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Prosocial behaviour
Helping your child to give back

Prosocial behaviour

What do we know?

“Young children
from all cultures
have the same
forms of prosocial
behaviours.”

n

Prosocial behaviours are the things we do, voluntarily, to help others.
For example: helping, sharing, comforting and consoling.

n

Young children from all cultures have the same forms of prosocial
behaviours.

n

Prosocial behaviours begin early in life and become more complex
over time.

n

Around 2 years old, children start to help others without being asked.

n

By ages 3 and 4, children are better able to see when others need help.
They can respond by sharing, helping and comforting.

n

Children who are empathic (i.e., they understand how others might be
feeling) are more likely to show prosocial behaviours.

n

Children who feel guilty after doing – or thinking about doing –
something wrong (e.g., pushing another child) are more likely to have
prosocial behaviours than those who do not feel guilt.

n

Children who have prosocial behaviours tend to adjust well to school
and build the following skills:
– Social: develop positive relationships with their peers and teachers.
– Emotional: are able to understand and manage their emotions

in healthy ways.
– Cognitive: develop problem-solving skills and tend to perform

well at school.
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Helping your child to give back

Paying attention to...
... the different ways you can promote your
child’s empathy and prosocial behaviours.

... help your child to take part in
prosocial events.

... the way you positively reinforce your
child’s prosocial behaviours.

What can be done?
n

Be a good role model and show a range
of prosocial behaviours (e.g., help, share,
comfort).

n

Express warmth, sensitivity and kindness to
your child.

n

Help your child identify how others are
feeling in everyday situations or in storybooks
(e.g., “The little boy is crying because he lost his
teddy bear. How do you think he is feeling? How
would you feel if this happened to you? What
could his sister do to make him feel better?”).

n

Help your child become aware of situations
in which prosocial actions would help others.

n

Plan activities that ask your child and his
friends to share and help each other to reach
a common goal (e.g., treasure hunt).

n

When your child has conflicts with others,
explain how his actions affect them.

n

Praise your child’s prosocial behaviours.

n

Tell him how his actions helped others.

n

Try not to give him tangible rewards
(e.g., treats) since he may become less
motivated to help without expecting
something in return.
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Information
This information sheet is a publication of the Centre of Excellence for Early Childhood
Development (CEECD) and the Strategic Knowledge Cluster on Early Child Development
(SKC-ECD). These organizations identify and summarize the best scientific work on early
childhood development. They disseminate this knowledge to a variety of audiences in
formats and languages adapted to their needs.
For a more in-depth understanding of prosocial behaviour, consult our synthesis and
experts’ articles on this topic in the Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development,
available free of charge at www.child-encyclopedia.com.
Several organizations financially support the CEECD and the SKC-ECD, including the
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, Université Laval, and private
foundations. The views expressed herein do not necessarily represent the official policies
of these organizations.
We are grateful to the Margaret & Wallace McCain Family Foundation for its financial
contribution to produce this information sheet.
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