly instilling our biases in 
their minds–biases they then adopt, practice, and perpetuate.
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