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The nature of human goodness has been debated for mil-
lennia, from the ancient Chinese philosophers Mencius 
and Xunzi, to the 17th- and 18th-century philosophers 
Thomas Hobbes and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, to the most 
central figures in psychology like Sigmund Freud and 
Lawrence Kohlberg. Traditionally, one side argues that 
children are naturally immoral, aggressive, and selfish, 
needing to be taught generosity. The other side contends 
that children are innately kind and fair and that only later, 
through development, teaching, or socialization, do they 
become selfish and corrupt.

Developmental research has long been interested in 
prosocial behavior—behaviors performed to benefit oth-
ers—and much theoretical interest has centered on simi-
lar questions concerning just how generous or selfish 
children are and the types of motivations that drive their 
earliest prosocial actions. Many early discussions empha-
sized that prosocial behaviors were primarily learned 
later in life, through social learning or explicit instruction 
(Bandura, 1977; Bar-Tal, 1982; Cialdini, Kenrick, & 
Baumann, 1982; Rushton, 1980). However, there is now 
considerable evidence that even toddlers exhibit 

prosocial behavior in observational studies (e.g., Buckley, 
Siegel, & Ness, 1979; Hay, 1979; Radke-Yarrow et  al., 
1976) and in the lab (e.g., Dunfield & Kuhlmeier, 2010; 
Warneken & Tomasello, 2006).

Some researchers have used such evidence to argue 
that children have a “basic impulse” to be prosocial (Hay, 
1994). Yet even among those who agree that prosocial 
tendencies are basic, there has been debate about the 
motives underlying children’s basic prosociality and their 
continuity with adult prosocial motivations. Some 
researchers have proposed that children’s prosocial 
behaviors are initially indiscriminate (Warneken & 
Tomasello, 2009a) and driven by an intrinsic desire to see 
others helped (Hepach, Vaish, & Tomasello, 2012). Then, 
later in the preschool years, these behaviors become 
selective as to whom they are directed, can be performed 
strategically, and can be driven by a motivation to benefit 
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Abstract
Researchers have proposed different accounts of the development of prosocial behavior in children. Some have argued 
that behaviors like helping and sharing must be learned and reinforced; others propose that children have an initially 
indiscriminate prosocial drive that declines and becomes more selective with age; and yet others contend that even 
children’s earliest prosocial behaviors share some strategic motivations with the prosociality of adults (e.g., reputation 
enhancement, social affiliation). We review empirical and observational research on children’s helping and sharing 
behaviors in the first 5 years of life, focusing on factors that have been found to influence these behaviors and on 
what these findings suggest about children’s prosocial motivations. We use the adult prosociality literature to highlight 
parallels and gaps in the literature on the development of prosocial behavior. We address how the evidence reviewed 
bears on central questions in the developmental psychology literature and propose that children’s prosocial behaviors 
may be driven by multiple motivations not easily captured by the idea of intrinsic or extrinsic motivation and may be 
selective quite early in life.
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oneself in the end (Hay, 1994; Hay, Caplan, Castle, & 
Stimson, 1991; Sebastián-Enesco, Hernández-Lloreda, & 
Colmenares, 2013; Warneken, 2013a; Warneken & 
Tomasello, 2009a, 2009b, 2013). (See Table 1 for discus-
sion of terms such as “selective” and “intrinsic” often used 
to characterize prosocial behavior.) In contrast, others 
have argued that even from its earliest manifestations in 
the 2nd year of life, prosociality may be selective in 
whom it is targeted toward and is sometimes performed 
strategically (Dunfield & Kuhlmeier, 2010; Hamlin, Wynn, 
Bloom, & Mahajan, 2011; Wynn, 2009).

Despite disagreements, empirical and theoretical work 
has moved beyond the dichotomy of innate good or evil. 
Since it has become clear that children engage in proso-
cial actions from an early age, studies now examine the 
various factors that influence children’s tendency to 
engage in these actions. Here we review the research 
investigating those factors (features of the recipient, the 
situation, and the actor); disclose what we believe to be 
methodological gaps in the current literature and provide 
our suggestions for future work; and discuss how the 
extant evidence speaks to central questions about the 
motivations underlying children’s prosocial behaviors.

Scope of the Current Article

The term prosocial behavior typically refers to a broad 
range of actions intended to benefit individuals other 
than oneself. Here we restrict our analysis to studies 

investigating helping and sharing, excluding other proso-
cial behaviors like comforting and informing.1

We consider studies examining both helping and shar-
ing despite proposals that these are conceptually distinct 
behaviors (Brownell, Svetlova, Anderson, Nichols, & 
Drummond, 2013; Dunfield & Kuhlmeier, 2013; Dunfield, 
Kuhlmeier, O’Connell, & Kelley, 2011; Warneken & 
Tomasello, 2009b, 2013) for two reasons. One reason to 
collapse across this distinction is that it is difficult to draw 
a firm line between helping and sharing in the tasks used 
in the existing literature. For instance, helping and shar-
ing are often distinguished on the basis of cost, with 
helping as low-cost giving or problem-solving behaviors 
and sharing as giving up one’s own resource, presumably 
at a higher cost (Eisenberg et  al., 1999; Warneken & 
Tomasello, 2009b, 2013). However, tasks do not always 
fall on one side of this dichotomy, and it is often ambigu-
ous whether children consider the object their own (e.g., 
a cracker from a cracker bowl placed directly in front of 
the child; Dunfield & Kuhlmeier, 2013). Other researchers 
separate helping and sharing by defining helping as aid-
ing the recipient with an instrumental goal and sharing as 
providing a resource that the recipient desires (Dunfield 
& Kuhlmeier, 2013; Dunfield et al., 2011). Yet here, too, it 
can be unclear whether the recipient desires an object in 
order to attain some greater goal or because the object is 
inherently desirable (e.g., in a case where a child can 
offer stickers that the recipient can then trade for a better 
sticker, thereby making the interim stickers both a 

Table 1. Definitions of Terms

Some dichotomies that have been used to describe prosocial behavior include selective versus indiscriminate, extrinsic versus 
intrinsic, and strategic versus altruistic. Here, we define what is typically meant by these terms and how we use them in this 
review.

Selective versus indiscriminate: Prosocial behavior is selective or discriminating if it is more likely to be directed at some 
individuals or groups than others. For instance, 3-year-olds are more likely to help someone who treated others well rather 
than poorly (Vaish, Carpenter, & Tomasello, 2010). Thus, children at this age are selectively prosocial on the basis of others’ 
previous niceness. In contrast, prosocial behavior is indiscriminate if it is similarly likely to be directed at anyone. Selectivity 
does not necessarily suggest a selfish or strategic motive. For instance, children give more resources to poor recipients than to 
rich ones (Paulus, 2014), suggesting a motivation (whether selfish or selfless) to help those in need.

Extrinsic versus intrinsic: An extrinsically motivated behavior is maintained by a system of reinforcement imposed by other 
people. Prosocial behavior is considered intrinsic if it is not maintained by such a system. For instance, children’s helping 
does not increase when they have been rewarded with gifts or verbal praise (Warneken & Tomasello, 2008) or when they are 
encouraged or commanded to help (Warneken & Tomasello, 2012). The word intrinsic is sometimes used synonymously with 
altruistic or selfless—driven by an internal desire to do good—but can also be used to mean simply “not driven by deliberate 
social reinforcement.” In the last sense, prosocial behavior could be both intrinsic and strategic, for instance, if a child’s goal 
was to affiliate with the recipient.

Strategic versus altruistic: Prosocial behavior is strategic if the goal of benefiting the recipient is a means to achieving 
another goal. For example, 5-year-olds share resources more generously if they are being observed by a peer than if they 
are not (Engelmann, Hermann, & Tomasello, 2012; Leimgruber, Shaw, Santos, & Olson, 2012). Thus, children at this age can 
be strategically prosocial with the goal of appearing generous to others. In contrast, children’s prosocial behavior is often 
called altruistic (not the biological sense of altruism) if the only goal of the behavior is to benefit the recipient. It is important 
to note that calling a behavior strategic does not mean it is consciously strategic (i.e., that children consciously calculate the 
reputational benefits of prosocial giving) or that it is purely selfish (i.e., a child could strategically maximize his or her own pot 
of resources in order to share with someone who is not currently playing the game).
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resource themselves and the means to a larger goal; 
Leimgruber, Shaw, Santos, & Olson, 2012). Finally, the 
adult literature seldom makes a consistent distinction at 
all (e.g., Batson, 1991; J. C. Cox, 2004; Kahneman, 
Knetsch, & Thaler, 1986). Therefore, we use the term pro-
social behavior, for ease of description, to mean both 
types of behaviors (giving resources or contributing to 
tasks others are trying to complete).

Factors That Influence Children’s 
Prosocial Behavior

In this section, we review evidence for factors found to 
influence children’s prosocial behaviors, in three parts. 
We ask: Are children more motivated to help or share 
with some individuals than others? Does children’s pro-
social motivation depend on the context? Does coming 
into the situation with a certain mind-set influence chil-
dren’s prosocial behavior? Although some factors can 
cross these distinctions, for ease of comprehension each 
factor is described only once and in the section where it 
fits most clearly. For each factor, we begin by briefly sum-
marizing research investigating its influence on adult pro-
social behavior, then review the relevant research in 
children between 0 and 5 years of age, and finally con-
sider what the evidence might suggest about children’s 
prosocial motivations.

Features of the recipient

Features of the recipient that have been studied include 
how the recipient has previously treated the actor and 
other individuals, the recipient’s similarity or familiarity to 
the actor, and the recipient’s distress or need.

How the recipient previously treated the actor. Adults 
are more likely to be prosocial to those who have behaved 
(or intended to behave) prosocially toward them in the 
past (e.g., Berg, Dickhaut, & McCabe, 1995; J. C. Cox, 
2004; Fehr, Fischbacher, & Gächter, 2002; Gouldner, 1960; 
McCabe, Rigdon, & Smith, 2003; Rand, Arbesman, & Chris-
takis, 2011). Being nicer to those who have shown proso-
cial intentions toward oneself is typically discussed as a 
concern with direct reciprocity—a motivation to help in 
order to be helped later in return. Indeed, adults do seem 
to expect return on their prosocial investment and are 
likely to withdraw their prosocial behavior if it is not 
reciprocated (Axelrod & Hamilton, 1981; Greiner & Levati, 
2005; Gurven, 2006; Trivers, 1971).

Like adults, children prefer helping others who have 
previously helped them or have demonstrated an intention 
to help them (Dunfield & Kuhlmeier, 2010; see Dunfield, 
Kuhlmeier, & Murphy, 2013, for evidence of similar selec-
tivity in 3-year-olds for helpful communicators). For 

example, 21-month-olds chose to give a desirable object to 
an adult who had tried unsuccessfully to help them, rather 
than to an adult who had refused to help them, acciden-
tally helped them, or showed no intention at all (Dunfield 
& Kuhlmeier, 2010). These results suggest that a concern 
with reciprocity may motivate children’s prosociality quite 
early in life. Yet there are two caveats to this conclusion. 
First, no studies that we know of have examined this ques-
tion in children younger than 21 months of age, even 
though children can help with simple instrumental tasks as 
early as 12 months (Sommerville, Schmidt, Yun, & Burns, 
2013). Second, in contrast to this demonstration of early 
prosocial selectivity, studies that measure how likely chil-
dren are to help a single recipient who was nice or mean 
to them, rather than forcing them to choose between help-
ing a nice recipient or a mean recipient, suggest that it is 
not until age 3 that children adjust their prosocial behavior 
on the basis of how others have treated them (Fujisawa, 
Kutsukake, & Hasegawa, 2008; Levitt, Weber, Clark, & 
McDonnell, 1985; Sebastián-Enesco et al., 2013; Warneken 
& Tomasello, 2013).

Why do children appear to be concerned with reci-
procity in forced-choice tasks but not repeated-round 
games with a single recipient? There are at least two 
potential explanations. One is that children have an 
early-emerging motivation to choose good social part-
ners, indicated by their preference for helping well-inten-
tioned recipients in forced-choice tasks (e.g., Dunfield & 
Kuhlmeier, 2010). Then, by age 3 or 4, children also 
develop another related motivation, to punish or with-
draw cooperation from bad social partners (V. A. 
Kuhlmeier, Dunfield, & O’Neill, 2014; Warneken & 
Tomasello, 2013). This view is supported by evidence 
that 2.5-year-olds repeatedly help or share with their 
partner regardless of whether their partner returns the 
favor, but 3-year-olds share less over time if their partner 
never reciprocates (Warneken & Tomasello, 2013). Yet 
another possible view is that younger children are simply 
less experienced than older children, and the forced-
choice tasks easily allow them to compare the behavior 
of a prosocial and antisocial individual. Without the 
forced choice, children under 3 may be less likely to eval-
uate as negative an individual who does not share with 
them because there is no generous individual available 
as a comparison point, and for this reason they continue 
to help or share with the unhelpful person (e.g., Jensen, 
Vaish, & Schmidt, 2014). Further research is needed to 
test between these alternatives.

How the recipient previously treated third par-
ties. Adults are selectively prosocial depending on how 
others have treated not only themselves but also third 
parties (Fehr & Gächter, 2002; Krebs, 2008; Milinski, Sem-
mann, & Krambeck, 2002a, 2002b), demonstrating a 
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concern with indirect reciprocity (Nowak & Sigmund, 
1998). Children as young as 19 months also prefer to 
reward an individual who helped over an individual who 
hindered a third party (Dahl, Schuck, & Campos, 2013; 
Hamlin et  al., 2011).2 A recent study found that even 
15-month-old infants preferred to give a resource to an 
individual who had allocated resources fairly in the past 
over one who allocated unfairly, under some circum-
stances (Burns & Sommerville, 2014). Yet children have 
only shown this type of selective prosociality when the 
task forces them to make a choice between two recipi-
ents. For instance, 4-year-olds gave more resources to a 
nice puppet than a mean puppet if there were an unequal 
number of resources to distribute, but they gave equally 
if they had the option to do so (Kenward & Dahl, 2011). 
As noted in the previous section, children may show 
more prosocial selectivity in forced-choice tasks either 
because these tasks tap into different motivations than 
other open-ended measures or because of features of the 
tasks that make it difficult to see selectivity (in the pre-
ceding example, children’s equality bias may have over-
whelmed their motivation to be selective).

To what extent does evidence for children’s selective 
helping of prosocial individuals (whether those individu-
als were nice to them or to third parties) reflect a concern 
with reciprocity? Certainly, preferentially helping those 
who are nice is useful for choosing good partners who 
might reciprocate their own prosocial acts, but it does not 
necessarily carry with it an expectation that the partner 
will do so. Some research has examined preschool-age 
children’s expectations about reciprocity between third 
parties (e.g., Olson & Spelke, 2008). More work on this 
topic, particularly in younger children (see Meristo & 
Surian, 2013, for an example of a study looking at indirect 
reciprocity in infants), might be a start to investigating 
whether these expectations come along with children’s 
early selective helping. If not, it is quite possible that selec-
tivity for helpful partners is initially maintained by simpler 
mechanisms, like a feeling of positivity or a desire to affili-
ate with those who are nice (Kuhlmeier et al., 2014).

Familiarity, similarity, and group identity. A 
recipient’s similarity, familiarity, and membership in an 
actor’s group (e.g., Bernhard, Fischbacher, & Fehr, 2006; 
Jaspars & Warnaen, 1982; Tajfel, 1982) have been shown 
to influence adults’ prosocial behavior. Though there is 
plenty of evidence that human adults are willing to help 
strangers on the street (e.g., Moss & Page, 1972) and to 
share resources with recipients they have never met 
(Nowak, 2006), it is also clear that adults are more proso-
cial toward people with whom they are familiar or close 
(Clark & Mills, 1979; Cole & Teboul, 2004). Familiarity 
and similarity are often proxies for other factors such as 
kinship, friendship, and group membership; those we are 

familiar with are probably those who like us and will 
reciprocate our help in the future. As such, people are 
typically more prosocial not only to those who are famil-
iar or similar to them but also to those who explicitly 
share their group identity (e.g., Chen & Li, 2009; Levine, 
Prosser, Evans, & Reicher, 2005; Sherif, Harvey, White, 
Hood, & Sherif, 1961).

Children show signs of selectivity on these dimensions 
as well, though familiarity, similarity, and group member-
ship tend to be conflated so that it is difficult to know (in 
some tasks) which is driving children’s selectivity. Studies 
reporting observations of children at play (between 18 
and 30 months) suggest that children are willing to help 
and share both with parents and relatively unfamiliar 
adults (e.g., Rheingold, 1982; Rheingold, Hay, & West, 
1976), although some studies show higher rates for par-
ents (e.g., Bretherton, Stolberg, & Kreye, 1981; Young, 
Fox, & Zahn-Waxler, 1999). Experimental work has found 
that 2-year-olds preferred to give an object to someone 
who spoke their language (i.e., someone who may seem 
more familiar, similar, and like a group member) than to 
someone who did not (Kinzler, Dupoux, & Spelke, 2012), 
though they did not show the same preference to give to 
someone of a more familiar race (Kinzler & Spelke, 2011). 
By age 5, children (in some tasks) prefer to give resources 
to those similar to them in gender, arbitrarily assigned 
group membership (Dunham, Baron, & Carey, 2011), and 
race (Weller & Lagattuta, 2012).

Selective prosocial behaviors toward one’s group mem-
bers may reflect a variety of motives, for instance, to affili-
ate with or signal one’s helpfulness to ingroup members, 
to help those who are most likely to help in return, or to 
initiate friendships with others who might provide sup-
port later on. Supporting the idea that prosociality may be 
selective for purposes of friendship as well as ingroup 
affiliation, research has showed that 4- and 5-year-olds are 
more likely to give up their own resources to friends than 
to nonfriends, acquaintances, and strangers (Buhrmester, 
Goldfarb, & Cantrell, 1992; Moore, 2009). Thus, there are 
many intriguing initial findings regarding children’s selec-
tive prosociality toward others who have the characteris-
tics of likely group members. However, in future work, it 
will be important to explicitly disentangle the effects of 
familiarity, similarity, and explicit markers of group mem-
bership to determine the mechanisms that underlie chil-
dren’s selectivity on these dimensions.

Recipient’s distress or need. An often-discussed moti-
vator for adult prosocial behavior is a desire to help those 
in need. In general across a number of studies, the more 
a recipient is in need, the more likely adults are to help 
(for review, see Bekkers & Wiepking, 2011). Adults’ incli-
nation to help others in need is thought to be at least 
partially driven by empathy (or sympathy) in response to 
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others’ negative experiences or expressions of need (e.g., 
Aronfreed, 1970; Batson, 1991; D. Krebs, 1975). Negative 
affect in response to viewing others in need has been 
positively correlated with prosocial behavior and inten-
tions (e.g., Eisenberg et  al., 1989), and manipulations 
thought to induce empathy make adults more likely to 
help even when the cost is high (e.g., Batson, Duncan, 
Ackerman, Buckley, & Birch, 1981).

Children also target their prosocial behavior more to 
recipients in need, for instance, recipients who were recent 
victims of harm. Eighteen-month-olds were more likely to 
give away their own resource if the recipient had previ-
ously been harmed than if the recipient had not (Vaish, 
Carpenter, & Tomasello, 2009), and 3-year-olds shared 
more with a recipient who expressed distress about a real 
harm than a recipient who expressed distress about an 
inconvenience (Hepach, Vaish, & Tomasello, 2013). These 
studies suggest that children show early signs of sympathy, 
even when the victim displays no overt distress (Vaish 
et al., 2009), and more so for legitimate harms (Hepach 
et al., 2013). A sympathetic concern for victims may be an 
early motivator of children’s prosocial behavior.

Children help selectively not only on the basis of their 
inferences about others’ distress but also on the basis of 
whether others seem to be more or less in need of 
resources. Four-year-olds preferred to give a resource to 
a recipient who had fewer resources than to a recipient 
who had more resources (Li, Spitzer, & Olson, 2014). At 
age 5, children were willing to take a cost (i.e., give up a 
resource they could acquire) to give more resources to 
someone poor but not to someone rich (Paulus, 2014).

Though we do not yet know how sympathy, empathy, 
and assessment of material need in toddlers relate to 
empathic helping in adults, this work demonstrates that 
children direct their prosocial behavior toward recipients 
who need it more. One possibility is that a tendency to 
be prosocial toward those who have experienced distress 
or need could be motivated by an empathic desire to 
reduce others’ negative states. Alternatively, this selectiv-
ity could be motivated by a strategic recognition that a 
recipient who is more in need of help might be more 
grateful for one’s aid and thus more likely to return the 
favor later on (some work shows that even 3-year-olds 
have some sense of the types of situations that might 
elicit gratitude; Nelson et al., 2013). The work on chil-
dren’s prosocial behavior to those in distress or need is 
still quite new, and investigating the specific mechanisms 
that maintain these tendencies is an important direction 
for future work.

Features of the situation

Features of the situation have also been shown to influ-
ence rates of prosociality. In particular, factors like explicit 

reinforcement, being observed by others, and the costs of 
prosocial actions have been studied.

Material rewards and verbal praise. Prosocial 
behavior in adults does not seem to be induced or main-
tained by the promise of material rewards or praise, and 
if anything, these incentives can undermine it (e.g., Frey 
& Oberholzer-Gee, 1997; Gneezy & Rustichini, 2000). 
Rewards may have this negative influence because they 
undermine an intrinsic desire, as in the classic overjustifi-
cation effect (e.g., Batson & Powell, 2003; Deci, 1971; Frey 
& Goette, 1999; Lepper, Greene, & Nisbett, 1973), though 
an alternative interpretation is that rewards may under-
mine the ability to use prosociality for reputation enhance-
ment (Ariely, Bracha, & Meier, 2009).

Material rewards and praise do not seem to motivate 
or sustain prosocial behavior in children either (Warneken, 
Hare, Melis, Hanus, & Tomasello, 2007; Warneken & 
Tomasello, 2008). In one study, 20-month-olds who had 
initially been rewarded actually showed decreased rates 
of helping later on compared with unrewarded children 
(Warneken & Tomasello, 2008). In older children, too, 
rewards and praise are generally found to be uncorre-
lated with prosocial behavior (Grusec, 1991), and any 
positive effects they have fail to generalize to new situa-
tions (Fabes, Fultz, Eisenberg, May-Plumlee, & 
Christopher, 1989; Grusec & Redler, 1980). This body of 
work suggests that children’s motivation to help is sus-
tained by something other than rewards, even at the ear-
liest ages.

Presence and awareness of recipient. In contrast to 
explicit rewards and praise, reputation in the eyes of the 
recipient does appear to be a powerful motivator of adult 
prosociality (e.g., Latane & Darley, 1970; Leary & Kowal-
ski, 1990). Yet very little work has investigated whether 
children’s earliest prosocial behavior depends on the 
recipient’s awareness. Two studies have found that 
5-year-olds were more generous in a resource allocation 
task when a classmate recipient could see them and was 
fully aware of their choices than when the recipient 
lacked information (Buhrmester et al., 1992; Leimgruber 
et al., 2012). Looking at this question in younger children 
would provide important information about whether 
early prosocial behavior is driven by mechanisms for pro-
moting reciprocity (which should be sensitive to recipi-
ent awareness).

Presence and awareness of third parties. Adults are 
also concerned about their reputations in the eyes of 
third-party observers, and many studies have found that 
adults are more likely to be prosocial under public than 
private conditions (e.g., Forsythe, Horowitz, Savin, & Sef-
ton, 1994; Hoffman, McCabe, Shachat, & Smith, 1994; 
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Reis & Gruzen, 1976; Satow, 1975). Children are similarly 
influenced by third-party awareness by age 5. Five-year-
olds were more likely to give away toys or prizes in the 
presence rather than absence of a classmate (Engelmann, 
Herrmann, & Tomasello, 2012) or familiar teacher but not 
an unfamiliar observer (Barton, Olszewski, & Madsen, 
1979). This strategic sharing is likely driven by concerns 
with reputation and reciprocity, as children at this age 
shared more if they were being observed by an ingroup 
(rather than outgroup) member or someone who would 
clearly have the opportunity to share with them later on 
(Engelmann, Over, Herrmann, & Tomasello, 2013).

There is currently no evidence that children younger 
than 4 or 5 use prosocial behavior to signal their helpful-
ness to observers. One study found that a parent’s pres-
ence did not influence 2-year-olds’ tendency to help an 
experimenter retrieve dropped objects, suggesting that 
observers may play less of a role early on (Warneken & 
Tomasello, 2012). However, it is not clear whether 2-year-
olds are insensitive to observer presence altogether or 
whether the presence of a parent does not provide any 
extra influence over and above the presence of an exper-
imenter. Thus, more evidence is needed to conclude that 
the prosocial behavior of children under 4 is completely 
insensitive to being watched. Of course, it is unlikely that 
2-year-old children are managing reputation in the sense 
of forming a representation of another person’s represen-
tation of themselves. However, adults are consistently 
more prosocial when presented with subtle cues of being 
watched, such as eyespots on the wall, which likely do 
not elicit complex representations of reputation (e.g., 
Haley & Fessler, 2005); children’s prosocial behavior 
might vary with similar manipulations.

Energy and resource costs. Another feature of the 
situation that clearly affects occurrence and rates of pro-
social behavior is the cost involved (Piliavin, Dovidio, 
Gaertner, & Clark, 1981; Warneken & Tomasello, 2009a). 
Factors like ownership of the resources that can be 
shared and amount of work required to provide help 
influence adults’ prosocial tendencies (Cappelen, Nielsen, 
Sørensen, Tungodden, & Tyran, 2012; Cherry, Frykblom, 
& Shogren, 2002; List, 2007). Research comparing chil-
dren’s prosocial behavior in a high- and low-cost situa-
tion has yielded similar results. In observational studies, 
4- and 5-year-olds were more likely to help their peers to 
complete tasks than to offer objects that were in their 
own possession, presumably because sharing one’s own 
object might result in a permanent loss (Eisenberg-Berg, 
Haake, Hand, & Sadalla, 1979). Consistent with this find-
ing, research has found that both 18- and 30-month-old 
children were much more likely to help a distressed 
experimenter by offering an object if there was an object 

available that was not the children’s own (Svetlova, Nich-
ols, & Brownell, 2010).

Although costs reduce rates of helping and sharing, 
most research suggests that children are consistently will-
ing to take some cost in order to help others. For instance, 
12- and 24-month-old children were similarly likely to 
offer objects to their peers when resources were scarce 
as when they were ample (Hay et  al., 1991), and 
18-month-olds helped an experimenter complete tasks 
even when helping required disengaging from fun dis-
tractor toys (Warneken & Tomasello, 2008) or overcom-
ing physical obstacles (Warneken et al., 2007). Rates of 
helping in these more costly tasks tend to be comparable 
to rates in tasks with no such costs (e.g., Warneken & 
Tomasello, 2006).

Resource advantage. Another feature of the situation 
that influences the extent to which adults and children 
prosocially allocate resources to others is how their 
actions will affect their own advantage relative to another 
person. That is, in noncostly sharing tasks, participants 
often receive a fixed number of resources (e.g., the par-
ticipant gets four) and must choose how many resources 
to give to a recipient (e.g., the participant can give a 
recipient four or one; Leimgruber et  al., 2012). In this 
type of task, participants could look at their decision in 
one of two ways. First, participants could think in abso-
lute terms of whether to give the recipient more or less, 
disregarding their own payoff, which is the same no mat-
ter what they decide. Second, participants could think in 
relative terms of how many resources they themselves 
will have with respect to the recipient, considering that 
they could choose to have either the same number of 
resources as the recipient or more resources than the 
recipient. Adults in this type of task show a preference 
for relative advantage over disadvantage or equality 
(C.  A. Cox, 2013; Dohmen, Falk, Fliessbach, Sunde, & 
Weber, 2011; Festinger, 1954; Fiske, 2011). A desire for 
relative advantage is likely motivated by social compari-
son (comparing one’s resources or standing to another 
individual).

Five-year-old children also show a preference for rela-
tive advantage. In one study, they chose an option that 
maximized the number of their own resources relative to 
a recipient child, over an equal option that would result 
in more overall resources for themselves (e.g., choosing 
seven for self and zero for recipient over eight for self 
and eight for recipient: Sheskin, Bloom, & Wynn, 2014). 
No work that we know of has examined whether a con-
cern with relative advantage influences the prosocial 
behavior of children under the age of 5. However, there 
is evidence that by age 3 children react negatively to rela-
tive disadvantage, receiving less than another person 

 at Harvard Libraries on April 8, 2015pps.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://pps.sagepub.com/


Prosocial Behavior in Children 165

when the distributor could have allocated resources 
equally (Lobue, Nishida, Chiong, DeLoache, & Haidt, 
2011). Thus, children may engage in social comparison 
by age 3, but we do not yet know how this motivation 
influences their prosocial behavior at this age.

Features of the actor

Finally, we review factors that are thought to influence 
the mind-set of the actor and by doing so influence his or 
her subsequent actions when given a chance to be pro-
social. These situational factors include the actor’s mood 
and a desire to affiliate with others.

Positive or negative mood. Researchers studying 
adults have long been interested in the question of how 
mood might influence people’s prosociality (Cialdini, 
Darby, & Vincent, 1973; Isen & Levin, 1972; Manucia, 
Baumann, & Cialdini, 1984). A number of studies have 
shown that positive mood induction makes adults more 
prosocial (Batson, Coke, Chard, Smith, & Taliaferro, 1979; 
Bizman, Yinon, Ronco, & Shachar, 1980; Blevins & Mur-
phy, 1974; Forgas, 1998; Harris & Smith, 1975; Isen & 
Levin, 1972), both for instrumental helping (e.g., helping 
someone pick up dropped objects; Guégen & De Gail, 
2003) and for generosity with one’s time or money (e.g., 
tipping; Rind, 1996; Weyant, 1978). However, there is also 
some evidence that negative mood induction leads to 
increased prosocial behavior (e.g., Cialdini & Kenrick, 
1976). Researchers have proposed that acting prosocially 
is experienced as rewarding and may be partially moti-
vated by a desire to maintain a positive mood (Batson & 
Powell, 2003; Wegener & Petty, 1994) or to reduce a neg-
ative mood (Cialdini et al., 1973).

Some work has suggested that 6-year-olds were more 
generous in a donation task after a negative mood induc-
tion (Cialdini & Kenrick, 1976; Kenrick, Baumann, & 
Cialdini, 1979). However, no work that we know of has 
examined the influence of mood on prosocial behavior 
in children under the age of 5. In a suggestive study, 
22-month-old children showed more signs of happiness 
when giving rewards to a puppet than when receiving 
rewards themselves (Aknin, Hamlin, & Dunn, 2012). This 
finding is consistent with work demonstrating that adults 
are happier after performing prosocial actions (Dunn, 
Aknin, & Norton, 2008) and with a view that mood plays 
a role (though here as a consequence rather than cause) 
in early prosocial behavior. It is important to note that if 
prosocial behavior can be experienced as rewarding and 
can lead to a more positive emotional state, this is not an 
alternative to other motivations but may be a mechanism 
that promotes those other motivations. For instance, chil-
dren may be more prosocial toward someone who 
helped them previously because they feel more positive 

about that person, and this positive feeling contributes to 
fostering reciprocity.

Affiliative priming. Adults exposed to an affiliative 
behavior (e.g., a confederate smiling at them) show ele-
vated rates of subsequent helping (e.g., picking up 
dropped objects for another person; Guéguen & De Gail, 
2003). Relatedly, adults who were recently mimicked (a 
behavior associated with affiliation) were more likely to 
engage in instrumental helping (van Baaren, Holland, 
Kawakami, & van Knippenberg, 2004), to donate more 
money to charity (van Baaren et al., 2004), and to give 
higher tips (van Baaren, Holland, Steenaert, & van Knip-
penberg, 2003).

Similarly, witnessing affiliation appears to increase 
children’s prosocial behavior. Eighteen-month-olds were 
more likely to help an experimenter pick up dropped 
objects when they had previously seen an affiliation 
prime (two dolls facing each other) than a nonaffiliation 
prime (two dolls facing apart) or a neutral prime (one 
doll; Over & Carpenter, 2009). Children at this age were 
also more helpful if they had previously been mimicked 
than if they had not, regardless of whether they were 
helping the mimicker or someone else (Carpenter, Uebel, 
& Tomasello, 2013).

In both adults and children, exposure to affiliation 
primes seems to induce a general prosocial disposition 
rather than a motivation to help a specific person (e.g., 
(Carpenter et al., 2013). Additionally, the effects of posi-
tive social primes do not seem to be specific to prosocial 
behavior, but instead these primes promote affiliative 
behaviors more generally; for instance, adults were more 
likely to unconsciously mimic others after being primed 
with words related to the affiliation and friendship (Lakin 
& Chartrand, 2003). One explanation for the positive 
effects of mimicry and witnessing affiliation on prosocial 
behavior is that these behaviors tend to be most fre-
quently observed in the presence of group members. 
Responding positively to potential group members may 
reflect a motivation to affiliate with one’s group, show 
that one is a good cooperator, and promote ingroup har-
mony (Carpenter et  al., 2013; Over & Carpenter, 2009; 
van Baaren et al., 2004).

Summary

Taken together, the work reviewed above demonstrates 
that children’s prosocial behavior is influenced by fea-
tures of the recipient, the context, and the actor’s mind-
set. The evidence suggests that there are important 
parallels between the motivations underlying prosociality 
in young children and the motivations underlying proso-
ciality in adults. However, several outstanding questions 
remain about prosocial motivations in children under 3 
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and regarding the mechanisms by which the factors exert 
their effects. Before we turn to those questions, however, 
we briefly discuss methodological and reporting issues in 
the study of children’s prosocial behavior.

Methods and Reporting Standards for 
Research on Early Prosocial Behavior

In this section, we first present what we consider to be 
methodological challenges in the study of prosocial 
behavior—in particular, the difficulty of comparing across 
age groups to investigate development. Then we note the 
importance of reporting certain aspects of methods and 
behaviors that would be especially informative in this 
area of study.

Comparing behaviors and motivations 
across age groups

How does prosocial behavior differ by age when partici-
pants are tested in tasks that are tightly controlled as well 
as similarly understandable and relevant to the different 
age groups? Comparing prosocial behavior across age 
groups is critical for understanding the development of 
prosocial motivations, yet there are substantial method-
ological challenges in making such comparisons. Though 
adult social psychologists and developmental psycholo-
gists have identified and tested many of the same features 
that could influence prosocial behavior, the two fields tend 
to use different manipulations and measures that make it 
difficult to compare motivations across development. For 
example, some have proposed that helping and sharing 
may be driven by different motivations (e.g., Dunfield & 
Kuhlmeier, 2013), but most of the recent adult work uses 
resource sharing as a measure of prosocial behavior, and 
much of the child work uses instrumental helping, espe-
cially at the youngest ages. More work using similar meth-
ods could delineate what makes these behaviors different 
if they are so and compare the factors that influence 
behaviors in each category across development.

It can also be difficult to draw firm developmental 
conclusions from studies comparing prosocial behavior 
between older and younger children tested in the same 
task. In particular, it is challenging to interpret low rates 
of helping or equal helping across conditions in younger 
age groups. It is often the case that a behavior or motiva-
tion is thought to be present only in later childhood but 
is then found much earlier when using a more sensitive 
measure. As an example, Vaish et al. (2009) found evi-
dence that 18-month-olds are more prosocial toward vic-
tims of harm, suggesting an affective perspective-taking 
ability previously thought to emerge only around age 3 
(Denham, 1986; Wellman, Phillips, & Rodriguez, 2000). 
More work using such methods that tap into a particular 

motivation and that are appropriate for all age groups 
tested (e.g., Warneken & Tomasello, 2013) is important 
for exploring the development of prosocial motives.

A further question concerns how infants’ expectations 
and preferences when viewing third-party social interac-
tions (e.g., Hamlin, Wynn, & Bloom, 2007; Meristo & 
Surian, 2013) relate to the motivations for early prosocial 
behavior. Researchers could gain traction on this ques-
tion by taking advantage of stimuli we know infants use 
as a basis for social preferences (e.g., Hamlin et al., 2007; 
Kinzler, Dupoux, & Spelke, 2007), as well as work using 
measures of prosocial behavior that we already know 
infants produce (e.g., helpfully informing someone by 
pointing out the location of an object; Liszkowski, 
Carpenter, Striano, & Tomasello, 2006).

Reporting relevant aspects of 
procedure, design, and null results

Reporting details of the warm-up phase. Most, if not 
all, of the studies we reviewed include a warm-up phase 
before children’s prosocial behavior is observed or mea-
sured. There is a tendency in the prosocial literature to 
leave out the details of warm-ups from the analysis. This 
tendency likely comes from the history of warm-ups: 
Most labs previously studied other topics in cognitive 
development in which children’s behavior toward the 
experimenter is not the key response in question, but 
rather children’s willingness to interact with the experi-
menter is necessary in order to ask an unrelated ques-
tion. However, in prosocial tasks, the length and type of 
warm-up could have a very clear impact on children’s 
subsequent behavior, for instance, rendering the recipi-
ent of help a familiar interaction partner who children are 
more motivated to help. In addition to familiarity, warm-
ups might also unintentionally prompt motivation to 
engage in reciprocal helping or sharing or even prime 
affiliation, all factors shown to influence children’s likeli-
hood of helping. Indeed, 12-month-olds were more likely 
to offer objects to others after engaging in give-and-take 
exchanges or interacting with an experimenter who 
requested objects by holding out her hand (Hay & Mur-
ray, 1982). We recommend reporting the length of warm-
up and training phases, specific activities that occurred 
(and controlling these activities across participants), who 
the child interacted with, and who was present.

Reporting rates of prosocial behavior in studies 
with multiple trials. One challenge in comparing 
results across articles is a lack of consistency in how rates 
of prosocial behavior are reported. In some articles, help-
ing or sharing rates are reported collapsed across trials, 
in others they are reported by trial, and in yet others 
children receive only a single trial. Similarly, some studies 
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report helping in terms of time to help (e.g., percentage 
of children who helped in the first 10 s; Over & Carpen-
ter, 2009), others in terms of cue to help (e.g., assigning 
a score based on the number of cues the experimenter 
provided that help was needed; Svetlova et  al., 2010), 
and others in terms of whether children helped at all 
(e.g., Hepach et  al., 2012). Our recommendation is to 
generally report data both for the first trial or opportunity 
to help as well as collapsed across all trials. In this way, 
readers can understand both the cumulative effects of the 
manipulation (including the ways in which helping may 
increase or decrease across time) as well as the data in a 
form that can easily be compared across trials (by always 
reporting the first trial data). Similarly, in support of a 
growing trend (e.g., Warneken & Tomasello, 2007), we 
recommend reporting helping in the first 10 s of an action 
(e.g., after a pen is dropped) as well as across whatever 
maximum time frame the experimenters determine to be 
ideal for their study. Although, of course, time to object 
will vary as a function of features such as room size, in 
general, helping within 10 s would indicate fairly imme-
diate helping, whereas helping after 60 s would indicate 
a pause and likely additional cues.

Reporting null results. Along with recent discussions 
in the field on reporting standards (e.g., Simmons, Nel-
son, & Simonsohn, 2011), increased reporting of null 
results—for instance, experiments in which children help 
at very low rates or do not help differently across the 
conditions tested—would be useful to help researchers 
know whether the lack of effects at younger ages reflects 
a lack of testing or a consistent lack of effect. Noting 
whether null results were likely obtained because chil-
dren did not understand some feature of the task as indi-
cated by a control condition or manipulation check (see 
discussions in Burkart & Rueth, 2013; Dahl et al., 2013) is 
also important for distinguishing whether a lack of pro-
social behavior (or sensitivity of prosocial behavior to a 
given factor) is due to a lack of prosocial motivation.

Prosocial Behavior in Children: 
Outstanding Questions

In this section, we address three questions that have been 
central in the study of prosocial development: First, how 
indiscriminate or selective are children’s earliest prosocial 
behaviors? Second, are children’s prosocial behaviors 
intrinsically or extrinsically motivated? Third, how do the 
motivations for prosocial behavior develop in the first 5 
years of life? For each question, we comment on what the 
current evidence suggests and note where further 
research is needed.

To what extent is early prosocial 
behavior indiscriminate versus 
selective?

Many researchers have proposed that children are ini-
tially fairly indiscriminate in their helping and sharing 
behavior—that is, that children will help anyone as long 
as they feel sufficiently comfortable to approach the per-
son at all (Warneken & Tomasello, 2009a). The argument 
continues that selective prosociality, which might include 
different rates of helping kin versus nonkin, ingroup ver-
sus outgroup members, those who have helped in the 
past versus those who have not, and those whom one 
might want to impress versus those whom one might not 
care to impress, emerges later, with many studies sug-
gesting emergence around age 3 (e.g., Hay, 1994; Hay 
et al., 1990; Hay et al., 1991; Sebastián-Enesco et al., 2013; 
Warneken, 2013a; Warneken & Tomasello, 2009a, 2009b, 
2013). Some of the evidence used to support this view 
comes from studies showing that children by around age 
14 months help unfamiliar experimenters in both experi-
mental (e.g., Warneken & Tomasello, 2006, 2007) and 
observational (e.g., Rheingold, 1982; Rheingold et  al., 
1976) studies. Further evidence comes from recent stud-
ies providing converging evidence that 3-year-olds share 
less over time with a consistently selfish partner, but 
2-year-olds continue to share at high rates (Sebastián-
Enesco et  al., 2013; Warneken & Tomasello, 2013). 
Proponents of an indiscriminate-to-selective view of pro-
social behavior suggest that from an evolutionary per-
spective, children in the first few years of life tend to be 
surrounded by kin and thus may not require active moti-
vations to be selectively prosocial until their social circle 
expands to strangers (Warneken & Tomasello, 2009a).

We believe that there are both methodological and 
conceptual reasons to question the indiscriminate-to-
selective view. First, there are methodological reasons to 
doubt the conclusion that early prosociality is indiscrimi-
nate on the basis of findings illustrating children’s will-
ingness to help strangers (e.g., Warneken & Tomasello, 
2006). Though an experimenter who children met earlier 
in the testing session is to some extent a stranger, chil-
dren have typically participated in a warm-up phase with 
this person before having the opportunity to help him or 
her. As noted above, including a warm-up phase (depend-
ing on the activities involved and individuals present) 
could influence many factors known to influence proso-
cial behavior and could diminish the likelihood that the 
recipient is seen as a stranger.

Second, the studies investigating features of the recipi-
ent suggest that children selectively provide objects to 
recipients who intended to help them in the past over 
those who did not by 21 months (Dunfield & Kuhlmeier, 
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2010) and to those who helped rather than hindered a 
third party by around age 19 months (Dahl et al., 2013; 
Hamlin et al., 2011), hinting at some selectivity much ear-
lier than the 3rd birthday. Critically, almost no studies 
have explored the question of selective prosocial behav-
ior in children younger than 19–21 months of age. In 
addition, some have suggested that indiscriminate proso-
ciality even in infancy is unlikely given that infants are 
remarkably discriminating in their general social prefer-
ences (Wynn, 2009). For example, infants prefer helpful 
agents to harmful agents (e.g., Hamlin, 2013; Hamlin 
et al., 2007) and similar others to dissimilar others (Kinzler 
et  al., 2007; Mahajan & Wynn, 2012), produce genuine 
smiles more to their mothers than to strangers (e.g., Fox 
& Davidson, 1988), and look longer to faces of individuals 
who are from familiar rather than unfamiliar groups (e.g., 
Bar-Haim, Ziv, Lamy, & Hodes, 2006; Quinn, Yahr, Kuhn, 
Slater, & Pascalis, 2002)—all in the first year of life. This 
previous work in diverse domains of social cognition sug-
gests that there is good reason to believe that infants 
should be discriminating in their prosocial actions as well, 
from the earliest ages these actions are observed, pre-
cisely because they are recognizing and seemingly evalu-
ating differences between the potential beneficiaries.

As Warneken (2011) points out, it is possible for chil-
dren to favor some individuals or groups over others on 
looking time or evaluation tasks and still not exhibit a ten-
dency to help one over the other (see Howard, Henderson, 
Carrazza, & Woodward, in press, for an example of such a 
disconnect in the domain of imitation and selectivity for 
ingroup members). Nonetheless, Wynn’s (2009) argument 
should challenge researchers to design tasks that allow for 
direct comparisons of the factors that influence prosocial 
behavior at different ages. One starting place might be to 
systematically examine the types of selectivity and the 
diversity of motivations we see in the prosocial behavior of 
adults and older children (e.g., similarity and group status, 
familiarity and relationship, presence and awareness of 
recipients and third-party observers) in infants and tod-
dlers, as Warneken and Tomasello (2009a) have suggested. 
We believe the question of how infants’ social selectivity 
on a number of dimensions (group membership, similar-
ity, niceness, and so on) and their sensitivity to situations 
involving third-party prosocial interactions (e.g., Kuhlmeier, 
Wynn, & Bloom, 2003; Meristo & Surian, 2013) connects 
(or not) to their prosocial actions is one of the most excit-
ing puzzles for future work.

To what extent is early prosocial 
behavior intrinsically versus 
extrinsically motivated?

A popular question in the study of prosocial behavior is 
whether it is intrinsically or extrinsically motivated. This 

question has been central to social psychology for 
decades (e.g., Batson, 1991; Cialdini, Baumann, & Kenrick 
1981; Dovidio, Piliavin, Schroeder, & Penner, 2006). There 
is some evidence from developmental research that pro-
social motivations are at least initially intrinsic in nature 
(rather than extrinsic). For instance, as cited above, 14- to 
18-month-olds are willing to take some costs to help or 
share with no promise of a reward (e.g., Hay et al., 1991; 
Warneken et  al., 2007; Warneken & Tomasello, 2008), 
and indeed helping in children at these ages is under-
mined by material rewards and praise (Warneken & 
Tomasello, 2008). If children were helping to gain rewards 
or credit or to secure future cooperative relationships, 
their helping behavior should be sensitive to the identity 
of the beneficiary, the audience present, and the likeli-
hood of external reward (all factors that at least some-
times motivate adult helping).

Although the finding of an overjustification effect in 
18-month-olds’ helping behavior compellingly suggests 
that the promise of attractive material rewards under-
mines some other motivation to help, the question of 
what that motivation is remains open. In one adult study, 
material rewards undermined adults’ motivation to use 
prosociality for reputation enhancement (Ariely et  al., 
2009); it is possible that a motivation like this is at play in 
young children as well. This is not to suggest that 
18-month-olds are actively managing their reputations 
but rather that we should look for the specific factors that 
drive and maintain children’s helping. Material rewards 
could be supplanting a motivation to maintain a positive 
mood, to derive satisfaction from seeing the beneficiary’s 
positive affect, or to affiliate with the beneficiary (i.e., if 
rewards suggest to children that they are in a relationship 
of exchange rather than affiliation; e.g., Clark & Mills, 
1979).

Another study that argues for the intrinsic nature of 
young children’s prosocial behavior demonstrated a 
smaller increase in pupil dilation in children who helped 
a recipient or observed a third party helping the recipient 
than in children who were held back from helping while 
the recipient struggled (Hepach et  al., 2012). Although 
this study suggests that children process the event differ-
ently when helping has occurred than when it has not, 
whether pupil dilation can be interpreted as evidence of 
intrinsic motivation remains unclear. In particular, pupil 
dilation, a reflection of activity in the sympathetic ner-
vous system, like all psychophysiological measures, can 
be an indicator of many possible underlying psychologi-
cal states—for example, emotional arousal (Bradley, 
Miccoli, Escrig, & Lang, 2008; Partala & Surakka, 2003), 
stimulation ( Janisse, 1973), effort, processing or cognitive 
load (Beatty, 1982; Hyona, Tommola, & Alaja, 1995; Just 
& Carpenter, 1993; Marshall, 2002), and surprise 
(Preuschoff, Hart, & Einhauser, 2011), all of which are 
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likely to differ between situations involving a person 
being handed an object they reach for and those involv-
ing a person not being handed an object they reach for. 
In infants, increased pupil dilation has been consistently 
associated with viewing irrational or unusual conclusions 
to events both physical and social (for review, see Laeng, 
Sirois, & Gredebäck, 2014). According to this logic, 
infants’ pupil dilation may decrease in response to a 
helping action because helping is the typical or expected 
response to an event in which a person struggles to com-
plete a task when others are present.

Our stance is that thinking about early prosocial 
behavior in terms of the intrinsic versus extrinsic dichot-
omy has produced important results (e.g., Warneken & 
Tomasello, 2008) but oversimplifies a more complex con-
ceptual terrain that is now emerging with more evidence 
of proximate motivations for children’s prosociality (e.g., 
a desire to affiliate with others, look like a good helper to 
others, or act on feelings of empathy or sympathy). 
Ultimately, prosocial behavior must have evolved because 
it provided some benefit to the self, for instance, through 
direct or indirect reciprocity (Trivers, 1971; West, El 
Mouden, & Gardner, 2011). Research should both exam-
ine at what age children begin to behave in line with 
these principles and consider the mechanisms that main-
tain these behaviors, which may change over the course 
of development.

Developing Motivations for Prosocial 
Behavior

The question of how prosocial behavior changes over 
the first 5 years of life has been one of the most central 
questions to researchers across disciplines and also one 
of the most difficult to answer. We believe that the work 
we reviewed here suggests that there are at least hints 
that many of the factors that influence adult prosocial 
behavior also influence helping and sharing in young 
children. Yet we are far from having a complete picture 
of the number of prosocial motivations present in early 
life, how they develop, and how they interact. It is impor-
tant to note that, although we discussed what each factor 
might tell us about prosocial motivation, we do not mean 
to suggest that the various motivations are mutually 
exclusive. Proximate motivations, for instance, to affiliate 
with individuals who are likely to help you in the future 
or to sympathize with those who are more in need and 
would more likely appreciate your help, might be mech-
anisms for ultimate motivations like reciprocity that main-
tain cooperative behavior. It is also important to note 
from a developmental perspective that motivations could 
be built up over time. For instance, we might find that 
infants’ early helping behaviors are more likely to be 
directed toward adults than children, which Wynn (2009) 

has suggested might be a sign that children’s behaviors 
are driven by an ultimate motivation to signal their help-
fulness to their kin and wider community (who would 
then be more likely to invest in the child). This sort of 
prosocial selectivity might represent a precursor to a 
motivation to improve one’s reputation, which could be 
enriched as children mature in their sociocognitive 
abilities.

Indeed, a major issue with investigating motivations is 
that another aspect of prosocial behavior besides motiva-
tion that clearly undergoes substantial development early 
in life is children’s abilities to identify others’ goals and 
desires, to recognize when these goals and desires will 
go unfulfilled without help, and to understand the appro-
priate prosocial response. Many studies finding differen-
tial rates of prosocial behavior across age groups have 
concluded that children become better at identifying 
more subtle cues of the help that is needed with age 
(e.g., Brownell, Svetlova, & Nichols, 2009; Dahl et  al., 
2013; Dunfield & Kuhlmeier, 2013; Dunfield et al., 2011; 
Kenward & Dahl, 2011; Svetlova et al., 2010; Warneken & 
Tomasello, 2007). Children’s abilities in other areas, for 
instance, perspective taking, emotion understanding, or 
sensitivity to fairness, have also been found to be corre-
lated with their prosocial behaviors (Brownell et  al., 
2013; Sommerville et al., 2013). As research continues to 
progress and we are better able to identify the cues that 
children are sensitive to at different ages, it will be easier 
to design studies to directly compare motivations for pro-
social behaviors across children of different ages. A good 
example of a task in the current literature that we know 
children are able to understand at an early age is 
Warneken and Tomasello’s (2006) out-of-reach-object 
task. In this task, an experimenter accidentally drops 
objects, and children have the opportunity to help by 
handing the objects back to the experimenter (Warneken 
& Tomasello, 2006). Many studies have used versions of 
the out-of-reach-object task successfully with children 
from 12 to 24 months (e.g., Dunfield & Kuhlmeier, 2013; 
Sommerville et al., 2013; Warneken & Tomasello, 2006, 
2007). Because we know that children understand the 
relevant cues (e.g., reaching for objects), this task is a 
good candidate for comparing motivations for helping 
across age groups. The more we can rule out the possi-
bility that ability (e.g., ability to recognize a cue that help 
is needed) is playing a role in any given study, the closer 
we can get to looking at the motivations underlying pro-
social behavior across development.

Some researchers have also pointed out that it is 
important to separate prosocial behavior from merely 
social behavior in early childhood, for example, suggest-
ing that in some cases children might engage in behavior 
that has the effect of being prosocial but that is motivated 
primarily by a desire to engage socially with the 
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recipient. For instance, children might offer objects to 
others to engage in joint attention rather than to share 
resources with them (Hay, 1994; Paulus & Moore, 2012), 
or they might help with others’ goals in some cases 
whether help is needed or not (Paulus & Moore, 2012). 
Clearly, there is insufficient evidence at this point to draw 
firm conclusions about the extent to which children’s 
helping and sharing actions are intended to benefit the 
recipient, but we raise this question as an interesting ave-
nue for future work. Some research is already beginning 
to tease apart the prosocial versus merely social aspects 
of children’s helping, for instance, by looking at correla-
tions between children’s prosocial responding and under-
standing of related but not identical prosocial interactions 
between third parties (e.g., Paulus, 2014; Sommerville 
et al., 2013).

Conclusion

One of the most exciting domains in the area of social 
cognitive development over the last decade has surely 
been the burgeoning field of prosocial behavior. In the 
last decade, research using experimental methods has 
built on findings from observational studies, incorporat-
ing evolutionary claims and connections to research in 
areas as diverse as social, economic, and cognitive psy-
chology. The work reviewed here suggests that many of 
the motivations underlying adult prosocial behavior are 
also present in young children. However, there are still 
many critical open questions for future work. For 
instance, do infants’ early preferences for some indi-
viduals over others translate to selective prosociality? 
This question is central to understanding how the 
mechanisms driving prosocial behavior unfold early in 
life and we hope will be approached in future work by 
combining innovative methods developed by infant 
researchers with the questions researchers have asked 
about the factors influencing prosocial behavior in 
adults and older children. Further work is needed to 
carefully consider the situations that promote or dis-
courage helping and sharing behavior and the many 
motivations (e.g., motivations to see goals completed, to 
feel useful, to receive future benefits, and to advance 
one’s reputation) likely to underlie prosocial behavior at 
the earliest ages.
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Notes

1. Comforting (which can refer to a variety of behaviors, but 
often physical or verbal reassurance intended to reduce some-
one else’s distress) appears to be a distinct type of prosocial 
behavior that shows low cross-task correlations with helping 
and sharing and a different developmental trajectory (Dunfield 
& Kuhlmeier, 2013; Dunfield et al., 2011; Paulus, Kühn-Popp, 
Licata, Sodian, & Meinhardt, 2013), as well as distinct neural 
correlates (Paulus et al., 2013). Research on children’s helpful 
informing is still fairly new, with most studies validating the idea 
that infants’ pointing can have the goal of helpfully providing 
information (Knudsen & Liszkowski, 2012a, 2012b; Liszkowski 
et al., 2006; Liszkowski, Carpenter, & Tomasello, 2008) rather 
than examining what factors influence children’s tendency to 
communicate helpfully.
2. See Vaish, Carpenter, and Tomasello (2010) for a demon-
stration that selectivity for those who helped over those who 
harmed third parties is based on recipient intentions rather than 
outcomes at age 3.
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