Journal of Experimental Psychology: General
© 2021 American Psychological Association
ISSN: 0096-3445

https://doi.org/10.1037/xge0001136

How Development and Culture Shape Intuitions About Prosocial Obligations
Julia Marshall1, 2, Anton Gollwitzer1, Kellen Mermin-Bunnell1,
Mei Shinomiya1, Jan Retelsdorf3, 4, and Paul Bloom1
1

Department of Psychology, Yale University
Department of Psychology and Neuroscience, Boston College
3
Department of General, Intercultural and International Comparative Education, University of Hamburg
4
Educational Psychology, University of Hamburg
This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

2

Do children, like most adults, believe that only kin and close others are obligated to help one another?
In two studies (total N = 1140), we examined whether children (5- to 10-yos) and adults across ﬁve
different societies consider social relationship when ascribing prosocial obligations. Contrary to the
view that such discriminations are a natural default in human reasoning, younger children in the United
States (Studies 1 and 2) and across cultures (Study 2) generally judged everyone—parents, friends, and
strangers—as obligated to help someone in need. Older children and adults, on the other hand, tended to
exhibit more discriminant judgments. They considered parents more obligated to help than friends followed by strangers—although this effect was stronger in some cultures than others. Our ﬁndings suggest
that children’s initial sense of prosocial obligation in social–relational contexts starts out broad and generally becomes more selective over the course of development.
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supererogatory—going above and beyond the call of duty (Aquinas,
1948). For instance, parents who help their children by providing
them with food and shelter are not seen as morally exemplary—they
are doing the right thing. But to feed and house a homeless stranger
would be seen as morally exceptional, perhaps even saintly.
Some philosophers have argued that this is a morally good distinction to make; we really do have special obligations to support
friends and family members, and these do not typically extend to
strangers (e.g., Jeske, 1998; Narveson, 2016; Sommers, 1986).
Others, however, argue that we would be better off as fairer and
more impartial (e.g., Singer, 1981); we should not consider ourselves especially tied to close others but should instead recognize
that we have obligations to all people—indeed, to all sentient
beings. From this perspective, moral progress reﬂects the expansion of our sense of obligation. As Peter Singer (1981, p. 120)
notes, “The circle of altruism has broadened from the family and
tribe to the nation and race, and we are beginning to recognize that
our obligations extend to all human beings.”
Regardless of which perspective is morally defensible, philosophers
engaged in these discussions tend to share the assumption that we, as
humans, feel a special obligation to help close others. Indeed, many
psychologists have argued that this is part of our very nature (e.g.,
Bloom, 2013; Wynn et al., 2018). There are evolutionary forces, after
all, driving us to behave altruistically—and perhaps driving us to
believe that one should behave altruistically—toward some individuals and not others. For instance, kin selection favors individuals who
favor their genetic relatives over strangers (e.g., Dawkins, 2016).
Additionally, reciprocal altruism—a motivation to help those who
have helped us in the past—promotes cooperation among close others

Most people believe that close others, including family and
friends, are obligated to help one another (Haidt & Baron, 1996;
Marshall et al., 2020; McManus et al., 2020; Miller et al., 1990). To
provide help to unknown others, in contrast, is often seen as
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given they are more likely to interact with one another in the future
(e.g., Axelrod, 1987). From this perspective, it is hard to see the evolutionary payoff of a felt obligation to strangers. Expanding on this
point, Richard Dawkins wrote, “Be warned that if you wish, as I do,
to build a society in which individuals cooperate generously and
unselﬁshly toward a common good, you can expect little help from biological nature” (Dawkins, 2016, pp. 3–4).
But is it true that our sense of obligation is naturally restricted
to only close others? While there has been considerable research
into how children’s sharing and giving behavior is inﬂuenced by
social relationships (e.g., Engelmann et al., 2021; Olson & Spelke,
2008), there has been surprisingly little corresponding research
into either children’s or adults’ judgments of prosocial obligation
(Tomasello, 2020)—the focus of the present research. Given that
moral behaviors and judgments often diverge (Blake et al., 2014;
H. Yu et al., 2019), we do not yet know whether children actually
start off conceptualizing prosocial obligations as restricted to close
others and only later broaden their moral circles (i.e., narrow to
broad), or whether they begin with an indiscriminate morality and,
through development, come to judge only certain individuals as
obligated to help one another (i.e., broad to narrow). The present
study aims to investigate which of these possibilities best characterizes children’s reasoning about prosocial obligation.
We know quite a bit about adults’ obligation judgments. Adults,
at least in the United States, consider an unhelpful family member
as more morally wrong than an unhelpful stranger (Haidt & Baron,
1996). In addition to these evaluation judgments, adults in the
United States also judge individuals who fail to help family members as violating an obligation more so than individuals who fail to
help strangers (McManus et al., 2020, 2021). Interestingly, however, research with college-aged students in India found that
they—unlike adults in the United States—do not appear to care as
much about social relationships; instead, they consider parents,
friends, and strangers as equally obligated to help a person in need
(Miller et al., 1990).
What about children? In line with adult work, children in the
United States as young as seven tend to take social relationship
into account when judging third parties—they evaluate unhelpful
friends as meaner than unhelpful strangers (Marshall et al., 2020)
and also consider friends more obligated to help than strangers
(Miller et al., 1990). Like Indian adults, however, children as
young as seven in India do not appear to care as much about such
social relationships (Miller et al., 1990), suggesting cultural variability is present in obligation judgments by age seven.
With respect to even younger children, we know even less.
Some recent research ﬁnds that 3- to 5-year-olds in the U.S.—like
older children in India—consider helping obligatory regardless of
social–relational context (e.g., parent and acquaintance; Dahl et al.
2020). Alternatively, recent work by Mammen and colleagues
(2021) ﬁnds that 4- and 6-year-olds in Germany consider parents
more likely to help than friends and tend to use more normative
language (“have to”) to justify help on behalf of parents compared
to friends. Supporting the notion that younger children take social
relationships into account, research by Paulus and colleagues
(2020) ﬁnds that 4- to 6-year-olds evaluate someone who helps a
friend more positively than someone who helps a disliked other.
Collectively, these studies point toward the possibility that development and culture both play a role in shaping a mature sense of

obligation. To explore this question directly, however, it is critical
to test children across a large age range to generate a developmental
picture of how children vary in their reasoning about social–relational obligations across middle childhood. Additionally, it is important to test children from a wide array of culturally diverse
societies to better generate an understanding of how cultural context
shapes children’s reasoning similarly or differently across cultural
contexts (Amir & McAuliffe, 2020; Nielsen & Haun, 2016; Nielsen
et al., 2017). The present studies do just this by conducting a developmental and cross-cultural investigation into how children’s and
adults’ sense of prosocial obligation develops.
In Study 1, we tested children in the United States as young as 5
years of age and as old as 9 years of age as to better characterize
the developmental trajectory of children’s sense of prosocial
obligation. In Study 2, we extended these ﬁndings by recruiting
participants from divergent societies, including Western and nonWestern cultures: Germany, India, Japan, Uganda, the United
States. Taken together, these studies can answer a number of related
questions. First, do children reason more broadly or more narrowly
about prosocial obligations? Second, does this pattern of reasoning
vary as a function of culture and development? The answer to these
questions bears on whether humans are naturally inclined to judge
prosocial obligations as restricted to close others (e.g., Singer,
1981) and whether culture plays a role in these judgments across
development.

Study 1
In Study 1, we investigate whether children in the United States
tend to judge individuals as only obligated to close others, such as
family members and friends, or whether they extend obligations to
distant others, such as strangers. In line with previous research
(McManus et al., 2020), we measured prosocial obligation in two
ways—directly asking participants (a) whether a potential helper (parent, friend, stranger) has to help and (b) whether this potential helper
is mean for not helping. In this way, we can assess how children reason about prosocial obligations across social–relational contexts.

Method
Participants
We tested 102 children ranging from 5 years of age to 9 years
of age. We aimed to test approximately 20 children per the smallest unit of analysis—which in this case was categorical age—who
passed our comprehension checks. This resulted in a planned sample of 100 children. We stopped testing children on the day in
which the last child was tested using this criterion, resulting in 102
total children. A sensitivity analyses of our ﬁnal sample revealed
that we had 95% power to ﬁnd a small to medium-sized interaction
(f = .36 or higher). This study was not preregistered.
Twenty-nine of the children were tested in a lab at Yale University, and 73 were tested at a local natural history museum. The
study was run identically across testing locations. The majority of
the sample (64.7%) was White. The remaining were Asian (15.7%),
Black (10.8%), Hispanic (6.9%), or other (2%). We also tested 7
additional children but excluded them for failing comprehension
checks (which are described in detail below); including these participants in the analyses did not meaningfully change the results.

PROSOCIAL OBLIGATIONS

We also tested adult participants on Amazon Mechanical Turk
(MTurk). We aimed for a ﬁnal sample of 20 adults to match the
number of children recruited per categorical age and therefore
tested 40 participants on MTurk to account for comprehension
failures. Fifteen participants failed comprehension checks and
were excluded (the ﬁndings do not change if we include all participants). The ﬁnal sample thus included 25 adults (9 females) and
was predominately White (n = 22).1
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Procedures and Materials
An experimenter introduced child participants to two stories in
counterbalanced order; adult participants read identical materials
online. All verbatim materials are available on Open Science Framework: https://osf.io/dmqjg/. The stories featured either a child who
was at a playground (henceforth, playground story) or a child who
was at a fair (henceforth, fair story). We selected these two story
types because we thought they represented cases where someone
was moderately in need of help (see Miller et al., 1990).
For the fair story, an experimenter presented child participants
with an image of a child at a fair named Brian (the protagonist)
surrounded by three witnesses: the protagonist’s father, the protagonist’s friend, and a person the protagonist did not know at all (i.
e., a stranger). We described the stranger as someone who the protagonist did not know at all as to avoid using the term “stranger,”
which may have negative connotations (think “stranger danger”).
The experimenter pointed to each of these witnesses and veriﬁed
participants could identify each one. If a participant responded
incorrectly, they were corrected and asked again. If a participant
persisted in responding incorrectly after two corrections, the participant was excluded for failing comprehension checks (nchild = 7;
nadult = 15). Next, the experimenter said, “Let’s say that one day
Brian was at a fair, and Brian didn’t have any food, so he was very
hungry. Brian’s dad, Brian’s friend, and the person Brian doesn’t
know see that Brian is hungry.”
For the playground story, which paralleled the fair story, an experimenter presented child participants with an image of a child at a
playground named Megan (the protagonist) surrounded by three witnesses: the protagonist’s mother, the protagonist’s friend, and a person the protagonist did not know at all (i.e., a stranger). Like for the
fair story, an experimenter veriﬁed that participants could identify
each of the witnesses and corrected incorrect participants if necessary. Next, the experimenter said, “Let’s say that one day Megan was
at the park, and Megan fell down and hurt herself, so she was very
sad. Megan’s mom, Megan’s friend, and the person Megan doesn’t
know at all see that Megan is hurt.”
For each story type, the experimenter ﬁrst asked three expectation questions. For example, the experimenter asked, “Do you think
Brian’s dad will help Brian? Yes or no?” We included this item for
two reasons. First, we aimed to replicate previous research by Marshall et al. (2020).2 Second, we considered the possibility that variation in participants’ obligation judgments may result from variation
in participants’ expectations, as previous research would indicate
(Mende-Siedlecki et al., 2013). As a result, expectation judgments
were not a key variable of interest (as they did not measure obligation), but they were included as a control measure.
Next, we asked participants three obligation questions in
randomized order.3 For example, the experimenter asked, “Do you
think Brian’s dad has to help Brian? Yes or no?” in addition to

3

“How much do you think he has to? A teeny bit, a little bit, or a
lot?” if participants responded “yes.” This resulted in a 4-point obligation scale for each witness for each story type (1 = No, 2 = Yes, a
tiny bit, 3 = Yes, a little bit, 4 = Yes, a lot). We decided to use the
language “have to” as previous research has documented that children distinguish between what individuals have to do, prefer to do,
and usually do (Kalish & Lawson, 2008; Mammen et al., 2021). In
this way, this item is closest to conceptually measuring children’s
sense of obligation.
Afterward, the experimenter then revealed that none of the
potential helpers helped the person in need. For example, the
experimenter would say, “Now let’s say that Brian’s dad,
Brian’s friend, and the person Brian didn’t know at all do not help
Brian.” The experimenter then asked three follow-up sets of questions. Each follow-up set involved two questions—a comprehension check and then the evaluation question. For instance, the
experimenter would ask, “Did Brian’s dad help Brian? Yes or
no?” If the participant responded incorrectly, the experimenter corrected the participant and asked again. If the participant continued
to respond incorrectly, the participant was excluded for inattention. The experimenter then asked the individual evaluation
question: “Was he mean or not mean?” followed by “How mean
do you think he was? A teeny bit mean, a little bit mean, or very
mean?” if the participant responded “mean” (4-point scale). We
included this evaluation item as others have found similar results
between obligation and evaluation measures (McManus et al.,
2020, 2021).
We included two other additional items for exploratory purposes. First, we measured children’s overall evaluation of the
situation (Supplemental Figure 1; see online supplemental materials), which ensured children found unhelpfulness generally
bad. Second, we included a set of forced choice questions
(Supplemental Figure 2), which required participants to select
who is meaner between (a) the unhelpful parent and unhelpful
friend, (b) unhelpful parent and unhelpful stranger, (c) unhelpful
friend and unhelpful stranger. We did so to replicate previous
research by Marshall et al. (2020). These results are presented in
the online supplemental materials because they are not the focus
of the current work and because the ﬁndings cohered with past as
well as the presented results.

1

Although this adult sample size was small, we observed consistent
effects with a larger sample in Study 2.
2
Because of this aim, we ultimately decided to leave expectation
judgments in binary form, as was done in Marshall et al. (2020), and not
ask the follow-up questions (e.g., a tiny bit, a little bit, a lot), as was done
for obligation judgments in the present study. In Study 2, expectations were
asked in an identical format as obligations (i.e., with a continuous followup scale).
3
We included a “training phase” where we asked participants obligation
questions prior to the main questions. Speciﬁcally, we told participants,
“Sometimes people have to do things. When a teacher tells you to stop
being mean, do you have to stop being mean? Yes or no?” (correct answer:
yes) followed by “how much do you think you have to stop being mean?”
Additionally, we asked, “When someone asks you a question, do you have
to lie? Yes or no?” (correct answer: no) followed by “how much do you
think you have to lie?” We did not include this training in Study 2 (where
we ﬁnd the same results) because we wanted to ensure we were not
“teaching participants to the test.”
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Obligation Judgments
Using the lme4 package in R (Bates et al., 2007), we examined
children’s obligation judgments. Speciﬁcally, we created linear
mixed-effects models with participant ID included as a random
intercept to account for individual variability across participants.
Three separate models were created and compared. Model 1
included the main effects of Age (continuous; centered around
zero), Social Relationship (parent, friend, stranger; within-participants), and Scenario (fair, playground; within-participants). Model
2 added all the two-way interactions among these variables. Model
3 added the single three-way interaction among these variables.
Model comparisons were calculated via likelihood ratio tests.
Model 2, which included all two-way interactions among Age,
Social Relationship, and Scenario, exhibited improved model ﬁt compared to Model 1, which included only the main effects; v2 = 24.17,
p , .001. Model 3, which include the three-way interaction (and all
lower-order terms), however, did not improve model ﬁt compared to
Model 2; v2 = .56, p = .756. Indeed, the three-way interaction among
Age, Social Relationship, and Scenario in Model 3 was not signiﬁcant, F(2, 500) = .27, p = .760. As such, the following analyses were
conducted with Model 2 (R2conditional = .59; R2marginal = .18). For
detailed analyses, see RMarkdown on OSF for full code, summary
outputs, and additional information. Additionally, on the whole, we
do not ﬁnd many effects of Scenario in the studies presented here, but
information about such effects can be found in the RMarkdown ﬁle.
Most relevant to the question of how children reason about
social–relational obligations, Model 2 revealed a signiﬁcant interaction between Social Relationship and Age, F(2, 502) = 10.88,
p , .001. The other two-way interactions in the model—Age 3
Scenario and Social Relationship 3 Scenario—were not signiﬁcant

(ps . .134). The observed interaction between Social Relationship
and Age revealed a developmental shift in obligation judgments
(see Figure 1). To best understand this, we unpacked this interaction in two ways. First, we examined the effect of Social Relationship at older and younger ages on obligation judgments. Second,
we examined the simple slopes of Age on obligation judgments
for each social relationship.
The ﬁrst analysis revealed that—although younger children
(–1.5 SD; Age: 5.35) exhibited some discrimination on the basis
of social relationship, F(2, 502) = 7.30, p , .001—their obligation
judgments were considerably less discriminate than older children’s judgments. Speciﬁcally, older children (1.5 SD; Age: 9.58)
exhibited discriminate judgments, F(2, 502) = 46.39, p , .001,
judging parents as most obligated to help followed by friends and
then strangers (see Table 1). In line with these results, the second
analysis revealed that—as illustrated in Figure 1—age did not correlate with parent obligation judgments, B = –.04, SE = .08, 95%
CI [–.20, .19]; t = –.49, p = .625. It did, however, correlate negatively with friend obligation judgments, B = –.31, SE = .08, 95%
CI [–.46, –.15]; t = –3.86, p , .001, and negatively with stranger
obligation judgments, B = –.29, SE = .08, 95% CI [–.45, –.13]; t =
–3.65, p , .001. In summary, younger children were more
inclined to judge parents, friends, and strangers as obligated to
help one another in comparison to older children, who generally
only considered parents obligated to help.
We conducted three subsidiary analyses. First, we considered
the possibility that the documented developmental effects may be
driven by how children respond to Likert-style scales. Perhaps
younger children simply respond more extremely than older children. To rule out this possibility, we transformed the Likert-style
obligation measure into a binary variable (1 = yes, 0 = no). When
doing so, we found the same results as reported above in that

Figure 1

Child Participants’ Obligation Judgments as a Function of Social Relationship
(Parent, Friend, Stranger) and Age (Continuous)

Note. Error bars represents 6 1 SE. Dots represent participants' responses (jittered). See the
online article for the color version of this ﬁgure.
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Table 1
Means, Standard Errors, Pairwise Comparisons, Effect Sizes, and Effect Size Confidence Intervals for Comparisons Within Younger and
Older Children for Obligation Judgments
Age group

Parent

Friend

Stranger

Significance test

Younger children ( 1.5 SD; Age: 5.35)

2.98 (.20)
^
^

2.89 (.20)
^

2.31 (.20)

F(2, 502) = 7.30, p , .001
B = 0.09, SE = .16, t = .56, p = .841; 95% CI [ 0.29, 0.48]
B = 0.67, SE = .16, t = 4.11, p , .001; 95% CI [0.29, 1.05]
B = 0.58, SE = .16, t = 3.55, p = .001; 95% CI [0.20, 0.96]
F(2, 502) = 46.39, p , .001
B = 1.22, SE = .16, t = 7.49, p , .001; 95% CI [.84, 1.61]
B = 1.73, SE = .16, t = 10.61, p , .001; 95% CI [1.35, 2.12]
B = 0.51, SE = .16, t = 3.12, p = .005; 95% CI [0.13, 0.89]
F(2, 122) = 97.07, p , .001
B = 1.46, SE = .18, t = 8.13, p , .001; 95% CI [1.04, 1.88]
B = 2.40, SE = .18, t = 13.37, p , .001; 95% CI [1.98, 2.82]
B = 0.94, SE = .18, t = 5.24, p , .001; 95% CI [0.52, 1.36]

Older children (1.5 SD; Age: 9.59)
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Adults

2.82 (.20)
^
^
3.44 (.22)
^
^

^
1.60 (.29)
^
^
1.98 (.22)
^
^

^
^
1.09 (.20)
^
^
1.04 (.22)
^
^

Note. ^ indicates the pairwise comparison in question.

Model 2 exhibited improved ﬁt over Model 1, v2 = 18.30, p =
.003, and Model 3 did not improve model ﬁt, v2 = .15, p = .930.
Importantly, we again found the observed Social Relationship 3
Age interaction, v2 = 14.41, p , .001 (Supplemental Figure 3; see
RMarkDown ﬁle on OSF for simple effects).
Second, we considered the possibility that children’s variation
in obligation judgments as a function of social relationship and
age may emerge because of variation in whether children expect
actors to help. For example, perhaps younger children consider
strangers more obligated to help because they think strangers are
more likely to help one another than older children do. To address
this possibility, we conducted two analyses. First, we examined
whether the Social Relationship 3 Age found for obligation judgments also emerges for expectation judgments.4 To do so, we
reconducted the three main models but with expectations as the
outcome variable. We found that—unlike for obligations—the
three models did not differ from one another in terms of ﬁt
(1.34 , v2s , 7.05; .217 , ps , .512). These results indicate
that, when predicting children’s expectation judgments, a model
including the interaction between Social Relationship and Age
does not add explanatory power compared to a model that only
includes the main effects of the variables of interest. In line with
this conclusion, an interaction between Social Relationship and
Age was not observed, v2 = 3.68, p = .159 (Supplemental Figure
4). Second, we also examined whether the Social Relationship 3
Age interaction observed for obligation judgments in Model 2
remained when including expectation judgments as a control (as a
main effect and all possible two-way interactions) in the model.
Notably, we found that the key interaction predicting obligation
judgments remained when doing so, v2 = 11.81, p = .003.
Third, we compared younger and older children’s responses to
adults’ responses. To do so, we ran the same analyses as above but
changed age to a categorical variable (Age Group) with three levels:
younger children, older children, and adults (younger and older children were categorized via a median split). When doing so, we again
found that Model 2 exhibited improved ﬁt over Model 1, v2 = 70.58,
p , .001, and Model 3 did not improve model ﬁt, v2 = 1.23, p =
.874. Importantly, we also again observed that the Social Relationship 3 Age interaction predicted obligation judgments, F(4, 619) =
17.75, p , .001 (Supplemental Figure 5). Regarding simple effects,
and in line with our earlier ﬁndings, we did not ﬁnd an effect of Age
Group for parent obligation judgments, F(2, 124) = 1.93, p = .150.

We did, however, ﬁnd an effect of Age Group for friend obligation
judgments, F(2, 124) = 5.61, p = .005, and stranger obligation judgments, F(2, 124) = 16.46, p , .001. Echoing our earlier ﬁndings,
younger children judged friends and strangers as more obligated to
help than older children and adults did (see RMarkDown ﬁle on OSF
for detailed analyses).

Evaluation Judgments
In line with past research having observed links between obligation
and evaluation judgments (McManus et al., 2020), we next examined
whether children’s evaluations of unhelpful others followed a similar
pattern. To do so, we conducted the identical set of analyses as we did
for prosocial obligations but instead for evaluations of unhelpful
others. Akin to obligations, Model 2, which included all two-way
interactions among Social Relationship, Age, and Scenario, exhibited
improved model ﬁt compared to Model 1, which included only the
main effects; v2 = 41.22, p , .001. Model 3, which included the
three-way interaction, did not improve model ﬁt compared to Model
2; v2 = .009, p = .995. Indeed, the three-way interaction among Social
Relationship, Age, and Scenario in Model 3 was not signiﬁcant, F(2,
500) , .01, p = .995. As such, and as was the case for obligations, we
unpacked Model 2 (R2conditional = .62; R2marginal = .08).
Importantly, Model 2 revealed a signiﬁcant interaction between
Social Relationship and Age predicting evaluation judgments, F(2,
502) = 20.61, p , .001. The other two-way interactions—Age 3
Scenario and Social Relationship 3 Scenario—were not signiﬁcant (ps . .447). The observed interaction between Social Relationship and Age revealed a developmental shift in evaluation
judgments (see Figure 2). As was the case for our obligation analyses, we unpacked this interaction in two ways. First, we examined the effect of Social Relationship at older and younger ages on
evaluations. Second, we examined the simple slopes of age on
evaluations for each social relationship.
The results of both analyses were largely similar to the observed
obligation results. With respect to the ﬁrst analysis, younger children (–1.5 SD; Age: 5.35) exhibited some discrimination in their
evaluations of unhelpful others, F(2, 502) = 4.78, p = .009, but
4

Note that we examined participants’ obligation judgments in binary
form (yes, no) because—for reasons described in the Method section—
participants’ expectation judgments were measured only in binary form.
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Child Participants’ Evaluation Judgments as a Function of Social Relationship
(Parent, Friend, Stranger) and Age (Continuous)

Note.

Error bars represents 6 1 SE. See the online article for the color version of this ﬁgure.

older children’s evaluations were considerably more discriminate
than younger children’s, F(2, 502) = 23.16, p , .001 (see Table 2
for pairwise comparisons). The second analyses revealed that—as
illustrated in Figure 2—age did not correlate with children’s evaluations of unhelpful parents, B = –.04, SE = .07, 95% CI [–.17,
.09]; t = –.61, p = .542. Furthermore, and unlike for obligation
judgments, age did not correlate negatively with meanness evaluations of unhelpful friends, B = –.08, SE = .07, 95% CI [–.21, –.05];
t = –1.21, p = .228; we examine this potential difference in the
next results section. Finally, and akin to obligation judgments, age
did correlate negatively with children’s evaluations of unhelpful
strangers; that is, older children judged unhelpful strangers as less
mean that younger children did, B = –.32, SE = .07, 95% CI [–.45,
–.19]; t = 4.86, p , .001. In summary, younger children were
more inclined to judge parents, friends, and strangers similarly
mean for failing to help in comparison to older children, who generally judged unhelpful parents the most harshly followed by
friends and then strangers.

We also conducted the same subsidiary analyses for evaluations as
were conducted for obligations (e.g., binary, expectation controls,
adult–child comparisons; Supplemental Figure 6 and 7); we have relegated these analyses to online supplemental materials for brevity’s
sake, but the analyses revealed the same robustness as was observed
for obligations. Also, see Table 2 for pairwise comparisons that
include adults.

Comparing Obligation and Evaluation Judgments
Given that age negatively correlated with obligation judgments
but did not correlate with evaluation judgments (meanness) in the
friend condition, we considered the possibility that participants’
obligations and evaluations diverge in exploratory analyses. To
test this possibility, we built four different models. Model 1
included the main effects of Age (continuous), Social Relationship
(parent, friend, stranger; within-participants), Scenario (fair, playground; within-participants), and Response Type (Obligation
Judgments, Evaluation Judgments; within-participants). Model 2

Table 2
Means, Standard Errors, Pairwise Comparisons, Effect Sizes, and Effect Size Confidence Intervals for Comparisons Within Younger and
Older Children for Evaluations of Unhelpful Others
Age group

Parent

Friend

Stranger

Significance test

Younger children ( 1.5 SD; Age: 5.35)

3.60 (.17)
^
^

3.49 (.17)
^

3.87 (.17)

F(2, 502) = 4.78, p = .009
B = 0.11, SE = .12, t = .92, p = .629; 95% CI [ 0.17, 0.39]
B = 0.28, SE = .12, t = 2.33, p = .053; 95% CI [ 0.55, 0.003]
B = 0.39, SE = .12, t = 3.25, p = .004; 95% CI [ 0.66, 0.11]
F(2, 502) = 23.15, p , .001
B = 0.27, SE = .12, t = 2.31, p = .056; 95% CI [ 0.005, 0.55]
B = 0.89, SE = .12, t = 7.54, p , .001; 95% CI [0.62, 1.17]
B = 0.62, SE = .16, t = 5.23, p = .005; 95% CI [0.34, 0.90]
F(2, 122) = 84.62, p , .001
B = 0.58, SE = .14, t = 4.22, p , .001; 95% CI [0.26, 0.90]
B = 1.94, SE = .14, t = 14.10, p , .001; 95% CI [1.62, 2.26]
B = 1.36, SE = .14, t = 9.89, p , .001; 95% CI [1.04, 1.68]

Older children (1.5 SD; Age: 9.59)

Adults

Note.

3.43 (.17)
^
^
3.62 (.18)
^
^

^ indicates the pairwise comparison in question.

^
3.16 (.17)
^
^
3.04 (.18)
^
^

^
^
2.54 (.17)
^
^
1.68 (.18)
^
^
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added all two-way interactions between all four of these predictor
variables. Model 3 further added all three-way interactions among
all four predictor variables, and Model 4 added the single fourway interaction.
In doing so, we found Models 2–4 to exhibit improved model ﬁt
beyond Model 1 (v2 ranges between 75.20 and 84.44, all ps ,
.001), while Models 2–4 did not exhibit improved model ﬁt compared to each other (.21 , v2 , 9.03, all ps . .250). Although we
observed similar model ﬁt among Models 2–4, we still observed a
signiﬁcant three-way interaction among Age, Social Relationship,
and Response type in Model 3, F(2, 1102) = 4.11, p = .017. In
turn, we exploratorily examined this interaction. As illustrated
when comparing Figures 1 and 2, we found differences in how age
differentially impacted obligation judgments (relative to evaluations) for friends but not parents or strangers. While children’s
obligations judgments regarding friends decreased with age, children’s evaluations of unhelpful friends as mean did not decrease
with age (Table 3; Supplemental Figure 8). In summary, children
with increasing age considered friends less obligated to help but
did not consider such individuals less mean for not helping, pointing toward subtle differences in evaluations and obligations. These
analyses, though, are exploratory and should be interpreted with
caution.

Discussion
Study 1 established a developmental shift in children’s sense of
prosocial obligation. Younger children reasoned more broadly
about social–relational prosocial obligations. They considered
individuals more obligated to help one another regardless of social
relationship and judged unhelpful others as similarly mean compared to older children and adults, who reasoned more discriminately. Speciﬁcally, older children and adults considered parents
most obligated to help followed by friends and then strangers and
also evaluated unhelpful parents more harshly than unhelpful
friends followed by unhelpful strangers (although subtle differences between obligation and evaluation judgments appeared in the
case of unhelpful friends; see above). Importantly, the observed
patterns were robust to various analyses, including examining
responses in a binary format, controlling for variability in prosocial expectations, and including adults in the sample.

Study 2
In Study 2, we extended the ﬁndings of Study 1 across cultures.
We examined whether children and adults growing up in cultural
contexts aside from the United States (speciﬁcally, in Germany,

7

India, Japan, and Uganda) also exhibit the observed developmental
shift from broader to narrower prosocial obligations. To do so, we
took a broad approach to test children in as many cultures as possible (the “breadth” approach; Amir & McAuliffe, 2020), given the
lab’s monetary, recruitment, and practical constraints. Importantly,
the samples we recruited varied on several cultural dimensions
including Westernization, industrialization, and collectivism
(Muthukrishna et al., 2020). Notably, if we found that younger
children’s prosocial obligation judgments are less sensitive to
social relationship than older children’s and adults’ even in divergent cultural contexts, it would provide evidence that the human
default may be to initially reason broadly about prosocial obligations rather than narrowly.
When choosing which cultures to include, we focused on ﬁnding highly divergent sites that varied on a number of cultural
dimensions. For instance, Germany (Hamburg) and the United
States (New Haven) represent Western testing sites, while India
(Vadodara), Japan (Tokyo), and Uganda (Seeta Nazigo) do not.
Additionally, Germany, India, Japan, and the United States represent more urban and industrialized environments, while Uganda is
considerably more rural and not industrialized. Germany and the
United States also represent individualistic cultures (Hofstede,
2011), whereas the other included countries represent a mixture of
individualism or collectivism (Japan; Ogihara, 2017; Takano &
Osaka, 2018) or are fairly collectivistic (India, Uganda; Kapoor et
al., 2003; Rarick et al., 2013). And, ﬁnally, testing in Germany,
India, and the United States allowed us to compare our ﬁndings to
previous cross-cultural research on prosocial obligations (Mammen et al., 2021; Miller et al., 1990).

Method
Pre-registration Information
We preregistered our main developmental analyses and data
exclusions at https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=6k25pw. See
online supplemental materials for full information about the
scope of the preregistration.

Child Participants
For Study 2, we aimed to collect 20 children per categorical age
(between the ages of 5 and 10 years) within each culture. We ultimately recruited a total of 592 children: 123 5- to 10-year-olds
from the United States, 129 5- to 10-year-olds from Germany, 103
6- to 10-year-olds from India, 110 6- to 10-year-olds from Japan,
and 127 5- to 10-year-olds from Uganda (Tables 4; see online
supplemental materials for detailed site descriptions). A sensitivity

Table 3
Effect Sizes (B), 95% Confidence Intervals (in Brackets), and Test Statistics for Relationships Between Age and Judgments (Obligation
and Evaluation) for Each Social Relationship Category (Parent, Friend, Stranger)
Obligation judgments
Social relationship
Parent
Friend
Stranger

B
0.04 [ 0.20,0.12]
0.31 [ 0.46, 0.15]
0.29 [ 0.45, 0.13]

t
0.49
3.86
3.65

Evaluation judgments
p
.625
,.001
,.001

B
0.04 [ 0.17, 0.09]
0.08 [ 0.21, 0.05]
0.32 [ 0.45, 0.19]

T
0.61
1.21
4.86

p
.452
.228
,.001

8

MARSHALL ET AL.

Table 4
Descriptive Information for the Cross-Cultural Samples in Study 2
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Country
Mage (SDage)
% female
Germany
7.40 (1.62)
52.7%
India
8.03 (1.43)
33%
Japan
8.18 (1.43)
51.8%
Uganda
NA (NA)
48%
U.S.
7.48 (1.72)
47.7%
Overall

5-yos

6-yos

7-yos

8-yos

9-yos

10-yos

Overall

22

19

26

25

22

15

129

0

20

21

20

20

22

103

0

17

24

20

20

29

110

20

20

25

21

22

19

127

21

20

22

18

22

20

123

63

96

118

104

106

105

592

Note. Because we were not able to collect precise age in Uganda, we do
not report the mean and standard deviation for age within that culture.

analysis revealed that, within each cultural sample, we had 95%
power to ﬁnd a small to medium Social Relationship 3 Age effect
(f = .18 or higher).

Adult Participants
We collected a corresponding adult sample within each country.
We aimed to collect as many participants as possible (up to 100
participants) in each country. We ultimately recruited a total
of 446 adults: 93 from the United States, 90 from India, 100
from Japan, 77 from Germany, and 86 from Uganda (see online
supplemental materials for additional information about participant recruitment). A sensitivity analysis revealed that, within
each cultural sample, we had 95% power to ﬁnd a small to medium Social Relationship effect (f = .18 or higher). Across all
countries, some additional adult participants were collected but
were excluded for failing the online comprehension check
(explained below; n = 34).

Materials and Procedures
Both child and adult participants were presented with two storysets with three substories within a set, amounting to six stories.
The stories were similar to Study 1; again, we presented participants with playground and fair stories. Rather than presenting all
potential helpers simultaneously (as in Study 1), however, we presented each potential helper—the parent, friend, or stranger—in
separate randomized substories to minimize the possibility that
people’s judgments about who has to help are inﬂuenced by who
else is around (i.e., diffusion of responsibility; Figure 3). For
example, for the playground story in the Parent condition, the participant was told, “This is Emma, and this is Emma’s mom. One
day, Emma was at a park, and she fell down and hurt herself, so
she was very sad. Emma’s mom sees that Emma is hurt.”
For each substory, we assessed obligation judgments. The wording
of these questions was identical to Study 1. The experimenter asked,
“Do you think Emma’s mom has to help Emma? Yes or no?” If participants indicated “yes,” we followed up by asking, “How much do

you think she has to? A teeny bit, a little bit, or a lot?” We randomized which story-set participants heard ﬁrst—the playground or the
fair stories. Within each story-set, the order participants heard the
substories (i.e., the parent, friend, or stranger) was randomized.
As in Study 1, we also assessed participants’ expectation judgments
about whether participants thought a bystander would help. As in
Study 1, we included these questions to ensure that any results with
respect to obligation judgments were not the result of systematic variability in children’s expectations. As speciﬁed in the preregistration,
these questions were not the key focus of Study 2. We did not assess
participants’ evaluation judgments because we had found reasonably
similar response patterns across obligation and evaluation judgments
in Study 1 and needed to minimize the length of the study.
Finally, because we wanted to verify that participants understood the testing materials, we included two sets of comprehension
check questions—one moral set and one preference set—based off
of work by Miller and colleagues (1990).5 We included these
questions to ensure participants understood the translated materials
and also to ensure participants were not simply responding “yes”
to any examples of obligations (i.e., any question including the
phrase “have to”). For the moral comprehension questions, we
asked two questions: (1) “This is Matt—he wants to buy this shirt.
Does Matt have to steal this shirt?”; (2) “This is Marie—her mom
asked her a question. Does Marie have to lie to her mom?” We
counterbalanced the order of the questions. For the preference
comprehension questions, we asked two questions: (1) “This is
Andrew—he really likes these boots. He wants to buy these boots.
Do you think Andrew has to buy these sneakers even though he
wants to buy these boots?”; (2) “This is Sarah—her favorite color
is yellow. She wants to wear a yellow shirt. Does she have to wear
a blue shirt, even though she wants to wear a yellow one?” We
counterbalanced the order of the questions.
All participants heard the study materials in their native language.
All materials were translated by a native speaker and back-translated
by a separate native speaker, and then reviewed for accuracy by yet
another native speaker. The ﬁrst author (and the third author, for
Uganda) worked closely with translators to ensure the correct words
were used for “have to” compared to “will” to ensure that the materials correctly translated the concept of obligation versus likelihood
across all samples. The experimental procedures were also adapted to
match the speciﬁc cultural context (i.e., characters’ appearances,
characters’ names). The ﬁrst author (and the third author, for
Uganda) worked alongside the local research assistants to ensure that
the materials reﬂected situations that are reasonably understandable
to participants and represent situations that they may encounter in
their everyday life.6 In all samples, the stories were presented on
iPads and read to children by local research assistants in their native
language (with the exception of India, where the materials were presented in both Hindi and English).
5

We did not include these comprehension check items for children in
the United States in Study 2 because in Study 1, which was in the United
States, children understood the questions.
6
It is still possible, however, that some elements of the materials were
differentially familiar to participants. Speciﬁcally, within the fair scenario,
the potential helpers were presented with cotton candy and popcorn, which
may be unfamiliar foods to children at some sites, such as India and
Uganda. We discuss this further in the General Discussion.
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Figure 3
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Examples of Stimuli for the Playground Story in the United States

Note. See links in online supplemental materials for verbatim materials. Copyright 2019 GoAnimate, Inc. Images are copyrighted by and used by permission of VYOND. VYOND is a trademark of GoAnimate, Inc., registered in Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Chile, the European Union, Hong Kong, India,
Indonesia, Israel, Japan, Mexico, New Zealand, Norway, OAPI, the Philippines, Russia, Singapore, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and Vietnam. See
the online article for the color version of this ﬁgure.

Results
Main Analyses
As in Study 1, we used the lme4 package in R to examine children’s obligation judgments. We created four linear mixed-effects

models with participant ID included as a random intercept to account
for individual variability across participants. Model 1 included the
main effects of Age (continuous; centered around zero), Social
Relationship (parent, friend, stranger; within-participants), Scenario
(fair, playground; within-participants), and Culture (Germany, India,
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Japan, Uganda, United States). Model 2 added all the two-way interactions; Model 3 added all the three-way interactions; and Model 4
added the single four-way interaction among these variables. Model
comparisons were calculated via likelihood ratio tests.
We found that Model 2 exhibited improved model ﬁt compared to Model 1, v2 = 375.25, p , 001. Model 3 further
improved model ﬁt beyond Model 2, v2 = 71.13, p , .001.
Model 4, however, did not improve model ﬁt beyond Model 3,
v2 = 5.60, p = .692. As such, the following analyses were conducted with Model 3 (R2conditional = .57; R2marginal = .27). Most
relevant to the research question at hand, we found a three-way
interaction among Social Relationship, Age, and Culture, F(8,
2906) = 5.29, p , .001 (see Figure 4). To unpack this interaction, we examined the interaction between Age and Culture
within each social relationship. In doing so, we found an Age 3
Culture interaction for all three types of social relationships, Parent: F(4, 577) = 4.14, p = .003, Friend: F(4, 581) = 8.15, p ,
.001, and Stranger: F(4, 583) = 10.84, p , .001.
Next, we considered the simple effects of each of these two-way
interactions. Even though we found a two-way interaction between
Culture and Age for the Parent condition, the pairwise comparisons
within these effects were nonsigniﬁcant, as illustrated by Figure 4
The only difference that survived the applied Bonferroni correction
was that younger (ß = –.42, SE = .15, t = –2.87, p = .043) and older
children in the United States (ß = .53, SE = .17, t = 3.21, p = .014)
judged parents as less obligated to help than older children in
Uganda (see Supplemental Table S1 for all other comparisons).
This effect was largely driven by a ceiling effect—almost all older
children in Uganda reported that a parent had to help their child to
the highest degree.

We next considered the friend and stranger obligation judgments. Notably, younger children’s obligation judgments for
both the Friend and Stranger conditions did not vary depending on
culture whatsoever (all ps . .753; Supplemental Tables S2 and
S3). At older ages, though, children’s judgments about whether
friends and strangers are obligated to help varied considerably
depending on culture (Tables 5 and 6). With respect to friends,
older children in Uganda rated friends most obligated to help followed by India, Japan, and Germany (the three of which did not
signiﬁcantly differ from one another) followed by the United
States (which differed from India and Japan but not Germany).
With respect to stranger judgments, older children in Uganda rated
strangers most obligated to help followed by India, Japan, and
Germany (the three of which did not signiﬁcantly differ from one
another) followed by the United States (which differed from India
but neither Germany nor Japan). In sum, we ﬁnd evidence that
younger children across cultures reason more indiscriminately
about prosocial obligations than older children, and further, that
culture plays a key role in shaping whether children ultimately
abandon the notion that we are obligated to help all individuals as
they grow older.
To further examine the simple effects, and as in Study 1, we conducted trend analyses to examine the simple slopes of age predicting obligation judgments for each culture and social relationship.
These analyses revealed, in large part, that age does not relate to
judgments about parental obligations in most cultures. The only
exception was Uganda where, with age, children increasingly
judged parents as obligated to help. With respect to friend and
stranger obligations, however, we observed the largest shifts in age
in Germany and the United States, where children judged friends

Figure 4

Children’s Obligation Judgments as a Function of Social Relationship (Parent, Friend, Stranger) Culture (Germany,
India, Japan, Uganda, U.S.), and Age (Continuous)

Note. See also Supplemental Figure 9 for alternative illustration of the Social Relationship 3 Age 3 Culture interaction. Error bars
represents 6 1 SE. Dots represent participants’ responses (jittered). See the online article for the color version of this ﬁgure.
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Table 5
Friend Obligations: Means, Standard Errors (in Parentheses), Effect Sizes, and 95% Confidence Intervals for Comparisons Between
Culture Within Only Older Children for Friend Obligation Judgments
Germany
2.50 (.17)
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^
^
^
^

India
3.21 (.17)
^

^
^
^

Japan
3.03 (.15)
^
^
^
^

Uganda
3.90 (.16)

^
^
^
^

U.S.
2.14 (.16)

Significance test
B = 0.71, SE = 0.23, t = 3.04, p = .025; 95% CI [ 1.37, 0.05]
B = 0.53, SE = 0.23, t = 2.38, p = .175; 95% CI [ 1.17, 0.10]
B = 1.40, SE = 0.23, t = 6.15, p , .001; 95% CI [ 2.05, 0.76]
B = 0.36, SE = 0.23, t = 1.59, p = 1.00; 95% CI [ 0.28, 1.00]
B = 0.18, SE = 0.23, t = 0.78, p = 1.00; 95% CI [ 0.46, 0.81]
B = 0.69, SE = 0.23, t = 3.01, p = .027; 95% CI [ 1.34, 0.04]
B = 1.07, SE = 0.23, t = 4.68, p , 001; 95% CI [0.43, 1.72]
B = 0.87, SE = 0.22, t = 3.95, p = .001; 95% CI [ 1.49, 0.25]
B = 0.90, SE = 0.22, t = 4.09, p , .001; 95% CI [0.28, 1.51]
B = 1.77, SE = 0.22, t = 7.91, p , .001; 95% CI [1.14, 2.39]

^
^
^
^

Note. ^ indicates the pairwise comparison in question. See Supplemental Table 2 for corresponding values for younger children and Supplemental
Table 5 for corresponding values for adults.

and strangers as less obligated to help increasingly so with age. In
Uganda, however, the opposite pattern emerged (see Table 7).

Secondary Analyses
Similar to Study 1, we conducted four secondary analyses. First,
we examined whether the same pattern of results emerge even if
we consider participants’ responses in a binary manner. When
doing so, we found only two responses in Japan where participants
judged a parent as not obligated to help, which lead to convergence issues in the models. To resolve this, we excluded Japan in
our main analyses examining binary obligation responses. As
above, we found that Model 2 exhibited improved model ﬁt compared to Model 1, v2 = 153.74, p , 001. Model 3 further improved
model ﬁt beyond Model 2, v2 = 41.69, p = .001. Finally, Model 4
did not improve model ﬁt beyond Model 3, v2 = 2.86, p = .826.
Importantly, replicating the nonbinary analyses, we again
observed the Social Relationship 3 Age 3 Culture interaction in
Model 3, v2 = 15.97, p = .014 (Supplemental Figure 10). For
model outputs and simple effects related to this analysis and all
other secondary analyses, see RMarkdown ﬁle on OSF.
Second, we considered the possibility that children’s variation in
obligation judgments may emerge because of variation in expectation judgments. To address this possibility, we ﬁrst examined
whether the Social Relationship 3 Age 3 Culture interaction found
for obligation judgments also emerges for expectation judgments.
To do so, we reconducted the four main models but with expectations as the outcome variable instead of obligations. Similar to obligations in Studies 1 and 2 (but unlike expectations in Study 1), we
found that Model 2 did exhibit enhanced model ﬁt over Model 1
(v2 = 367.43, p , .001), as did Model 3 over Model 2 (v2 = 51.32,
p , .001); Model 4 did not exhibit enhanced model ﬁt over Model
3 (v2 = 11.04, p = .200). Speciﬁcally, when examining Model 3, we
found a Social Relationship, Age, and Culture interaction predicting
expectations, F(8, 2913) = 3.13, p = .002 (Supplemental Figure 11).
Unlike in Study 1 where expectation judgments patterned differently than obligation judgments, expectation judgments and obligation judgments tended to exhibit similar patterns in this study (see
Supplemental Figure 12).7 To account for this overlap between
obligation and expectation judgments, we tested whether the
observed Social Relationship 3 Age 3 Culture interaction predicting obligations remained when including expectation judgments as

a control (main effect of expectations and all possible two-way and
three-way interactions) in the model. Notably, we found that the
interaction among Social Relationship, Age, and Culture predicting
obligations remained when doing so, F(8, 2953) = 2.98, p = .002.8
As such, expectation judgments cannot account for the observed
obligation ﬁndings.
Third, we excluded any participants who responded “yes” to the
moral comprehension questions,9 to ensure the observed obligation
ﬁndings were not the result of younger children potentially lacking
an understanding of the materials or an unwillingness to respond
“no” to an experimenter. In total, 69 children were excluded
(nGermany = 14; nIndia = 21; nJapan= 15; nUganda = 19; Supplemental
Table 7; Supplemental Figure 13); no children from the U.S were
excluded, because the immoral questions were not asked in that
particular sample (see Footnote 5). In doing so, we still found that
Model 2 exhibited improved model ﬁt over Model 1, v2 = 343.51,
p , .001, and Model 3 exhibited improved model ﬁt over Model
2, v2 = 73.56, p , .001; Model 4 did not exhibit model ﬁt over
Model 3, v2 = 5.77 p = .673. Demonstrating robustness, we again
found the observed Social Relationship 3 Age 3 Culture interaction predicting obligation judgments, F(8, 2564) = 5.61, p = .015.
Finally, we also compared children’s responses to adults’
responses. To do so, we ran the same four main models but, as in
7

One possible explanation for this discrepancy relates to methodological
differences between Study 1 and 2. In Study 1, the potential helpers were
presented collectively, whereas potential helpers were presented individually
in Study 2. Perhaps younger children do not expect strangers to help when
they are in the presence of other potential helpers (such as parents or friends)
but do expect strangers to help in the absence of other potential helpers.
Future research is required to test this, however.
8
This key interaction among Social Relationship 3 Age 3 Culture also
remains if we include the four-way interaction among Social Relationship 3
Age 3 Culture 3 Expectations in the model, p = .006.
9
We also included a set of items about whether participants’ think
others have to act against their preferences (moral preference questions; see
Method). Because participants were more willing to respond ‘yes’ to this
question compared to the moral comprehension questions, excluding
participants who responded ‘yes’ to the preference questions would
considerably reduce the sample. Even still, we conducted such analyses to
provide the most conservative test of whether our effects emerge because
children are unwilling to respond ‘no’. Importantly, we still found the
observed Social Relationship 3 Age 3 Culture interaction in Model 3
when doing so, F(8, 1899) = 4.25, p , .001.
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Table 6
Stranger Obligations: Means, Standard Errors (in Parentheses), Effect Sizes, and 95% Confidence Intervals for Comparisons Between
Culture Within Only Older Children for Stranger Obligation
Germany

India

Japan

Uganda

U.S.

1.37 (.18)
^
^
^
^

2.20 (.19)
^

1.86 (.17)

3.58 (.18)

1.35 (.18)

^
^
^

^

^

^

^

^
^

^
^

Significance test
B = 0.83, SE = 0.26, t = 3.14, p = .018; 95% CI [ 1.57, 0.09]
B = 0.49, SE = 0.25, t = 1.94, p = .527; 95% CI [ 1.20, 0.22]
B = 2.21, SE = 0.26, t = 8.63, p , .001; 95% CI [ 2.93, 1.49]
B = 0.03, SE = 0.26, t = 0.10, p = 1.00; 95% CI [ 0.69, 0.74]
B = 0.34, SE = 0.25, t = 1.33, p = 1.00; 95% CI [ 0.38, 1.05]
B = 1.38, SE = 0.26, t = 5.36, p , .001; 95% CI [ 2.11, 0.65]
B = 0.85, SE = 0.26, t = 3.31, p = .010; 95% CI [0.13, 1.58]
B = 1.72, SE = 0.25, t = 6.98, p , .001; 95% CI [ 2.41, 1.02]
B = 0.51, SE = 0.25, t = 2.10, p = .365; 95% CI [ 0.18, 1.21]
B = 2.23, SE = 0.25, t = 8.94, p , .001; 95% CI [1.53, 2.94]

^
^
^
^

Note. ^ indicates the pairwise comparison in question. See Supplemental Table 3 for corresponding values for younger children.

Study 1, changed age to a categorical variable (Age Group) with
three levels: younger children, older children, and adults (younger
and older children were categorized via a median split). In doing
so, we again found that Model 2 exhibited improved ﬁt over
Model 1, v2 = 570.36, p , .001, and Model 3 exhibited improved
ﬁt over Model 2, v2 = 163.63, p , .001; Model 4 did not exhibit
enhanced model ﬁt over Model 3, v2 = 15.80, p = .467. In line
with our previously observed ﬁndings, we found an Age Group 3
Social Relationship 3 Culture interaction in Model 3, F(16, 5111) =
3.34, p ,.001. Unpacking this interaction revealed that adults’
obligation judgments largely echoed those of older children (Figure 5; Supplemental Figures 14–15).
Notably, these adult samples were not recruited within the same
communities as the developmental sample and instead were
recruited via online survey platforms (see online supplemental
materials). Despite this, the same cultural ﬁndings documented
with respect to older children persisted into adulthood. That is,
adults generally considered parents obligated to help regardless of
culture, but cultural variation similar to older children’s responses
emerged with respect to both friends and strangers (Figure 5;
Supplemental Tables 4–6). These results suggest that cultural differences in adults’ responding are an actual reﬂection of cultural
variation and not just site-speciﬁc differences across cultures.

Discussion
Building on Study 1, Study 2 investigated whether younger children across disparate cultures reason indiscriminately about prosocial obligations and how culture may impact prosocial obligation
judgments at older ages and into adulthood. For the most part,

children across all cultures regardless of age considered parents
obligated to help their children. Importantly, though, when it comes
to friends and strangers, we found considerable developmental and
cultural variability. For example, younger children in the United
States and Germany tended to judge friends and strangers as more
obligated to help than older children did, although the same was not
the case of older children either in Japan, India, or Uganda. In
Uganda, the reverse age effect emerged such that older children
were more inclined than younger children to consider friends and
strangers obligated to help one another. In Japan and India, no age
effects emerged—in those samples, age tended to negatively correlate with considering friends and strangers obligated to help one
another, although these relationships did not reach signiﬁcance.
Importantly, the observed patterns were robust to various analyses,
including examining responses in a binary format, controlling for
variability in prosocial expectations, and including adults in the
sample. These ﬁndings, in addition to the ﬁndings of Study 1, suggest that the default way of reasoning about prosocial obligations in
relational contexts may be indiscriminate.

General Discussion
In two studies, we observed a broad-to-narrow developmental
shift in children’s reasoning about prosocial obligations.
Younger children tended to judge everyone as obligated to help
someone in need (including strangers; Studies 1 and 2), even
across widely varying cross-cultural contexts (Germany, India,
Japan, Uganda, United States). Additionally, we found a similar
pattern for evaluations of unhelpful others: Younger children
across cultures rated unhelpful parents, friends, and strangers as

Table 7
Trend Analyses of Relationships Between Social Relationship and Age for Each Social Relationship Across Each Culture
Parent
Culture
Germany
India
Japan
Uganda
U.S.
Note.

B
0.03 [ 0.04, 0.11]
0.09 [ 0.01, 0.18]
0.02 [ 0.12, 0.07]
0.15 [0.07, 0.22]
0.05 [ 0.12, 0.02]

Friend
t
0.81
1.74
0.50
3.90
1.33

p
.417
.083
.621
,.001
.184

B
0.15 [ 0.25, 0.04]
0.03 [ 0.10, 0.16]
0.08 [ 0.21, 0.04]
0.14 [0.04, 0.25]
0.24 [ 0.33, 0.14]

See Supplemental Table 3 for corresponding values for younger children.

Stranger
t
2.78
0.41
1.28
2.83
4.67

p
.006
.679
.200
.005
,.001

B
0.33 [ 0.44, 0.21]
0.14 [ 0.28, 0.01]
0.12 [ 0.26, 0.02]
0.14 [0.03, 0.25]
0.31 [ 0.42, 0.20]

t
5.58
1.86
1.71
2.44
5.57

p
,.001
.064
.087
.015
,.001
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Adults’ Obligation Judgments as a Function of Social Relationship (Parent, Friend, Stranger) and Culture
(Germany, India, Japan, Uganda, U.S.)

Note. Error bars represents 6 1 SE. See the online article for the color version of this ﬁgure.

similarly mean for failing to help (Study 1). In contrast, older
children and adults typically exhibited more narrow prosocial
obligations. They judged parents as obligated to help followed
by friends and then strangers (Studies 1 and 2) and rated unhelpful parents as meanest followed by unhelpful friends and then
unhelpful strangers (Study 1). The shift from broad obligations
to narrower ones was stronger in some cultural contexts (i.e.,
U.S., Germany) than others (i.e., India, Japan), however, and the
shift was nonexistent in Uganda, where children and even adults
reasoned broadly about obligations. Importantly, these ﬁndings
were robust to various analytical choices, including transforming
participants’ responses to binary format, controlling for participants’ expectation judgments (likelihood judgments of whether
someone will help), and treating age as continuous versus categorical (younger vs. older children).

Theoretical Contributions
Our ﬁndings contribute to our understanding of how relational
context impacts social judgment. Speciﬁcally, scholars have
recently emphasized how psychology as a ﬁeld has largely focused
on interactions between strangers, even though the majority of our
day-to-day interactions tend to be with close others, such as friends
and family members (Bloom, 2011; Hester & Gray, 2020; Schein,
2020). Furthermore, scholars have also argued that, as a ﬁeld, we
have only a very cursory understanding of how humans conceptualize obligation (Tomasello, 2020). In the hopes of ﬁlling some of
these gaps, the present research paints a picture of how social
relationships impact our sense of who is obligated to help one
another. More speciﬁcally, the present results challenge an assumption in many philosophical arguments about the nature of human
morality—the idea that morality starts off narrow and expands
through development (e.g., Singer, 1981). Instead, our results suggest that children’s initial sense of prosocial obligation starts out

broad and the effect of cultural exposure and development is generally to make children more (rather than less) selective.
Additionally, the present ﬁndings cohere with and extend previous
research, including work on how adults in the United States reason
about social–relational obligations. Speciﬁcally, we replicate previous studies showing that adults in the United States take social relationship into account when evaluating unhelpful others and also
when determining obligations (Earp et al., 2021; Haidt & Baron,
1996; McManus et al., 2020). And, with respect to adults outside of
the United States, we replicate previous studies documenting variation in adults’ sense of prosocial obligation between the United States
and India (Miller et al., 1990). Finally, we extend this past work by
observing cultural variation in prosocial obligation judgments in
other countries as well, including Japan, Uganda, and Germany.
The present research also replicates and extends past developmental work. For instance, we replicate ﬁndings that children
between the ages of three and ﬁve consider individuals equally
obligated to help regardless of social relationship (Dahl et al.,
2020) and that children around the age of seven begin to consider
social relationship when ascribing prosocial obligations (Marshall
et al., 2020; Miller et al., 1990). Additionally, our ﬁndings replicate past cross-cultural developmental effects. Speciﬁcally, as in
Miller and colleagues (1990), we found that children in India reason comparatively more broadly than children in the United States
in terms of prosocial obligations. Finally, extending this past
work, we found that children across numerous cultures start with
broad prosocial obligation judgments (across Germany, India, Japan, Uganda, United States), and that cultural variation emerges
among these judgments during the middle childhood period.
Beyond prosocial obligation judgments, previous research has
considered prosocial behavior. Many studies have sought to examine how discriminant children’s actual helping behavior is relative
to adults’ (e.g., Dunﬁeld & Kuhlmeier, 2010). This research, at
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least from our perspective, has rendered mixed results (for different perspectives, see Bloom, 2013; Callaghan & Corbit, 2018;
Warneken & Tomasello, 2009; Wynn, 2009; Wynn et al., 2018),
ultimately making it challenging to draw any ﬁrm parallels
between the present work and past research on prosocial behavior.
For example, some behavioral work has found children to behave
in partial ways in early childhood. For instance, Olson and Spelke
(2008) found that children around the age of three distribute more
resources to a sibling and friend compared to a stranger (see also
Engelmann et al., 2019, 2021; Lenz & Paulus, 2021; Moore,
2009). However, other research has found that younger children
are more indiscriminate in their giving behavior compared to older
children (Barragan et al., 2020; Güroglu et al., 2014; Li et al.,
2021; Lu & Chang, 2016; Paulus & Moore, 2014; Rao & Stewart,
1999; Scharpf et al., 2017; Vonk et al., 2020; J. Yu et al., 2016).
For instance, recent work by Barragan-Jason and colleagues
(2021) found that children are more successful cooperators with
non-kin compared to kin.
Given that at least some work ﬁnds that young children exhibit
discriminate behavior (e.g., Engelmann et al., 2021), it points toward the possibility that children’s helping behavior toward others
may be conceptually distinct from their intuitions about whether
people are obligated to help others. We see similar dissociations
elsewhere (e.g., DeJesus et al., 2014). For instance, developmental
research has found that children at young ages express an understanding of what is fair—they think others should distribute
resources equally—while they themselves do not engage in equal
distribution (Blake et al., 2014). It is then not necessarily paradoxical to ﬁnd that children express the belief that everyone is equally
obligated to help, even if they themselves may be biased in their
own helping behaviors.

Key Questions
Why do younger children across cultures espouse broader
notions of prosocial obligation? It is unlikely that the observed developmental shift emerged because young children are confused
about social relationships. Other research has found that children
around the age of ﬁve exhibit a mature understanding of such relationships (e.g., Benson & Anglin, 1987; Spokes & Spelke, 2016).
And we do not think our ﬁndings are driven by younger children
responding in a more socially desirable way than older children.
Research indicates that, if anything, older children (rather than
younger children) are more susceptible to social desirability bias
(Dunham et al., 2008; Raabe & Beelmann, 2011).
Instead, we view the current results as reﬂecting a relative indifference toward social relationships in young children’s reasoning
about prosocial obligations, one that might arise for good reason.
After all, young children tend to be generally surrounded by
trusted others, whether it be their family or local community members. It is not until later in life that children start to interact more
regularly with those who may be indifferent to their fates (or even
malevolent). As such, assuming that everyone is obligated to help
one another might be a plausible natural default. Only later, potentially through cultural exposure to norms (House et al., 2013,
2020), may children come to adopt different notions of obligation
based on their surrounding environment.
Beyond younger children, why do older children and adults,
depending on cultural context, espouse narrower notions of

prosocial obligation? In what follows, we ﬁrst consider several
explanations that we ultimately ﬁnd unlikely, and then turn to
what we see as a more plausible account. First, it is possible that
variation has very little to do with cultural variation at the country
level and instead can be attributed to differences in the speciﬁc
sites where we tested children (e.g., Green et al., 2005; Yamawaki,
2012). Providing evidence against this possibility, however, we
found similar variation in adults’ and older children’s prosocial
obligations, even though adult participants were mostly recruited
via online survey platforms from different locations within the
same country as the child participants (see online supplemental
materials). This then suggests that variation in older children’s and
adults’ prosocial obligation judgments is attributable to speciﬁc
country-level cultural differences where we tested participants
(rather than to the site-speciﬁc differences or method, for instance,
online or in-person data collection).
Second, it is possible that societal variation emerged because of
linguistic differences (Bender, 2020). Perhaps the translations of
“have to” signaled different meanings in different countries, resulting in societal variability. However, we worked carefully with
local translators to ensure that “have to” was appropriately conveyed across the different testing sites. Additionally, it is unclear
why linguistic variation would speciﬁcally impact older children’s
judgments and not younger’s or why controlling for responses on
the “moral comprehension” would not account for such variation.
Third, perhaps children in some samples (e.g., Uganda, India)
are especially unfamiliar with certain components of the stimuli.
For example, the fair scenario may have been more unfamiliar to
children in India, Japan, and Uganda because it portrayed children
with popcorn and cotton candy. While this is a possibility, we ﬁnd
familiarity an unlikely explanation for societal differences. For
one, we found similar developmental ﬁndings regardless of scenario. For another, the fair scenario would likely have been similarly unfamiliar to children in India and perhaps Japan as they
were to children in Uganda, and yet we found contrasting results
between these countries.
Fourth, it is possible that societal variation emerged because of
differences in the degree to which the samples were urban versus
rural. Indeed, such variables impact social decision making (e.g.,
Henrich et al., 2010). Although the present data cannot deﬁnitively
speak on this issue, some of our results bear on this hypothesis.
Speciﬁcally, in some of the adult samples (Germany, India,
Uganda, United States), we asked participants to report whether
they currently live in an urban (vs. rural) environment, whether
they grew up in an urban (vs. rural) environment, and the comparative degree to which they have spent time in urban (vs. rural)
environments over the course of their life. These analyses revealed
that cultural differences documented within adults was not attributable to variation in urban (vs. rural) upbringing or lifestyle (see
online supplemental materials), although future research could
investigate this possibility more thoroughly.
Other than urban versus rural, our cross-cultural samples varied
on a variety of dimensions, including (but not limited to) Westernization, collectivism versus individualism, and SES. Again,
because our samples do not vary systematically on any of these
dimensions, we cannot directly examine the role of certain cultural
factors in the development of prosocial obligation judgments. But
we do suspect that variation in societal values related to collectivism and individualism may shape children’s emerging sense of
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prosocial obligation. This proposal is motivated by the ﬁnding that
participants in more collectivistic societies (Japan, India, Uganda)
exhibited broader senses of obligation than those in more individualistic societies (Germany, United States; see Hofstede, 2011; Rarick et al., 2013).
How would collectivism and individualism shape the development of our sense of obligation? Indeed, collectivism in a theoretical sense tends to emphasize obligations to the group—not
necessarily to strangers (e.g., Brewer & Chen, 2007). It is possible,
however, that participants across societies view strangers in our
stimuli as part of the cultural ingroup. Indeed, the characters in the
stimuli are all the same ethnicity and also presumably live in the
same community. The variance in responses we ﬁnd, then, might
be variance in the degree to which they consider individuals obligated to help ingroup strangers—and this in turn may depend on
cultural values, such as collectivism. Future research is best suited
to address this question by examining how group membership and
social relationship independently impact the development of obligation judgments across societies.
Regardless of which societal values ultimately impact children’s
sense of obligation, the ﬁndings raise the question of how this process occurs during childhood. Adults and trusted others may explicitly or implicitly teach children about societal values either via
testimony or observation (e.g., Maccoby, 2007; Pratt & Hardy, 2014;
see Dahl, 2019 for a useful review). Through this process, children
may then absorb this information, which ultimately alters children’s
obligation judgments. Alternatively, and in line with more of a Piagetian constructivist view, children may update their beliefs about obligation through exploring how individuals in their community act
toward one another and eliciting information about obligation from
others (Dahl et al., 2018; Turiel, 2015; 1983). We hope future
research will investigate these questions in greater detail.
Finally, the present ﬁndings also raise the question of whether
similar developmental effects emerge in contexts outside of social
relationships. We tested this possibility in a supplemental study, in
which we investigated one boundary condition on young children’s broader reasoning: knowledge (see online supplemental
materials for full information). Speciﬁcally, we presented 5- and
6-year-old children and 8- and 9-year-old children in the United
States with a story featuring a protagonist in need of help and varied whether the potential helper knew that the protagonist was in
need (because the protagonist and potential helper were in the
same location) or did not know (because the protagonist and
potential help were in different locations). In these cases, we did
not ﬁnd a developmental shift: Both younger and older children
exhibited discriminate reasoning in that they claimed that knowledgeable others were more obligated to help than unknowledgeable others.
Such results are consistent with other research ﬁnding that
young children do make distinctions when considering prosocial
obligations outside of social relationships. For example, White
children consider other White children more obligated to help a
racial in-group than an out-group, and this does not change with
age (Weller et al., 2013; see also Chalik & Rhodes, 2020; Pun et
al., 2021). Young children also care about whether someone has
the capacity to help; children will evaluate someone who is able to
help (but does not) more harshly relative to someone who is not
able to help (and does not; Jara-Ettinger et al., 2015). Together,
these ﬁndings suggest that young children exhibit discriminant
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reasoning in some domains, such as social groups and capacity,
but less so in others, such as social relationships.

Concluding Remarks
We want to end on a few limitations. First, adults in our studies
were asked to judge whether children are obligated to help one
another. Perhaps adults would have considered strangers obligated
to help one another if they were adult strangers instead of children.
We ﬁnd this unlikely for a couple of reasons. For one, both the
friend and stranger characters were children, yet adults judged
friends as more obligated to help than strangers; this suggests that
it is not the case that adults simply consider children not obligated
to help. Second, other research on prosocial obligations with adults
that used adult strangers in vignettes ﬁnds very similar results as
the present ﬁndings (Earp et al., 2021; Haidt & Baron, 1996;
McManus et al., 2020).
Second, the current work cannot determine whether children
and adults consider helping others a moral obligation compared to
a social-conventional one (Smetana, 2006). Previous research has
differentiated between actions that are a moral obligation—obligations that operate independently from societal rules—and conventional obligations—obligations that are contingent on societal
rules. Here, we ask participants to determine whether someone has
to help, which only measures an obligation in a broad sense (Kalish & Lawson, 2008). Consistent with the possibility that the present ﬁndings do signify a moral obligation, however, the current
results align with previous research that has examined moral obligations speciﬁcally, most notably Miller and colleagues (1990)
and Dahl and colleagues (2020).
In conclusion, the notion that reasoning about prosocial obligations start off narrow in terms of social relationships and only gradually expand (from kin to friend to stranger) has been held by many
philosophers and psychologists—including some of the authors of
this current article (e.g., Bloom, 2013; Wynn et al., 2018). But the
ﬁndings from our studies support an alternative view. We ﬁnd that
children shift from broad to narrow when it comes to reasoning about
prosocial obligations, becoming more selective over the course of development, in a manner qualiﬁed by cultural context.
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