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social world outside the immediate family. Children may 
have a sense of how their mommy or daddy sees them, but 
children are not yet able to comprehend how they are seen 
by the larger social world. Lack of role-taking ability is 
apparent when children say inappropriate things, such as, 
“Why are you so fat?”

The third stage in the process of developing a social 
self, the game stage, is when a child develops the ability 
to take the roles of multiple others concurrently and to 
conform to societal expectations. The child goes beyond 
the significant other, such as a parent, to value the opin-
ions of all peers or the expectations of the community.

Have you ever watched a team of young children play 
T-ball (a pre–Little League baseball game in which the 
children hit the ball from an upright rubber device that 
holds the ball) or observed a soccer league made up of 
6-year-olds? If so, you have seen Mead’s point illustrated 
vividly. In soccer (or football), 5- or 6-year-old children 
will not play their positions despite constant urging and 
cajoling by coaches. They all run after the ball, with little 
sense of their interdependent positions. Likewise, a child 
in a game of T-ball may pick up a ball that has been hit, 
turn to the coach, and say, “Now what do I do with it?” 
Most still do not quite grasp throwing it to first base, and 
the first-base player may actually have left the base to run 
for the ball. It can be hilarious for everyone except the 
coach, as a hit that goes 7 feet turns into a home run 
because everyone is scrambling for the ball.

Prior to the game stage, the vision of the whole process 
is not possible. When children enter the game stage at 
about age 7 or 8, they are developmentally able to play the 
roles of various positions and enjoy a complex game. Each 
child learns what is expected and the interdependence of 
roles because she or he is able, at this stage, to respond to 
the expectations of several people simultaneously (Hewitt 
and Shulman 2011; Meltzer 1978). This allows the individ-
ual to coordinate his or her activity with others.

In moving from the play stage to the game stage, chil-
dren’s worlds expand from family and day care to neighbor-
hood playmates, school, and other organizations. This 
process gradually builds up a composite of societal expecta-
tions that the child learns from family, peers, and other 
organizations, what Mead refers to as the generalized other. 
The child learns to internalize the expectations of society—
the generalized other—over and above the expectations of 
any significant others. Behavior comes to be governed by 
abstract rules (“no running outside of the baseline” or “no 
touching the soccer ball with your hands unless you are the 
goalie”) rather than guidance from and emotional ties to a 
significant other. Children become capable of moving into 

new social situations, such as school, organized sports, and 
(eventually) the workplace, to function with others in both 
routine and novel interactions.

The common human experience of feeling embar-
rassed illustrates how the generalized other becomes 
internalized into one’s conception of self. Making an inap-
propriate remark at a party or having another call undue 
attention to one’s appearance can cause embarrassment. 
Feeling embarrassed may occur when one violates a social 
norm and then thinks about how others view that behav-
ior. According to this role-taking view, we see ourselves as 
objects from the standpoint of others, and we judge our-
selves accordingly. Very young children, however, do not 
feel embarrassment when they do things such as soil their 
pants or make inappropriate comments because they have 
not incorporated the generalized other. They have not yet 
learned the perspective of others.

The capacity to feel embarrassed is not only an indica-
tor of having internalized the generalized other but also a 
uniquely human outcome of our role-taking ability 
(Hewitt and Schulman 2011; Koschate-Reis 2009). Some 
children face challenges to their self from teasing and bul-
lying that result in fear, shame, embarrassment, and guilt. 
These feelings affect the bullied child’s sense of self and 
can influence the self into adulthood.

As children grow, they identify with new in-groups, such 
as a neighborhood, a college sorority, or the military. We 
learn new ideas and expand our understanding. Some indi-
viduals ultimately come to think of themselves as part of the 
global human community. Thus, for many individuals, the 

Very young children who play soccer do not understand the role 
requirements of games. They all—including the goalie—want to 
chase after the ball. Learning to play positions and understand the 
roles in a complex situation is a critical step in socialization.
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