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Introduction

Prosocial behaviours are voluntary acts intended to benefit others.1 Prosocial acts emerge early in
life, soon after babies learn to crawl,2 and increase in complexity across the lifespan, with the
emergence of paradoxically prosocial acts such as prosocial lying in middle childhood, and acts of
long-term commitment in adolescence and adulthood. 

Subject 

The appearance of prosocial behaviour in infancy has led to recent claims that babies are born
with a predisposition for morality and altruism.3,4 A lifespan perspective on prosocial development
both enriches and challenges this view. Throughout life, prosocial behaviour serves many
functions, from simple enjoyment, to relationship building, to reputation enhancement, to
explicitly moral aspirations.5 

Problem
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By taking a lifespan perspective, we can identify how prosocial behaviour changes in both form
and function with age, as well as how age-specific mechanisms may affect its emergence and
development. For example, infants’ early prosocial behaviour, although superficially similar to
adult forms, may have unique motives and functions that are less evident in later behaviours.6 A
lifespan perspective on prosocial development can also assist researchers in determining the role
parents, peers, and other adults can play in, and in intervening to promote, its development
throughout the lifespan.  

Research Context  

The majority of research on prosocial behaviour has involved direct and indirect observations of
behaviour, through experimental and naturalistic studies, and self- and parent- and teacher-
reports, in single time point, cross-sectional, longitudinal, and more rarely, twin study, designs.
However, more recent studies have also used other methods, such as neural imaging,7 and pupil
dilation and eye-tracking8 to explore prosocial behaviour. It is likely that future research will use
converging methods, combining behavioural methods with other methodologies.  

Key Research Questions

Important research questions for the lifespan development of prosocial behaviour include
understanding general patterns of development in prosocial behaviour over the lifespan, and
studying how individual levels of prosocial behaviour change or remain stable within development.
5 

Recent Research Results

a) Infancy and toddlerhood helping, sharing, and caring

Infants as young as 12 months will inform adults of unseen events by pointing these out, and will
also offer instrumental help by assisting adults complete thwarted tasks, such as picking up an
out-of-reach object.9,10 As they approach age 3, toddlers are more reliably able to comfort people
in distress, for example, by hugging someone who is hurt, and sharing resources with those who
express a need for food or a toy.11-15 In experimental studies, these early appearing prosocial
behaviours are relatively undifferentiated by gender; however, in parent and teacher report of
younger children, and in experimental studies in childhood and beyond, females tend to engage in
more comforting behaviours, and males in riskier helping behaviours.16,17 
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Cross-cultural studies find the same basic forms of prosocial behaviour in infants across diverse
cultures,18 and there is evidence that individual differences in prosociality are heritable.19 However,
there is also substantial cross-cultural and individual variability in prosociality across all ages.20-24

A potential mechanism supporting early prosocial behaviour is empathy,25 which first manifests
through reactive crying in response to another infant’s cries.26-29 In toddlers, expressions of
empathic concern are related to comforting others.15,30 Other forms of prosocial behaviour, such as
children’s attempts to assist adults with routines and chores in the home, may arise out of young
children’s desire for affiliation, such as social engagement with others in fun and amusement, and
in mastery of adult tasks.31-35 Although less well understood, motives behind a particular prosocial
act may change with development; for example, feeding a family pet may be “fun” for a young
child, but gradually become motivated by a sense of responsibility and care for the pet.2,24   

Throughout infancy, parental behaviour contributes to the early development of prosocial
behaviour, for example through talking about others’ emotions and mental states with their
toddlers (e.g., ‘sad,’ ‘remember’12), and by structuring affiliative and collaborative interactions to
facilitate young children’s participation in prosocial events as well as their imitative learning.35-37  

b) Childhood: Reflecting on self and others

By the age of 4, children become more sophisticated in thinking about their own and others’
actions.5,38,39 Whereas infants expect equality in the partition of goods,40,41 as children acquire more
complex social understanding, resource division may come to be unequal, as they take factors
such as effort, need, group membership, cost, and historical experiences, into consideration when
distributing goods.42-46 

During early and middle childhood, children in industrialized countries also begin to associate
regularly with peers and less frequently with parents. Although both peers and parents influence
children’s competencies and opportunities in assisting others,47 childhood prosocial behaviour
increases in complexity in these new social contexts.2,5,48,49 As children begin to understand the
emotions of their friends and peers, and the expectations of schools and teachers, they begin to
engage in prosocial lying to protect another’s feelings or, in some cultures, to appear modest.50

Similarly, children also learn to appreciate that necessary harm, such as pulling someone off an
unsafe play structure, may lead to a greater good.51 

c) Adolescence and emerging adulthood: Volunteering and identity
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Prosocial behaviour tends to decline in early adolescence,52 partly in relation to hormonal and
other physiological events of puberty,53 but then recovers.54 A new form of prosociality, civic
engagement and volunteering, emerges as adolescents become more socially independent.
Participating in church groups, playing or coaching sports, and involvement in school clubs, which
require maintenance of prosocial activity over time, contribute to a sense of agency, that one’s
acts can make a difference in the lives of others,55 and the development of identity.56-58

Volunteering in adolescence is linked to later civic engagement.59 

d) Adulthood and beyond: Future generations and moral exemplars   

Adults have access to more material resources, knowledge, independence, and, particularly with
older and retired adults, more time, than in other stages of life. Exceptional individuals become
moral exemplars, demonstrating exceptional moral commitment or heroic sacrifice.58 However,
classic social psychology research on phenomena such as bystander effect, wherein adults in a
crowd are less likely to help, show that adults are not automatically more prosocial than children
and adolescents.5,60  

Being a parent or caregiver is an important context of prosociality, although one that is seldom
recognized in the research literature. Beyond helping others directly, parents, teachers, and
caregivers also attempt to socialize prosociality in children, with explicit reference to moral
expectations and through facilitating children’s cooperation in family and societal life, closing the
loop on prosocial development across the lifespan.2,37,47,61-63 

Research Gaps 

The principal gap in the research on prosocial behaviour over the lifespan is understanding the
developmental relation between the earliest prosocial behaviours and those behaviours emerging
later in life.2,5 Another important gap is understanding how some prosocial behaviours come to
have moral motives. This is a daunting task because prosocial behaviours originate from many
sources, such as increasing social and moral understanding, the formation and maintenance of
social relations, and changing social roles, such as student or parent, and it is a difficult to
entangle these influences.5 

Conclusions 
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Prosocial behaviour is a concept whose relatively straightforward definition, as voluntary acts
intended to benefit others, conceals a remarkable diversity.5 This diversity is particularly apparent
across a lifespan perspective, as when prosocial behaviour is viewed across age, the changes in
its motives, its structure, its timeframe, and its beneficiaries become apparent. The prosocial
behaviour of the infant is not completely that different from that of the adult, nor is it identical.
Furthermore, the prosocial behaviour of a single individual may not be identically motivated at all
times. Considered across the lifespan, we can see that human nature is oriented socially, towards
interacting with others, though not always morally. In its developmental complexity, we should
also consider the possibility that prosocial behaviour serves many functions. It may be that
through life experiences, and with hard work, reflection, and commitment, that it truly comes into
its moral form.

Implications for Parents, Services and Policy 

Prosocial behaviours are a normal and necessary part of living in society, and of social
development, and promoting prosocial behaviour in all its forms is clearly desirable,63 However,
parents and teachers should be aware that prosociality is complicated, and that some motives for
and structures of behaviour are more desirable than others. For example, although encouraging
sharing of resources is important, this behaviour can easily come to involve favoritism, such as to
in-groups. These biases can be addressed and corrected by parents and educators.45  

Developmentally, there is some evidence that prosocial acts initially carried out for social reasons,
such as chores that infants participate in for fun, can become legitimately personal and moral, as
children learn to care about the recipients of these behaviours.31,34 At the same time, parents
should not be overly concerned if an infants’ prosocial behaviour, supported by interest or fun,
declines as the child masters the task and it becomes a “chore,” and some age-related declines
prosocial are also expected.  

References

1. Eisenberg N, Spinrad TL, Knafo-Noam A. Prosocial development. In: Lamb ME, ed. Handbook of child psychology and

7th ed. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley; 2015:610-656.developmental science. 

2. Hay DF, Cook KV. The transformation of prosocial behavior from infancy to childhood. In: Brownell CA, Kopp CB, eds.
. New York: Guilford Press; 2007:100-131.Socioemotional development in the toddler years: Transitions and transformations

3. Wynn K, Bloom P. The moral baby. In: Killen M, Smetana JG, eds. . 2nd ed. New York:Handbook of moral development

Psychology Press; 2014:435-53.

4. Vaish A, Tomasello M. The early ontogeny of human cooperation and morality. In: Killen M, Smetana JG, eds. Handbook of

2nd ed. New York: Psychology Press; 2014:279-98.moral development. 

©2015-2025 ABILIO | PROSOCIAL BEHAVIOUR 5



5. Carlo G. The development and correlates of prosocial moral behaviors. In: Killen M, Smetana JG, eds. Handbook of moral

 2nd ed. New York: Psychology Press; 2014:208-234.development.

6. Carpendale JIM, Hammond SI, Atwood S. A relational developmental systems approach to moral development. In: Lerner
RM, Benson JB, eds.  Amsterdam: Elsevier Science; 2013:125-153.Advances in Child Development and Behavior.

7. Decety J, Howard LH. A neurodevelopmental perspective on morality. In: Killen M, Smetana J, eds. Handbook of moral
development. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates; 2014:454-474.

8. Hepach R, Vaish A, Tomasello M. A new look at children’s prosocial motivation. Infancy. 2013;18(1):67-90.

9. Liszkowski U. Human twelve-month-olds point cooperatively to share interest with and helpfully provide information for a
communicative partner. . 2005;5:135-154.Gesture

10. Warneken F, Tomasello M. Helping and cooperation at 14 months of age. . 2007;11:271-294.Infancy

11. Bandstra NF, Chambers CT, McGrath PJ, Moore C. The behavioural expression of empathy to others' pain versus others'
sadness in young children. . 2011;152:1074-1082.Pain

12. Brownell CA, Iesue SS, Nichols SR, Svetlova M. Mine or yours? development of sharing in toddlers in relation to ownership
understanding. . 2013;84(3):906-920. Child Dev

13. Dunfield KA, Kuhlmeier VA, O’Connell LJ, Kelley EA. Examining the diversity of prosocial behaviour. . 2011;16:227-Infancy

247.

14. Svetlova M, Nichols SR, Brownell CA. From instrumental to empathic to altruistic helping. . 2010;81:1814-1827.Child Dev

15. Zahn-Waxler C, Radke-Yarrow M, Wagner E, Chapman M. Development of concern for others. . 1992;28:126-Dev Psychol

136.

16. Becker SW, Eagly AH. The heroism of women and men. . 2004;59:163-178.Am Psychol

17. Eisenberg N, Spinrad TL, Morris A. Empathy-related responding in children. In: Killen M, Smetana JG, eds. Handbook of

 2nd ed. New York: Psychology Press; 2014:184-207.moral development.

18. Callaghan T, Moll H, Rakoczy H, Warneken F, Liszkowski U, Behne T, et al. Early social cognition in three cultural contexts.
. 2011;76:vii-142.Monogr Soc Res Child Dev

19. Knafo-Noam A, Uzefovsky F, Israel S, Davidov M, Zahn-Waxler C. The prosocial personality and its facets: Genetic and
environmental architecture of mother-reported behavior of 7-year-old twins. . 2015;6:1-9.Front Psychol

20. Kartner J, Keller H, Chaudhary N. Cognitive and social influences on early prosocial behavior in two sociocultural contexts.
. 2010;46(4):905-914.Dev Psychol

21. House B, Silk JB, Henrich J, et al. Ontogeny of prosocial behavior across diverse societies. Proc Natl Acad Sci.

2013;110(36):14586-14591.

22. Rochat P, Dias DG, Liping G, Broesch T, Passos-Ferreira C, Winning A, Berg B.  Fairness in distributive justice by 3- and 5-
year-olds across seven cultures. 2009;40(3):416-442.J. Cross-Cult. Psychol. 

23. Warneken F, Tomasello M. Altruistic helping in human infants and young chimpanzees. . 2006;311:1301-1303.Science

24. Laible D, Karahuta E. Prosocial behaviors in early childhood. In: Padilla-Walker LM, Carlo G, eds. Prosocial development: A

 Oxford University Press; 2014.multidimensional approach.

25. Batson CD. . Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum Associates; 1991.The altruism question: Toward a social-psychological answer

26. Geangu E, Benga O, Stahl D, Striano T. Contagious crying beyond the first days of life.  2010;33(3):279-Infant Behav Dev.

288.

27. Hoffman ML. . New York: Cambridge University Press; Empathy and moral development: Implications for caring and justice

2000.

©2015-2025 ABILIO | PROSOCIAL BEHAVIOUR 6



28. Nichols SR, Svetlova M, Brownell CA. Toddlers’ responses to infants’ negative emotions. . 2014;20(1):70-97.Infancy

29. Roth-Hanania R, Davidov M, Zahn-Waxler C. Empathy development from 8 to 16 months: Early signs of concern for others.
. 2011;34:447-458.Infant Behav Dev

30. Nichols S, Svetlova M, Brownell C. The role of social understanding and empathic disposition in young children’s
responsiveness to distress in parents and peers.  2009;4:449-478. Cogn Brain Behav.

31. Carpendale JIM, Kettner VA, Audet KN. On the nature of toddlers' helping.  2014;24(2):357-366.Soc Dev.

32. Dahl A. The developing social context of infant helping in two U.S. samples.  2015:1-14. Child Dev.

33. Hay DF. The roots and branches of human altruism. . 2009;100(3):473-479.Brit J Psychol

34. Hay DF, Rheingold HL. The early appearance of some valued social behaviors. In: Bridgeman DL, ed. The nature of prosocial
development. New York: Academic Press; 1983:73-94.

35. Rheingold HL. Little children’s participation in the work of adults, a nascent prosocial behavior. . 1982;53:114-125. Child Dev

36. Hammond SI, Carpendale JIM. Helping children help. . 2015;24(2):367-383. Soc Dev

37. Waugh W, Brownell C, Pollock B. Early socialization of prosocial behavior: Patterns in parents’ encouragement of toddlers’
helping in an everyday household task. . 2015;39:1-10.Infant Behav Dev

38. Piaget J.  New York, NY: Free Press; 1965.The moral judgment of the child.

39. Carpendale JIM, Lewis C. Constructing an understanding of mind: The development of children's social understanding within
social interaction. . 2004;27:79-96. Behav Brain Sci

40. Paulus M. Children's inequity aversion depends on culture: A cross-cultural comparison. . 2015;132:240-246. J Exp Psychol

41. Sommerville JA, Schmidt MFH, Yun J, Burns M. The development of fairness expectations and prosocial behavior in the
second year of life. . 2013;18(1):40-66.Infancy

42. Damon W.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers; 1977.The social world of the child.

43. Fehr E, Bernhard H, Rockenbach B. Egalitarianism in young children. . 2008;454(7208):1079-1083.Nature

44. Padilla‐Walker LM, Fraser AM, Black BB, Bean RA. Associations between friendship, sympathy, and prosocial behavior
toward friends. . 2015;25:28-35.J Res Adolesc

45. Rutland A, Killen M. A developmental science approach to reducing prejudice and social exclusion. Soc Issues Policy Rev.

2015;9:121-154.

46. Smith CE, Blake PR, Harris PL. I should but I won’t: Why young children endorse norms of fair sharing but do not follow
them. . 2013;8(3):e59510.PLoS ONE

47. Hastings PD, Miller JG, Troxel NR. Making good: The socialization of children’s prosocial development. In: Grusec JE,
Hastings PD, eds.  2nd ed. Guilford Publications:637-660. Handbook of socialization.

48. Abrams D, Van de Vyver J, Pelletier J, Cameron L. Children's prosocial behavioural intentions towards outgroup members.
. 2015.Brit J Dev Psychol

49. Eisenberg N, Fabes RA. Prosocial development. In: Damon W, Eisenberg N, eds. Handbook of child psychology: Social,

. 5th ed. New York: Wiley; 1998:701-778.emotional, and personality development. Vol 3

50. Evans AD, Lee K. Lying, morality, and development. In: Killen M, Smetana JG, eds. . 2nd ed.Handbook of moral development

New York: Psychology Press; 2014:361-384.

51. Jambon M, Smetana JG. Moral complexity in middle childhood: Children's evaluations of necessary harm. Dev Psychol.

2014;50(1):22.

©2015-2025 ABILIO | PROSOCIAL BEHAVIOUR 7



52. Carlo G, Crockett LJ, Randall BA, Roesch SC. Parent and peer correlates of prosocial development in rural adolescents: A
longitudinal study.  2007;17:301-324. J Res Adolesc.

53. Masten CL, Eisenberger NI, Pfeifer JH, Colich NL, Dapretto M. Associations among pubertal development, empathic ability,
and neural responses while witnessing peer rejection in adolescence.  2013;84(4):1338-1354.Child Dev.

54. Eisenberg N, Sadovsky A, Spinrad TL, et al. The relations of problem behavior status to children's negative emotionality,
effortful control, and impulsivity: Concurrent relations and prediction of change.  2005;41(1):193-211. Dev Psychol.

55. Sokol BW, Hammond SI, Kuebli J, Sweetman L. The development of agency. In: Overton WF, Molenaar PCM, eds. Handbook

. 7th ed. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley; 2015:284-322.of child psychology and developmental science

56. Blasi A. Moral functioning: Moral understanding and personality. In: Lapsley DK, Narvaez D, eds. Moral development, self,

. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum; 2004:335-347.and identity

57. Pratt MW, Lawford HL. Early generativity and types of civic engagement in adolescence and emerging adulthood. In:
Padilla-Walker LM, Carlo G, eds. . New York: Oxford; 2014:410-432.Prosocial Development

58. Walker LJ. Moral personality, motivation, and identity. In: Killen M, Smetana JG, eds.  2ndHandbook of moral development.

ed. New York: Psychology Press; 2014:497-519.

59. Hart D, Atkins R, Donnelly TM. Community service and moral development. In: Killen M, Smetana JG, eds. Handbook of

 Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum; 2006:633-656.moral development.

60. Freund AM, Blanchard-Fields F. Age-related differences in altruism across adulthood: Making personal financial gain versus
contributing to the public good.  2014;50(4):1125-1136. Dev Psychol.

61. Pettygrove DM, Hammond SI, Karahuta EL, Waugh WE, Brownell CA. From cleaning up to helping out: Parental socialization
and children’s early prosocial behavior.  2013;36:843-846. Infant Behavior and Development.

62. Hammond SI, Carpendale JIM. Helping children help. . 2015;24(2):367-383. Soc Dev

63. Rogoff B. . New York: Oxford University Press; 2003.The cultural nature of human development

©2015-2025 ABILIO | PROSOCIAL BEHAVIOUR 8


