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Humans are unique in their propensity for helping. Not only do we help others in need by
reacting to their requests, we also help proactively by assisting in the absence of a request.
Proactive helping requires the actor to detect the need for help, recognize the intention of
the other, and remedy the situation. Very little is known about the development of this social
phenomenon beyond an urban, industrialized setting. We examined helping in nineteen
two- to five-year old children in small-scale rural villages of Vanuatu. In the experimental
condition, the intentions of the experimenter were made salient, whereas in the control condition they were ambiguous. Children helped more often in the experimental compared to
the control condition, suggesting that the propensity to monitor others’ goals and act accordingly can be detected in different cultural contexts.

Introduction
Helpfulness in early childhood is interpreted as early evidence of cooperation–a central aspect
of human social life [1–3]. The most frequently studied form of prosocial behavior involves
reactive helping–providing assistance in response to a clear behavioral cue or direct communicative request for help [4]. Research suggests that this ability is present in young children
across diverse societies from around the world [5–7]. However, recent work also demonstrates
that young children from North America can help proactively by offering assistance in the
absence of a clear request for help, namely in situations in which the target needing help is not
even aware that a problem exists, such as an object falling down while she is turned away [4].
This gives insight into children’s cognitive abilities because proactive helping requires that
children are able to infer a person’s need for help from the situation without relying on behavioral or communicative cues. Moreover, proactive helping is spontaneous, with children
offering help in the absence of any direct or indirect requests. Is the proclivity to engage in proactive helping present among children from cultures outside North America? Past work has
not addressed this question and has instead extrapolated from Western samples to humans
more generally. Here, we investigate whether young children between the ages of 2 to 5 years
from a rural, non-Western society in Vanuatu offer assistance in the absence of a clear cue for
help.
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Reactive helping
People frequently provide information to signal when they are in need of assistance so helpers
can respond appropriately. Reactive helping requires the helper to both recognize and respond
to overt behavioral cues from the helpee. Past research conducted in Western cultures, such as
North America and Europe, past research has found that children not only provide assistance
to others when needed [1–3, 8], but that children pay attention to a variety of cues that may
signal help is required [2, 9–11]. Indeed, much of the research on helping in children relies on
overt behavioral cues provided by the individual in need of help and, perhaps not surprisingly,
finds that children are more likely to respond when cues are direct. For example, past research
has shown that children as young as 18 months of age provide assistance when a helpee reaches
for the fallen object [2], makes a negative facial expression [9, 10], or verbally states their desire
for assistance [11]. Helping also becomes more likely as the behavioral and communicative
cues soliciting the help become more explicit [10].
Furthermore, research indicates that young children across diverse societies will provide
assistance in response to a behavioural cue. The propensity for children to offer reactive help
during 18- to 24-months of age has been examined in three cross-cultural explorations with
evidence from young children in Peru, India, and both urban and rural Canada [5]; both
urban and rural Brazil and Germany [6]; and India and Germany [7]. In all three studies, children recognized and responded to an overt cue or request for help within the second year of
life. Interestingly, the researchers reported some cultural differences in the rates of reactive
helping [7], as well as differences in the ways in which helping is socialized [6]. For instance,
Ginner Torréns and Kärtner reported children in India helped more than their German counterparts, and mothers in India used more punitive practices when children did not follow a
helping request and praised their children less for helping [7]. Taken together, this work demonstrates consistency in the proclivity for children across cultures to engage in helping, but
variation in the frequency and motivations for the behavior.
Despite the evidence demonstrating that children become increasingly proficient at helping
others in the second year of life, how infants develop this proficiency has yet to established.
Understanding the nature of how children’s helping develops in important for our interpretation of cross-cultural findings regarding similarities and differences in children’s helping. One
explanation of prosocial behaviour early in development is that children have a natural tendency to help others that emerges with little influence from early experience [12, 13]. This
position is supported by evidence that documents commonalities across cultures in the occurrence of helping behaviors [5–7]. Other perspectives indicate that early helping develops
through experiences in everyday social interactions [14–17]. From this perspective, children
have social experiences that contribute to the emergence and development of helping. For
example, children’s experience of requests, values of obedience, praise, and punishment during
their participation in daily activities with family members facilitates and guides their helping
behavior [15]. In line with this perspective, research by Dahl and colleagues shows that young
children’s helping behavior increased both during and after explicit scaffolding from an adult,
underscoring the importance of socialization in the development of prosocial behavior [16].

Proactive helping
A key component of human prosociality is that people assist one another even when help is
unsolicited, including situations in which the target is unaware of a problem and thus cannot
indicate that intervention is necessary [4, 8, 18]. For example, a helper may run after a patron
at a coffee shop who unknowingly left his or her jacket on a chair, or return a wallet to the
pedestrian who accidentally dropped it while crossing the street. These demonstrations of
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proactive helping are particularly complex because they require the helper to identify the intentions or desires of the individual as well as the incongruence of the situation with those desires
(for alternative perspectives on the interpretation of children’s motivation and behavior, see
[19, 20]). Indeed, proactive helping behavior requires a more complex understanding of other’s intentions and desires than reactive helping, as the helping occurs in the absence of any
behavioral or communicative cues indicating a need for help, as well as in the absence of any
behavior that could be interpreted as a communicative request.
Despite these challenges, the propensity to engage in proactive helping emerges in North
American children during toddlerhood. In the first demonstration of this effect [4], Warneken
exposed young children to the desires of an experimenter who wanted a fallen object (a can) to
either remain on the ground or be picked up. Then, moments later, the experimenter dropped
the same object without noticing. By 25 months of age, children responded by picking up the
object only when doing so matched the experimenter’s desires, as demonstrated by their previous actions. Specifically, children who had seen the experimenter pick up the object moments
earlier, and thus knew the experimenter wanted the object, picked up the object and returned
it to the experimenter. Meanwhile, children who had seen the experimenter leave the object on
the ground did not pick up the fallen object, inferring the experiment’s desire to leave the
object on the ground. At 22, 25, and 28 months of age, 33%, 50% and 75% of children, respectively, picked up the object at least once during the experimental condition. Critically, children
were able to identify the goals of the experimenter and act accordingly. These findings provide
the first experimental evidence that proactive helping behaviors may emerge in early childhood, at least in North America. This suggests that young children are not only able to detect
the intentions of an individual, but also adjust their behavior to help satisfy the goals of the
individual–a remarkable feat for a young child.

The challenges of generalizing from North American samples
Do children outside of an urban, Western, middle-class society engage in proactive helping?
No study has directly tested this question but a growing body of research suggests that it is
problematic to assume phenomena observed within one society generalize to humans elsewhere. Indeed, Henrich and colleagues reviewed empirical studies in the behavioral sciences
and report significant differences between Western, educated, industrialized, rich and democratic (WEIRD) societies (i.e. those who make up the majority of the participants in social science research) and rural, non-Western societies who comprise the majority of the human
population [21]. Echoing this sentiment, Nielsen and Haun argue that an understanding of
child development is incomplete without cross-cultural and comparative studies. In making
this claim, the authors reviewed the developmental (and comparative) literature and report
striking differences between cultural groups on a variety of domains in developmental science,
such as theory of mind and social learning, as well as cooperation and prosocial development
[22]. Critically, Nielsen and Haun describe culture-specific pathways in children’s prosocial
behavior and reactions to unfairness. For instance, recent research demonstrates that although
children from diverse cultures display similar prosocial tendencies early in life, these tendencies adjust to cultural norms as children reach adolescence [23]. Similarly, children’s reactions
to unfairness follow differential developmental trajectories across seven diverse societies [24].
Together, these findings suggest that early social experiences may shape the developmental
foundation that was once assumed to be similar across cultural groups. Indeed, cross-cultural
and comparative studies can help determine which features of prosociality are sensitive to cultural variation and which features remain stable. The current project contributes to a growing

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0187787 November 15, 2017

3 / 16

Helping in a small-scale society

body of work by examining whether young children from a rural, non-Western society in
Vanuatu engage in proactive helping.

Proactive helping & culture
Given research suggesting that it is problematic to assume phenomena observed within an
urban, Western setting generalize to humans elsewhere, the current research builds on earlier
work by examining whether the proclivity to engage in proactive helping is detectable in
remote, small-scale, rural villages on Tanna Island in Vanuatu. On Tanna Island, individuals
live a subsistence-based livelihood with no electricity or piped water and very little emphasis
on formal education. A subsistence-based collective livelihood has been argued to produce a
child rearing environment that is distinct from an urban, Western and independent lifestyle
[25–30]. Closely examining child development in a drastically different environment, such as
Tanna, offers insight into whether phenomena detected within North America and Europe are
culture-bound or generalize beyond an urban, Western settings [31]. For example, is the propensity to infer the desires of another individual a trait shared by humans living in societies
where mental states are likely less frequently discussed or used to guide behavior [32]? Or, will
children develop the same motivation to help others in societies with different early child rearing practices than North American? In other words, is proactive helping sensitive to cultural
variation in early social experiences?
There are at least two possible explanations for why proactive helping may differ across cultures. First, children’s responsibilities and societal expectations regarding their role as helpers
vary across cultures. Decades of detailed ethnographies suggest that children’s domestic
responsibilities vary across diverse socio-cultural contexts [26, 28, 30, 33–35]. Compared to
urban, middle-class Western societies, children living in rural and also non-Western contexts
are reported to be more responsible for childcare, food preparation, food gathering, and other
household chores. This is supported by recent research by Köster and colleagues, who report
higher levels of reactive helping among young children in rural Brazil as compared to children
in urban Germany [6]. The authors argue that this difference may emerge from caregivers’
socialization goals and practices that vary as a function of the necessity of children’s domestic
responsibilities to the survival of the family. Indeed, caregivers are more likely to emphasize
obedience, conformity with social norms, and caring for others when these behaviors are functionally relevant, such as when children are required to care for a large number of siblings or
provide subsistence of the family. Second, differences in children’s mental state understanding–the ability to represent another person’s intentions or desires–may lead to differences in
children’s proactive helping behaviors. There is a growing body of evidence that suggests there
is cross-cultural variability in the age at which children develop mental state understanding
[36–41]. However, other evidence suggests mental state understanding may develop in a similar manner across diverse social contexts [42, 43].
Proactive and reactive helping are similar in many ways, as they both require an individual
to recognize a need for help, be motivated to act, and act accordingly. However, these two
forms of helping differ in interesting ways and may be driven by different motivations [44].
Proactive helping may be more demanding than reactive helping because it requires an actor
to infer another person’s need from more subtle cues, such as the situation or previous actions
rather than concurrent behavior or communicative cues. Therefore, although past research
has found that young children across diverse cultures engage in reactive helping, variation has
also been identified in the frequency with which children help and motivations underlying
their prosocial behavior [5–7]. For example, Callaghan and colleagues found that two-yearolds in Canada reactively helped more than those in Peru and India [5]. Additionally, it is
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plausible that proactive helping is distinct from reactive helping and therefore may vary
depending on the propensity for an individual (or a group) to factor in others’ perspectives. To
the extent that proactive helping relies on some aspect of mental state understanding above
and beyond reactive helping, we can predict that rates of proactive helping may vary across
cultures. Although only a handful of studies investigating mental state understanding across
cultures exist, they do suggest that there is significant cross-cultural variability in this complex
ability [39].
Current research. In the present paper we provide the first direct test of whether children
between the ages of two to five years from rural Vanuatu engage in proactive and reactive helping. Children from rural Vanuatu provide an interesting and important comparison to North
American children because several key correlates of prosocial behavior may differ across cultures (e.g., domestic responsibilities and mental state understanding). Replicating the experimental protocol designed by Warneken [4], we examined whether young children in a rural,
isolated non-Western society on Tanna Island, Vanuatu demonstrate a propensity to help in
the absence of a clear request (proactive helping)–see Methods section. We also examined children’s behavior on a reactive helping test [2] expecting to replicate earlier findings in which
children from non-Western urban environments help at above chance rates [5–7]. The current
study extends previous research on helping across cultures in at least two ways. First, it examines a wide age range of children in a rural, isolated, small-scale society–one where knowledge
of and exposure to Western norms is limited–providing a strong test of generalizability for
findings initially demonstrated among young children in industrialized nations. Second, it
examines proactive helping, a unique form of assistance wherein a child provides spontaneous
help without a direct request. The purpose of the current study was to test whether proactive
and reactive helping are detectable in this context. The relationship between helping and cultural dimensions such as mental state understanding and domestic responsibility is an empirical question for future research.
The detection of proactive helping in children from Vanuatu would provide evidence for
cross-cultural consistency of this ability. Cross-cultural consistency of proactive helping would
support a theoretical model suggesting that this ability may develop similarly across different
social groups and therefore underscore its significance to human social life. Alternatively, if
proactive helping behavior is absent in young children in a diverse social environment, it may
suggest that this kind of prosocial behavior is sensitive to variations in environmental features,
such as those described above (e.g., domestic responsibilities and mental state understanding).
Given existing evidence of cross-cultural similarity in prosocial behaviors [5–7], coupled with
evidence of emotional benefits of prosocial behavior [45], we hypothesize that children in Vanuatu will help both reactively and proactively similar to children in Western cultures. However,
to the extent that children’s prosocial development is sensitive to cultural factors such as
domestic responsibility or mental state understanding, children in Vanuatu may differ in their
proclivity to help reactively and/or proactively.

Methods
A total of nineteen children from rural Vanuatu between the ages of two to five years old (Xage
= 45 months, SD = 9.6; 14 males) participated in this experiment. Five additional children
were tested (Xage = 39.13, SD = 20.7; 3 males) but excluded from analyses due to fussiness (3)
and experimenter error during the procedure (2). All children were recruited by word of
mouth and birth records were used to determine age. We recruited all participants falling
within this age range in the villages where the research was conducted. Due to the low population in the villages (50–100 people) there were no other children available to test during our
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visit. All data collection was approved by the Office of Research Ethics at Simon Fraser University and appropriate permits were obtained from the local Cultural Centre on the Island of
Tanna, Vanuatu.

Location & general procedure
We selected Tanna Island, Vanuatu as our testing site because the population differs from the
North American sample examined by Warneken [4] in several ways, providing a strong test of
generalizability. The children in this study were recruited from three nearby villages in central
Tanna. Each of the villages contains fewer than 100 people, often living in smaller family units.
People in rural Vanuatu rely on subsistence living, with most households producing their own
food or selling to the local village market. Homes are small dwellings constructed out of local
plant materials and villages do not have electricity or running water.
Early childhood experiences on Tanna differ in three important ways from that of an
urban, Western context. First, Tanna is a subsistence island society. The result is that much of
adult and child life is spent attending to crops, food gathering, harvesting and fishing. The
food insecurities of this livelihood may also result in more responsibility on the child to partake in domestic chores. Second, there is little access to market economy and Westernization.
This means that people rarely have opportunities to travel off of the island or gain access or
knowledge of Western parenting ideals. Third, the people on Tanna (and Vanuatu in general)
are thought to lead a collective or interdependent lifestyle, compared to an independent or
individualistic lifestyle of many urban, Western societies. These differences in (1) responsibility of the child, (2) small-scale island life, and (3) inter-dependent lifestyle may require different social-cognitive skills than children growing in an urban, Western environment. For
example, life on a small island society may not require individuals to rely on mental state
understanding to succeed in that society. Individuals may rely primarily on observable behavior of others. Alternatively, it could be that children are precocious in their mental state understanding as well as their propensity to help due to the expectations on children to help and
understand from a young age. As a result, early social life may differ in important ways with a
differential emphasis on theory of mind and other social-cognitive elements.
On Tanna Island, the lead author trained a local female on the scripts and procedure for the
study. This local female adult conducted the experiment in the child’s primary language (oral village dialect or Bislama, the official language of Vanuatu). Abbreviated versions of the scripts
used by Warneken [4] were translated into Bislama and back-translated to English by another
research assistant to ensure accuracy (see supporting information). The Bislama scripts were
then translated to the local dialect in the village and once again translated to English to ensure
accuracy. An independent research assistant, unaware of the study details, conducted each translation step. Discrepancies in meaning resulting from translation were discussed and corrected.
Children were recruited by word of mouth and tested in a quiet room in a vacant local
school building with their caregiver. Prior to being brought into the testing room, caregiver
consent and child assent were obtained by the local experimenter. Only the child and the local
experimenters were visibly present in the room for testing, the parent remained outside while
the lead author remained out-of-sight within the testing room. Upon completion of testing, all
families were compensated individually with a small gift (toy/candy) and a donation was made
to the village for hosting and facilitating the research project.

Procedure
In order to provide consistent tests of children’s helping behavior, we used Warneken’s protocol to examine proactive helping [4] and we used Warneken and Tomasello’s protocol to
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examine reactive helping [2]. The procedure was divided into a warm-up and two testing sessions (assessing proactive and reactive helping, respectively). While proactive and reactive
helping both provide children with the opportunity to assist someone in need, reactive helping
presents helpers with a clear request for assistance. In contrast, proactive helping does not provide a direct request for assistance; helpers must recognize that a target is in need, even when
the target themselves is unaware. Each child was randomly assigned to either an experimental
(n = 10) or control (n = 9) condition (between subjects). All children participated in the proactive test first, followed by the reactive test (within subjects). We prioritized the proactive helping task given the lack of cross-cultural research on this specific behavior and strong potential
for order effects if the reactive test were conducted first. The testing space was set-up similar to
Warneken [4], with one room divided into three general areas: a free play, demonstration, and
testing area. There was a table set up in both the demonstration and testing area, with cans and
papers strewn about on the tabletop prior to the child entering the room.
Warm-up. The study began with a warm-up session in which the primary experimenter
(E1) engaged in playful activities with the child (e.g. rolling a ball back and forth and locating
hidden balls in the room) to ensure that the child felt comfortable moving about the testing
location. Next, the child’s willingness to approach and interrupt E1 while she appeared busy
was evaluated using a social initiation test. For this test, the child was instructed to interrupt
E1 to show her a toy while she appeared busy. All children were willing to interrupt E1 to show
her the toy and thus passed this test. Subsequently, a new toy was introduced to keep the child
stationary and independently engaged while facing E1, enabling a clear view of the experimenter’s activities.
Proactive helping test. As in Warneken’s original research [4], the proactive test consisted
of two identical blocks, each containing two phases: the exposure phase and the test phase. Each
child saw two exposures trials during the exposure phase, followed by the test phase with 3 test
trials for each block. The exposure phase was designed to manipulate the perceived intentions
of E1 in the control versus the experimental condition. In both conditions, E1 demonstrated
her desire to have the cans and papers on the exposure table put away into the empty basin. She
announced, “Oh no! Look at that mess! I need to clean that up!” and proceeded to place cans
and paper into the basin located on the demonstration table. After 15 seconds of tidying, E1
lifted a can from the demonstration table, surreptitiously causing another can to fall to the
ground. As the can hit the floor it made an audible crash causing E1 to suddenly notice and
look toward the fallen can. In the experimental condition she exclaimed, “Oh no, my can fell!”
and picked the can up. Although the experimenter is not explicit in her intentions (i.e., does not
verbally state that fallen cans should be picked up), her intentions can be inferred based on her
behavior (i.e., she picked up the can). In the control condition she demonstrated indifference
toward the fallen can by commenting, “I don’t need that one” and leaving the can on the floor.
This demonstration was repeated once, to a total of two demonstrations. Each child had to witness at least one of the two demonstrations to be included in the analyses. If the child was looking in the direction of E1 during the exposure phase, or looked up immediately after the can
fell, they were considered to have witnessed the event. All children met this criterion. This control condition allows us to conclude that kids do not rush to pick up any fallen object; they only
do so when that is what someone wants. Additionally, this design holds constant the level of
social interaction and play across conditions, making it unlikely that either of these explanations
account for the observed tendency to inform the adult of the fallen can when required (i.e. provide proactive assistance), but not when unnecessary (i.e. in the control condition).
After observing the experimenter’s desires in the demonstration phase, children were presented with the test phase, which was identical for both conditions. The test phase consisted of
three identical trials occurring in quick succession, providing three short opportunities (<5
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seconds each) for the child to act. In each trial E1 continuously tidied the mess of papers and
cans on the test table. While doing so, one can “accidentally” rolled off the table and landed
within the child’s view. E1 continued cleaning without pause, suggesting that she was unaware
that the can had fallen. Children’s responses were categorized as providing help or not–see
Dependent Measures and Coding for detail. Regardless of children’s behavior during the
study, the experimenter remained neutral. If the child picked up the can and handed it to the
experimenter, she placed it on the table with a neutral expression and did not explicitly
acknowledge the child.
Reactive helping test. Next, we assessed children’s propensity to engage in reactive helping, measured here by providing assistance to an adult experimenter following non-verbal
expression of need [2]. After the proactive session ended, E1 returned to the free play area on
the floor to play with child and the distracter toy. After one minute of play, E1 announced that
she had to do some work and sat at the test table facing the child, who remained seated by
the distracter toy. E1 began drawing on paper with a crayon. In both conditions, E1 “accidentally” dropped a crayon onto the floor and out of her reach. In the experimental condition, E1
reached unsuccessfully in the direction of the crayon, demonstrating her intention to retrieve
the crayon. Importantly, E1’s gaze remained on the crayon while reaching for the object and
she made a single verbalization of distress (i.e., “Ah!”), accompanied with a surprised/distressed facial expression. If the child did not retrieve the crayon after approximately five seconds, E1 oscillated her gaze between the child and the crayon. If the child still did not retrieve
the crayon after an additional five seconds, E1 said “My crayon!” while gazing at the crayon. In
the control condition, E1 did not reach for the crayon and instead placed her hands on the
table, thereby demonstrating her intention to leave the crayon on the floor. E1’s gaze remained
towards the child with a neutral facial expression. Only one test trial was conducted for the
reactive session.

Dependent measures & coding
Two independent coders (blind to condition) watched each edited video recording of the isolated and unidentifiable test trials during the proactive and reactive sessions to identify
instances of helping. Both coders watched all videos. Children’s helping behaviors were coded
as either instrumental helping or informing, and combined into an overall measure of helping
for analyses. Using Warneken’s definitions [4], instrumental helping was defined as picking up
the can and either handing it directly to the experimenter or placing it on the table. Informing
was defined as any verbal or nonverbal attempt to alert the experimenter to the can (e.g.,
“Your can!” or pointing towards the can). Inter-rater reliability was high for instrumental helping (κ = .93). Informing was observed in only one child and was recognized by each independent coder.
To ensure that children witnessed the event, and were thus aware of the potential helping situation, we also coded children’s gaze behavior immediately following the can drop (κ = 0.83).
Analyses are based on trials in which children actually witnessed the can-drop, indicated by
them looking up at least once during the test phase [4], thus excluding one of the two test phases
for four participants (two children from the control condition, two children from the experimental condition). All children attended to the fallen can at least once during the session.

Results
Proactive helping
Five out of ten children in the experimental condition offered proactive help, yet none of the
nine children in the control condition did (see Fig 1). A Fisher’s exact test revealed that
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Fig 1. Percentage of participants who helped in the proactive and reactive helping tests by condition.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0187787.g001

children were significantly more likely to help in the experimental condition than the control,
X2 (1, 19) = 6.107, p = .033, r = 0.57. Four children in the experimental condition provided
instrumental help on at least one trial, by picking up the can and either placing it on one of the
tables, or handing it directly to the experimenter. Two of these four children handed the can to
the experimenter on five out of six trials; one child handed the can to the experimenter on
three out of six trials, and one child handed the can to the experimenter on three trials and
placed the can on the table on three out of six trials. One additional child did not help instrumentally, but informed the experimenter by pointing at the can while gazing towards the
experimenter during one trial.

Reactive helping
Children in the experimental condition were also significantly more likely to provide reactive
help than children in the control condition. Eight out of ten children in the experimental condition provided reactive help, and again none of the nine children in the control condition did
(Fig 1). There was a significant effect of condition as indicated by a Fisher’s exact test, X2 (1,
19) = 12.436, p = .001, r = 0.81. Of the eight children who provided reactive help in the experimental condition by retrieving the crayon from the floor, six children handed the crayon
directly to the experimenter and two children placed it on one of the tables. All of the children
who provided instrumental help in the proactive test also offered instrumental help in the reactive test; four additional children helped reactively who did not help proactively.
Despite random assignment, children in the experimental condition were marginally older
(Xage = 48.2, SD = 9.67) than children in the control condition (Xage = 40.7, SD = 8.29), t(17) =
-1.804, p = .089. However, age did not appear to account for the difference in helping across
conditions as age was not significantly correlated with helping in the experimental condition
on either the proactive, r(8) = -.38, p = .28, or reactive test, r(8) = .26, p = .47. No child of any
age proactively or reactively helped in the control condition (n = 9). Thus, given that age was
not predictive of helping behavior and no child helped in the control condition, it is unlikely
that the difference in age is responsible for our findings. There was no difference in the age of
children who helped reactively (Xage = 50.15 months, SD = 9.69), compared to children who
helped both proactively and reactively (Xage = 48.15 months, SD = 9.77), U (N = 10) = 6, Z =
-0.577, p = .564. Gender was not correlated with either proactive or reactive helping, r(19) =
-.186, p = .45 and r(19) = -.217, p = .37, respectively.
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Discussion
Two- to- five-year-old children in rural Vanuatu provided help to others, even in the absence
of overt behavioral cues from the person in need of help. Children were able to use prior
knowledge to guide their behavior and act accordingly. In fact, only children in the experimental condition (where the experimenter previously demonstrated a desire for a fallen object to
be picked up) provided help. Five out of ten children (50%) in the experimental condition
helped at least once to remedy the unnoticed accident. In contrast, no child in the control condition (where the experimenter previously demonstrated a desire to leave a fallen object on the
ground) provided help to the experimenter. Of the nine children in the control condition, the
fallen object was not picked up a single time. In the reactive helping test, eight out of ten children (80%) helped an experimenter after she indicated her need for assistance with overt
behavioral cues (e.g. reaching). In the control condition, when the experimenter did not produce these cues, none of the nine children provided help. The finding that more children
engaged in reactive helping than proactive helping aligns with previous findings indicating
that concurrent behavioral cues facilitate helping behaviors [10]. However, although such cues
are facilitative, they are not always necessary for children to intervene. A possible explanation
as to why concurrent behavioral cues are facilitative of helping behaviors is that they decrease
the reliance on an understanding of the mental states of others.
Although these findings can only be discussed in terms of the specific cultural context studied, as is the case with any research conducted in a single context (e.g., Western contexts), the
current study adds to an accumulating body of research providing insight into the development of helping behaviors in children worldwide. Young children from a cultural community
that is distinct from those typically studied take action to intervene on another’s behalf, even
in the absence of concurrent behavioral or communicative cues indicating that help is necessary. The absence of these cues occurring prior to the helping behavior is important, as there is
no behavioral prompting that could be interpreted as a request for help. Although children are
bystanders engaged in their own task, they stop what they are doing and act prosocially. Several theories might explain the finding that young children in this remote region of the world
engage in helping behavior in ways that are similar to children in urban, Western societies. It
is likely that children are socialized in similar and different ways to help others throughout
their lives. Although alternative interpretations of young children’s helping exist [19, 20], they
do not explain our finding that children in the experimental but not the control condition
helped. For example, one theory of young children’s helping is that the behavior is motivated
by empathic concern following the perception of another in need. However, given that proactive helping occurs in the absence of an emotional expression from the helpee, others have
argued that empathetic concern is unlikely to be the driving factor [20]. Additionally, it may
be argued that children’s helping behavior in the current research is imitative or rooted in
observational learning. By watching the experimenter “pick up” the objects in the experimental
condition, but not the control condition, children may be simply imitating this behavior. However, it is well-known that early helping behaviors reach far beyond imitative behavior with
toddlers helping through pointing, sharing, instrumental actions (including novel ones) and
combining these actions to help effectively. As such it is unlikely that children are helping
solely as a result of imitative learning. Finally, recent research supports the interpretation of
this behavior as rooted in prosocial motivations and concern for others’ well-being [46].
The purpose of this study was not to examine the complex interplay of early experience and
development. Rather, our goal was to determine whether proactive and reactive helping behaviors are present in young children in a unique cultural context. This investigation and the
resulting findings are particularly valuable in light of recent concerns explaining why it is
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problematic to assume that findings from children in any one context generalize to children
elsewhere [21, 22]. The current findings lend support to a theoretical model suggesting that
some aspects of prosocial development may emerge early in life despite vast cultural differences in early socio-cultural environment. Like children in urban, Western societies, children
from Vanuatu attend to situational cues to guide their helping behavior. Although we did not
test any precise mechanisms underlying why we find similarities in this behavior across these
very different socio-cultural environments, we provide two possible explanations for these
observed similarities below.

Biological foundation hypothesis
Many would agree that growing up in a middle-class urban American society differs in various
ways from growing up on a small-scale, rural, isolated island society in the South Pacific–with
no electricity or plumbing. The differences are striking. What is even more striking, however,
are the similarities detected in prosocial behavior across cultures. Although children and most
parents on this island have only a few years of formal education and little-to-no exposure to
Western media, willingness to provide proactive and reactive assistance appears to be quite
similar. We find support for this hypothesis with the current study as children in Vanuatu factor in the behavioral cues and situational cues to guide their behavior in ways that are similar
to what has been observed in American children. However, the current study examined helping behaviors in children of a broader age range than previously studied.

Similar experience hypothesis
The majority of ethnographies produced over the last century indicate that early childhood
experiences vary greatly across different societies [28]. However, it is possible that children are,
in fact, exposed to similar experiences yet those experiences may manifest differently. For
instance, children from all cultures may learn to negotiate and become prosocial by interacting
with other children and caregivers, even if the specific socialization goals, situations, and practices differ across societies. Examining seemingly universal mechanisms across diverse social
contexts is essential for understanding the subtle nature of development. Future research may
provide insight into the relationship between children’s developing prosocial tendencies and
early social experiences through direct measurement of these behaviors. For example, research
regarding the scaffolding of young children’s early helping behavior suggests that socialization
may play an important role in the development and emergence of children’s helping [16]. Further exploration and direct measurement of the ways in which children’s daily experiences
may shape helping behavior would be beneficial to understanding the development of this
complex ability [6, 7].

Limitations
Despite its strengths, the current research is limited by a small sample size and wide age range
of participants. Consequently, these results should be interpreted with caution. Nonetheless,
these data are the first to examine proactive helping in a vastly different cultural context with
an inclusive sample of young children from remote villages, and thus offer important insight.
We tested all available children in these villages during our visit, and despite the small sample
size (n = 19) we were able to detect a difference between the control and experimental conditions. To more fully understand the complex nature of this developing ability requires followup and multi-method procedures.
Previous studies of children’s reactive and proactive helping have generally focused on the
second year of life, the current research included children from two to five years of age. The
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wider age range allowed here was necessary to reach a useable sample size. Most villages have
only approximately 100 members with few children, let alone toddlers near the age of two.
Young children in Vanuatu helped both reactively and proactively in the experimental condition despite the fact that the participants were from a wider age range than those previously
tested. Although it may be argued that children’s motivations for helping may shift across
development, the current research is the first to demonstrate that children’s reactive and proactive helping behaviors persist into early childhood. Additionally, although children were
randomly assigned to the experimental and control condition, we did not measure abilities
theoretically related to prosocial behavior (e.g., mental state understanding). We recognize
that random assignment is less effective in smaller sample sizes, and therefore cannot discount
the possibly of systematic differences in children’s mental state understanding or other cognitive abilities impacting our results.
A further limitation of the present work is that task order (reactive and proactive helping) was not counterbalanced across participants. This decision was intentional given our
specific focus on proactive helping and, as such, the proactive helping task was presented
first so children’s reactions would not be biased by prior explicit requests for help. Of
course, this raises concern that rates of reactive helping could have been tainted by the proactive helping task, however, given that findings align with past research [5], it is unlikely
the results are strictly a result of order effects. Additionally, past research has revealed that
social interaction with the experimenter before a helping task can boost children’s helping
behavior [47, 48]. Because testing phases in the present study always began with proactive
helping followed by reactive helping, it is possible that children helped more in the reactive
testing phase simply because they had more opportunity for free play with the experimenter
prior to the reactive helping test. Critically, however, the additional interaction and playtime introduced between the proactive and reactive helping phases was consistent for both
the experimental and control condition. As such, the additional interaction and playtime
between testing phases cannot account for condition differences in the rates of helping
behavior. Further, it is striking that no child in the control condition provided help in either
the proactive or reactive helping task. However, this is congruent with past research on
helping behavior where children usually demonstrate near floor effects in similar helping
tasks [2, 4, 49]. Despite the similarity to results observed in industrialized or large-scale
societies, it is also possible that children in Vanuatu may have been unlikely to respond to
the experimenter in the control condition due to culture-specific factors. For example, ethnographic reports indicate that in many subsistence-based societies, obedient behavior is a
highly emphasized socialization goal [50–52]. Therefore, it is possible that more emphasis
on obedience among children in Vanuatu may have reduced the likelihood of intervening
in the control condition.
Finally, the motivation underlying the observed prosocial behavior in the experimental
condition, but not the control condition, is difficult to identify from this study alone, given
that the current design does not completely rule out motivations beyond prosocial motivations (see Paulus for a review of the other interpretations and debate [20]). Children may
have been motivated by 1) goal contagion, with young children adopting the goals of others
and attempting to complete another’s goal as if it was their own [53], 2) a desire for social
affiliation [19, 54], or 3) a learned behavioural response unrelated to prosocial motivation
[20]. These are possible explanations for our current study, but based on the body of existing that has addressed these alternative interpretations [46, 55, 56], we feel that the prosocial
interpretation is likely.
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Conclusion
The current research contributes to a growing body of knowledge on human prosociality and
the development of human social cognition. Specifically, the current data suggest that proactive and reactive helping can be detected in a small-scale rural society outside of an urban,
Western society. Although this behavior may be interpreted in a variety of different ways,
these results support a theoretical model suggesting that prosocial tendencies exist across different social groups, despite vast cultural differences in the early socio-cultural environment.
However, many questions regarding the development of diverse helping behaviors remain.
Broadly, is helping a universal feature of early childhood necessary for human survival or is it a
culture-specific adaptation that develops through unique pathways depending on the cultural
context? Future research may help us better understand the development of prosocial behaviors, such as helping, by directly comparing different societies with direct predictions regarding how helping may vary with contextual factors.
Using a simple and transportable procedure, we examined whether proactive and reactive
helping were detectable in a small-scale rural environment using procedures comparable to
those used in North America [4]. To further examine the complexity of the behavior, as well as
to fully appreciate the similarities and differences in the developmental pathways across cultures [53], we suggest a more comprehensive research program investigating the early social
ecology in combination with experimental methods, detailed ethnography, and natural observations of everyday life [54, 57].

Supporting information
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Bischof-Köhler D. The development of empathy in infants. In: Lamb ME, Keller H, editors. Infant Development: Perspectives from German Speaking Countries. Hillsdale (NJ): Erlbaum Associates;
1991. pp. 245–73

10.

Svetlova M, Nichols SR, Brownell CA. Toddlers prosocial behavior: From instrumental to empathic to
altruistic helping. Child Dev. 2010 Nov 1; 81(6):1814–27. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.
01512.x PMID: 21077866

11.

Brownell CA, Svetlova M, Nichols S. To share or not to share: When do toddlers respond to another’s
needs? Infancy. 2009 Jan 12; 14(1):117–30. https://doi.org/10.1080/15250000802569868 PMID:
22639549

12.

Warneken F. Precocious prosociality: Why do young children help? Child Dev Perspect 2015 March 1;
9(1):1–6. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12101

13.

Warneken F, Tomasello M. The roots of human altruism. Br J Psychol. 2009 Aug 1; 100(3):455–71.
https://doi.org/10.1348/000712608X379061 PMID: 19063815

14.

Dahl A. The developing social context of infant helping in two U.S. samples. Child Dev Perspect. 2015
Jul/Aug; 86(4):1080–93. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12361 PMID: 25800068

15.

Brownell CA, The Early Social Development Research Lab. Prosocial behaviour in infancy: The role of
socialization. Child Dev Perspect. 2016 Dec 1; 10(4):222–7. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12189

16.

Dahl A. Explicit scaffolding increases simple helping in younger infants. Dev Psychol. 2017 Mar 1; 53
(3):407–16. https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000244 PMID: 27854464

17.

Carpendale JIM, Hammond SI, Atwood S. A relational developmental systems approach to moral
development. Adv Child Dev Behav. 2013; 45:125–53. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-397946-9.
00006–3 PMID: 23865115

18.

Jaeggi AV, Burkart JM, Van Schaik CP. On the psychology of cooperation in humans and other primates: Combining the natural history and experimental evidence of prosociality. Philos Trans R Soc
Lond B Biol Sci. 2010 Sep 12; 365(1553):2723–35. https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2010.0118 PMID:
20679115

19.

Carpendale JI, Kettner VA, Audet KN. On the nature of toddlers’ helping: Helping or interest in others’
activity? Soc Dev. 2015 May 1; 24(2):357–66. https://doi.org/10.1111/sode.12094

20.

Paulus M. The emergence of prosocial behaviour: Why do infants and toddlers help, comfort, and
share? Child Dev Perspect. 2014 June 1; 8(2):77–81. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12066

21.

Henrich J, Heine SJ, Norenzayan A. The weirdest people in the world? Behav Brain Sci. 2010 Jun 1; 33
(2–3):61–83. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X0999152X PMID: 20550733

22.

Nielson M, Haun D. Why developmental psychology is incomplete without comparative and cross-cultural perspectives. Philos Trans R Soc Lond B Biol Sci. 2016 Jan 19; 371(1686). https://doi.org/10.
1098/rstb.2015.0071 PMID: 26644590

23.

House B, Silk J, Henrich J, Barrett C, Scelza B, Boyette A, et al. Ontogeny of prosocial behavior across
diverse societies. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A. 2013 Sep 3; 110(36):14586–92. https://doi.org/10.1073/
pnas.1221217110 PMID: 23959869

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0187787 November 15, 2017

14 / 16

Helping in a small-scale society

24.

Blake PR, McAuliffe K, Corbit J, Callaghan TC, Barry O, Bowie A, et al. The ontogeny of fairness in
seven societies. Nature. 2015 Nov 18; 528:258–61. https://doi.org/10.1038/nature15703 PMID:
26580018

25.

Lancy D. Playing on the mother-ground: Cultural routines for children’s development. New York: Guilford Press; 1996.

26.

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

27.

Rochat P, Dias M, Liping G, Broesch T, Passos-Ferreira C, Winning A, et al. Fairness in distributive justice by 3- and 5-year olds across seven cultures. J Cross Cult Psychol. 2009 May 1: 40(3);416–42.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022109332844

28.

Lancy D. The Anthropology of Childhood: Cherubs, Chattel, Changelings. Cambridge (UK): Cambridge University Press; 2008.

29.

Triandis H. Individualism and collectivism: New directions for social psychology. Boulder: Westview
Press; 1995.

30.

Whiting BB, Whiting JMW. Children of six cultures: A psychocultural analysis. Cambridge (MA): Harvard University Press; 1975.

31.

Broesch T, Rochat P, Olah K, Broesch J, Henrich J. Similarities and differences in maternal responsiveness in three societies: Evidence from Fiji, Kenya, and the United States. Child Dev. 2016 May 1; 87
(3):700–11. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12501 PMID: 27189398

32.

Taumoepeau M. From talk to thought: Strength of ethnic identity and caregiver mental state talk predict
social understanding in preschoolers. J Cross Cult Psychol. 2015 Oct 1; 46(9):1169–90. https://doi.org/
10.1177/0022022115604393

33.

Chisholm J. Navajo Infancy: An Ethological Study of Child Development. New York: Aldine Publishing
Company; 1983.

34.

Hewlett B, Lamb M. Hunter-Gatherer Childhoods: Evolutionary, Developmental & Cultural Perspectives. New Brunswick (NJ): Transaction Publishers; 2005.

35.

Crittenden AN, Conklin-Brittain NL, Zes DA, Schoeninger MJ, Marlowe FW. Juvenile foraging among
the Hadza: Implications for human life history. Evol Hum Behav. 2013 Jul 31; 34(4):299–304. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2013. 04.004

36.

Hughes C, Devine R, Ensor R, Koyasu M, Mizokawa A, Lecce S. Lost in translation? Comparing British,
Japanese, and Italian children’s theory-of-mind performance. Child Dev Res. 2014 Jan 16; 2014:1–10.
https://doi.org/10.1155/2014/893492

37.

Lecce S, Hughes C. “The Italian job?”: Comparing theory of mind performance in British and Italian children. Br J Dev Psychol. 2010 Nov 1; 28(4):747–66. https://doi.org/10.1348/026151009x479006

38.

Liu D, Wellman HM, Tardif T, Sabbagh MA. Theory of mind development in false-belief understanding
Chinese children: A meta-analysis of across cultures and languages. Dev Psychol. 2008 Mar 1; 44
(2):523–31. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.44.2.523 PMID: 18331141

39.

Mayer A, uble BE. Synchrony in the onset of mental state understanding across cultures? A study
among children of Samoa. Int J Behav Dev. 2013; 37(1):21–8. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0165025412454030

40.

Shahaeian A, Peterson C, Slaughter V, Wellman H. Culture and the sequence of steps in theory of mind
development. Dev Psychol. 2011 Sep; 47(5):1239–47. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0023899 PMID:
21639620

41.

Wellman H, Cross D, Watson J. Meta-analysis of theory-of-mind development: The truth about false
belief. Child Dev. 2001 May 1; 72(3);655–84. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8624.00304 PMID:
11405571

42.

Barrett HC, Broesch T, Scott R, He Z, Baillargeon R, Wu D, et al. Early false-belief understanding in traditional non-Western socieites. Proc R Soc Lond B Biol Sci. 2013 Mar 22; 280(1755):20122654. https://
doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2012.2654 PMID: 23363628

43.

Callaghan TC, Rochat P, Lillard A, Claux ML, Odden H, Itakura S, et al. Synchrony in the onset of mental state reasoning: Evidence from 5 cultures. Psychol Sci. 2005 May 1; 16(5):378–84. https://doi.org/
10.1111/j.0956-7976.2005.01544.x PMID: 15869697

44.

Dunfield KA. A construct divided: prosocial behavior as helping, sharing, and comforting subtypes.
Front Psychol. 2014 Sept 1; 5:958. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00958 PMID: 25228893

45.

Aknin L, Broesch T, Hamlin KJ, Van de Vondervoort JW. Prosocial behavior leads to happiness in a
small-scale rural society. J Exp Psychol Gen. 2014 Aug; 144(4):788–795. https://doi.org/10.1037/
xge0000082 PMID: 26030168

46.

Hepach R. Prosocial arousal in children. Child Dev Perspect. 2017 March 1; 11(1):50–55. https://doi.
org/10.1111/cdep.12209

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0187787 November 15, 2017

15 / 16

Helping in a small-scale society

47.

Cortes Barragan R, Dweck CS. Rethinking natural altruism: Simple reciprocal interactions trigger children’s benevolence. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A. 2014 Dec 2; 111(48):17071–4. https://doi.org/10.1073/
pnas.1419408111 PMID: 25404334

48.

Carpenter M, Uebel J, Tomasello M. Being mimicked increases prosocial behavior in 18-month-old
infants. Child Dev. 2013 Oct; 84(5):1511–8. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12083 PMID: 23488734

49.

Dunfield K, Kuhlmeier VA, O’Connell L, Kelley E. Examining the diversity of prosocial behavior: Helping,
sharing, and comforting in infancy. Infancy. 2011 May 1; 16(3):227–47. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.15327078.2010.00041.x

50.

Broesch T, Callaghan T, Henrich J, Murphy C, Rochat P. Cultural variations in children’s mirror self-recognition. J Cross Cult Psychol. 2010 Sept 9; 42(6):1018–29. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0022022110381114

51.

Keller H. Cultures of Infancy. Mahwah (NJ): Erlbaum; 2007.

52.

LeVine RA, Dixon S, LeVine S, Richman A, Leiderman PH, Keefer CH, Brazelton TB. Childcare and
Culture: Lessons from Africa. New York (NY): Cambridge University Press; 1994.

53.

Greenfield PM, Keller H, Fuligni A, Maynard A. Cultural pathways through universal development. Annu
Rev Psychol. 2003 Feb; 54(1):461–90. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.54.101601.145221
PMID: 12415076

54.

Dahl A. Ecological commitments: Why developmental science needs naturalistic methods. Child Dev
Perspect. 2017 June 1; 11(2):79–84. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12217 PMID: 28584562

55.

Hepach R, Haberl K, Lambert S, Tomasello M. Toddlers help anonymously. Infancy. 2017 Jan; 22
(1):130–145. https://doi.org/10.1111/infa.12143

56.

Warneken F. Insights into the biological foundation of human altruistic sentiments. Curr Opin Psychol.
2016 Feb; 7:51–56. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2015.07.013

57.
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