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a b s t r a c t 

Across psychology, there is increasing recognition that the experiences of children from minoritized racial and 

ethnic groups are underrepresented. Research on prosocial behavior exemplifies this systemic bias. This paper 

suggests that measures of prosocial behavior should be revised to be more culturally equitable, in order to reflect 

the experiences of youth across diverse communities. First, the authors briefly review literature on prosocial de- 

velopment in high-income countries. The authors advocate for revising measures to capture greater variability 

in the experiences of children from marginalized groups, and interpreting research findings in the context of sys- 

temic inequalities. Next, the authors review research on prosocial behavior in low- and middle-income countries 

(LMICs), which is limited but growing, and discuss next steps for future research on prosocial behavior in LMICs. 

The goal is to provide a specific research agenda to advance the understanding of prosocial development across 

contexts and communities worldwide. 
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Every day across the globe, children help, share, cooperate, listen,

dvise, and support their friends, siblings, parents, extended family

embers, strangers, and wider communities. These prosocial behav-

ors take myriad forms, and vary according to individual differences in

ersonality, development, family structure, community, and culture. As

uch, helping others is a universal activity ( Weisner, 2001 ) that is nested

n intersecting circles of children’s and adolescents’ broader lives, com-

unities, and cultures ( Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2007 ). Although the

ajority of research about children’s prosocial development comes from

hite, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) sam-

les in high-income countries, 82% of children worldwide live in low-

nd middle-income countries (LMICs; Newhouse et al., 2016 ). More-

ver, within high-income countries, the number of children raised in

ow-income communities and from minoritized racial and ethnic groups

s growing ( Pew Research Center, 2020 ). 

This paper builds on recent calls to recognize the experiences of all

hildren, particularly children from minoritized racial and ethnic groups

ho are underrepresented in research ( Roberts et al., 2020 ; Syed et al.,

018 ). The authors argue that the field’s current understanding of proso-

ial behavior is confounded by systemic inequalities that exist between

hildren, both within high-income countries and between high-income

nd LMICs. To help to address this problem, this paper first discusses

ow systemic inequalities are reflected in research about children’s

rosocial behavior in high-income countries. Building on the work of

thers (e.g. El Mallah, 2020 ; Fuligni et al., 2019 ), the authors suggest
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hat methods examining prosocial behavior should be revised to capture

reater variability in the diverse ways that children contribute in com-

unities that are low-income or minoritized racial and ethnic groups. As

ontext, this paper provides only a brief, general overview of prosocial

ehavior in high-income countries, given the already extensive reviews

n this topic (e.g., Eisenberg et al., 2015 ; El Mallah, 2020 ). Second,

his paper provides a more in-depth, detailed discussion of children’s

rosocial behavior in LMICS —where relatively less research has been

onducted. Throughout the paper, the authors propose key next steps

or extending existing measures to capture experiences that are increas-

ngly relevant for children and adolescents from minoritized racial and

thnic groups or from low-income homes in the US and across the world.

he goal is to offer a specific research agenda to advance an understand-

ng of prosocial development that is more equitable and captures greater

ariability in children’s prosocial development worldwide. 

rosocial research and systematic inequalities in high-income 

ountries 

Helping others is a distinctive feature of children and adolescents’

aily lives around the world ( Weisner, 2001 ). Prosocial behavior is any

ction which helps or supports others. It takes myriad forms, includ-

ng helping the family and peers with instrumental tasks (e.g., cleaning,

ending an item), providing emotional support (e.g., listening, advising),

elping strangers and the wider community (e.g., donating, volunteer-
ril 2021 

ticle under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
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ng). Research predominantly from high-income countries demonstrates

hat youth who display high levels of prosocial behavior towards their

riends (such as sharing and cooperating) exhibit more positive social,

motional, academic and physical health outcomes ( Eisenberg et al.,

015 ). 

The field of psychology is increasingly recognizing that “dominant

methodological) practices overlook, silence, or dismiss knowledge ”

bout children from minoritized racial and ethnic groups ( Roberts et al.,

020 ). Research on prosocial behavior is no exception. This paper argues

hat systematic inequalities are manifested in prosocial research in at

east three ways. First, the majority of research on prosocial behavior has

een conducted among children in WEIRD samples in high-income coun-

ries ( Eisenberg et al., 2015 ), and children from minoritized racial and

thnic groups and from low-income communities are underrepresented

n developmental research ( Roberts et al., 2020 ). Second, more research

s needed to investigate the predictors and consequences of prosocial be-

avior in the context of different community norms and values within

igh-income countries. Specific helping behaviors may be more com-

on among some sociocultural groups than others ( Weisner, 2001 ), and

rosocial behavior has been divergently linked to children’s outcomes

e.g., emotional, academic adjustment) depending on the cultural norms

n the home and wider community (e.g., Fuligni et al., 2009 ). Third, re-

earch findings pertaining to prosocial behavior should be more often

xplained and discussed in the context of systemic inequalities between

hildren. 

evising existing measures to capture greater variability in high income 

ountries 

The experiences of youth from minoritized racial and ethnic groups

nd youth in low-income communities are underrepresented in prosocial

esearch. On the one hand, an important body of research has examined

rosocial behavior among adolescents in Latinx communities (e.g., Carlo

t al., 2018 ) and Chinese-American communities (e.g., Fuligni et al.,

002 ). On the other hand, many other studies focus on the experiences

f children and families that are WEIRD (El Mallah, 2019). For example,

ost commonly used measures of prosocial behavior ( El Mallah, 2020 )

o not include items about translating for family, which is a form of

rosocial behavior; many first- and second-generation youth help their

amilies by translating for them at institutional or medical services and

acilities ( Kam and Lazarevic, 2014 ). As another example, general mea-

ures of prosocial behavior often do not measure caretaking behaviors

e.g., helping parents with household tasks; taking care of elderly or

ick family members), which are more common in Latinx households

nd low-income homes ( Armstrong ‐Carter et al., 2019 ). Children from

ow-income backgrounds may also contribute to the family by earning

ages outside the home ( Bridgeland et al., 2006 ), which is often not

aptured in prosocial measures. More research is needed to examine

ariability of prosocial behaviors within different cultural groups in the

S. Such work can improve the accuracy and clarify the generalizability

f research findings across diverse homes and community contexts. 

Prosocial behavior may divergently relate to other aspects of youths’

unctioning, depending on the different cultural norms of families and

ommunities (for a review, see Eisenberg et al., 2015 ). For instance,

outh from Chinese and Mexican backgrounds tend to value family obli-

ation more than youth from European backgrounds, so helping the fam-

ly may be more intrinsically rewarding and beneficial for youth from

hinese and Mexican backgrounds ( Fuligni et al., 2009 ). Additionally,

outh from dominant, privileged groups may feel more safe and com-

ortable helping their peers, or empowered speaking up for their peers,

ompared to youth from marginalized groups ( Armstrong ‐Carter and

elzer, 2021 ). Finally, youth can show positive adaptation on behavioral

nd emotional measures while simultaneously experiencing risk factors

ia markers of stress-physiology that predict poor physical health and

llostatic load ( Hostinar and Miller, 2019 ). Prosocial behavior may be

sychologically rewarding ( Armstrong ‐Carter et al., 2020 ), while simul-
2 
aneously physiologically taxing for youth who experience more pres-

ure to care for their families or peers, or face daily discrimination

 Armstrong-Carter et al. in press ; Hostinar and Miller, 2019 ). More re-

earch is needed to understand how prosocial behavior impacts youths’

djustment in diverse homes and community contexts with different so-

ial and cultural norms, and youth from different backgrounds who have

ifferent daily experiences in order to investigate whether prosocial be-

aviors are more or less beneficial in contexts where different amounts

f such behavior are expected or normal. 

nterpret findings in the context of systemic inequalities in high income 

ountries 

Systemic inequalities influence children’s opportunities and access

o engage in prosocial behavior as well as their motivations for proso-

ial behavior ( Fuligni, 2019 ). Researchers need to interpret findings

bout prosocial behavior in the context of systemic inequalities that ex-

st within high-income countries. First, many youth from higher-income

ommunities have more opportunities to give than others via formal vol-

nteer opportunities and educational programs. For instance, prosocial

cts are often directed towards the less fortunate. Low-income children

ay be more likely to receive food from food kitchens rather than vol-

nteering in the kitchen, for example. Similarly, youth from rural envi-

onments may not have access to as many formal, school-based or af-

erschool volunteering programs which facilitate mentorship and other

orms of prosocial behavior. Low-income children might be pegged as

he “mentees, ” rather than the mentors. These inequities are important

ecause engaging in prosocial behavior (not just receiving it) is a crucial

omponent of children’s self-efficacy, identity development, and socioe-

otional, physical, and academic wellbeing ( Fuligni et al., 2019 ). 

Second, prosocial motivation may differ according to cultural and

ocioeconomic contexts. Many high-SES adolescents volunteer in order

o increase chances of college admission, which is a privilege; formal

olunteerism may not be feasible for low-income youth who may need

o support family or have limited financial resources or supports for

pplying to and attending college. Moreover, low-income youth who

re more burdened by daily worries about their family’s wellbeing may

e less able to give to others, because they need to focus on their own

amily’s emotional and material needs. For instance, if youth are worried

bout feeding the family or making money to support their family, they

ay have less time for volunteer work or helping friends or strangers

 Bridgeland et al., 2006 ). At the same time, a growing number of studies

ave highlighted civic engagement and social justice movements led by

inoritized youth as examples of how they engage in important types

f prosocial behavior, even as they may be denied the opportunities in

ther aspects of their lives ( Anyiwo et al., 2020 ). Researchers should

nterpret their research findings in the context of systemic inequalities. 

rosocial behavior in low- and middle-income countries (LMICS) 

Existing measures of childrens’ and adolescents’ prosocial behav-

ors primarily come from high-income countries ( Eisenberg et al., 2015 ;

l Mallah, 2020 ), and underrepresent the experiences of the majority

f children worldwide who live in low- and middle-income countries

LMICS). More research on the prosocial behavior of children in LMICS

ill facilitate a more accurate and comprehensive picture of prosocial

evelopment worldwide. 

rosocial development in LMICS 

Most research in LMICs has used a single, broad composite of so-

ial functioning; relatively little research in LMICS has examined proso-

ial behavior specifically ( Katus et al., 2020 ). For instance, using a sin-

le, parent-report measure of a broad range of social behaviors (e.g.,

eer relationships, socio-emotional skills), children in Cambodia and in

hana demonstrated positive growth in social behavior from ages 3 to 6
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 Berkes et al., 2019 ; Wolf and McCoy, 2019 ). Positive, stimulating home

nd school experiences were also positively linked to young children’s

road social skills (including communication, social and emotional com-

etences) in rural India, Indonesia, Peru, and Senegal ( Fernald et al.,

012 ), Colomiba ( Rubio-Codina et al., 2016 ), Bangladesh and Pakistan

 Hamadani et al., 2006 ; Yousafzai et al., 2016 , 2014 ). 

Nonetheless, research specifically on prosocial behavior in LMICS

s increasing ( Katus et al., 2020 ). For example, the global pandemic

rompted several qualitative studies which revealed that young people

n Kenya helped strangers in their local communities to cope with the

andemic, and young people in Cameroon started producing hand san-

tizers at home and freely distributing them ( Wickramanayake, 2020 ).

 recent review identified 20 studies focused on prosocial development

n LMICs ( Katus et al., 2020 ). The majority of LMIC studies have used

irect assessments of prosocial behavior (i.e., laboratory tasks), whereas

esearch from high income countries primarily use self, parent, and

eacher reports ( El Mallah, 2020 ). For example, several studies in In-

ia, China, and South Africa used the “Dictator Game, ” an experimental

ask in which children can share different amounts of money with peers

 Chen and Ravallion, 2013 ; Cowell et al., 2017 ). Other studies used sim-

lar resource allocation paradigms across LMICS ( House et al., 2013 ),

ncluding tasks which involve sharing food in China, Peru, Fiji, and

razil ( Rochat et al., 2009 ), sharing books in South Africa ( Murray et al.,

015 ), or providing instrumental or emotional support to another person

n Zambia ( Chernyak et al., 2018 ). Only a few studies have used teacher

eport, for instance in Jamaica ( Baker-Henningham et al., 2019 ), Chile

 Lohndorf et al., 2019 ), and Zimbabwe ( Manyeruke et al., 2020 ), per-

aps because access to formal education and teachers is often limited

n LMIC settings ( Finch et al., 2018 ). A few studies used parent report

mong children in Columbia, Pakistan, and South Africa ( Finch et al.,

018 ; Hamadani et al., 2010 ; Parchment et al., 2016 ). 

xpanding existing measures to capture greater variability in LMICS 

There is a need to understand which measures of prosocial behavior

re ecologically valid for children in LMICS. As other researchers have

ighlighted, it is problematic to simply translate measures, because ex-

ectations for children’s behaviors differ across cultures ( Finch et al.,

018 ). For example, obedient behaviors are not as highly valued in

estern countries compared to LMICS, which tend to be more group-

riented ( Keller, 2020 ). In one study, factor analysis indicated that

rosocial behaviors in rural Pakistan included how obedient the child

as, in addition to kindness and likeability; obedience is not necessar-

ly considered prosocial in high-income Western cultures, and therefore

ot included in prosocial measures ( Finch et al., 2018 ). As another ex-

mple, parents in western Kenya reported that children who willingly

elped with daily household chores (e.g., cooking, growing food, car-

ng for animals and siblings) demonstrated intelligence through these

asks ( Harkness et al., 2009 ). In contrast, Western cultures typically

onsider prosocial behavior as separate and unrelated to intelligence

 Olson et al., 2019 ). These findings demonstrate that children’s helping

ehaviors (and parents’ beliefs about children’s helping behaviors) are

ituated in their cultures ( Olson et al., 2019 ). More research which mea-

ures youths’ prosocial behavior in culturally valid ways in LMICS can

lluminate important variability in prosocial behaviors worldwide. 

rosocial behavior during adolescence in LMICS 

The majority of research in LMICS focuses on early childhood. While

MIC studies include children as young as 18 months (e.g., Köster et al.,

016 , Brazil), no known studies have investigated prosocial behavior

uring adolescence after age 14 in LMICS. The oldest age ranges were up

o 13–14 years in South Africa, India, and Zimbabwe ( Corbit et al., 2017 ;

anyeruke et al., 2020 ; Parchment et al., 2016 ). Studying prosocial be-

avior during adolescence in LMICS is particularly important because

any adolescents serve as caregivers for younger siblings, parents, and
3 
ther family and community members ( Becker, 2007 ). Caregiving dur-

ng adolescence in LMICS may be particularly common due to cultural

orms of familialism and community orientation, high average levels

f poverty which restrict access to formal caregiving, medical services

or sick or aging adults, and increased prevalence of illness which re-

uire caregiving (e.g., Yu et al., 2013 ). Limited access to formal educa-

ion for young children also creates conditions in which older siblings

ften serve as caregivers ( Becker, 2007 ). More research investigating

rosocial behavior during adolescence is warranted to understand the

ariability in prosocial behavior in LMICS, and how it impacts youth

evelopment. 

chool experiences and prosocial development in LMICS 

Extensive research from high-income countries shows that access

o formal education, in addition to home experiences, is crucial for

romoting children’s positive social development (for a review, see

omitrovich et al., 2017 ). In LMICs, access to primary education is

ften limited, although it has increased over the last two decades

 UNICEF, 2017 ). Prior research in LMICs has largely focused on cog-

itive and academic outcomes ( Rao et al., 2014 ), so researchers know

ittle about how education impacts prosocial behavior in LMICS. In one

tudy in Mozambique, children who were randomly assigned to attend

reschool demonstrated higher levels of prosocial behavior at follow

p during primary school, as assessed by parent and teacher reports

 Martinez et al., 2017 ). In Indonesia, Chile, and Cambodia, observer

atings of classroom and school facilities (e.g., latrines, safe school-

ards and classrooms), were positively associated with broad measures

f teacher reported positive social behaviors, although these studies also

id not focus on prosocial behavior specifically (e.g., Berkes et al., 2019 ;

rinkman et al., 2017 ; Herrera et al., 2005 ). More research is needed to

nderstand how access to formal education and school experiences are

elated to prosocial development in LMICS. Associations between school

xperiences and prosocial behavior will likely depend on the measure

f prosocial behavior. For example, youth who attend formal education

ay learn to engage in more prosocial behavior towards peers, but have

ewer opportunities to help their families at home. 

onclusion 

To mitigate the systematic inequalities which are reflected in current

rosocial measurements, samples, and paper discussions, researchers on

rosocial behavior can take four specific actions. First, research will

enefit from conducting focus groups with minoritized children and

dolescents in high income countries, and children and adolescents in

MICS. Targeted focus groups can reveal which prosocial behaviors

outh engage in most frequently, and how. Similarly, targeted focus

roups among these youths’ parents may provide an additional perspec-

ive, and moreover, illuminate which behaviors are culturally valued

nd conceptualized as prosocial in different home and community con-

exts. These focus groups will help to ensure the development of new

rosocial measures are not biased by researchers’ own experiences or

y the prior research that has been done in predominantly WEIRD sam-

les to date. 

Second, cross-cultural studies –with differences in ethnicity, race, so-

ioeconomic status rural/urban, religious, national makeup– can help

o identify and clarify similarities and differences in the frequency

nd types of prosocial behaviors youth engage in across different con-

exts. Moreover, cross-cultural studies may reveal how prosocial behav-

ors may differentially impact child and adolescent well-being based

n cultural values and norms. Importantly, such an approach must be

rounded in a process-based framework, which highlights heterogeneity

ithin groups, and does not only focus on mean-level differences and

omparisons between groups ( Syed et al., 2018 ). Where there are dif-

erences in prosocial behavior between groups, research findings must

e explicitly interpreted in the context of the societal bias towards
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arginalized groups which has contributed to those group differences

e.g., access to opportunities, double burden of racism). 

Third, even research on prosocial behavior which is conducted

mong WEIRD samples must include careful detailed demographics,

rame the research findings within the sample, discuss potential bias

f the measures and methodologies used, and not attempt to general-

ze findings to all youth. This approach will help to ensure that the

rue diversity of prosocial behavior world-wide is acknowledged and

epresented. Finally, involving local stakeholders via research practice

artnerships (including youth, teachers, parents, community leaders) in

ll stages of the research processes can help to researchers to prioritize

he knowledge and needs of local communities. Local stakeholder can

lso provide critical insight into the research context and interpretation

f findings, and researchers can promote the practical implications of

heir work by “giving back ” and involving the community in which the

esearch is conducted. Together, these steps can help to paint a fuller

icture of prosocial development across the globe. Moreover, research

uided by these principals may enable researchers and policy makers

o begin to reduce inequalities in children’s helping behaviors between

hildren, communities, and hemispheres. 
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