
Aims and Objectives 
This study was designed to examine: 
§  aspects of ‘British’ identity (i.e., self-description, 

identification, pride, affect, importance) 
§  knowledge about Britain and other countries 
§  stereotypes of and attitudes towards people from Britain 

and other countries 
In primary-school-aged children against the backdrop of the 

run-up to the 2012 Olympic Games, which are expected to 
promote a sense of collective national identity. 

 

British/ethnic identity: identification/pride/importance/affect 
Table 2. British/ethnic identity mean scores by age/ethnicity/birthplace 
[higher scores = stronger identity]   *p<.05  **p<.01 ***p<.001 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
---- 

  5-7yr  8-10yr  white   black   Asian   mixed   Born: UK outside UK 
BRITISH: 
Identification  2.71    3.10**  2.98     3.02     2.85     2.93  3.15     2.60*** 
Pride   3.00    3.50**  3.36     3.26     3.23     3.40  3.45     3.02*** 
Importance  2.86    3.33**  3.26     3.00     3.10     3.33  3.21     3.00 
Affect   3.95    4.38**  4.38     4.10     4.12     4.40  4.36     3.92** 
ETHNIC: 
Identification  3.50    3.27  3.66*   3.26*    3.32*    3.20*  3.23     3.58** 
Pride   3.69    3.56  3.70     3.59     3.62     3.47  3.54     3.79* 
Importance  3.62    3.51  3.54     3.61     3.59     3.13  3.49     3.64 
Affect   4.66    4.50  4.40     4.61     4.64     4.47  4.51     4.69   

Geographical versus emblematic knowledge 
 
Knowledge of all 
emblems (flags) > 
geography (map) 
 
Knowledge of America > 
knowledge of all others, 
except Britain 
 
Fig. 2. % correct by country 
in the ‘map’ and ‘flag’ tasks è 
 
Stereotypes of versus affect towards national groups 

        
       positive stereotypes 
       ≠ positive affect 

 
       Britain: rank 5th stereotype 
        rank 1st affect 
       China: 1st rank stereotype 
        rank last affect 

 
        Correlations: 
        none (Britain) 
        to weak (r =.3) 

Fig. 3. Mean stereotype and affect scores by target country.  
[stereotype: ascending order; affect: descending order; higher score=more positive] 

Introduction 
This will be the third time that the Olympics is held in London 
after some 60 years (since 1948). The unique opportunity to 
research children’s national identity in the run-up to a large-
scale once-in-a-lifetime event such as the 2012 Games will 
provide invaluable insights into how life-changing occasions 
may have a bearing on aspects of child development.  

In this period,  the media, schools and other sources all offer 
children the exposure to other countries and cultural groups. 
Research (Barrett, 2005, 2007) has shown that children can 
derive national knowledge as well as positive and negative 
stereotypes from these sources. The children in this study, 
from a highly diverse catchment next to the Olympic site, are 
no exception. Participating schools had been holding events 
with ‘Olympic’ themes to raise awareness of the occasion. 

We are particularly interested in the extent to which different 
groups (e.g., age, gender, ethnic, socio-economic birthplace) 
of children identify with being ‘British’ and perceive British 
people versus people from other countries. 

Method 
Participants were drawn from 3 state schools in the London 
borough of Newham: 231 children aged 5-10 (M age=7.59: 
split into 5-7(n=101)/8-10(n=130); 119F, 112M; 50 white, 69 
black, 97 Asian, 15 mixed-race; 90 (39%) non-British-born. 

Procedure involved research intern administering 14 tasks 
adapted from Barrett’s ‘Britishness’ centenary study (2000; 
see Barrett, 2007) with children individually. Each child was 
asked to either point to their choice or say answers aloud.  

Relative subjective importance of 
 

         [cards] 
“You could use these 4 things to describe yourself.  But which one is 
the most important to you?” (take away card) 
“Which one is the next most important?” etc. 

National description 
“Lets imagine you were on holiday in another country.  If someone 
asked ‘Where are you from’ what would you say?” 
 

child’s age girl/boy 
 

British 
 

child’s ethnicity 
 

London England Britain UK Europe other: child explains 

[3] [2] [1] [4] [5] 

Like a 
lot 

Like a 
little 

Not like 
or 

dislike 

Dislike a 
little 

Dislike a 
lot 

Results 
What is the most important (age/gender/ethnicity/British)? 
Table 1. Mean rank of age/gender/ethnicity/British by children’s age 
group and birthplace (lower no.=higher rank/greater importance) 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
---- 

Group    Age    gender ethnicity  British   
age 5-7 years   2.58  2.56  1.78  3.08* 
age 8-10 years   2.83  2.55  1.89  2.75*  *difference sig. at p.<.05  

British-born   2.80  2.54  2.01**  2.67** 
Non-British-born  2.61  2.59  1.58**  3.23**  **difference sig.  at p<.01 

Where are you from?—if someone asked you on holiday… 

 

 

 

 

 

         *p<.05 

Fig. 1. Percentage of answers to ‘Where are you from’ by gender and birthplace. 
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Summary & Conclusion 
Unlike earlier studies (Barrett, 2007), ethnicity is a relatively 
important description and white children have the strongest 
ethnic identification, reflecting the sample’s unique feature: 
more white children are not British-born. In line with earlier 
studies (Barrett, 2005, 2007), older children have stronger 
British identity. More boys refer to country as where ‘from’ 
perhaps due to sporting support tied to national allegiance 
(Barrett, 2005)—for further investigation within the Olympic 
context (currently analysing sport participation data). 
Better emblematic vs. geographical knowledge with greater 
knowledge about America may reflect media exposure and 
stage of education (Barrett, 2005). Preference for national 
in-group (British) and lack of match between stereotype of 
and affect towards groups suggest that these are separate 
processes: affect more spontaneous—liking for the familiar 
—likely not informed by knowledge about groups. 
Non-British-born children’s identities are worth following up 
longitudinally to examine whether the Olympics could serve 
to strengthen their sense of Britishness over time. 

National/ethnic identification and pride 
“Would you say you are …… British’? 
“How proud are you about being British/child’s ethnicity)? 

 Very (4)  quite (3)  little bit (2)  not at all (1) 
 
 
 
Affect towards national in- and out-groups 
“How much do you like or dislike British people/(child’s ethnic group)/ 
people from Germany / India / France / America / China? 
 
 
 

 

Knowledge of Britain and other countries 
“Which country/flag is Britain/Germany/India/France/America/China?” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

National group stereotypes 
“How many people from Britain / Germany / India / France/  America / 
China are…hardworking / lazy / polite / rude / kind / unkind / friendly / 
unfriendly?” 

 

 

 
 

None of 
them (1) 

A few of 
them (2) 

Half of 
them (3) 

A lot of 
them (4) 

All of 
them (5) 

Future Plans 
This study, funded by UEL’s ReDS unit, forms the first of a 
planned 3-year longitudinal project, for which funding has 
been applied (Leverhulme Trust). The plan is to follow this 
cohort over the next 2 years to assess changes in identity 
immediately after the Olympics and 1 year post-event. 

 
 

Research Internship Story 
I am a third-year BSc (Hons) Psychology  
undergraduate. I applied to this particular  
internship because the fascinating brief  
caught my attention.  In my studies, I have  
enjoyed research as it enables us to learn  
about individual and group behaviour and cognition, 
leading to a deeper understanding of  social situations and 
potential improvement of human interaction. The chance to 
work on a study in the run-up to the London Olympics was 
an exciting prospect. The research focussed on children’s 
perspectives, with regards to the sense of ‘British’ identity, 
along with their views of and feelings towards people from 
other countries, in the context of the Olympics, which they 
were acutely aware would be a significant occasion in their 
neighbourhood that would bring many people from abroad. 
The study has produced informative initial results that may 
be applied towards positive outcomes such as promoting a 
collective identity and improving intergroup attitudes. 
My research internship has given me the rare opportunity 
to conduct large-scale fieldwork with children from diverse 
ethnic and cultural backgrounds.  That has helped me gain 
greater confidence in working with children and has given 
me first-hand insights into their thought processes. 
My supervisor was extremely helpful and provided me with 
the knowledge and skills to carry out the demanding tasks. 
Through working in four schools (dataset from a secondary 
school is not included here), I have learnt to work towards 
deadlines and be proactive towards unforeseen issues in 
field research. The training has also enriched my technical 
skills, namely statistics and computerised analysis. 
As a direct result of the internship work experience, I have 
secured a work placement, within a clinical psychological 
department in a large hospital where I am working 
alongside a chartered clinical psychologist on an audit on 
children and adolescents with chronic illness. 
I hope to continue in further studies, first towards an MSc, 
then eventually the Doctorate in Clinical Psychology. 
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To contact intern, email: u0436463@uel.ac.uk 
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