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The Development of Children's Sense of Fairness

children's sense of fairness is a fundamental aspect of their social and moral development,
emerging from early childhood and evolving significantly over time. This innate drive to ensure
equitable treatment influences their interactions, judgments, and understanding of rules and societal
norms. Understanding how this sense of fairness develops, the factors that shape it, and practical
ways to nurture it is crucial for parents, educators, and caregivers. This article delves into the
intricate journey of a child's developing perception of what is right and just, exploring the cognitive,
emotional, and social underpinnings of this vital trait, and offering insights into its practical
application in everyday life.
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Understanding Fairness in Early Childhood

The nascent understanding of fairness in very young children often revolves around immediate
needs and direct experiences. At this stage, fairness is typically perceived as getting what they want
or what they believe they deserve in a given moment. It's a egocentric view where their personal
perspective dominates, and deviations from their expectations can easily lead to feelings of injustice.
This foundational understanding, though simple, lays the groundwork for more complex moral
reasoning later on.

This early perception is heavily influenced by the concept of "equality," which for a toddler might
mean identical portions or identical treatment, regardless of context or individual circumstances. If
one sibling receives a cookie, they expect the same immediately, and any delay or difference can be
interpreted as unfair. This is not a deliberate act of selfishness but rather a developmental phase
where differentiating between absolute sameness and equitable distribution is not yet sophisticated.

Stages of Fairness Development

The Egocentric Stage (Toddlerhood to Early Preschool)



During toddlerhood and early preschool years, a child's sense of fairness is largely egocentric. Their
focus is on their own desires and immediate needs. If they perceive a discrepancy that directly
impacts them negatively, they will likely protest loudly, viewing it as a clear violation of fairness.
This stage is characterized by a black-and-white view of what is right and wrong, often based on
personal gain or loss.

An example of this is when a child insists that two toys must be identical in every way, or that they
must receive the same number of grapes as their sibling, even if they consumed theirs more quickly.
The concept of rules or individual choices that might lead to different outcomes is not yet fully
grasped. Their world is centered around their immediate experience, and fairness is defined by how
well that experience meets their expectations.

The Stage of Reciprocity (Preschool to Early Elementary)

As children progress into preschool and early elementary school, their understanding of fairness
begins to expand beyond their own immediate needs. They start to grasp the concept of reciprocity,
often articulated as "you scratch my back, I'll scratch yours." They understand that if they are fair to
others, others should be fair to them. This is a significant cognitive leap, moving from a purely self-
centered perspective to an understanding of mutual exchange.

This stage can be observed when children expect to share toys with the understanding that they will
receive something in return, or that if they follow a rule, they should expect a reward or at least fair
treatment from others. They might also begin to understand the idea of taking turns and the
importance of adhering to established agreements, recognizing that such adherence benefits
everyone involved in the long run.

The Stage of Social Conventions and Justice (Late Elementary
and Beyond)

By late elementary school and into adolescence, children develop a more sophisticated
understanding of fairness, incorporating social conventions, laws, and abstract principles of justice.
They begin to appreciate that fairness isn't always about strict equality but can also involve equity,
where individuals receive what they deserve based on effort, need, or merit. They can also
understand that rules and laws, even if they sometimes feel inconvenient, are designed to promote
the greater good and maintain social order.

At this advanced stage, children can engage in discussions about fairness in broader societal
contexts, such as distributing resources or ensuring equal opportunities. They can differentiate
between a rule that is inherently unfair and a rule that is simply difficult to follow. Their judgments
become less impulsive and more based on reasoned ethical principles, demonstrating a mature
grasp of justice as a complex social construct.



Factors Influencing a Child's Sense of Fairness

Parental Modeling and Guidance

Parents play a pivotal role in shaping a child's sense of fairness through their own behavior and
explicit guidance. When parents consistently demonstrate fairness in their interactions with their
children, with each other, and with others outside the family, children learn by example. This
includes fair discipline, equitable distribution of resources within the family, and respectful
communication.

Directly discussing concepts of fairness, explaining reasons behind decisions, and involving children
in age-appropriate decision-making processes also significantly contributes to their understanding.
For instance, explaining why one child might receive a larger portion of a treat due to their larger
appetite, or why a punishment is proportionate to a misbehavior, helps children internalize nuanced
ideas of equity rather than just simple equality.

Peer Interactions and Social Learning

Interactions with peers are a crucial crucible for developing and testing a child's sense of fairness.
In playgroups, at school, and during social activities, children constantly negotiate, share, and
resolve conflicts, all of which involve fairness. They learn about compromise, the consequences of
unfair behavior, and the benefits of cooperation through direct experience.

Observing how their peers react to perceived unfairness, and experiencing the backlash or social
exclusion that can result from selfish or inequitable actions, teaches children valuable lessons. These
experiences often lead to a greater appreciation for the social norms that underpin fair behavior and
the importance of maintaining positive relationships.

Cultural and Societal Norms

The broader cultural and societal context in which a child grows up significantly influences their
understanding of fairness. Different cultures may place varying emphasis on individual rights versus
collective well-being, or on meritocracy versus need-based distribution. Children absorb these
societal values through media, education, and community practices.

For example, a society that emphasizes individual achievement might foster a stronger belief in
merit-based fairness, while a more collectivist society might prioritize equitable distribution to
ensure everyone's basic needs are met. These prevailing norms help children develop a framework
for what is considered just within their particular community.



Nurturing a Strong Sense of Fairness

Encourage Empathy and Perspective-Taking

A cornerstone of a robust sense of fairness is empathy. Encouraging children to consider how their
actions might affect others, and to imagine themselves in another's shoes, is vital. Role-playing
scenarios, reading stories with diverse characters and moral dilemmas, and discussing the feelings
of those involved can all foster empathy.

When a child understands the emotional impact of an unfair action, they are more likely to refrain
from it and to advocate for fair treatment for others. This ability to connect with others' emotions is
a powerful motivator for ethical behavior and a true indicator of developing moral reasoning.

Teach Problem-Solving and Negotiation Skills

Fairness often requires negotiation and compromise, especially when disagreements arise.
Equipping children with effective problem-solving and negotiation skills empowers them to navigate
conflicts constructively. This involves teaching them to articulate their needs clearly, listen to others'
perspectives, and work towards mutually agreeable solutions.

Instead of always intervening to "fix" a dispute, parents and educators can guide children through
the process. This might involve helping them brainstorm solutions, evaluate options, and understand
the concept of give-and-take. Such skills are essential for maintaining healthy social relationships
and a sense of fair play.

Discuss and Explain Rules and Consequences

Children are more likely to accept and adhere to rules when they understand the rationale behind
them. Taking the time to explain why a rule exists, and the consequences of breaking it, helps
children develop a deeper understanding of fairness in relation to established structures.

When a child is disciplined, the explanation should focus on the impact of their behavior and the
expectation for future conduct, rather than being solely punitive. This approach reinforces the idea
that rules are in place for reasons of fairness and safety, and that adherence is a part of being a
responsible member of a community.

Fairness and Social Interactions



Sharing and Cooperation

The concepts of sharing and cooperation are fundamental to a child's developing sense of fairness.
Through these activities, children learn to navigate the balance between their own desires and the
needs of others. Learning to share toys, take turns, and work together towards a common goal are
practical lessons in equity and mutual consideration.

When children are encouraged to share, and when they experience the positive outcomes of
cooperation, such as achieving a shared objective or receiving praise for teamwork, they begin to
associate fairness with positive social engagement. Conversely, a lack of willingness to share or
cooperate can lead to social exclusion, reinforcing the importance of equitable behavior.

Understanding Boundaries and Personal Space

Fairness also extends to respecting others' boundaries and personal space. As children interact with
peers and adults, they learn that individuals have different comfort levels and expectations
regarding physical proximity and personal belongings. Understanding and respecting these
boundaries is a crucial aspect of treating others fairly.

For example, a child who learns not to grab another child's toy without asking, or who understands
that it's not acceptable to interrupt someone's private conversation, is demonstrating an awareness
of fairness in interpersonal interactions. This involves recognizing the inherent right of others to
control their own space and possessions.

The Role of Empathy in Fairness

Empathy serves as the emotional engine driving a true sense of fairness. It's the ability to
understand and share the feelings of another person. Without empathy, fairness might be reduced to
a set of rigid rules or a transactional agreement, lacking the deeper moral compass that guides
genuine consideration for others' well-being.

When a child can empathize with someone who has been treated unfairly, they are more likely to feel
a sense of indignation and a desire to right the wrong. This emotional connection prompts them to
act not just because a rule has been broken, but because they understand the suffering or distress
that unfairness can cause. Developing empathy, therefore, is inextricably linked to developing a
profound and compassionate sense of justice.

Fairness and Conflict Resolution

Children's developing sense of fairness is constantly tested and refined through conflict. How they
handle disagreements, and how adults guide them through these challenges, significantly shapes



their understanding of justice. Effective conflict resolution teaches children that fairness is not about
winning every battle, but about finding solutions that respect the rights and feelings of all involved.

Teaching children strategies like active listening, compromise, and finding common ground is
crucial. Instead of simply imposing solutions, adults can facilitate dialogues where children learn to
articulate their grievances, acknowledge the other party's perspective, and collaboratively arrive at
resolutions that both parties perceive as fair. This process builds resilience and promotes a proactive
approach to maintaining harmonious relationships.

Addressing Perceived Unfairness in Children

It is common for children to perceive unfairness, even when adults believe a situation is equitable.
These perceptions, though sometimes exaggerated from an adult viewpoint, are genuine to the child
and offer valuable opportunities for learning. When a child cries, "That's not fair!", it’s essential to
acknowledge their feelings before addressing the situation.

Validating their emotions by saying something like, "I hear that you feel that's unfair," can de-
escalate the situation. Then, calmly explain the reasoning behind the decision or action. This might
involve discussing different needs, individual efforts, or the established rules. The goal is to help the
child understand the adult perspective and to develop their own ability to assess situations more
broadly, moving beyond their immediate, egocentric viewpoint. It also teaches them that even when
things don't go their way, there can be logical and fair reasons for it.

Children's innate drive for fairness is a powerful force that shapes their moral compass and social
behavior. By understanding the developmental stages, influencing factors, and employing nurturing
strategies, parents and educators can foster a lifelong appreciation for justice, equity, and
compassion in the younger generation.

FAQ

Q: How does a toddler's sense of fairness differ from that of a
six-year-old?
A: A toddler's sense of fairness is primarily egocentric, focused on immediate needs and the concept
of sameness. If they don't get what they want or if there's a perceived difference that disadvantages
them, they see it as unfair. A six-year-old, however, begins to grasp reciprocity ("you scratch my
back, I'll scratch yours") and can understand simple rules and turn-taking, showing a developing
awareness of fairness beyond their own immediate desires.

Q: What are some common signs that a child has a strong
sense of fairness?
A: Signs of a strong sense of fairness in children include: readily sharing toys and resources,
becoming upset when others are treated unfairly, advocating for those who are being wronged,
understanding and respecting rules and turns, engaging in cooperative play with a sense of equity,



and showing concern for the well-being of others.

Q: Can screen time negatively impact a child's developing
sense of fairness?
A: Yes, screen time can potentially impact a child's sense of fairness if the content heavily promotes
self-interest without acknowledging consequences or the perspectives of others. Conversely, well-
designed educational programs can foster empathy and an understanding of fairness. Excessive or
unregulated screen time might also limit opportunities for real-world social interactions where
fairness is learned and practiced.

Q: How can parents teach children about the difference
between equality and equity?
A: Parents can teach the difference between equality (everyone gets the same) and equity (everyone
gets what they need to succeed) through real-life examples. For instance, if one child needs glasses
to see the board at school but another doesn't, equity means the second child doesn't need glasses,
while equality would mean giving both the same set of glasses, which would be unfair to the child
who doesn't need them. Using stories and scenarios where different needs require different
solutions can also be effective.

Q: Is it normal for children to complain about things being
unfair frequently?
A: Yes, it is very normal for children, especially younger ones, to frequently express that things are
unfair. Their developing cognitive abilities and emotional regulation mean they often perceive
situations through a more immediate and self-focused lens. These complaints, while sometimes
frustrating for adults, are often opportunities to teach them about perspective-taking, negotiation,
and the nuances of fairness.

Q: How does a child's sense of fairness relate to their
understanding of justice?
A: A child's sense of fairness is the foundational building block for their understanding of justice. As
their perception of fairness evolves from simple equality to more complex concepts of equity,
proportionality, and social responsibility, so does their capacity to comprehend broader principles of
justice within society. A well-developed sense of fairness contributes to a child's inclination to act
justly and to seek justice for themselves and others.
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