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Children’s judgements of the obligation to help: The
role of relationships
Emily Hachey and Clare Conry-Murray

Saint Joseph’s University, Philadelphia, PA, USA

ABSTRACT
Children at ages 7 (N = 24, Mage = 6.96, SDage =.20), 9 (N = 29, Mage = 8.76,
SDage =.44), and 11 (N = 25, Mage = 10.76, SDage =.66), and adults (N = 30)
made judgements about the obligation to help when it conflicts with
a personal desire. Across ages, the obligation to help was judged to be
strongest when there were positive or neutral past interactions with the
person in need of help, compared to mean past interactions. Expectation
of a future friendship predicted the obligation to help, even after controlling
for age and sex. However, we found no effect of children helping gender in-
group members more. Evidence for altruism was not found: expected posi-
tive emotions did not predict the obligation to help. We conclude that an
expectation of future relationship is the strongest predictor of helping
obligation.
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Humans engage in cooperative behaviour, including prosocial behaviours, to
a greater extent than any other species, such that humans tend to help even
when there is a cost to the self (Warneken & Tomsello, 2006, 2007). Prosocial
behaviour, defined as ‘voluntary behavior intended to benefit another’
(Eisenberg et al., 2006, p. 646), can be for the benefit of the other individual
alone, or for the benefit of both the actor and the other, often through sharing,
or – the focus here – through helping. What is the motive for helping others?
Some researchers have questioned whether helping others is truly altruistic
(e.g., Melis &Warneken, 2016), since helping can benefit the actor. The current
study examines children’s judgements about whether to help others when
there is a cost to the self. We also examine whether an expectation of a future
relationship increases helping or whether intrinsic benefits like a positive
feeling predicts judgements of obligation to help.
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From a social domain theory perspective, research is clear that children
develop an ability to distinguish moral concepts related to rights, justice
and welfare from conventional and personal issues (e.g., L. P. Nucci &
Gingo, 2011; Smetana, 2013; Turiel, 2015). From a very young age, chil-
dren are concerned about others’ welfare, even in regard to helping
(Hepach et al., 2012). Helping differs from typical moral issues because
typical moral principles require people to avoid harming others, a lack of
action, while helping requires an affirmative action to benefit someone’s
welfare. In addition, when the personal domain conflicts with the moral
domain, as is the case when a personal preference is in conflict with an
obligation to help someone in need, it requires children to coordinate
these different domains in order to decide which to prioritize.

Altruismhas been tested in some researchby asking children to coordinate
the personal and the moral domain by reasoning about situations where
a personal desire conflicts with the need for help. Preschool children as young
as four years old (Eisenberg-Berg & Roth, 1980) and children in middle child-
hood consider others’ distress more than they consider selfish desires.
Previous research has found developmental differences in reasoning about
helping behaviourwhen there is a cost to the helping (L. Nucci & Turiel, 2009).
This research found that children aged 7 and older adolescents at age 18
prioritized helping, even when it conflicted with a personal goal, while ages
11 and 14 judged the potential helper as much less obligated to behave
prosocially, forming a U-shaped developmental pattern. The current study
also examines developmental differences in children’s reasoning about help-
ing when it is in conflict with selfish desires, focusing on middle childhood,
ages 7, 9 and 11, and young adults in order to examine whether judgements
of obligation to help differ in middle childhood, and early adolescence,
compared to adulthood. In addition, we examine how children consider
past and future relationships with the target of their help.

Even if children appear altruistic at some ages, they may be acting out of
self-interest if they viewhelping others as a benefit to the self because it could
lead to the development of a relationship with the person in need that could
provide opportunities for reciprocity. Past research has examined reciprocity
at both the individual and the group level (Melis & Warneken, 2016). At the
individual level, research has examined the role of the relationship between
the potential helper and the person needing help, to determinewhether past
relationships lead to a sense of obligation. Indeed, receiving help in the recent
past from a protagonist increases future prosocial behaviours towards that
sameprotagonist, even in very young children (Warneken& Tomasello, 2013).
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At the group level, helping someone could enhance an individual’s
reputation within a group. Some research shows that children around age
5 are more likely to behave prosocially (Plötner et al., 2015) and are less
likely to steal (Engelmann et al., 2012) when others around to observe
them, presumably because their reputation would be damaged. Given the
effects of reputation, it is possible that group concerns would also be
more salient when the peer observing the child was part of an in-group
where future interactions are more likely, and this peer needed help. In
fact, some research shows that even large in-groups based on gender and
race affect helping behaviours. Weller and Lagattuta (2013, 2014) found
that children aged 5 to 13 judged that characters would feel more
obligated to help and more positive about helping in-group members
based on race (Weller & Lagattuta, 2013) and sex (Weller & Lagattuta,
2014), than out-group members. Both male and female children in middle
childhood and early adolescence judged that a protagonist was more
likely to behave prosocially towards their gender in-group than their
gender-outgroup. This may be an indication that helping is done to
benefit the self, through enhancing relationships and improving one’s
reputation within the in-group that may lead to better relationships in the
future. The current study also focuses on middle childhood to early
adolescence and examines reciprocity at both group level based on
gender and individual level based on past interactions as predictors of
the obligation to help someone in need.

Finally, the role of emotion was also examined. Both positive and
negative emotions (positive emotions after helping another person and
negative emotions after choosing not to help another) can affect chil-
dren’s prosocial judgements (Hertz & Krettenauer, 2014). For example,
some research shows that children with more attributions of fear make
more moral judgements and also behave more pro-socially (Malti et al.,
2010). In the current study, we examine anticipated emotions both after
helping and after not helping someone in need in order to determine
whether positive or negative emotions predict judgements of an obliga-
tion to help.

We examine children’s and adults’ reasoning about obligations to help
a person in need when there is a cost to helping – a child comes across
a peer who is in distress at a time when a delay will mean they will miss
out on a fun activity. Based on previous research, we expected that
obligation to help will differ by age, gender group (in-group and out-
group), and previous relationship (including past experiences of a nice,
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mean, or unknown person in need). Finally, we examined predictors of the
obligation to help. We expected that participants’ judgements about the
likelihood of friendship, expected feelings after helping, and feeling after
not helping (guilt) would predict whether a person in need should be
helped, when controlling for age and sex.

Methods

The study complied with ethical guidelines. After approval from the
authors’ Institutional Review Board, children were recruited through
their schools in eastern Pennsylvania. Adults were recruited through
a participant pool at a university psychology department. Adults and
parents gave written consent, while children gave assent before partici-
pating. Participants were about evenly distributed among ages 7, 9 11
and adults as Table 1 shows, with a total sample size of 108.
Unfortunately, the adults’ ages were not collected. The adults were under-
graduates a university with primarily traditional-aged students, around
age 20. Although ethnicity was only collected for about half the sample
(n = 49), among those, 65% were white, 29% were African American, 4%
were Asian, and 2% reported they had mixed heritage. Socio-economic
status was not collected. However, the participants came from diverse
communities: an urban school, two suburban public schools and a private
university.

Participants were interviewed individually either in an empty class-
room or office at their school. The interview took about 30 min. No
participants were excluded.

The interview, which was read aloud to children and adults, consisted
of a child protagonist, gender-matched to the participant. The protago-
nist is on their way to a specified fun activity that will be ending soon,
when they encounter a child in distress. For example,

This is a story about Olivia. Olivia is at the mall and really wants to buy a toy before
the store closes, but the store is closing soon. Olivia sees a girl, named Ava, who
falls and skins her elbow. Ava was mean to Olivia yesterday and Olivia is not sure if

Table 1. Mean participants ages (and SDs).
7 year olds 9 year olds 11 year olds Adults

Males 13 12 11 15
Females 11 17 14 15
Mean age (SD) 6.96 (.20) 8.76 (.44) 10.76 (.66) n/a

The ages of the adults were not collected.
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Ava needs help, but she might need help walking to her parent. Olivia thinks
about what to do. She knows that she could leave Ava alone and get to buy a toy.
Or . . . she could help Ava walk to her parent, but miss out on buying a toy.

There were 12 vignettes with several conditions that varied the distressed
child’s characteristics in a within-subject design. There were three differ-
ent types of past interactions: no past interactions, with no comment on
behaviour (e.g., in the example, the sentence ‘Ava was mean to Olivia
yesterday’ was cut), past kindness (e.g., ‘Ava was nice to Olivia yesterday’),
and past meanness (as in the example above). There were also two
genders of the distressed child (coded as in-group, out-group). For each
of these six conditions, there were two vignettes, each describing
a person in need who was either psychologically (child was crying) or
physically hurt (child skinned their elbow, knee or hand). These were
combined since they were included to encompass the most common
kinds of distress and not to examine differences between physical and
psychological distress. Therefore, all participants judged all 12 vignettes.

Each vignette was accompanied by a picture, which was gender – (girl
and boy) and race- (dark and light skin) matched to the child. In the case
of race-matching, all story characters were the same skin tone. For gender
matching, only the protagonist was always gender-matched, since gender
of the victim was a variable. See Figure 1 for samples of the images. To
avoid order effects, the 12 vignettes and their pictures were shuffled
before each interview.

Several questions followed each vignette. To measure Judgements of
obligation to help participants were asked whether they think the protago-
nist should help a classmate or engage in the specified fun activity (e.g.,
‘What do you think Olivia should do?’). Participants were shown a rating
scale from 1 (definitely not help) to 5 (definitely help) and were asked to

Figure 1. Sample images accompanying interview.
Note. Images of protagonist (on the path) were matched to the participants’ gender. Race was matched
to the participants for all characters.
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point to what they thought the child should do. To measure Judgements of
friendship likelihood, the participants were asked how likely it was that the
protagonist would become friends with the distressed child after helping
(e.g., ‘If Olivia helps Ava, how likely is it that Olivia will be friends with Ava
later?’). Participants were shown a rating scale from 1 (definitely not friends)
to 5 (definitely friends). To measure Anticipated emotion following helping
participants were asked how a character would feel after helping (e.g., ‘So,
Olivia decides to help. Do you think Olivia feels good or bad right now? How
good (bad)?’). To measure Anticipated emotion following not helping, partici-
pants were asked how a character would feel after not helping (e.g., ‘What if
instead Olivia had decided to [buy a toy]? Do you think Olivia would be
feeling good or bad? How good (bad)?’ Both emotion questions were coded
from 1 (very good) to 5 (very bad)). Verbal and pointing responses were
noted at the time of the interview. The means of each of the measures over
all conditions were calculated for the regression.

An additional question (‘What do you think most kids would do?’) was
not reported here because the results did not add additional information
since they were very similar to the judgements reported here.
Justifications (“Why or why not?) were also not analysed here because
of incomplete data. Full interview materials are available in the online
Supplemental Material.

Power

G*power was used to examine post hoc power for the evaluation analysis.
Between-subject factors require larger sample sizes so analysis with the
largest number of between-subjects interactions were used to determine
the largest sample size needed. With an effect size f of .25, alpha = .05,
groups = 8 (4 ages and 2 genders), measurements = 6, correlations among
measures of .5, and a nonsphericity correction of 1, the total power is .99.

G*power for the regression indicated that with an effect size f of .15,
alpha of .05, total sample size of 108, and 3 predictors power is .93.

Results

Helping obligation

Responses to the Judgements of Obligation to Help questions were analysed
using a 2 (participant gender) x 4 (age: 7, 9, 11, 18) x 3 (past interaction:
neutral, kind, mean) x 2 (victim gender: in-group, out-group) repeated
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measures ANOVA,with past interaction, and victim sex as repeatedmeasures.
Bonferroni correctionsweremade formultiple testing,where appropriate.We
could only examine main effects and two-way interactions, since our power
was too low for higher order interactions. However, no two-way interactions
were found. Overall means indicated that participants said that a child should
‘probably help’ a classmate who might need their help (M = 4.30, SD = .48).
Two main effects indicated that participants used information about the
victim to decide whether to help. A significant effect of past interaction, F(2,
196) = 69.85, p < .001, ŋ2 = .42, showed that participants judged that a child
should help a classmate who was nice to them recently (M = 4.67, SD = .36)
more thana classmatewith anunknownpast (M=4.43, SD= .51) or a negative
past interaction (M = 3.79, SD = .94), ps < .001.

We hypothesized that participants would be more willing to help in-
group members, but this was not the case. There were also no effects for
age. See Figure 2 for a visual display of the past interaction and group
membership means.

In an unexpected finding, there was a small participant sex effect, F(1,
98) = 5.49, p = .021, ŋ2 = .05, indicating that females were more likely to say
that a child should help a classmate (M = 4.41, SD = .57) than were males
(M = 4.19, SD = .47).

Predicting obligation to help

Table 2 presents the bivariate correlations among obligation to help,
likelihood of friendship, emotions after helping, emotions after not

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

4

4.5

5

Past kindness Past neutral Past meanness

Sex
matched

Different
sex

Figure 2. Judgements that helping is an obligation by past interaction and whether
victim sex was matched.
Helping was rated from 1 (definitely not help) to 5 (definitely help).
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helping, age and gender. A simple regression without controls exam-
ined whether likelihood of friendship, judgements of emotion after
helping, and judgements of emotion after not helping predicted obliga-
tion to help. This model without controls was significant F
(3,101) = 12.86, p < .001, with an R2 of .29. Likelihood of friendship
(β = .35, t = 3.80, p < .001) and emotion after helping (β = .25, t = 2.41,
p = .018) significantly predicted obligation to help, but emotion after not
helping did not.

A hierarchical regression was conducted to examine whether like-
lihood of friendship, emotion after helping, and emotion after not help-
ing predicted obligation to help, when age and gender were controlled.
This model was included in case predictors would have more power in
more homogeneous gender and age groups. This model with controls
was also significant, F(5,99) = 9.38, p < .001, with an R2 of .29. As shown in
Table 3, only likelihood of friendship remained a significant predictor of
obligation to help after controlling for age and gender, indicating that
the likelihood of friendship predicted an obligation to help, but
expected emotions after helping or not helping did not, when age and
gender were controlled, as Table 3 shows.

Table 2. Correlations among variables.
1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Age in years –
2. Gender .00 –
3. Obligation to help −.05 −.21* –
4. Likelihood of friendship −.49*** .17 .47** –
5. Emotion after helping −.02 .22* .43*** .40*** –
6. Emotion after not helping .26** .27** .-.31** .-.31** −.55*** –

The symbol * indicates significant correlation at p <.05, ** indicates p <.01, and indicates *** p <.001.
Gender is coded as male, 1 and female, 0.

Table 3. Hierarchical regression predicting obligation to help.
Source Unstandardized Coeff (B) Standardized Coeff (β) t p ΔR2

Step 1 – Controls .27
Constant 1.53 – 11.18 .000
Age .01 .06 .58 .564
Gender .20 .21 2.19 .031
Step 2 – Predictors
Constant 1.18 – 3.29 .001
Likelihood of friendship .38 .45 4.15 .000
Emotion after helping .12 .17 1.50 .136
Emotion after not helping −.06 −.11 −1.00 .321

Note. Gender is coded as male, 1 and female, 0.
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Discussion

Across ages and sex, most children recommended helping another child, despite
the vignettes describing a situation where the target child would have to give up
a fun activity. Past research froma social domain theory perspective (e.g., L. Nucci &
Turiel, 2009; Smetana, 2013; Turiel, 2015) shows that avoiding harm is judged to be
moral from a young age. The desire to help others may also be partially explained
by an expectation of friendship in the future, or a concern with reputation within
a group. Similar to past research (Warneken & Tomasello, 2013), the obligation to
help was strongest when past interactionswith the victimwere positive or neutral.
Judgementsof theobligation tohelpwere lowestwhen thevictimhadbeenmean
in the past. This is consistentwith the finding that an expectation of friendshipwas
the strongest predictor of obligation to help since positive past behaviour may be
indicative of whether a friendship could develop. The fact that obligation to help
was lower when past behaviour was not present than when past behaviour was
positive is further evidence that children considered personal relationships.

We did not find evidence of in-group bias in helping, contrary to findings in
past research (Weller & Lagattuta, 2014). Although females were slightly more
likely to see helping as obligatory, therewas no tendency to see helping the in-
group as more obligatory for either males or females. Helping members of an
in-group as large as an entire gender might be seen as less likely to result in
a benefit to the self in terms of bettering a relationship.

Expectations of positive emotions predicted the obligation to help but
only without age and sex as controls. Once age and sex were entered as
controls, anticipated emotions were unrelated to judgements about the
obligation to help. Correlations showed that age and sex were related to
some variables (e.g., younger children expected to make friends more,
older participants expected to feel bad after not helping more, and
females were more likely to see helping as obligatory), and once age
and sex were accounted for, neither expected positive or negative emo-
tions predicted the obligation to help. Expected emotions may be seen as
an intrinsic reward in the case of positive feelings after helping or an
intrinsic punishment in the case of bad feeling or guilt after not helping.
However, they did not predict judgements of obligation to help.

Potential for future friendshipmay be considered a type of reciprocity, but
it can also involve some intrinsic rewards resulting fromanenhanced relation-
ship that may not be entirely due to a goal of reciprocity. In addition, helping
with an expectation of rewardmay be less common than helping for intrinsic
reasons. Research shows that extrinsic rewards may actually inhibit helping
behaviour. Warneken and Tomasello (2008) found that children who were
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offered a material reward for helping were less likely to help in the future,
compared to children who received no reward or only praise. This indicated
that extrinsic rewards can also undermine the desire to help. While these
results may seem to conflict with our own, it may be that the reward of
friendship is judged differently than material rewards, since friendship may
imply longer-term benefits and more mutuality than material rewards since
friendship may be seen as intrinsically rewarding if the friendship develops.

To examine the role of reciprocity in helping when the reciprocity
entails a future potential for friendship, more research is needed. Future
work should examine judgements and behaviour related to helping,
separating potential for material or other types of extrinsic benefits
from the intrinsic rewards of friendship. It may also be instructive to
examine helping with no possibility of reciprocity, for example, by making
it clear that the parties could not interact with each other because they
would not be in the same social group in the future.

We found no age differences in the obligation to help. Past research (L.
Nucci & Turiel, 2009) found that younger adolescents are more swayed by
personal goals and offer to help less than children around age 7, but we did
not find that pattern with our oldest age group at age 11. Perhaps this occurs
at a later age. We did find that age was correlated with the expectation of
friendship, so that younger childrenweremore open to friendships. However,
the obligation to help appeared to be strong across age groups in our data.

In an unexpected finding, although both genders generally saw helping as
obligatory, girls and women judged helping to be more obligatory than boys
and men. This may be a result of gender norms. Some research suggests that
harming others is universally seen as immoral, even from a young age
(L. P. Nucci & Gingo, 2011; Smetana, 2013; Turiel, 2015). However, actively
helping others may have different connotations and it may also be more
influenced by conventions related to gender norms. Still with some exceptions
(e.g., Eagly, 2009), past research (e.g., Reysen & Ganz, 2006) has generally not
found gender differences in helping, even in situations that are more directly
related to gender norms, such as for when gender norms are violated in order
to help others as in Conry-Murray et al. (2015).

The current study is limited in the conclusions that can be drawn
because of the small sample size and the cross-sectional nature of the
data. In addition, social desirability is likely to affect responses. Studies
that examine behaviour in authentic situations would be very helpful to
this literature. Future research should examine these issues in behaviour
as well as reasoning about hypothetical situations.
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Overall, our results suggest that children aged 5 to 11 and adults often judge
helping as obligatory, but this is especially the case when there is a positive or to
a lesser degree, a neutral past experience with the victim and when there is an
expectation of friendship. Obligation to help based on gendered-in-groupmem-
bership was not found. Finally, anticipated emotions also did not predict judge-
ments about helping behaviour, indicating that anticipations of positive or
negative feelings about helping may not be the motivating factor that instigates
helping. Overall, we find that neither altruism, measured here as feeling good or
bad after helping, nor obligation to a large gender-based in-group are strongly
related to judgements about helping. Instead, positive previous relationships and
expectations of friendship increase the obligation to help.

Data availability statement

The data that support the findings of this study are openly available at the Open
Science Framework at DOI 10.17605/OSF.IO/4HEU3.
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