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Basic elements of prosociality — (pro)social cognition,

motivation, and prosocial behavior — emerge during the first

and second year of life. These elements are rooted in biological

predispositions and the developmental system is

complemented by caregivers’ structuring. By structuring,

(m)others integrate toddlers’ unrefined (pro)social sentiments

and behavioral inclinations into coherent patterns and align

toddlers’ experience and behavior with the population’s

cultural model. These cultural models specify target states for

appropriate affective, motivational and behavioral responses

regarding toddlers’ prosociality and these target states, in turn,

inform (m)others’ appraisal and guide their structuring. The

experiences that toddlers make in these social interactions

have important implications for how the basic elements of

prosociality are refined and further develop.
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The basic elements of prosocial development
Prosocial behavior can be defined as any behavior

intended to benefit others [1]. During the second year

of life, prosocial behavior emerges in different

domains — helping, cooperating, comforting, and shar-

ing — and toddlers start to pitch in proactively and on

request [2–4]. Beyond prosocial behavior itself, recent

research focused on the basic elements that are necessary

for prosocial behavior to emerge and stabilize in the first

years of life, namely (pro)social cognition and motivation.

The term (pro)social is used to indicate that prosocial

behavior includes a number of genuinely prosocial cogni-

tions and motivations, but also more general processes.
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(Pro)social cognition refers to all processes involved in

making sense of own and others’ behavior in our social

world. So far, there is evidence that some critical aspects

of prosocial cognition have already emerged: During the

second half of the first year of life, infants evaluate others’

social behavior [5], they come to understand others’ needs

[6] and, early in their second year, they expect equal

outcomes [7]. Thus, others’ intentions, needs, and mate-

rial outcomes are recognized and relevant for infants’

expectations and evaluations of others’ behavior.

These aspects of prosocial cognition are inextricably

linked to infants’ (pro)social motivation that, together,

engender prosocial behavior. While there is wide consen-

sus that prosocial behavior emerges during the second

year, the kind(s) of motivation underlying prosocial

behavior is a matter of much debate: Positions range from

a genuinely prosocial motivation [8–12] over social affili-

ation and social engagement [13–15] to more basic pro-

cesses (e.g., law of complete gestalts or goal-alignment, cf.

[16]).

Taken together, the evidence so far suggests that the

basic elements of prosocial development, that is,

(pro)social cognition, motivation, and behavior have

emerged until the first half of the second year. Further-

more, there seems to be consensus that all basic elements

are biologically prepared. However, whether these ele-

ments are developmental primitives, that is, reliably

developing and culturally impenetrable repertoires of

internal biases and behavioral inclinations, is an open

question. One important methodological approach to find

an answer beyond speculative generalization of findings

from narrow populations is to conduct cross-cultural

research. To my knowledge, there are hardly any cross-

cultural studies based on standardized assessments at that

early age. Concerning prosocial cognition, the finding that

urban German infants understand others’ needs was

replicated with a sample of 9-month-olds and 18-

month-olds from Kyoto, Japan [12]. From the second half

of the second year, there is first evidence (although

mixed) that the frequency of prosocial behavior and its

underlying motivation and processes vary across cultures

[11��,17–19].

Regardless of whether the answer will be that the emer-

gence of these basic elements during the first years is

universally uniform or contingent on the cultural context,

two further issues are important to consider. First, beyond

toddlerhood prosocial development clearly differs
www.sciencedirect.com
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between cultures in terms of frequency and underlying

motivations (e.g., [20–23]; for reviews, see [1,24]). There-

fore, research on the divergence of developmental path-

ways and mechanisms of social and cultural transmission

helps understand the phenomenon of human prosociality.

Second, even if prosocial development during infancy

should be universally uniform, findings on relative simi-

larities across species and human populations should not

be misconceived as genetic determinism or preformation.

Rather, the emergence of prosocial cognition, motivation,

and behavior is the outcome of a complex developmental

system [25–27].

Two core features of this developmental system are, first,

biological predispositions as internal biases that inform

(pro)social intuitions and behavioral inclinations and,

second, the way in which caregivers, (typically mothers

and other family members, for example, grandmothers,

fathers, older siblings; henceforth referred to as

(m)others) structure the social and non-social environ-

ment around children’s (pro)social engagement. What is

meant by structuring here includes what is often referred

to as socialization, child-rearing or parenting, but it fur-

thermore encompasses any other way in which (m)others

inform children’s experience and behavior either delib-

erately or unknowingly, for example, by directing chil-

dren’s attention or by modeling appropriate responses

[28]. Together, these two forces powerfully structure

children’s experience and behavior and drive children’s

learning and development.

The repertoire of structuring, cultural models,
and prosocial development
A number of authors have argued that the emergence of

the basic elements of prosociality should be seen as the

joint product of children’s intuitions and inclinations and

(m)others’ structuring [13,29�]. To date, there is evi-

dence that maternal encouragement and acknowledg-

ment early in the second year is positively associated with

toddlers’ prosocial behavior concurrently and prospec-

tively [14�]. Furthermore, targeted scaffolding of chores

contributes to prosocial behavior in the second year

[11��,15]. More generally, the basic repertoire of

(m)others’ structuring consists of attention regulation,

modeling, mirroring and prompting of appropriate affec-

tive and behavioral responses, and (dis-)approval [[30],

J Kärtner, unpublished].

Depending on the cultural context, (m)others may follow

different agendas when providing and structuring these

settings. By following cultural models — defined as a set of

shared cultural schemas that make up the population’s

meaning system [31] — (m)others guide children’s

attention to those features that are most relevant and

they encourage and prompt specific experiences and

behavioral responses. By doing so, they coherently orga-

nize children’s developing (pro)social attention,
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appraisal, experience and behavior. In the course of

development, these patterns are appropriated as cultural

models that, in concert with other internal biases, inform

children’s experience and behavior. In this sense, culture

is defined as any aspect of human experience and behav-

ior that is widely shared among its members and has

normative force, that is, encompasses a sense of desir-

ability, obligation, and legitimate enforcement [J Kärt-

ner, unpublished].

Comparing the cultural models of Western urban middle-

class and Hindu Indian participants, two recent studies

indicate that prosociality is an important socialization goal

across cultures [18�,19]. However, there is evidence that

the cultural models, that is, the meaning systems associ-

ated with prosocial behavior differ: According to these

studies, being responsive to others’ needs is a matter

either of deliberate choice or interpersonal obligation,

respectively, which has important implications for the

motivation underlying prosocial behavior [22].

As it comes to the transmission and appropriation of

cultural models, there is support for the assumption that

these two cultural models also inform (m)others’ struc-

turing: Hindu Indian mothers reported more punitive

practices and material reward and less praise than mothers

from German middle-class. Furthermore, punitive prac-

tices were positively associated with standardized obser-

vations of 18-month-olds’ helping in Delhi, while asso-

ciations were negative in a German sample ([18�]; for

similar findings with older children from Australia and

Turkey, see [32]). These differences in structuring are

further supported by other studies contrasting parenting

in urban middle-class samples from East-Asian and West-

ern cultures ([33–36]; see also [1]).

Another line of cross-cultural research focuses on how

variation in cultural models, structuring, and child devel-

opment is linked to the affordances of the ecosocial

context. In many subsistence-based farming ecologies,

obedience and the fulfillment of interpersonal responsi-

bilities are primary socialization goals and key indicators

of social competence and optimal development [37,38].

In these contexts, toddlers are typically expected to

engage in chores from early on and are given more

responsible tasks as they get older, such as sibling care

and domestic work [39–41]. Most of these authors

describe the socialization toward responsibility and the

involvement in household chores as the cradle of proso-

ciality [24,38–40]. On the basis of extended observations

of everyday social interactions of 3-year-olds to 10-year-

olds, children were more prosocial, in terms of their

relative position on a dimension from dependence-domi-

nance to nurturance-responsibility, in those cultures that

were high in societal complexity and differentiation of

social roles [42]. These societal features translated into

higher workload of mothers which they, in part, passed on
Current Opinion in Psychology 2018, 20:6–10
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to their children. Along these lines, there is evidence from

naturalistic observational data that (m)others’ structuring,

in terms of the contexts and opportunities they provide,

has direct implications for children’s prosocial develop-

ment within and across cultures [43,44].

So far, standardized behavioral assessments across cul-

tures are rare, especially when it comes to the effect of

structuring on the development of toddlers’ prosocial

behavior. First findings suggest that mothers’ structuring

during chore assignment has consequences for toddlers’

prosocial behavior: while helping was associated with

assertive structuring in a subsistence-based farming con-

text, it was correlated with deliberate scaffolding in a

Western urban middle-class context [11��]. These find-

ings suggest that mothers’ structuring during chore

assignment capitalizes on different kind(s) of motiva-

tional potentialities that are accentuated and guide tod-

dlers’ experience and behavior in other situations.

According to another line of research in psychological

anthropology, mainly based on studies with European

American middle-class and Mesoamerican families who

have at least some experience with traditional Indigenous

practices, children are not forced into adopting interper-

sonal responsibilities, but the fact that they are integrated

as valued contributors in mutual family responsibilities

plus their inclination to engage (pro)socially provides

ideal conditions for children’s prosociality to flourish.

In contrast, when (m)others’ structuring controls chil-

dren’s involvement and delimits children’s contributions,

which likely is more typical of European American fami-

lies, children’s interest in being helpful and collaborating

on their own initiative is undermined and stagnates

[[45,46], AD Coppens, PhD thesis, University of Califor-

nia, Santa Cruz, 2015]. These ideas and findings comple-

ment both cross-cultural and transactional findings

reported above.

Conclusion
My key proposal is that we advance our understanding of

prosocial development if we consider two primary forces

in children’s lifeworlds: First, there are biologically pre-

pared basic elements of (pro)social cognition, motivation

and behavior. Second, these biases and inclinations that

inform toddlers’ active prosocial engagement are com-

plemented by external forces, namely (m)others’ cultur-

ally saturated structuring. Structuring itself is based on a

biologically prepared repertoire of sensitivities and

behavioral inclinations. Within this underspecified field

of forces, it is the cultural model — a shared system of

meanings that has normative force — that defines the

more specific goals and target states for children’s expe-

rience and behavior and that presages developmental

trajectories. On the basis of these target states, the cul-

tural model informs (m)others’ appraisal and guides their

structuring within and possibly also beyond their
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predisposed repertoire [47]. Together, these two forces

coherently organize children’s prosocial attention, apprai-

sal, experience, and behavior.

Depending on the cultural model, (m)others’ expecta-

tions and intuitions concerning children’s initiative and

obligation to show valuable prosocial behavior vary

largely, with important consequences for structuring, that,

in turn, has important consequences for prosocial devel-

opment, especially for the kind(s) of motivation underly-

ing prosocial behavior as development progresses

[11��,18�,48]. Importantly, these appropriated cultural

models are not necessarily explicit rules or norms, but

affective and motivational preferences that are co-consti-

tuted by (m)others’ structuring and inform children’s

experience and behavior early in life [31].

Future perspectives and a methodological
note
Given these conceptual considerations, it seems indis-

pensable for future research to link standardized observa-

tions of prosocial behavior to (m)others’ cultural models

and structuring during everyday activities. Methodologi-

cally, this implies that studies contrast populations with

different cultural models to see how this affects structur-

ing and, in turn, child development. To date, studies on

prosocial development either include several cultures

and, if at all, speculate about the content and role of

cultural models and structuring (e.g., [20,21,23]) or they

include cultural models and structuring [11��,18�,45], but

only assess two or three cultures. Ideally, future studies

assess both structuring and prosocial behavior and include

several populations that vary concerning their members’

cultural model so that questions concerning relations

between variation in ecosocial conditions, cultural mod-

els, structuring, and child development can be addressed

empirically at the aggregate level of culture [49].

For research on the effect of culture on child develop-

ment, correlational study designs are indispensable. For

those interested in the dynamic interplay of structuring

and child development, transactional models are a prom-

ising extension [14�]. Concerning developmental out-

comes, standardized behavioral observations can be com-

plemented by cross-cultural experimental study designs.

From the perspective developed here, experimental

study designs are promising for cross-cultural approaches

not because they preclude prior experience, but exactly

because children bring all their prior experience to the

experimental setting that they encounter. Considering

this, experimental conditions should mimic aspects of

structuring that fit children’s everyday experience in

some populations and, therefore, should be more effec-

tive in catalyzing specific behavioral responses than other

aspects of structuring that may pass by unnoticed. In this

sense, the experimental approach might be helpful in

identifying the motives and mechanisms underlying
www.sciencedirect.com
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prosocial behavior that are typical for a specific population

and less typical for another.
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