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CHILD DEVELOPMENT PERSPECTIVES

Young Children’s Understanding of Ownership

Shaylene E. Nancekivell, Julia W. Van de Vondervoort, and Ori Friedman

University of Waterloo

ABSTRACT—Quwnership influences the permissibility of peo-
ple’s use of objects. Understanding ownership is therefore
necessary for socially appropriate behavior and is an
important part of children’s social-cognitive development.
Children are sophisticated in their reasoning about owner-
ship early in development. They make a variety of judg-
ments about ownership, including judgments about how
ownership is acquired, who owns what, and ownership
rights. Understanding how children reason about owner-
ship can also inform broader questions about the nature
and origins of ownership.

KEYWORD—ownership

People’s behavior and their thoughts about behavior depend on
ownership. For example, although collecting seashells lying on a
public beach is acceptable, helping yourself to seashells sold at
a beachside stand is not. Recognizing and upholding ownership
is necessary for socially appropriate behavior.

Concern with ownership is evident in young children. Tod-
dlers identify property that belongs to them, their parents, and
others (Brownell, lesue, Nichols, & Svetlova, 2013; Fasig,
2000), and young children’s conflicts are often disputes about
property (Ross, 1996; Shantz, 1987). Ownership also affects
children’s preferences for objects (Gelman, Manczak, & Noles,
2012) and how memorable objects are for children (Cunning-
ham, Vergunst, Macrae, & Turk, 2013).

Young children’s reasoning about ownership is striking
because ownership is abstract and does not depend on the phys-
ical properties of objects. For example, examining the physical
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features of a seashell will never reveal how to acquire ownership
of it, whether it is already owned, or the rights or privileges con-
ferred to its owner. To reason about ownership, children must
have and use different kinds of knowledge, including how own-
ership is acquired, how to judge who owns an object, and which
rights are conferred to owners.

HOW IS OWNERSHIP ACQUIRED?

Knowing how objects become owned drives attempts to acquire
ownership. Without such causal knowledge, one might think it
equally possible to acquire a new car by purchasing it from a
dealership, expressing desire for it, or doing a dance in front of
it.

Owned property is typically acquired in transactions where
ownership is transferred from one person to another. Means of
transferring ownership differentiate legitimate and illegitimate
possession. For example, a person who purchases a car is its
rightful owner, but a person who steals one is a thief. At age 4,
children recognize that ownership is transferred when an item is
given as a gift, but not when the item is stolen (Blake & Harris,
2009); 3-year-olds also appreciate that ownership is transferred
in gift exchanges, at least when the gift-giving context is high-
lighted (e.g., the gift is a wrapped present; Friedman & Neary,
2008). By age 4 or 5, children understand that ownership is
acquired by a person who purchases an object (Cram & Ng,
1989; Nancekivell & Friedman, in press). Three- and 4-year-
olds may also believe that ownership of an object is transferred
to someone who works on it (e.g., makes playdough into a duck),
though adults do not share this view (Kanngiesser, Gjersoe, &
Hood, 2010).

However, people do not acquire property just through
the transfer of ownership; they also acquire new or first owner-
ship over things. Legal and philosophical discussions of ownership
touch on two primary methods for establishing first ownership over
an object—taking first possession of it (e.g., Epstein, 1978), and
laboring or working on it (Locke, 1690/1978). Preschoolers’ expla-
nations of ownership suggest that they reason along similar lines.
For example, when asked why a certain boy owns a rock, 4- and 5-
year-olds often say that he found it, and when asked why a girl

Volume 7, Number 4, 2013, Pages 243-247



244 | Shaylene E. Nancekivell, Julia W. Van de Vondervoort, and Ori Friedman

owns a drawing, they explain that she made it (Nancekivell &
Friedman, in press); both of these actions (finding, making) have
elements of possession and labor, so it is unclear whether the pos-
session or labor account (or both) underlies children’s judgments.
Three-year-olds do not provide such explanations and it is
unknown whether they know how first ownership is established.
By age 6, children predict that the first person to possess a no-
nowned object is its owner, and they also reason similarly about
the ownership of ideas and intellectual property. For example,
they judge that an idea belongs to the person who first possesses or
creates it (Shaw, Li, & Olson, 2012).

Studies examining how children distribute resources may shed
light on children’s judgments about the acquisition of ownership.
In some studies, when two agents work to produce or secure a
resource, 3-year-olds consider the relative contributions of the
agents when dividing the resource (Baumard, Mascaro, & Che-
vallier, 2012; Warneken, Lohse, Melis, & Tomasello, 2011; also
see Kanngiesser & Warneken, 2012). Although children might
only consider principles of fairness in these tasks, they may also
reason about ownership. For example, children might judge that
a certain agent should receive certain resources because she
came to own them through her labor (for a related discussion,
see Baumard, André, & Sperber, 2013; Tummolini, Scorolli, &
Borghi, 2013).

WHO OWNS WHAT?

Behaving appropriately toward an object requires knowledge
about who owns it. If someone mistakenly believed that he
owned his neighbor’s shovel, he would think he could use it as
he pleased—but this would upset his neighbor. People deter-
mine who owns an object by relying on their knowledge of how
ownership is acquired. For example, in the earlier example, the
person can be sure the shovel belongs to his neighbor if he saw
her buy it. As we have seen, young children have causal knowl-
edge about how ownership is acquired.

However, people cannot always rely on their causal knowl-
edge because they rarely know how objects were acquired.
Although the person saw his neighbor buy her shovel, he did
not see her acquire her rake, spade, or shears. Yet he may still
know they belong to her based on her verbal testimony—per-
haps she told him that the garden tools belong to her. At age 2,
and perhaps younger, children use verbal testimony to learn
who owns what (e.g., Blake, Ganea, & Harris, 2012; Gelman
et al., 2012; also see Saylor, Ganea, & Vasquez, 2011).

Even without verbal testimony, other cues suggest that the
neighbor owns the garden tools (e.g., she uses them and keeps
them in her garage). This evidence is not guaranteed to yield a
correct judgment (e.g., perhaps she is borrowing the spade), so
its use is heuristic. Young children use many cues to judge who
owns an object. From age 2, they assume that an object belongs
to the first person known to possess it (Blake & Harris, 2009;
Friedman & Neary, 2008). For instance, on seeing a boy play

with a ball and then a girl play with it, they judge that the ball
belongs to the boy because he played with it first (but see Fried-
man, Van de Vondervoort, Defeyter, & Neary, 2013). At age 3,
children base ownership judgments on gender and age stereo-
types (Malcolm, Defeyter, & Friedman, in press); they judge that
a doll belongs to a girl rather than to a boy and that a computer
belongs to an adult rather than to a child. From age 3, children
also judge whether objects are owned. They view human-made
objects as more likely to be owned than natural objects and
even expect this when reasoning about unfamiliar objects
(Neary, Van de Vondervoort, & Friedman, 2012). Older 3-year-
olds also judge that an object belongs to the person who decides
whether others can use it (Neary, Friedman, & Burnstein,
2009). And from age 6, children also use this control of permis-
sion cue to judge who owns an idea (Shaw et al., 2012).

The Basis of Heuristic Judgments of Ownership

These heuristic judgments of ownership may depend on chil-
dren’s observances of statistical regularities. For example, chil-
dren may rely on gender stereotypes like “dolls belong to girls”
because most dolls they have observed belong to girls. Likewise,
they might infer ownership from control of permission because
they have observed that objects often belong to people who
decide whether others can use them. Alternatively, heuristic
judgments may also depend on children’s knowledge of owner-
ship principles. For example, sensitivity to control of permission
may stem from children’s knowledge of ownership rights—own-
ers are entitled to decide who may use their property, and so it
is reasonable to conclude that a person who appears to have this
right is an object’s owner.

Children’s first possession bias and their differential expecta-
tions regarding the ownership of human-made and natural
objects may likewise reflect knowledge that ownership depends
on history. More specifically, these judgments may reflect chil-
dren’s understanding that current ownership of an object
depends on particular events in the object’s past (Friedman,
Neary, Defeyter, & Malcolm, 2011; Neary & Friedman, in press;
Neary et al., 2012; see Gelman et al., 2012, for a related dis-
cussion of ownership and object history). For example, children
may expect human-made objects to be owned because they rec-
ognize that these objects are created by people (e.g., Gelman &
Kremer, 1991) and that creation leads to ownership (e.g., Kann-
giesser et al., 2010; Nancekivell & Friedman, in press). Such
reasoning about history may also lead children to assume that
natural objects are not owned because these objects are mnot
made by people.

Definitiveness of Information

Although studies reveal that children use many kinds of infor-
mation to judge who owns an object, less is known about
whether children recognize that some kinds of information are
more definitive indicators of ownership than others. In some
studies, children give less weight to possession as an ownership
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cue than certain competing sources of information. For example,
when possession is pitted against testimony about ownership,
3- and 4-year-olds base ownership judgments on testimony, sug-
gesting that they view testimony as the more definitive source of
information (Blake et al., 2012; Neary & Friedman, in press,
Experiment 2B). Likewise, first possession is trumped by strong
age and gender stereotypes, and by information about an object’s
history (Friedman et al., 2013; Malcolm et al., in press). But it
remains unknown whether children appreciate the definitiveness
of causally relevant information about how an object was
acquired. For example, it is unknown whether children will
understand that a doll belongs to a boy who received it as a gift
(causal information), even though dolls typically belong to girls
(stereotype information).

OWNERSHIP RIGHTS

Behaving appropriately in relation to objects requires a concep-
tion of ownership rights—owners’ entitlement to control their
property. Without an understanding of ownership rights, the per-
son described earlier might acknowledge that the shovel in his
neighbor’s backyard belongs to his neighbor, but he might still
think is acceptable to take it and sell it without her permission.
Understanding ownership rights is also crucial to understanding
and predicting everyday actions and events. Without an appreci-
ation of ownership rights, the person would have trouble under-
standing why the neighbor uses her own garden tools rather than
using his nicer set.

From a young age, children exert ownership rights over their
own property. At age 2, children defend their property by
appealing to ownership rights (e.g., “It’s mine”; Dunn & Munn,
1987; Hay & Ross, 1982; Ross, 1996, 2012) and from age 25,
children are more likely to maintain possession of an object,
and are less likely to share it, if it belongs to them than if it
belongs to their class (Eisenberg-Berg, Haake, Hand, & Sadalla,
1979). At age 2, children also protest when a puppet takes their
property or threatens to throw it away, although they do not
protest when the puppet threatens others’ property (Rossano,
Rakoczy, & Tomasello, 2011). This finding might suggest that
2-year-olds are aware of their own ownership rights but not
those of other people. Alternatively, they might not be suffi-
ciently motivated to intervene when others’ rights are violated,
much as adults often fail to intervene to help those in need (e.g.,
Latané & Darley, 1968).

Regardless, from age 3 children do uphold and acknowledge
other people’s ownership rights. Three-year-olds sometimes pro-
test when an agent violates another person’s ownership rights
(Rossano et al., 2011). For instance, they will tell a puppet to
stop if it tries to steal someone else’s hat. Also, when reasoning
about ownership disputes, children from age 3 or 4 usually side
with owners over nonowners (Kim & Kalish, 2009; Neary &
Friedman, in press). For example, in a series of experiments,
children and adults were told simple scenarios about ownership
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disputes (Neary & Friedman, in press). In one scenario, a girl
was using a crayon to make a card for her mother. The crayon
belonged to a boy and he wanted the girl to stop using it. When
asked how such disputes should be resolved, 3- to 7-year-olds
mostly sided with the owner. In fact, they supported owners’
rights more strongly than did the adult participants, who either
sided against the owner or chose between the characters at
chance. However, young children may conceive of ownership
rights as permitting a narrower range of actions than do adults
and older children. For example, 4- and 5-year-olds sometimes
deny that owners should modify their property or use it in novel
ways, whereas older children and adults grant owners broader
control of property (Kim & Kalish, 2009). Broadly consistent
with these findings, when 5- and 6-year-olds (and older chil-
dren) are interviewed about ownership, they refer to owners’
right to control their property (Furby, 1978a). Moving from own-
ership of physical property to ownership of ideas, young children
extend ownership rights to intellectual property. From age 5,
children negatively evaluate agents who copy others” artwork

(Olson & Shaw, 2011).

Are Ownership Rights Specific to Ownership?

These findings suggest that young children have a basic appreci-
ation of ownership rights. However, are the rights associated
with ownership specific to ownership? Ownership rights could
be a set of rules developed specifically to govern behavior in
relation to owned property (e.g., Snare, 1972). Alternatively,
they might have a more general basis. Many theorists have noted
that people’s feelings toward their own property may stem from
connections between property and their representation of self
(e.g., Belk, 1988, 1991; Fasig, 2000; Furby, 1978b; James,
1890; Rochat, 2010, 2011; for an overview, see Pierce, Kostova,
& Dirks, 2003). So notions of ownership rights might stem from
people’s appreciation of personal rights and bodily rights
(Humphrey, 1992; Neary & Friedman, in press; also see Locke,
1690/1978). On this view, children’s belief that owners are
typically entitled to control their own property (ownership rights)
might be linked with their awareness that people are typically
entitled to control themselves (bodily rights). Hence, children
may judge that using a stranger’s comb is impermissible for the
same reason they would judge it impermissible to touch the
stranger’s hair. The possibility that children’s notion of owner-
ship rights is linked with their notions of bodily rights is also
consistent with the possibility that their notions of ownership
rights stem from their appreciation of the personal domain—the
actions and choices people can decide for themselves, free from
regulation by others (Nucci, 1981). However, it is unknown
when an appreciation of personal or bodily rights first emerges
—this may be achieved in early childhood, though it could also
be evident in infants. For example, findings showing that infants
prefer agents who help an actor fulfill a goal over agents who
interfere with the actor’s goal (Hamlin & Wynn, 2011) could
reflect an early awareness of bodily rights—the view that agents
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ought to be able to control their actions and that others ought
not interfere with this control.

Evidence for the view that ownership rights and bodily rights
are connected comes from the finding that preschoolers reason
similarly when making moral judgments in these two domains.
Four-year-olds were presented with scenarios in which an agent
acted on the body or property of an evaluator (e.g., a boy
touched a girl’s hair or touched her doll), or on the agent’s own
body or property. Children’s moral evaluations of the agent’s
actions were influenced by the evaluator’s approval and by
whether the target of the action belonged to the actor or the
evaluator. However, their evaluations were not influenced by
whether the target of the action was an object or body part.
Hence, children’s evaluations of ownership violations apparently
are not based on rules that apply specifically to owned objects

(Van de Vondervoort & Friedman, 2013).

Origins of Ownership Rights

A related question concerns the origins of ownership rights.
Ownership rights could be cultural conventions, inventions of
culture and law (e.g., Hobbes, 1651/1985; Kalish & Anderson,
2011; Rakoczy & Schmidt, 2013; Rossano et al., 2011; Searle,
2005). On this view, children begin with no expectations about
ownership rights and only come to appreciate ownership rights
by learning the ownership rules in their particular culture. Alter-
natively, ownership rights might have a precultural basis. Peo-
ple’s notions of ownership rights could be continuous with
animals’ territorial behavior (Stake, 2004; also see Brosnan,
2011). Or, as discussed previously, their sense of ownership
rights could stem from their appreciation of bodily or personal
rights (Humphrey, 1992; Neary & Friedman, in press).

CONCLUSION AND FURTHER QUESTIONS

Ownership is central in people’s lives and is a major influence
on our thoughts and behavior. Recent studies show that young
children make sophisticated judgments about ownership, and
researchers have made progress in uncovering the principles on
which these judgments are based. Nonetheless, much remains to
be learned and questions extend far beyond the topics reviewed
here. For example, little is known about how children judge who
(and what) can be an owner, or how they decide which kinds of
things can be owned (but see Noles & Keil, 2011; Noles, Keil,
Bloom, & Gelman, 2012). Likewise, almost nothing is known
about similarities and differences in the development of owner-
ship across cultures (but see Furby, 1978a; Rochat, 2011).
Investigating these and other topics will help us answer basic
questions about the nature and origins of ownership.
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