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Abstract

Given current global migration patterns, understanding of children’s intuitions about
nationality and national categories is an important and emerging focus for develop-
mental psychologists. We review theoretical and empirical work on three different types
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of intuition: (1) that nationality is primarily determined by ancestry (an ethnic intuition);
(2) that nationality is determined by commitment to national institutions (a civic intu-
ition); and (3) that membership in a national category is determined by possession of an
invisible essence which explains the similarities between members of that category. We
examine assumptions about the relations which hold between all three intuitions and
derive a series of questions about how these intuitions develop, how they relate to each
other, and how they might be affected by children’s experience. We describe a study
(N¼196) suggesting that (1) most children, regardless of experience, possess elements
of both ethnic and civic intuitions, and (2) essentialist intuitions about national catego-
ries decrease with age and are not associated with ethnic intuitions. We conclude by
outlining the implications of these results and a number of important questions which
they raise.

1. Introduction

Growing numbers of migrants worldwide (International Organization

for Migration, 2020) means that national categories have become increas-

ingly important both in public discourse and in the way that an increasing

number of migrants and immigrants worldwide are categorized and treated.

Accordingly, understanding how people think about national categories and

the developmental trajectory of such thinking is an important goal for devel-

opmental psychologists. In particular, decisions about nationality can be

extremely consequential. Most obviously, countries extend rights to indi-

viduals on the basis of citizenship and have formal criteria for making such

decisions. But informal, individual decisions about national category mem-

bership can also be consequential. Whether a first- or second-generation

immigrant is categorized as a national ingroup or outgroup member may

determine whether they are accepted in their new country or become

the victim of bias and prejudice. Although much is known about children

and adults’ identification with national categories (e.g., Aboud, 1988;

Barrett, 2007; Bigler & Liben, 2006), relatively little is known about how

they understand those categories.

To investigate the development of intuitive theories about nationality

we examined children’s decisions about national category membership.

We focused on ethnic and civic conceptions of nationality, and their rela-

tions to essentialist thinking. Ethnic theories of nationality hold that national

category membership is derived by descent, whereas civic theories hold that

nationality is determined by one’s commitment to the nation’s institutions.

Essentialist thinking is predicated on the idea that all category members share
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an underlying but invisible essence which explains their similarities; relations

between essentialist thinking and ethnic/civic conceptions of nationality are

complex, as we argue below. Nevertheless, each of these theories has

recently been suggested as a folk theory of how adults (Rad & Ginges,

2018) and children (Hussak & Cimpian, 2019) explain national category

membership. We describe the extant evidence about each theory and pro-

vide an analysis of the relationship between them listing as we go important

outstanding questions. Then, we describe data from a large study designed to

answer these questions. Our method required children to make decisions

based on vignettes describing immigrant children who vary by birth country

and accent, and their children. Thus, as well as providing insights into chil-

dren’s intuitive theories of national categories, our results shed light on chil-

dren’s beliefs about immigrants and the effects of intergenerational change

on immigrant national group membership.

2. Ethnic and civic theories of nationality

In the literature on sociology and political science, much attention has

been paid to the distinction between ethnic and civic conceptions of nation-

ality (see Smith, 2001). An ethnic conception is related to the principle of jus

sanguinis (right of blood) and holds that national category membership, and

entitlement to citizenship, is determined by descent. Thus, one’s nationality

is determined by one’s parents’ nationality. In certain cases, particularly

where there is a diaspora, nationality may be determined by grandparents’

or even great grandparents’ nationality. For example, this is the case in

theRepublic of Ireland, where following generations of emigration, citizen-

ship is extended, under certain circumstances, to those born abroad whose

great grandparents emigrated. Under a civic understanding, on the other

hand, membership in a national category, and entitlement to citizenship,

is determined by one’s commitment to the nation’s institutions. Under this

conception, jus soli (right of soil) can be an important feature. For example,

American citizenship is automatically granted to all those born in the United

States of America. Note also that although a civic account of nationality

implies a cultural component, so too does an ethnic account (Smith,

2001). Under an ethnic account, native traditions and symbols are seen as

an important part of national identity which must be protected from change.

Under the civic view, although cultural commitments are important, the

nature of these commitments can change over time, by consensus (for evi-

dence of a statistical relationship between a civic conception of nationality
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and a dynamic and changing orientation to the nation, see Rothi, Lyons, &

Chryssochoou, 2005).

While ideas about nationality appear to be important in determining the

development of nation states and to the decisions that those nations make

about citizenship, their psychological reality is less clear. Ethnic and civic

conceptions of nationality have been studied in the social and political psy-

chological literatures where they have been shown to mediate the relation-

ship between the tendencies to identify with one’s national ingroup and to

derogate members of the outgroup. For example, Meeus, Duriez,

Vanbeselaere, and Boen (2010) showed that Flemish university students

whomore strongly identified with the Flemish ingroup tended to hold more

ethnic conceptions of nationality and to hold more negative views of

Moroccans living in Belgium. In a series of studies run in Scotland,

Wakefield et al. (2011) demonstrate that participants primed with a civic

conception of Scottish nationality responded more favorably to a target of

Chinese heritage than participants primed with an ethnic conception. In

their comparison of “veteran” and recently arrived immigrants to Israel with

Arabs living in Israel, Lewin-Epstein and Levanon (2005) asked participants

to rate how important each of a set of features is for “being truly Israeli.”

These features were being born in Israel, having Israeli citizenship, living

in Israel most of one’s life, being able to speak Hebrew, being Jewish,

respecting the political institutions and laws, feeling Israeli, and having

Israeli ancestry. These features formed different ethnic and civic clusters

for different types of participant, and the only features common to the ethnic

cluster for all three types of participant were being Jewish and having Jewish

ancestry. Certain other features—respecting the political institutions and

laws, having Israeli citizenship—always appeared in the civic cluster.

Although the remainder clustered in different ways for different groups of

participants, these results suggest a common core of features of both ethnic

and civic conceptions of nationality corresponding to jus sanguinis and

jus soli.

The studies by Meeus et al. (2010) and Wakefield et al. (2011) suggest

that there is an underlying psychological reality to the theoretical suggestion

that nationality is construed in ethnic or civic terms. This psychological

claim mirrors the historical claim that countries construe nationality and

citizenship in either ethnic or civic terms (Brubaker, 1992; Greenfeld,

1992). The historical claim appears to be supported by evidence of national

differences in definitions of citizenship (Pehrson, Vignoles, & Brown, 2009).

However, just as this historical claim has itself been called into question by
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the observation that national conceptions of citizenship can change from

civic to ethnic over relatively short periods of historical time (Medrano &

Koenig, 2005), the psychological claim that nationality may be construed

in ethnic or civic terms is not clear cut. Rad and Ginges (2018) have used

the switched-at-birth task usually associated with studies of essentialist rea-

soning (Gelman &Wellman, 1991), to examine the prevalence of ethnic and

civic intuitions about nationality. They presented large samples of partici-

pants recruited in different countries with a vignette about a child born

to parents of one nationality and adopted at birth by parents of another

nationality. Different participants were asked to rate the extent to which

the child’s nationality will match that of their birth parents or their adoptive

parents. Rad and Ginges (2018) argue that the first of these questions tests for

an ethnic folk theory of national category membership while the second tests

for the civic theory. Across six highly powered experiments, they show that

when asked about similarity to adoptive parents, participants strongly

endorse the civic folk theory whereas when asked about similarity to the

birth parents, they give moderate endorsement to the ethnic theory. Rad

and Ginges (2018) suggest two possible interpretations of their findings: first,

that people have competing folk theories of nationality each of which is

mademore or less available depending on the context; and second, that there

is only one folk theory of nationality which is an amalgamation of civic and

ethnic theories. However, their data do not arbitrate between these compet-

ing possibilities. Under either interpretation, their results are consistent with

findings in the literature on citizenship suggesting that many adults possess a

conception of citizenship that has features consistent with both theories (see

Heath & Tilley, 2005).

Despite the importance of civic and ethnic folk theories of nationality

among adults, few studies have examined how these theories might develop.

One set of relevant questions revolves around whether children’s early con-

ceptions of nationality tend to conform to civic or ethnic theories, or some

combination of both. Children, like adults, may have coexisting theories of

national category membership or, alternatively, they may initially hold pre-

dominantly ethnic or civic views of national categories. Another relevant

question is the degree to which children’s early conceptions of nationality

reflect essentialist thinking. And finally, there are questions about the effects

of experience on children’s tendency to hold ethnic or civic intuitions about

nationality. For example, it may matter whether a child is a member of the

native population in a particular country or is the offspring of recently

arrived immigrants. In adults, associations between attitudes toward
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immigrants and conceptions of nationality have been studied separately for

“veteran” and recently arrived immigrants living in Israel (Lewin-Epstein &

Levanon, 2005). Interestingly, different features of Israeli nationality, such as

being able to speak Hebrew, patterned differently for veterans and recent

immigrants: while ability to speak Hebrew was a feature of the civic theory

of veterans, it was part of the ethnic theory of recent immigrants. This result

speaks to the importance of considering beliefs about national categories sep-

arately in native and immigrant populations.

3. Relations and essences: Children’s beliefs about
national groups

Early work on children’s beliefs about national group membership

(e.g., Jahoda, 1963; Piaget & Weil, 1951) was carried out against the back-

ground of stage theories of cognitive development. This work identified a

variety of problems in children’s understanding. For example, in a study of

Glaswegian children, Jahoda (1963) described a number of stages in chil-

dren’s understanding of geographical relationships and found that young

children in particular had problems categorizing their own national group

membership. Under this approach, children’s ability tomake decisions about

national category membership was a matter of their understanding of rela-

tions between, for example, cities and nations, and nations and states (for a

psychologically informed discussion of nations vs. states see Barrett, 2007).

A different way to consider children’s beliefs about national groups is in

terms of what they believe it means to be a member of a national category,

such as Polish, Northern Irish, or American. Human beings automatically

and effortlessly categorize the objects, plants, animals, and people they

encounter in the world. Inevitably, categorization involves making simplify-

ing assumptions that emphasize some characteristics of individuals at the

expense of others. One such simplification—essentialist thinking—is people’s

intuitive assumption that category members share properties because of

shared, unobservable, underlying causes (Ahn et al., 2001; Gelman, 2003;

Medin & Ortony, 1989). Essentialist thinking varies by domain; it is well

documented in children’s reasoning about biological kinds like dogs and ele-

phants (e.g., Gelman, 2003; Gelman & Coley, 1991), but less well understood

with respect to their reasoning about social kinds like Americans, doctors, or

Catholics. Essentialist thinking about biological kinds leads to beliefs that mem-

bership of such kinds is determined by birth, is stable, has clear boundaries, is

exclusive, and, using inductive inference (e.g., see Feeney, 2018), allows one

to predict a wide variety of biological and behavioral properties. The same
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assumptions applied to social kinds can exaggerate perceived within-group

similarities and between-group differences, leading to stereotyping, prejudice,

and intergroup conflict (Pauker, Ambady, & Apfelbaum, 2010; Prentice &

Miller, 2007). As such, understanding the development of essentialist thinking

about social categories, and the role played by input from parents, schools, and

the wider society, is critical to understanding the nature of social bias and prej-

udice in adulthood, and how they may be prevented.

The growing literature on how the tendency to essentialize social cate-

gories develops (seeRhodes, 2013) suggests several general trends. First, pre-

cursors of essentialist thinking about social categories emerge early; for

example, by 7 months of age infants expect social group members to display

common behaviors (Powell & Spelke, 2013). Second, culturally and histor-

ically salient social categories are essentialized by children and adults in a

variety of cultures; for instance, ethnicity is essentialized in Israel (see

Segall, Birnbaum, Deeb, & Diesendruck, 2015), social class is essentialized

in India (Mahalingham, 2003), race is essentialized in the United States

(Hirschfeld, 1996), and religion is essentialized in Northern Ireland

(Smyth, Feeney, Eidson, & Coley, 2017). Finally, young children believe

at least some social categories to be both natural (e.g., Kinzler & Dautel,

2012; Rhodes & Gelman, 2009; Solomon, Johnson, Zaitchik, & Carey,

1996) and cohesive (e.g., Birnbaum, Deeb, Segall, Ben-Eliyahu, &

Diesendruck, 2010; Diesendruck & HaLevi, 2006). In short, there is a large

literature which suggests that children believe that membership in a variety

of social categories is determined by possession of an essence.

Although the literature on social essentialism in children contains a num-

ber of case studies of particular social categories in particular cultural contexts

(e.g., ethnicity categories in Israel, gender categories in rural and urbanUSA,

religion categories in Northern Ireland), most social categories in most social

and cultural contexts await investigation. In one of the only two studies of

essentialism of national categories of which we are aware, Hussak and

Cimpian (2019) examined the development of essentialist beliefs about

nationality in American children aged 5–8 years. They employed a variety

of measures of category essentialism including beliefs that membership in the

category “American” is stable, is inherited, can be diagnosed from internal

biological features (e.g., from blood/bones/brains), and is inductively

potent. In addition, children answered questions about how American

national identity is acquired as well as questions intended to test for platonic

essentialist beliefs (see Knobe, Pasada, & Newman, 2013).

Close inspection of the results revealed that associations with age patterned

differently for the various dimensions of essentialism that were measured.
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Beliefs that American nationality is inherited and can be diagnosed from internal

biological features decreased with age, whereas the belief that nationality is stable

increased across development. Similar patterns emerged for judgments about

Canadian nationality as well, suggesting that findings reflect American chil-

dren’s beliefs about nationality in general and not just their own national cat-

egory. The inductive potential of national category membership was found to

be high and did not change across development. Interestingly, although beliefs

about a biological basis for nationality decreased across development, there

was little evidence that children at any stage of development have an over-

whelmingly biological conception of national category membership. The

average score (scale 0–1) on the heritability and inside measures were 0.4

and 0.3, respectively. Even for the youngest children in the studies, the mean

score on these scales did not greatly exceed the midpoint of the scale.

In another recent study, Davoodi, Soley, Harris, and Blake (2020) pres-

ented Turkish and US children aged 5–10 years with exemplars from two

different gender, nationality, race, SES, and football supporter categories.

For each social dimension, children answered questions about whether

members of the different categories had different brains, could be identified

via their blood, were born with their category membership, can change their

category membership, and were members of their category due to their

environment. Strikingly, across both cultures, national category member-

ship was the secondmost essentialized social dimension after gender. In con-

trast to the results described by Hussak and Cimpian, essentialist beliefs did

not decrease with age.

Both of these recent studies suggest that national category membership is

essentialized by children to some degree. However, findings differ about the

developmental trajectory of those essentialist beliefs. Another important

question for our purposes is the degree to which essentialist thinking about

national category membership is related to children’s emerging ethnic

and/or civic theories of nationality. We address these questions in the study

described below.

4. Relations between ethnic and civic theories and
essentialist intuitions about nationality

Several researchers have connected ethnic intuitions about national

category membership with essentialist thinking either implicitly or explic-

itly. Pehrson, Brown, and Zagefka (2009) examined relations among essen-

tialist beliefs, nationalism, and attitudes toward immigrants in England. They

equated essentialist beliefs with an ethnic conception of nationality, utilizing
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a scale to measure essentialist beliefs made up of items explicitly based on

ancestry (e.g., “Something in our blood has defined the English character

throughout history”). Likewise, Meeus et al. (2010) describe essentialism

in terms of “bloodlines,” and note an overlap between essentialism and eth-

nic theories of nationality. And Hussak and Cimpian (2019) speculate that

their evidence for declining essentialist beliefs about nationalist categories

across development might be evidence for a shift away from ethnic concep-

tions of nationality. However, merely equating ethnic conceptions of

nationality with essentialism may be an oversimplification.

Arguably the most comprehensive analysis of the features of essentialism

has been provided by Haslam and colleagues (e.g., Haslam, Rothschild, &

Ernst, 2000) who identified nine distinct components of essentialist beliefs

about social categories, which cluster into two orthogonal dimensions along

which social kinds may be essentialized. In brief, social categories may be

essentialized because they seem natural (i.e., objective, relatively immutable,

sharply bounded, stable over time, and possessing necessary features) or

because they seem coherent (i.e., support inferences about their members,

are mutually exclusive, contain members who are highly similar to each

other and who share an underlying reality). Thus, a national category, such

as Northern Irish, might be essentialized because it is felt to be discrete, nat-

ural, immutable, stable, and composed of necessary features, or because

instances of the category are felt to be uniform and to share an underlying

reality, and membership in the category is informative and exclusive.

Drawing on Haslam and colleagues’ analysis, there does indeed appear to

be clear overlap between some components of the naturalness dimension of

essentialist intuitions and features of ethnic conceptions of national identity

(Table 1). The idea that nationality stems from ancestry (jus sanguinis) is con-

sistent with nationality as natural (ancestry is an objective fact passed from

parent to offspring), immutable (ancestry cannot be changed), stable (one’s

ancestry persists across one’s lifetime), and necessary (without proper ances-

try, one cannot be a member of a national category). However, it is not as

clear how an ethnic theory of nationality fits with discreteness (what of mixed

ancestry?). Similarly, an ethnic conception of nationality fits with some com-

ponents of the cohesiveness dimension, but not others. Although an ethnic

view of nationality emphasizes inherence (in that nationality is based on

intrinsic, underlying factors) and exclusivity (having a given nationality pre-

cludes having others), there do not seem to be any obvious beliefs about uni-

formity or informativeness implied by such a conception.

A parallel analysis suggests an equally complex mapping between essen-

tialism components and aspects of civic conceptions of nationality (Table 1).
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With respect to the naturalness dimension, on a civic theory nationality is

discrete; one is or is not a citizen. Likewise, there are clearly necessary

features of civic nationality, without which one is not a member of that

national group. In contrast, civic nationality is not natural and objective,

but based on a set of artificial rules which are not stable but rather can shift

over time. Nor is it immutable—citizenship can change. Similarly, a civic

theory of nationality maps onto different aspects of cohesiveness than does

an ethnic theory. Specifically, a civic conception implies uniform tendencies

to respect institutions, practices, and laws, and to celebrate the same holidays.

Such uniformity also renders nationality informative. In contrast, it is less clear

how inherence or exclusivity applies to a civic conception of nationality.

In sum, on this analysis some components of social essentialism align

more clearly with an ethnic, ancestry-based conception of nationality

(i.e., naturalness, immutability, stability, inherence, and exclusivity) whereas

others seem to align more closely with a civic, citizenship-based conception

(discreteness, uniformity, informativeness). Moreover, both theories

endorse specific features that are necessary for membership in a nationality

category, but differ on what those necessary features are. Given this analysis,

equating an ethnic conception of nationality with essentialismmay well be an

oversimplification. At the very least, such an assumption is premature, and

although seductive, may not bear close scrutiny. Going forward, an important

question for the research to address is the complex relation between essen-

tialist thinking and various ways of conceptualizing nationality.

Table 1 Potential mappings between components of essentialist thinking about social
groups and ethnic and civic conceptions of nationality.
Essentialism
dimension

Essentialism
component

Ethnic conception of
nationality

Civic conception of
nationality

Naturalness Discreteness X

Naturalness X

Immutability X

Stability X

Necessity X X

Cohesiveness Uniformity X

Informativeness X

Inherence X

Exclusivity X
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5. Language and beliefs about national categories

Thus far, we have considered rather general intuitions about nation-

ality. A more specific feature of individuals, which often plays an important

role in decisions about their nationality, is the language they speak (e.g., see

Extra, Spotti, & Van Avermaet, 2009). Language has received considerable

attention in the literature on social essentialism as a determinant of which

categories are essentialized. For example, Davoodi et al. (2020), in their

study of children’s beliefs about social categories, distinguish between bio-

logically relevant and irrelevant categories, and suggest that biologically rel-

evant categories are more likely to be essentialized because they are

associated with biological markers of category membership. In particular,

they claim that nationality may be strongly essentialized because national

category membership is associated with physical cues such as language or

accent. There is considerable evidence that children hold intuitive theories

about individuals based on the language and accent in which they speak.

School children as young as 5 years old choose a native-accented speaker

over a foreign-accented speaker when asked which of the two is “from

around here” (Kinzler & DeJesus, 2013), and they infer that two individuals

who speak in the same accent come from the same geographic location

(Weatherhead, White, & Friedman, 2016). Young children make further

inferences about language and culture, associating familiar dress and housing

styles with native language speakers, and nonfamiliar dress and housing styles

with foreign language speakers (Hirschfeld & Gelman, 1997; Hwang &

Markson, 2018). Children endorse testimony from native versus foreign lan-

guage speakers, demonstrating their expectation of acquiring culturally rel-

evant knowledge from native language speakers (Kinzler, Corriveau, &

Harris, 2011). Children also prefer to befriend another child who speaks

their same language in their native accent over an unfamiliar language or

accent (Kinzler, Shutts, DeJesus, & Spelke, 2009). Thus, from a young

age, children’s language categories are coherent and support inferences

about place of origin, cultural tools, dress, dwellings, and social relationships.

A different explanation for the importance of language in children’s

social cognition is that children’s early willingness to make social and cultural

inferences based on language may be based in part on their essentialist beliefs

about language categories as natural kinds that are stable across the lifespan

(Dautel & Kinzler, 2018; Hirschfeld & Gelman, 1997; Kinzler & Dautel,

2012). Counterintuitive to adult understanding of the origins of language,

young children believe that language is fixed at birth, acquired through birth
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parents rather than one’s environment (Hirschfeld & Gelman, 1997). White

American children, and even some who speak multiple languages them-

selves, view language as more stable than race across the lifespan in early

childhood (Dautel & Kinzler, 2018; Kinzler & Dautel, 2012).

Do children’s intuitive theories about language relate to their beliefs

about nationality? In America, one might encounter anti-immigration pro-

paganda reading “speak English,” demonstrating that some Americans

believe speaking English to be a precondition of “being an American.”

Indeed, even young children make predictions about nationality based on

language and accent. DeJesus, Hwang, Dautel, and Kinzler (2017) found

that across two cultures, 5–6-year-old children categorized English speakers

as “American” and Korean speakers as “Korean,” regardless of race.

This brief review of the literature on essentialized language categories

naturally gives rise to questions about the role played by linguistic factors

such as accent in children’s decisions about national category membership.

In the study described below, we attempted to determine the extent to

which children categorize the identity of first- and second-generation immi-

grants based on their accent.

6. Outstanding questions and initial evidence

Our brief review of the literature raises a number of questions about

children’s developing conceptions of nationality categories. These include:

1. Do children hold civic, ethnic, or mixed views of nationality? How do

these views change with development?

2. Do children’s conceptions of national categories reflect essentialist think-

ing? How does essentialist thinking change with development?

3. How do linguistic cues impact children’s decisions about national cate-

gory membership?

4. Do immigrant children think differently about national categories than

native children?

In the remainder of the chapter, we present results from an initial study

aimed at addressing these questions by testing Northern Irish children’s intu-

itions about national group membership. Northern Ireland is a region of the

United Kingdomwhere ethno-religious identities are salient and related to a

heavily contested national identity. Nationalists, who tend to be Catholic,

favor unity with the Republic of Ireland and view themselves as Irish

whereas Unionists, who tend to be Protestant, favor the existing arrange-

ment of being part of the United Kingdom and view themselves as

British (Cairns & Darby, 1998). In the most recent census, 48% of the
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population described their national identity as British, 29% as Northern

Irish, and 28% as Irish (NISRA, 2014). As Northern Ireland, unlike

England, Wales, and Scotland, has no history as an independent country,

the “Northern Irish” national identity has emerged since the partition of

Ireland in 1921. Northern Irish children’s understanding of their own

national identity also differs by the type of school they attend in a divided

education system. Children attending Catholic schools predominantly iden-

tify as Irish (64%) or Northern Irish (27%) while children attending

Protestant schools mainly identify either as Northern Irish (58%) or

British (34%) (Furey, Hughes, Donnelly, & Blaylock, 2017). As the only

national identity in Northern Ireland which is proclaimed by both

Catholics and Protestants (see McNicholl, Stevenson, & Garry, 2019),

Northern Irish was used as the ingroup national identity in this study. For

this study, 196 children (106 female) aged between 4- and 11-years were

recruited through their school.We probed children’s conceptions of nation-

ality categories in two ways. First, we presented children with a vignette

about a hypothetical immigrant child (henceforth “target child”) whose

parents were Polish but who grew up in Northern Ireland.Wemanipulated

the details of the vignette between subjects in two ways. First, we varied

whether the target child’s parents were said to have moved to Northern

Ireland from Poland one week after the child was born (i.e., the target child

was born in Poland) or one week before the child was born (i.e., the target

child was born in Northern Ireland). Second, we manipulated whether

the target child was said to speak with a Polish accent or a Northern

Irish accent. One way to conceptualize differences between the vignettes

is to analyze them in terms of features potentially associated with Polish

or Northern Irish nationality: ancestry, place where the target was growing

up, place of birth, and accent. Only the last two of these features were

manipulated in the study; ancestry always supported a Polish nationality

decision, and location always supported a Northern Irish categorization.

As such, the evidence described in the vignette either favored a particular

categorization (three out of four features consistent with either a Northern

Irish or Polish categorization) or was ambivalent (two out of four features

consistent with one or other categorization). We asked participants

(a) whether the target child was Northern Irish, Polish, or both and

(b) when the target child grew up and had children, whether the children

would be Northern Irish, Polish, or both. (For more details on the

methods, see Appendix.)

Manipulating place of birth allowed us to examine civic conceptions of

nationality. Evidence suggests that children believe place of birth to be an
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important determinant of national group membership. Carrington and

Short (1995, 1996, 2000; see also Scourfield and Davies, 2005) asked

English, Scottish, and American children aged between 8 and 12 years what

makes a person British/American and found that more than 60% of all three

groups spontaneously mentioned birthplace, which was the most frequently

mentioned factor. Thus, different judgments based on the birthplace of the

child in the vignette would be consistent with a civic conception of nation-

ality. On the other hand, an ethnic conception of nationality predicts that

parental nationality is the most important determinant of a child’s national-

ity. As such, belief that the child would be Polish—especially when said to

have been born in Northern Ireland—would reflect an ethnic conception of

nationality.

Manipulating the target child’s accent allowed us to assess whether chil-

dren make decisions about national category membership on the basis of lin-

guistic cues. As discussed above, evidence suggests that children essentialize

language categories (Kinzler & Dautel, 2012), and use language and accent

to inform decisions about nationality (DeJesus et al., 2017).

Finally, asking about the target child’s children—that is, the next

generation—allowed us to further assess potential ethnic conceptions of

nationality. A “straight line” view of immigrant assimilation holds that each

successive generation becomes more similar to native citizens of the receiv-

ing country and more economically successful (e.g., Warner & Srole, 1945).

Although this view appeared to capture, for example, the experiences of

largely white immigrants to the United States in the first part of the 20th

century, it does not capture the experience of recent generations of immi-

grants to the United States (see Waters, 1994). Nonetheless, we tested to see

whether children have straight line intuitions about national category mem-

bership such that successive generations are less likely to be categorized as

members of the national group associated with the country of origin, and

more likely to be categorized as members of the group associated with

the receiving country. Such a view is inconsistent with ethnic conceptions

of nationality.

Our second measure of children’s theories of nationality was a modified

version of the Essentialism Components Questionnaire (ECQ,

Diesendruck & Haber, 2009; Smyth et al., 2017). The ECQ contains ques-

tions designed to capture children’s beliefs about category distinctiveness

and stability. Specifically, we asked participants six questions about how

much Northern Irish and Polish children differ along a series of dimensions

(e.g., what they think, how they look, what kind of blood they have), two

questions about whether a child could change from one nationality to the
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other, and a single question about whether a child could be both nationalities

at the same time. Responses from the ECQ allow us to assess the relationship

between essentialist beliefs about national categories and ethnic and civic

theories of national category membership (based on responses to the

vignette).

In order to examine the effects of children’s own immigrant status on

their beliefs about national category membership, we compared children

of Northern Irish versus immigrant descent. Northern Ireland has an

increasing, but nonetheless very small immigrant population: in 2001, the

immigrant population born outside the United Kingdom or the Republic

of Ireland was 1.8% of the total population and in 2011 it was 4.3%. We

chose to recruit participants from a Northern Irish school with a population

of immigrant children that greatly exceeded this base rate. Of the 196 chil-

dren recruited for the study, 44 children were identified as “newcomers.”

This is an official designation of the Department of Education in

Northern Ireland for children who have recently immigrated to Northern

Ireland and who require additional support in adjusting to the new language

and culture. Our sample consisted of 152 children who were identified as

Northern Irish (Mage¼8.62) and 44 children (Mage¼8.56) who were iden-

tified as “newcomers.” The newcomers came from a range of national back-

grounds including 19 Polish, 13 Indian, 6 Lithuanian, 2 Romanian, and 1

each Australian, Dutch, Italian, and Syrian.

We hoped to be able to assess the effects of having parents born outside

Northern Ireland on scores on the essentialism questionnaire. Moreover, we

hoped to be able to examine associations between explicit essentialist beliefs

and national group categorizations separately for children whose parents

were born in Northern Ireland and those whose parents were born outside

Northern Ireland. Previous studies have found that the degree to which

social categories are essentialized can differ by both age and social back-

ground (e.g., Deeb, Segall, Birnbaum, Ben-Eliyahu, & Diesendruck,

2011; Kinzler & Dautel, 2012). There is some evidence that minority group

status causes membership in that group to be essentialized to a greater extent

by minority group members than by majority group members (Kinzler &

Dautel, 2012). Moreover, essentialism may be used by minority group

members to justify their group membership when it is denied by the major-

ity (see Morton & Postmes, 2009). Accordingly, we hypothesized that

immigrant children might (a) essentialize membership in the categories

Northern Irish and Polish more than Northern Irish children and

(b) have different theories (i.e., ethnic and civic) of membership in national

categories than native Northern Irish children.
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7. Results and discussion

In this section we will present initial evidence bearing on each of the

research questions delineated above.

7.1 Do children hold civic, ethnic, or mixed views of
nationality? How do these views change with
development?

To address children’s theories of national category membership, we pres-

ented them with vignettes describing a child of Polish parentage living in

Northern Ireland. We varied place of birth (Poland or Northern Ireland)

and accent. We asked children to categorize the target child as Northern

Irish, Polish, or both Northern Irish and Polish (henceforth, “Both”). We

also asked whether the target child’s children would be Northern Irish,

Polish, or Both. Overall responses for target child (Gen 1) and the target chi-

ld’s offspring (Gen 2) are presented in Fig. 1.

7.1.1 Evaluating evidence for an ethnic view of nationality
According to a strict ethnic account, nationality is determined by ancestry.

As such, if children have strong ethnic intuitions about national category

membership we would expect the majority of categorizations to be

Fig. 1 Overall distribution of nationality decisions for target child and offspring.
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Polish, and for there to be little effect of place of birth or accent. Overall,

32% of participants categorized the child in the vignette as Polish, 14% as

Northern Irish and 54% as Both (Fig. 1). This differed from a uniform dis-

tribution (X2(2, 196)¼47.89, P<0.001). Binomial tests showed that Both

responses were made significantly more often than would be expected by

chance (P<0.001) whereas Northern Irish categorizations were made sig-

nificantly less often than would be expected by chance (P<0.001). Polish

categorizations were almost exactly at chance level.

To further examine the degree to which children hold a strong ethnic the-

ory of national category membership we also asked our participants about the

nationality of any (second generation) offspring of the child described in the

vignette. Once again, a strong ethnic theory predicts that the offspring should

be categorized as Polish, regardless of place of birth or the possibility of inter-

generational change. Overall, 18% of participants categorized the child as

Polish, 25% as Northern Irish, and 57% as Both (Fig. 1). A binomial test

showed that participants were significantly less likely than would be expected

by chance to categorize the offspring as Polish (P<0.001) or as Northern Irish

(P<0.01). Once again, this pattern suggests that a large majority of children

do not possess strict ethnic intuitions about nationality.

Although this overall pattern argues against a strict ethnic theory of

national category membership because (Polish was not the modal response

despite the fact that in all cases the target child had Polish ancestry) the fact

that the modal response was Both does suggest some impact of ethnic think-

ing. To examine this in more detail we compared responses to the four dif-

ferent vignettes.

Response distributions, broken down by vignette, are presented in

Fig. 2. We used hierarchical log-linear analysis to test for associations

between categorization (Polish, Northern Irish, or Both), birthplace, and

accent. Backward elimination revealed that removing the two-way interac-

tions between birthplace and categorization, Χ 2(2)¼16.54, P<0.001, and

accent and categorization, Χ 2(2)¼18.56, P<0.001, resulted in significantly

poorer fits to the data. Accordingly, these effects were retained in the final

model. These significant associations are further evidence against a strict eth-

nic theory of nationality, because they demonstrate clear effects of both

accent and birthplace on children’s nationality judgments. On a strict ethnic

account, both should be irrelevant.

Although the data suggest that the majority of children do not possess

strong ethnic intuitions about nationality, nonetheless one third of the par-

ticipants categorized the target as Polish. While this rate is no greater than

would be expected by chance, it may suggest that a minority of children have
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strong ethnic intuitions. Furthermore, there is also evidence of an asymmet-

ric effect favoring ancestry. First, Polish was the modal response (over 60%)

in the vignette where three of four features were consistent with Polish

nationality (Fig. 2, far right bar), whereas for the vignette in which three

of four features favored Northern Irish nationality, only 32% believed that

the target child would be Northern Irish (Fig. 2, far left bar). Indeed, these

two distributions differed reliably, Χ 2(1)¼6.86, P<0.01, suggesting that,

for at least some children, ancestry may be a more important feature of

nationality than environment. Second, when features were split between

the two (Fig. 2, two middle bars), Polish responses were more frequent than

Northern Irish responses. Finally, even when the target child was born in

Northern Ireland, lived in Northern Ireland, and was said to speak with a

Northern Irish Accent, the modal response was that the child was Both.

Thus, these results suggest that although children’s responses were not con-

sistent with a strict ethnic theory of nationality, ancestry did have a dispro-

portionate impact on their decisions.

7.1.2 Evaluating evidence for a civic theory of nationality
If children have strong civic intuitions about nationality we might expect fre-

quentNorthern Irish categorizations—because the child is described as an inte-

gratedmember of Northern Irish society—and for there to be a strong effect of

place of birth, as a defining feature of civic nationality. It is evident from Fig. 1

thatNorthern Irish responseswere rare, although the frequency ofBoth responses

Fig. 2 Decisions about the target child’s nationality broken down by vignette.
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can also be taken to indicate that living inNorthern Ireland does have an impact

on children’s decisions, which is consistent with a civic theory.

The hierarchical log-linear analysis described in Section 7.1.1 demon-

strated a significant association between birthplace and children’s categori-

zation decisions. Overall, participants were almost twice as likely to

categorize the target as Polish when described as having been born in

Poland, rather than in Northern Ireland. Strikingly, participants were six

times as likely to decide the target was Northern Irish upon learning that

he/she had been born in Northern Ireland rather than in Poland

(Fig. 3A). This pattern is consistent with previous work suggesting that

birthplace is an important aspect of children’s understanding of nationality

(see Carrington & Short, 1995; Scourfield & Davies, 2005) and suggests that

at least a minority of participants possess civic intuitions about nationality.

Interestingly, judgments about the second generation also differed by (par-

ent’s) birthplace (Fig. 3B). A second hierarchical log-linear analysis tested for

associations between offspring categorization (Polish, Northern Irish or

Both), birthplace, and accent. Backward elimination revealed that removing

the two-way interactions between birthplace and categorization, Χ 2(2)¼
7.18, P<0.03, and accent and categorization, Χ 2(2)¼13.41, P<0.002,

resulted in significantly poorer fits to the data. Accordingly, these effects

were retained in the final model. Examination of the association between

birthplace and offspring categorization displayed in Fig. 3B reveals that off-

spring of target children said to have been born in Poland were more likely

Fig. 3 Nationality judgments as a function of target child’s birthplace for (A) target child
and (B) target child’s offspring.
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to be seen as Both, and less likely to be seen as Northern Irish, than offspring

of target children said to have been born in Northern Ireland.

Although the importance of birthplace is consistent with a civic theory of

nationality, it is important to note that in no sense was birthplace seen as

defining nationality. Regardless of where the target was said to have been

born, the majority of participants decided that he/she was both Polish

and Northern Irish. As such, children’s responses were not consistent with

a strict civic theory of nationality. Another issue that should be borne in

mind when interpreting the association between birthplace and categoriza-

tion is that we do not know the extent to which younger and older children

understand birthplace in the same terms. For example, it is possible that

whereas older children understand place of birth in civic terms, younger

children may not clearly differentiate between birthplace and ancestry.

Establishing the effect of development on the tendency to understand birth-

place in civic terms will require additional empirical work.

One factor that potentially sets a civic theory apart from an ethnic theory is

the possibility of intergenerational change. To test whether children have a

“straight line” view of immigrant assimilation such that each successive gener-

ation is more likely to be categorized as a member of the receiving national

category, we examined the degree to which participants made the same, or

different, categorization decisions for the target child in the vignette and their

offspring. Of the 133 participants who categorized the child in the vignette as

Northern Irish or Both, 119 also categorized the offspring in the same way and

only 14 categorized the offspring as Polish. Of the 63 participants who cate-

gorized the child in the vignette as Polish, 42 categorized the offspring as

Northern Irish or Both and only 21 categorized the offspring as Polish.

A McNemar test revealed this effect to be statistically significant (P<0.001).

We repeated this analysis separately for the younger (Mage¼6.91years) and

older (Mage¼10.31years) halves of our sample (see Fig. 4). Results provide

evidence for a straight line view of immigrant assimilation among older

(P<0.001) but not among younger (P¼0.33) participants. This is strong evi-

dence that older children take a straight line view of immigrant assimilation

such that each successive generation of immigrants is more likely to be assim-

ilated into the receiving nation. However, younger children do not show

strong evidence for such a view, thereby suggesting that they possess weaker

civic intuitions about national category membership than do older children.

7.1.3 Developmental changes in conceptions of nationality
Finally, to examine whether age is associated with children’s decisions about

nationality, we carried out one-way ANOVAs to compare the mean ages of
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children who made each type of categorization. Although children who cat-

egorized the target as Northern Irish (N¼27,Mage¼7.87, SD¼1.99) tended

to be younger than children who categorized the target as Polish (N¼63,

Mage¼8.76, SD ¼2.12) or Both (N¼106, Mage¼8.71, SD¼1.99), the

difference did not reach statistical significance, F(2, 193)¼2.21, P¼0.11.

A similar analysis for decisions about second-generation offspring showed that

although children who gave Northern Irish responses tended to be older

(N¼49, Mage¼9.01, SD¼1.89) than those who responded Polish (N¼35,

Mage¼8.04, SD¼2.05) or Both (N¼112, Mage¼8.62, SD¼2.00), again

the difference did not reach conventional levels of statistical significance,

F(2, 193)¼2.47, P¼0.09. Thus, judgments about nationality appear to

remain remarkably stable across the ages we examined.

7.1.4 Summary
Taken together, these results suggest that the majority of children in

Northern Ireland have neither a strict ethnic nor a strict civic theory of

nationality, but rather that their conceptions demonstrate elements of both.

Children’s modal response was that the target child—and indeed, the target

child’s offspring—would be Both Northern Irish and Polish. Moreover, chil-

dren acknowledged the importance of both ancestry and birthplace, as well

as indicating a belief that successive generations are more appropriately seen

as Northern Irish. Notably, this belief was less marked in younger than in
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older participants, suggesting that older children may have stronger civic

intuitions than younger children do. An interesting question for future

research is whether the modal conjunctive response—both Northern

Irish and Polish—reflects a hybrid theory of nationality which shares features

of both an ethnic and a civic theory (see Heath & Tilley, 2005), or the pos-

session of competing ethnic and civic intuitions (see Rad & Ginges, 2018).a

7.2 Do children’s conceptions of national categories reflect
essentialist thinking? How does this essentialist thinking
change with development?

A central question in this paper is the degree to which children’s conceptions

of nationality reflect essentialist thinking. Evidence considered in the previ-

ous section already suggests that nationality may not be strongly essential-

ized. First, by far the most common response was that the target child

was both Northern Irish and Polish, which is inconsistent with the essential-

ist idea that nationality is exclusive, and that nationality categories are discrete

and sharply bounded. Second, there is little evidence that children saw either

ancestry or birthplace as a potential necessary and sufficient feature for

national category membership. Had ancestry been seen as a definitional fea-

ture for nationality, the target child born in Northern Ireland who spoke

with a Northern Irish accent would have been categorized as Polish, but this

was true for only a small minority (12%) of children. Likewise, had birth-

place been seen as a definitional feature for nationality, the target child born

in Northern Ireland who spoke with a Polish accent (and had Polish parents)

would have been categorized as Northern Irish, but again this was true for

only a small minority (10%) of children. Thus, a number of strong predic-

tions of essentialist thinking are not borne out by the patterns of responses we

observed.

To further examine whether children’s conceptions of national catego-

ries reflect essentialist thinking, we examined the association between essen-

tialism scores and vignette categorization decisions. If there is overlap

a In designing the study, we decided to ask participants additional questions following their initial cat-

egorization. Specifically, we asked participants who had made one categorization whether the other

categorizations were possible. We did this in the hope that answers to these additional questions would

reveal the existence of competing theories. However, statistical analysis of participants’ answers rev-

ealed that they may have been subject to a yes bias (Fritzley & Lee, 2003). We were surprised by this

result given that Fritzley and Lee (2003) showed that children aged 4 years or older were not subject to a

yes bias. Nonetheless the possibility of a yes bias makes it impossible to safely interpret this aspect of our

data and so we cannot draw conclusions about whether participants possessed competing or hybrid

intuitions about nationality.

116 Aidan Feeney et al.



between the two sets of intuitions, as has been assumed by some researchers

(see Hussak & Cimpian, 2019; Pehrson et al., 2009) then we would expect

participants who make absolute judgments (Northern Irish or Polish) to

have higher essentialism scores than those choosing Both. Moreover, to

the degree that essentialist thinking is associated with ethnic theories of

nationality, we might expect children who categorized the target child as

Polish to exhibit the highest essentialism scores. Surprisingly, responses to

the vignettes did not predict ECQ scores, F(2, 193)¼2.20, P¼0.11, eta

squared¼0.022. Mean scores for children giving each response are depicted

in Fig. 5. Thus, neither ethnic nor civic intuitions about nationality—as

indicated by judgments of national category membership for target children

in the vignettes—are associated with essentialist beliefs about national cate-

gory members, at least as measured by the ECQ.

Age, on the other hand, was significantly associated with ECQ scores

(r¼�0.53, P<0.001) such that older children tend to have weaker essen-

tialist beliefs about national categories than younger children.

These results suggest that it may be unsafe to equate essentialist and ethnic

notions of national category membership. This runs counter to assumptions

that have been made in the literature (e.g., see Pehrson et al., 2009).

Clearly, there is a conceptual overlap between the two notions, although

we have already argued that this overlap should not be overstated, and that

Fig. 5 Mean scores on the Essentialism Components Questionnaire, broken down by
decisions about the nationality of the target child.
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a case may also be made for an overlap between essentialist beliefs about

national categories and civic theories of nationality. Our data suggest that,

at least in childhood, the children who have the strongest essentialist beliefs

about national categories are not necessarily the children whose decisionmak-

ing suggests that they have strong ethnic theories about nationality. Similarly,

our data also suggest that the childrenwho have the strongest essentialist beliefs

about national categories also do not necessarily have strong civic theories

about nationality. It is important to remember that this is a developmental

study and that it is known thatmeasures of different aspects of essentialism tend

not to be associated in early and middle childhood (see Gelman, Heyman, &

Legare, 2007). Thus, it is possible that a study of older participants would

reveal a greater overlap between these variables.

Our finding, that essentialist beliefs about the national category Northern

Irish decrease with age among children living in Northern Ireland, is consis-

tent with that reported by Hussak and Cimpian (2019) who found that essen-

tialist beliefs about the category American decreased with age among children

from the United States. The pattern is inconsistent with the findings of

Davoodi et al. (2020) who found no change with age in American or

Turkish children’s essentialist beliefs about national categories. Importantly,

we have generalized Hussak and Cimpian’s (2019) findings to children from

a different cultural context.

7.3 How do linguistic cues impact children’s decision about
national category membership?

In order to examine whether children make decisions about nationality on

the basis of linguistic cues, we manipulated the accent with which the child

in the vignette was said to speak. Results of the hierarchical log linear

analysis, described in Section 7.1.1 and depicted in Fig. 6A, confirm a clear

impact of accent on nationality judgments about the target child.

Participants were twice as likely to categorize the target as Polish when they

had been described as speaking with a Polish accent, and almost three times

as likely to categorize them as Northern Irish when described as speaking

with a Northern Irish accent.

Results of the hierarchical log linear analysis described in Section 7.1.2

suggest that the target’s accent also had intergenerational effects on

participants’ decisions about the nationality of the target’s offspring

(Fig. 6B). Specifically, participants were three times more likely to catego-

rize the offspring as Polish when its parent—the target—had been described

as speaking with a Polish accent. Conversely, they were twice as likely to
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categorize the offspring as Northern Irish when its parent had been described

as speaking with a Northern Irish accent.

These findings are consistent with others suggesting that accent is an

important feature for children’s social categorization and extends the finding

that participants make judgments about nationality on the basis of language

spoken (DeJesus et al., 2017). Children also seem to make judgments about

nationality on the basis of information about accent. Even more striking is

the intergenerational effect of accent that we have discovered. This effect

strongly suggests that accent is a highly important and persistent cue in chil-

dren’s judgments about social category membership.

7.4 Do immigrant children think differently about national
categories than native-born children?

We chose our sample so that it would enable us to provide preliminary

answers to questions about whether there are effects of experience on chil-

dren’s beliefs about nationality and national categories. Thus, our sample

included a relatively large subset (N¼44) of immigrant children, classed

as “newcomers” by the Department of Education in Northern Ireland.

To examine whether immigrant and native Northern Irish children think

differently about national categories, we compared their categorization deci-

sions about the target but found no significant association between group

and categorization decision, Χ 2 (2)¼0.49, P¼0.78. Likewise, we found

Fig. 6 Nationality judgments as a function of target child’s accent for (A) target child
and (B) target child’s offspring.
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that the association between group and categorization decisions about the

target’s offspring was nonsignificant, Χ 2(2)¼0.94, P¼0.63. Examination

of the categorization percentages for each decision, broken down by group,

in Fig. 7 suggests that “newcomers” were neither more nor less likely to give

answers suggesting that they possessed strong ethnic or civic intuitions about

nationality than were native participants. Like native participants,

“newcomers” were most likely to make categorization decisions consistent

with the possession of either conflicting ethnic and civic intuitions or a

hybrid theory of nationality.

To assess whether newcomers’ essentialist beliefs about national categories

differed from those of native participants, we compared their ECQ scores.

Although newcomers tended to have somewhat stronger essentialist beliefs

(mean¼18.18, SD¼5.04) than native participants (mean¼17.18,

SD¼4.70), the difference between the groups was nonsignificant, t(194)¼
1.22, P¼0.22.Moreover, the association between age and ECQ scores which

we found for the entire group also held up when the newcomer

(r(44)¼�0.67, P<0.001) and native (r(152)¼�0.48, P<0.001) subsamples

were considered separately. Thus, our study provides no evidence for effects

of experience on children’s beliefs about national categories.

8. Conclusions and future directions

Based on our initial review of the literature on children’s intuitions

about nationality and national categories, we set out to answer four

Fig. 7 Nationality judgments as a function of participant’s immigrant status for
(A) target child and (B) target child’s offspring.
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questions. The first of these questions asked whether children hold civic,

ethnic, or mixed views of nationality and how these views change with

development. In answer to that question, our data suggest that the majority

of children hold a mixed view of nationality. Categorizing the target child in

the vignette as Both Northern Irish and Polish was by far the most common

response, and we saw little evidence consistent with either strong civic or

strong ethnic theories of nationality. Moreover, children’s view of nation-

ality showed little evidence of age-related change. One exception was that

older children expected successive generations of immigrants to be increas-

ingly assimilated whereas younger children did not. This might be inter-

preted as evidence that older children have stronger civic intuitions than

younger children. This finding aside, we found no evidence that one theory

or intuition is supplanted by another; even the youngest children in our sam-

ple appeared to take features associated with an ethnic theory and features

associated with a civic theory into account when making decisions about

nationality.

One very important question raised by these findings is whether children

possess hybrid theories of nationality consisting of features of both ethnic and

civic accounts (see Heath & Tilley, 2005), or hold competing civic and eth-

nic intuitions (see Rad &Ginges, 2018). It is impossible to arbitrate between

these theoretical possibilities on the basis of our data or indeed, on the basis

of data described elsewhere (e.g., Rad & Ginges, 2018). To tease these pos-

sibilities apart, different methodologies may be required including the use of

response deadlines and secondary tasks (see Bright & Feeney, 2014;

Eidson & Coley, 2014). It is clear from earlier research (for a review, see

Shtulman & Lombrozo, 2016) that very careful experimentation is required

in order to determine whether people possess multiple and competing or

integrated theories of any domain. Decisions about what and how best to

teach young people about nationality may depend on knowing which is

the case here.

Our second question was whether children’s conceptions of national cat-

egories reflect essentialist thinking and how essentialist thinking about

national categories changes with development. Our findings add weight

to the claim that essentialist thinking about development decreases with

age (see Hussak & Cimpian, 2019), but they are inconsistent with sugges-

tions (e.g., Pehrson et al., 2009; Hussak & Cimpian, 2019) that ethnic intu-

itions about nationality are equivalent to essentialist beliefs about national

categories. The “equivalence” argument appears strong given that ethnic

theories are based on ancestry, and that naturalness, or inheritance, is an

important feature of essentialist beliefs about categories (Haslam et al.,
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2000). However, we found no evidence that different types of categoriza-

tion were associated with stronger (or weaker) essentialist beliefs. These

findings raise the possibility that essentialist thinking may not be spontane-

ously applied to nationality categories. That said, we have described only

one study here, using only one measure each of ethnic and essentialist intu-

itions. Although these measures individually produced data that is intelligi-

ble and sensible given earlier findings, studies using different measures might

find stronger associations. We suspect that the appeal of the “equivalence”

argument will be strong enough to motivate other researchers, dissatisfied

with our conclusions, to run additional studies.

Our third question concerned how linguistic cues affect children’s deci-

sions about national category membership. Previous research has shown that

children make judgments about nationality on the basis of language spoken

(DeJesus et al., 2017). We have extended this work by showing that

(a) accent influences children’s nationality decisions, (b) descriptions of a tar-

get’s accent rather than a recording of them speaking is sufficient to affect

nationality categorizations, and (c) effects of accent persist across generations

such that the accent spoken by a first generation immigrant affects children’s

decisions about the nationality of the next generation. This effect, in partic-

ular, suggests extremely interesting connections between children’s essen-

tialist beliefs about nationality and language. Clearly, linguistic cues are a

very powerful source of information for children when making decisions

about nationality and may play an important role in children’s essentialist

beliefs about national categories (see Davoodi et al., 2020). One implication

of our results is that some children may believe that nationality is strongly

determined by linguistic features such as accent, and that those features

determine the inheritance of nationality. Relations between beliefs about

language and national categories are poorly understood and merit

further study.

Our final question concerned the effects of experience on children’s

beliefs about national categories. Our study provides no evidence for any

such effects. We were somewhat surprised by this finding as earlier work

with children demonstrates effects of experience on essentialist beliefs about

other social categories (e.g., Dautel & Kinzler, 2018; Deeb et al., 2011;

Rhodes & Gelman, 2009; Smyth et al., 2017). Moreover, work with

adults in Israel has demonstrated marked effects of experience on the con-

tents of ethnic and civic intuitions about nationality (Lewin-Epstein &

Levanon, 2005). Our hypothesis was that being an immigrant might cause

children to think differently about nationality categories. However, our
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“newcomer” group was composed of children from a variety of nations, and

likely, therefore, to have had a variety of different experiences. Previous

studies of group differences have tended to compare, and find differences

between, the way that relatively homogenous groups think about contested

categories (e.g., Deeb et al., 2011; Smyth et al., 2017). Thus, a study of, for

example, Indian and Pakistani children’s beliefs about the categories Indian

and Pakistani might reveal more effects of experience than were uncovered

here. Another issue is that we have not measured the importance that chil-

dren ascribe to nationality categories relative to other dimensions such as

gender or social class. Such a comparison might also reveal greater effects

of experience than we have found here as has been demonstrated in other

studies (Smyth et al., 2017).

It is important to note that this study investigated children’s intuitive

beliefs about nationality categories based on informal criteria, such as an

individual’s birthplace, accent, and current residence. Investigating the

developmental origins of reasoning about nationality based on these criteria

provides an understanding of how national institutions have been created,

and why constitutive rules for citizenship may vary across nations.

Children’s reliance on both ethnic and civic theories to determine

nationality helps explain why in some countries, such as the Republic of

Ireland, rules granting citizenship are based in part on concepts stemming

from ethnic theories such as jus sanguinis, while in other countries, such

as the United States of America, rules granting citizenship are based in part

on concepts stemming from civic theories such as jus soli.

However, children’s understanding of the formal institution of nation

states, and how this relates to essentialist, ethnic, and civic theories, is an

open question. Nation states are institutions in whichmembership is granted

to individuals based on the fulfillment of mutually agreed upon constitutive

rules, formalized into law. Citizenship laws are socially constructed, can

change over time, and it is often possible for individuals to be citizens of

more than one nation. Thus, thinking about national groups as institutions

runs contrary to an essentialist or ethnic construal of national category mem-

bership, and more closely mirrors a civic theory of national category mem-

bership. Recent research finds that children as young as 4 years old

understand the concept of groups as institutions in that groups can be con-

stituted by rules, and determine group membership based on the fulfillment

of such rules (Noyes & Dunham, 2020). By the age of six, children prioritize

constitutive rules over social affiliation when determining social group

membership (Noyes & Dunham, 2020). Thus, providing children with
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information about citizenship status in the vignettes in this study might have

prompted more responses in line with civic theories. Alternatively, national

categories might be distinct from other institutions (e.g., sororities, schools)

because often national group members share ancestry, language, and culture.

Interestingly, we found that older children expected intergenerational

immigrant assimilation to a greater extent than younger children did.

This might be evidence for greater understanding of the constitutive rules

governing formal decisions about national category membership in the older

participants. Thus, the development of a civic theory of national category

membership may depend on a developing understanding of the nation state

as formal institution. Future research should investigate whether children

continue to hold a mixture of ethnic theories and civic theories about

national categories, even when construed as institutional groups, and how

the content of the civic theory changes across development.

In conclusion, as we noted at the outset, increasing numbers of migrants

worldwide (International Organization for Migration, 2020) mean that

national categories have become a marked feature of public discourse across

the world. Decisions about whether they belong to the ingroup national cat-

egory can have profound implications for migrants and immigrants and may

be determined by the decision maker’s intuitions and beliefs about national

category membership. Yet, we know very little about those beliefs and how

they impact national categorizations. The results described here, along with

other recent work (Davoodi et al., 2020; Hussak & Cimpian, 2019; Rad &

Ginges, 2018), give us a preliminary understanding of the features of, and

interrelations between, children’s and adults’ intuitions about nationality

and national categories. Given the increasing political and societal urgency

surrounding issues of migration and immigration, understanding the devel-

opmental roots of our concepts relevant to these issues becomes increasingly

urgent as well.

Appendix

A.1 Vignette task
The experiment had a 2x2 between subjects design. All participants heard a

story about a child with a Polish name. The gender of the child describedwas

matched to the gender of the participant. We manipulated the child’s birth-

place (Poland vs Northern Ireland) and the child’s accent (Polish vs

Northern Irish). For example, female participants in the born in Northern

Ireland and Northern Irish accent condition were told “Kasia was born in
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Northern Ireland. Her parents were born in Poland. One week before Kasia

was born, her parents moved to Northern Ireland. She now goes to a school

in Northern Ireland where she has many friends. When Kasia talks, she

speaks with a Northern Irish accent.” Alternatively, male participants in

the born in Poland and Polish accent condition were told “Kuba was born

in Poland. His parents were born in Poland. One week after Kuba was born,

he and his parents moved to Northern Ireland. He now goes to a school in

Northern Ireland where he has many friends. When Kuba talks, he speaks

with a Polish accent.” These descriptions were accompanied by an outline

drawing of a male or female child. Assignment to experimental condition

was randomly determined.

Once they had heard the vignette, children were told “Kasia is some-

times asked if she is Polish, Northern Irish or both Northern Irish and

Polish,” and asked “what do you think she is?” The response options, pres-

ented in an order randomly determined for each participant, were: (A) Kasia

is Northern Irish; (B) Kasia is both Polish and Northern Irish; (C) Kasia is

Polish. Once participants had selected a response, we asked two follow-

up questions, again in randomly determined order, about whether it was

possible that the child could belong to each of the initially unchosen

response alternatives. So, when the participant initially said that Kasia is

Polish, we asked whether it was possible that she is Northern Irish and

whether it was possible that she is Northern Irish and Polish. Next, we asked

participants to categorize the nationality of Kasia’s children. We asked “If

Kasia has children in the future, will they be Polish, Northern Irish or both?”

Participants selected one of the same three, randomly ordered, response

options used for the earlier question about Kasia’s own national groupmem-

bership. We also asked two follow-up questions about whether it is possible

that Kasia’s child could belong to each of the unchosen response alternatives.

We then asked participants howmuch control Kasia has over whether or not

she is Polish, Polish and Northern Irish, or Northern Irish. Children chose

one from three response alternatives: no control, some control, and total

control.

A.2 Essentialism Components Questionnaire (ECQ)
First, we showed participants two exemplars of category members, pre-

senting them with outline figures of two children each of whom were

named and one of whom was said to be Polish and the other Northern

Irish. In all cases the gender of the figures was the same and matched the
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gender of the participant. Then, we asked participants six questions about

how much Northern Irish and Polish children are different in “what they

think,” “what they like,” “the way they behave,” “the way they look,”

“what they have inside their body,” and “the kind of blood they have.”

These questions were asked first, in a randomly determined order. Three

further questions asked how possible it is for a child who is Northern

Irish to become Polish, a child who is Polish to become Northern Irish,

and for a child to be Northern Irish and Polish at the same time. The order

of these questions was randomly determined. For each question, participants

selected a response from a four-item response scale: Not at all; a little; a lot;

completely. Each response item was illustrated with a drawing of a stick

figure the position of whose arms corresponded to the response. For exam-

ple, in the picture illustrating the “not at all” response option, the stick fig-

ure’s arms rested together on a surface, whereas in the picture illustrating the

“completely” response option, the arms were held aloft and as wide apart as

possible.

Prior to the main statistical analyses involving ECQ scores, we entered

children’s responses into a factor analysis employing varimax rotation and a

principal components extraction method. We imposed a single factor solu-

tion in this analysis. Factor loadings revealed that the item asking whether a

child can be Northern Irish and Polish at the same time loaded negatively

onto the single factor whereas all other items loaded positively.

Moreover, a reliability analysis revealed that although the nine-item scale

was reliable (α ¼ 0.69), this was the only item whose removal resulted in

an increase in reliability (α ¼ 0.74). Accordingly, we removed this item

for all of the statistical analyses that follow. A factor analysis on the remaining

eight items revealed that a single factor (eigenvalue ¼ 2.85) accounted for

35% of the variance. Rotated factor loadings for the eight-item scale are

to be seen in Table A1.

A.3 Procedure
Participants were tested individually by an experimenter in a quiet part of

their school. Once the child had assented, they were presented with the

materials on a touchscreen computer via Qualtrics in the order described

above and, at the same time, heard the experimenter read each question

aloud. After answering the questions children were debriefed before

returning to class.

126 Aidan Feeney et al.



References
Aboud, F. E. (1988). Children and prejudice. The development of ethnic awareness and identity.

Oxford: Basil Blackwell.
Ahn, W., Kalish, C., Gelman, S. A., Medin, D. L., Luhmann, C., Atran, S., et al. (2001).

Why essences are essential in the psychology of concepts. Cognition, 82, 59–69.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0010-0277(01)00145-7.

Barrett, M. D. (2007). Children’s knowledge, beliefs and feelings about nations and national groups.
New York, NY: Psychology Press.

Bigler, R. S., & Liben, L. S. (2006). A developmental intergroup theory of social stereotypes
and prejudice. Advances in Child Development and Behavior, 34, 39–89. https://doi.org/
10.1016/S0065-2407(06)80004-2.

Birnbaum, D., Deeb, I., Segall, G., Ben-Eliyahu, A., & Diesendruck, G. (2010). The devel-
opment of social essentialism: The case of Israeli children’s inferences about Jews and
Arabs. Child Development, 81, 757–777. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.
01432.x.

Bright, A. K., & Feeney, A. (2014). The engine of thought is a hybrid: Roles of associative
and structured knowledge in reasoning. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 143,
2082–2102. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0037653.

Brubaker, R. (1992). Citizenship and nationhood in France and Germany. Cambridge, USA:
Harvard University Press.

Cairns, E., & Darby, J. (1998). The conflict in Northern Ireland: Causes, consequences, and
controls. American Psychologist, 53, 754–760. https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.53.
7.754.

Carrington, B., & Short, G. (1995). What makes a person British: Children’s conceptions of
their national culture and identity. Educational Studies, 21, 217–238. https://doi.org/
10.1080/0305569950210206.

Carrington, B., & Short, G. (1996). Who counts; who cares? Scottish children’s notions of
national identity. Educational Studies, 22, 203–224. https://doi.org/10.1080/03055
69960220206.

Table A1 Rotated factor loadings for individual ECQ items.
Item Factor loading

1. The way they think 0.72

2. What they like 0.50

3. The way they behave 0.65

4. The way they look 0.60

5. What they have inside their body 0.69

6. The kind of blood they have 0.44

7. Possibility of change

NI!Polish

0.55

8. Possibility of change

Polish ! NI

0.50

127Development of essentialist thinking about nationality

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0010
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0010-0277(01)00145-7
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0020
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0065-2407(06)80004-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0065-2407(06)80004-2
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01432.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01432.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0037653
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0040
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.53.7.754
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.53.7.754
https://doi.org/10.1080/0305569950210206
https://doi.org/10.1080/0305569950210206
https://doi.org/10.1080/0305569960220206
https://doi.org/10.1080/0305569960220206


Carrington, B., & Short, G. (2000). Citizenship and nationhood: The constructions of British
and American children. In M. Leicester, C. Modgil, & S. Modgil (Eds.), Politics, education
and citizenship (pp. 183–193). London: Falmer Press.

Dautel, J., & Kinzler, K. (2018). Once a French speaker, always a French speaker? Bilingual
children’s thinking about the stability of language.Cognitive Science, 42, 287–302. https://
doi.org/10.1111/cogs.12572.

Davoodi, T., Soley, G., Harris, P. L., & Blake, P. R. (2020). Essentialization of social cat-
egories across development in two cultures. Child Development, 91, 289–306. https://
doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13209.

Deeb, I., Segall, G., Birnbaum, D., Ben-Eliyahu, A., & Diesendruck, G. (2011). Seeing isn’t
believing: The effect of intergroup exposure on children’s beliefs about ethnic categories.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 101, 1139–1156. https://doi.org/10.1037/
a0026107.

DeJesus, J., Hwang, H., Dautel, J., & Kinzler, K. (2017). ‘American ¼ English-speaker’
before ‘American¼White.’ The development of children’s reasoning about nationality.
Child Development, 89, 1752–1767. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12845.

Diesendruck, G., & Haber, L. (2009). God’s categories: The effect of religiosity on children’s
teleological and essentialist beliefs about categories.Cognition, 110, 100–114. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.cognition.2008.11.001.

Diesendruck, G., &HaLevi, H. (2006). The role of language, appearance, and culture in chil-
dren’s social category-based induction.Child Development, 77, 539–553. https://doi.org/
10.1111/j.1467-8624.2006.00889.x.

Eidson, R. C., & Coley, J. D. (2014). Not so fast: Reassessing gender essentialism in young
adults. Journal of Cognition and Development, 15, 382–392. https://doi.org/
10.1080/15248372.2013.763810.

Extra, G., Spotti, M., & Van Avermaet, P. (2009). Language testing, migration, and citizenship:
Cross-national perspectives on integration regimes. London, UK: Continuum.

Feeney, A. (2018). Forty years of progress on category-based inductive reasoning. In L. Ball &
V. Thompson (Eds.), The Routledge international handbook of thinking and reasoning
(pp. 167–185). Abingdon, UK: Routledge.

Fritzley, H. V., & Lee, K. (2003). Do young children always say yes to yes-no questions?
Meta-developmental study of affirmational bias. Child Development, 74, 1297–1313.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8624.00608.

Furey, A., Hughes, J., Donnelly, C., & Blaylock, D. (2017). Interpretations of national iden-
tity in northern post-conflict Northern Ireland: A comparison of different school set-
tings. Research Papers in Education, 32, 137–150. https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.
2016.1158855.

Gelman, S. A. (2003).The essential child: Origins of essentialism in everyday thought.Oxford, UK:
Oxford University Press.

Gelman, S. A., &Coley, J. D. (1991). Language and categorization: The acquisition of natural
kind terms. In S. A. Gelman & J. B. Byrnes (Eds.), Perspectives on language and thought:
Interrelations in development (pp. 146–196). Cambridge,MA: CambridgeUniversity Press.

Gelman, S. A., Heyman, G. D., & Legare, C. H. (2007). Developmental changes in the
coherence of essentialist beliefs about psychological characteristics. Child Development,
78, 757–774. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2007.01031.x.

Gelman, S. A., &Wellman, H.W. (1991). Insides and essences: Early understandings of the -
non- obvious. Cognition, 38, 213–244. https://doi.org/10.1016/0010-0277(91)
90007-q.

Greenfeld, L. (1992). Nationalism: Five roads to modernity. Cambridge, USA: Harvard
University Press.

Haslam, N. O., Rothschild, L., & Ernst, D. (2000). Essentialist beliefs about social categories.
British Journal of Social Psychology, 39, 113–127. https://doi.org/10.1348/014466
600164363.

128 Aidan Feeney et al.

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0060
https://doi.org/10.1111/cogs.12572
https://doi.org/10.1111/cogs.12572
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13209
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13209
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0026107
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0026107
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12845
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2008.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2008.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2006.00889.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2006.00889.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/15248372.2013.763810
https://doi.org/10.1080/15248372.2013.763810
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0105
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0105
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0105
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8624.00608
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2016.1158855
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2016.1158855
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0120
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0120
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0125
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0125
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0125
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2007.01031.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/0010-0277(91)90007-q
https://doi.org/10.1016/0010-0277(91)90007-q
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0140
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0140
https://doi.org/10.1348/014466600164363
https://doi.org/10.1348/014466600164363


Heath, A. F., & Tilley, J. R. (2005). British national identity and attitudes toward immigra-
tion. International Journal on Multicultural Societies, 7, 119–132.

Hirschfeld, L. A. (1996). Race in the making: Cognition, culture, and the child’s construction of
human kinds. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Hirschfeld, L. A., & Gelman, S. A. (1997). What young children think about the relationship
between language variation and social difference. Cognitive Development, 12, 213–238.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0885-2014(97)90014-9.

Hussak, L. J., & Cimpian, A. (2019). “It feels like it’s in your body”: How children in the
United States think about nationality. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 148,
1153–1168. https://doi.org/10.1037/xge0000567.

Hwang, H. G., & Markson, L. (2018). Locals don’t have accents: Children weigh phonolog-
ical proficiency over syntactic or semantic proficiency when categorizing individuals.
Journal of Child Language, 45, 1018–1034. https://doi.org/10.1017/S03050009170
00587.

International Organization for Migration. (2020). World migration report 2020. Geneva,
Switzerland: International Organization for Migration.

Jahoda, G. (1963). The development of children’s ideas about country and nationality. Part 1:
The conceptual framework. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 33, 47–60. https://
doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8279.1963.tb00562.x.

Kinzler, K., Corriveau, K. H., & Harris, P. L. (2011). Children’s selective trust in native-
accented speakers. Developmental Science, 14, 106–111. https://doi.org/10.1111/
j.1467-7687.2010.00965.x.

Kinzler, K. D., & Dautel, J. B. (2012). Children’s essentialist reasoning about language and
race. Developmental Science, 15, 131–138. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2011.
01101.x.

Kinzler, K. D., & DeJesus, J. M. (2013). Children’s sociolinguistic evaluations of nice for-
eigners and mean Americans. Developmental Psychology, 49, 655–664. https://doi.org/
10.1037/a0028740.

Kinzler, K. D., Shutts, K., DeJesus, J., & Spelke, E. S. (2009). Accent trumps race in guiding
children’s social preferences. Social Cognition, 27, 623–634. https://doi.org/10.1521/
soco.2009.27.4.623.

Knobe, J., Pasada, S., & Newman, G. E. (2013). Dual character concepts and the normative
dimension of conceptual representation. Cognition, 127(2), 242–257. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.cognition.2013.01.005.

Lewin-Epstein, N., & Levanon, A. (2005). National identity and xenophobia. International
Journal on Multicultural Societies, 7, 90–118.

Mahalingham, R. (2003). Essentialism, culture and power: Representations of social class.
Journal of Social Issues, 59, 733–749. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.0022-4537.2003.00087.x.

McNicholl, K., Stevenson, C., &Garry, J. (2019). How the ‘Northern Irish’ nation identity is
understood and used by young people and politicians. Political Psychology, 40, 487–505.
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12523.

Medin, D. L., &Ortony, A. (1989). Psychological essentialism. In S. Vosniadou &A. Ortony
(Eds.), Similarity and analogical reasoning (pp. 179–195). New York: Cambridge
University Press.

Medrano, J. D., & Koenig, M. (2005). Nationalism, citizenship and immigration in social
science research. International Journal on Multicultural Societies, 7, 82–89.

Meeus, J., Duriez, B., Vanbeselaere, N., & Boen, F. (2010). The role of national identity
representation in the relation between in-group identification and out-group deroga-
tion: Ethnic versus civic representation. British Journal of Social Psychology, 49,
305–320. https://doi.org/10.1348/014466609X451455.

Morton, T. A., & Postmes, T. (2009). When differences become essential: Minority essen-
tialism in response to majority treatment. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 35,
656–668. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167208331254.

129Development of essentialist thinking about nationality

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0150
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0150
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0155
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0155
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0885-2014(97)90014-9
https://doi.org/10.1037/xge0000567
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000917000587
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000917000587
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0175
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0175
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8279.1963.tb00562.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8279.1963.tb00562.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2010.00965.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2010.00965.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2011.01101.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2011.01101.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0028740
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0028740
https://doi.org/10.1521/soco.2009.27.4.623
https://doi.org/10.1521/soco.2009.27.4.623
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2013.01.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2013.01.005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0210
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0210
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.0022-4537.2003.00087.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12523
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0225
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0225
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0225
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0230
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0230
https://doi.org/10.1348/014466609X451455
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167208331254


Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency. (2014).Northern Ireland census 2011 key sta-
tistics summary report. Retrieved 18 February, 2016 from http://www.nisra.gov.uk/
archive/census/2011/results/key-statistics/summary-report.pdf.

Noyes, A., & Dunham, Y. (2020). Groups as institutions: The use of constitutive rules to
attribute group membership. Cognition, 196, 104143.

Pauker, K., Ambady, N., & Apfelbaum, E. P. (2010). Race and essentialist thinking in racial
stereotype development. Child Development, 81, 1799–1813. https://doi.org/10.1111/
j.1467-8624.2010.01511.x.

Pehrson, S., Brown, R., & Zagefka, H. (2009). When does national identification lead to the
rejection of immigrants? Cross-sectional and longitudinal evidence for the role of essen-
tialist in-group definitions. British Journal of Social Psychology, 48(1), 61–76. https://doi.
org/10.1348/014466608X288827.

Pehrson, S., Vignoles, V. L., & Brown, R. (2009). National identification and anti-
immigrant prejudice: Individual and contextual effects of national definitions. Social
Psychology Quarterly, 72, 24–38. https://doi.org/10.1177/019027250907200104.

Piaget, J., & Weil, A.-M. (1951). The development in children of the idea of the homeland
and of relations with other countries. International Social Science Bulletin, 3, 561–578.

Powell, L. J., & Spelke, E. S. (2013). Preverbal infants expect members of social groups to act
alike. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 110(41), E3965–E3972. https://doi.
org/10.1073/pnas.1304326110.

Prentice, D. A., & Miller, D. T. (2007). Psychological essentialism of human categories.
Current Directions in Psychological Science, 16, 202–206. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
8721.2007.00504.x.

Rad, M. S., & Ginges, J. (2018). Folk theories of nationality and anti-immigrant attitudes.
Nature Human Behaviour, 2, 343–347. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-018-0334-3.

Rhodes, M. (2013). How two intuitive theories shape the development of social categori-
zation. Child Development Perspectives, 7, 12–16. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12007.

Rhodes, M., & Gelman, S. A. (2009). A developmental examination of the conceptual struc-
ture of animal, artifact, and human social categories across two cultural contexts.Cognitive
Psychology, 59, 244–274. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cogpsych.2009.05.001.

Rothi, D. M., Lyons, E., & Chryssochoou, X. (2005). National attachment and patriotism in
a European nation: A British study. Political Psychology, 26, 135–155. https://doi.org/
10.1111/j.1467-9221.2005.00412.x.

Scourfield, J., & Davies, A. (2005). Children’s accounts of Wales as racialized and inclusive.
Ethnicities, 5, 83–107. https://doi.org/10.1177/1468796805049927.

Segall, G., Birnbaum, D., Deeb, I., & Diesendruck, G. (2015). The intergenerational trans-
mission of ethnic essentialism: How parents talk counts the most. Developmental Science,
18, 543–555. https://doi.org/10.1111/desc.12235.

Shtulman, A., & Lombrozo, T. (2016). Bundles of contradiction: A coexistence view of con-
ceptual change. In D. Barner & A. S. Baron (Eds.), Core knowledge and conceptual change
(pp. 49–67). Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Smith, A. (2001). Nationalism: Theory, ideology, history. Cambridge, MA: Polity Press.
Smyth, K., Feeney, A., Eidson, R. C., & Coley, J. D. (2017). Development of essentialist

thinking about religion categories in Northern Ireland (and the United States).
Developmental Psychology, 53, 475–496. https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000253.

Solomon, G. E. A., Johnson, S. C., Zaitchik, D., & Carey, S. (1996). Like father, like son:
Young children’s understanding of how and why offspring resemble their parents. Child
Development, 67, 151–171. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.1996.tb01726.x.

Wakefield, J. R., Hopkins, N., Cockburn, C., Ka Man, S., Muirhead, A., Reicher, S., et al.
(2011). The impact of adopting ethnic and civic conceptions of national belonging for
others’ treatment. Personality and Social Psychology, 37, 1599–1610. https://doi.org/
10.1177/0146167211416131.

130 Aidan Feeney et al.

http://www.nisra.gov.uk/archive/census/2011/results/key-statistics/summary-report.pdf
http://www.nisra.gov.uk/archive/census/2011/results/key-statistics/summary-report.pdf
http://www.nisra.gov.uk/archive/census/2011/results/key-statistics/summary-report.pdf
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0250
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0250
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01511.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01511.x
https://doi.org/10.1348/014466608X288827
https://doi.org/10.1348/014466608X288827
https://doi.org/10.1177/019027250907200104
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0270
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0270
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1304326110
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1304326110
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8721.2007.00504.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8721.2007.00504.x
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-018-0334-3
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cogpsych.2009.05.001
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9221.2005.00412.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9221.2005.00412.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468796805049927
https://doi.org/10.1111/desc.12235
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0315
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0315
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0315
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0320
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000253
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.1996.tb01726.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167211416131
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167211416131


Warner, W. L., & Srole, L. (1945). The social systems of American ethnic groups. New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press.

Waters, M. C. (1994). Ethnic and racial identities of second-generation black immigrants in
New York City. The International Migration Review, 28, 795–820. https://doi.org/
10.2307/2547158.

Weatherhead, D., White, K. S., & Friedman, O. (2016). Where are you from? Preschoolers
infer background from accent. Journal of Experimental Child Psychology, 143, 171–178.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2015.10.011.

131Development of essentialist thinking about nationality

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0340
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0065-2407(20)30032-X/rf0340
https://doi.org/10.2307/2547158
https://doi.org/10.2307/2547158
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2015.10.011

	The development of essentialist, ethnic, and civic intuitions about national categories
	Introduction
	Ethnic and civic theories of nationality
	Relations and essences: Children´s beliefs about national groups
	Relations between ethnic and civic theories and essentialist intuitions about nationality
	Language and beliefs about national categories
	Outstanding questions and initial evidence
	Results and discussion
	Do children hold civic, ethnic, or mixed views of nationality? How do these views change with development?
	Evaluating evidence for an ethnic view of nationality
	Evaluating evidence for a civic theory of nationality
	Developmental changes in conceptions of nationality
	Summary

	Do children´s conceptions of national categories reflect essentialist thinking? How does this essentialist thinking  ...
	How do linguistic cues impact children´s decision about national category membership?
	Do immigrant children think differently about national categories than native-born children?

	Conclusions and future directions
	Appendix
	Vignette task
	Essentialism Components Questionnaire (ECQ)
	Procedure

	References




