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THE TOPIC AND STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS
The topic of the thesis is the investigation and the development of subtypes of prosocial
behavior with a story-based program among preschool children. Over the past decades, studies
have highlighted the importance of children’s altruistic reactions in different problematic
situations. These responses appear in different types of prosocial behavior (helping, sharing,
comforting).
In Hungary, there are only a few research which investigate the emergence of prosocial
behavior among preschool children, however, many international researches engage in
investigating this field. The aim of the dissertation is to explore the theory of prosocial behavior,
to present its age-specific features and research directions and to present the structure and the
results of my empirical research.
In the theoretical chapters first I outline the terminological basis of prosocial behavior, its
components, and main motives relying mainly on international studies and research reviews.
I’m also going to focus on the developmental process of prosocial behavior, on presenting the
most typical behavioral elements of preschool-aged children. In this context, I’m going to
summarize those methods and programs which partly or fully focus on developing prosocial
behavioral elements which connect as samples to my research.
In the next chapters of the dissertation, I’m going to present my research and its results.
First, I’m going to present the developmental process of the instruments for measuring threefour-year olds’ behavioral elements (Chapter 3), and the first steps and the participants of the
developmental research (Chapter 4). Following these, I’m going to summarize the main results
of the pretests (Chapter 5), the developmental process and the execution of the intervention
(Chapter 6). The final chapter (Chapter 7) includes the presentation of the impact of the
program. Finally, I’m going to finish the dissertation by introducing some methodological
problems and further research ideas.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF THE TESIS’ RESEARCH
Numerous Hungarian and international researchers tried to define prosocial behavior but they
haven’t accepted any definition yet. Most researcher agree that prosocial behaviors are
voluntary actions intended to benefit or improve the well-being of another individual, without
any prior promise of external reward (pl. Eisenberg, 1982; Eisenberg és Fabes, 1991; Bierhoff,
2007; Hasting és mtsai, 2007; Thompson és Newton, 2013). There are different types of
prosocial behaviors, for example helping, sharing, cooperating, informing, supporting,
concerning, worrying, protecting, comforting, compensating, compassion or compliance (BarTal, 1982; Caprara és mtsai, 2000; Eisenberg, 1982; Eisenberg és Fabes, 1991; Fülöp, 1991;
Grusec és Sherman, 2011; Schroeder és mtsai, 1995; Warneken és Tomasello, 2009).
In case of a problematic situation children can react differently according to their actual
age characteristics, they try to moderate the other person’s negative affective state by intervene
verbally (e.g. verbal comforting) or physically (e.g. hugging or instrumental helping).
Researches suggest that young children begin to help others soon after their first birthday (pl.
Warneken & Tomasello, 2009), toddlers will assist to adults voluntarily to achieve their goal.
The number and the quality of prosocial behaviors significantly develop with age and it is
fundamental for the development of social competence (Bar-Tal, 1982).
Children respond to others’ negative affective state in the first year of life (Roth-Hanania,
Davidov & Zahn-Waxler, 2011), they interpret the other’s goals, desires and needs by 10
months of age (Vaish, Carpenter & Tomasello, 2009). At 12 months of age children
spontaneously share information with others (Liszkowski, Carpenter & Tomasello, 2008), they
help instrumentally by 14-18 months of age (Warneken & Tomasello, 2006; Dunfield,
Kuhlmeier, O’Connell & Kelley, 2011), voluntarily share their food or toys by 18-24 months
of age (Brownell, Svetlova & Nichols, 2009; Brownell et al., 2013), and from 30 months of age
they help empathically to affective problems (Svetlova, Nichols & Brownell, 2010). At the age
of three children become more sensitive in the case of other’s distress, they are able to recognize
the affective state and sadness, which disposes them to produce comforting behavior (Hepach
és mtsai, 2013). In conclusion, in the first three years of life motives of prosocial behaviors
continuously develop as a result of social experiences, growing social and cognitive skills and
other developmental processes (Brownell, 2013).
Several motivational factors determine the realization of prosocial behavior, the most
important of these is empathy. During the emotionally significant events, individuals become
more sensitive to other person’s needs which evoke prosocial behaviors. The individuals will
be able to recognize the situations, emotions and needs of other’s and to intervene appropriately
by reducing negative affective states and by helping to achieve their goal (Hoffman, 1983;
Zahn-Waxler & Radke-Yarrow, 1982; Davis, 1983; Lábadi, 2012; Buchanan & Preston, 2014;
Miller, 2018).
Prosocial behavior in preschool ages is a less complex process. In these years, according
to Dunfield and Kuhlmeier (2013) the realization of prosocial behavior is determined by three
main need: instrumental need, emotional distress and material desire. Children are able to
recognize these needs and they also motivated to respond by prosocial intervention: helping,
comforting and sharing. These needs generate different behavioral responses: the individual
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respond to the other’s instrumental need by helping behavior, emotional distress raises
comforting and sharing behavior appear in the case of a material desire.
Usually programs for developing children’s social competence focus not only on
improving acceptable social behaviors and appropriate interpersonal skills but on decreasing
aversive and negative behaviors (agression and other antisocial behaviors). However these
programs should focus on reinforcing positive behavioral experiences from the beginning. In
many cases children’s social developmenal problems stay hidden until the beginning of
attendance in institutional education where they meet other person (peers, teachers).
Experiencing the new habits and interactions, they learn that social interactions operate
according to specific rules (Fabes et al., 2006; Campbell és mtsai, 2016).
Because of the acquirement of social behavioral rules, the development of the components
of social competence in preschool and school programs typically integrated into everyday
situations, in various interactions. The most common developmental method is direct
intervention which includes direct instructions, exercises and reinforcement of relevant social
skills, for example emotion understanding, problemsolving and strategies of play activities.
Programs typically teach skills and strategies through a variety of techniques, including
discussion, modelling, group activities and role-playing. Most of the programs do not require
the participation of a psychologist, teachers also can implement the activities in institutional
environment. However, there are programs for children with social disabilities which provide
effective developmental strategies achieved by clinicians (Fabes et al., 2006).
Hungarian programs focus on the development of social and emotional skills and various
social interactions (e.g. group cohesion, acceptance, problem management, self-knowledge),
mostly through group activities (Gőbel, 2012; Bagdi et al., 2017; Kasik et al., 2017). There are
similar interventions in the international field (e.g. Han et al., 2001; Domitrovich, Cortes &
Greenberg, 2007; Webster-Stratton, 2011). These programs include group activities with
children and completed with other methods, such as puppets (Webster-Stratton, 2011;
Strawhun, Hoff & Peterson, 2014; Gottberg, 2017) or stories (Opre et al., 2011; Grazzani et al.,
2016) and activities out of the institutional environment (Acar & Torquati, 2015). As a result
of technological advances, the newest developmental programs focus not only on the
development of cognitive skills, but there are online interventions for developing social and
emotional skills (Baron-Cohen et al., 2004; Porto Interactive Center, 2013; Bernardini,
Porayska-Pomsta, & Smith, 2014; D’Amico, 2017, 2018).

RESEARCH AIMS AND HYPOTHESIS
In Hungary more and more researches and programs have been developed that investigate (pl.
Zsolnai, Lesznyák & Kasik, 2007; Zsolnai, Kasik & Lesznyák, 2008), or develop (pl. Kasik et
al., 2017) children’s prosocial behavior. However, these programs engage in the development
of these behaviors as sub-domains, thus, we don’t have enough information about the
development of prosocial behavior. Because of this lack, making appropriate methods was the
first aim of my research which can measure comprehensively the prosocial behavior of 3-4-old
children. To achieve this goal I made measurement tools based on models that emphasize the
goal-oriented elements of prosocial behavior (Aarts, Gollwutzer & Hassin, 2004; Paulus, 2014;
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Michael, Sebanz & Knoblich, 2016). The second aim of my research was to develop and test
an intervention program, which improve preschool children’s different types of prosocial
behavior. To achieve this, I have made a story-based developmental program, based on the
work of Italian researchers (Grazzani et al., 2016).
In my research I analysed the emergence of different prosocial behaviors in preschool
group activities or in face-to-face situations and I also investigated the effect of a story-based
developmental program on preschool children’s prosocial behavior.
My research questions and hypotheses were the following:
I.) Research questions in relation to the methods of measuring prosocial behaviors (H1-H2):
Are the measurements and the category system acceptable for investigating procosial
behavioral emelents? How are the methods related to the children’s age characteristics? Are
the methods acceptable for applying in Hungarian institutional environment?
Hypotheses:
H1: The methods are considered suitable for examining the prosocial behavioral
elements of children and the psychometric indicators are appropriate. On the basis of
prior findings (pl. Bar-Tal, Raviv & Goldberg, 1982; Stockdale, Hegland &
Chiaromonte, 1989) I expect that the observational categories and the categories from
the instrument of face-to-face situations (pl. Warneken & Tomasello, 2006; Brownell,
Iesue, Nichols & Svetlova, 2013; Dunfield & Kuhlmeier, 2013; Wu & Su, 2014) are
suitable for measuring children’s prosocial behavior. My third method was a unique
questionnaire for collecting date about those behavioral elements that haven’t found in
previous researches.
H2: Analysing the Hungarian educational practice, direct measurement of preschool
children hasn’t been carried out yet, but based on the prior international researches
(Dunfield & Kuhlmeier, 2013; Wu & Su, 2014), I suppose, that the program will be
effective in Hungarian institutional environment.
II.) Research questions in relation to the pretests of investigating prosocial behaviors (H3-H6):
a) Research questions related to observational research: In what ratio emerge social
interactions and non-social interactions in children’s behavior? Social behaviors in
what ratio include prosocial behaviors? During all social behaviors in what ratio
emerge prosocial reactions?
b) Research questions related to face-to-face situations: Which behavior (helping,
sharing, comforting) emerge in the greatest ratio in a problematic situation? What are
the differences between the background variables that can effect the impact of the
developmental program? What is the observed reason for the lack of positive
responses? What are the correlation between the main variables and the background
variables during the pretests?
c) Research questions related to the questionnaire about the reactions on peer distress:
Which are the most typical reactions according to the parents and the teacher? What
6

are the differences between children’s responses according to the background
variables? Are there any differences between the opinion of parents and teachers
related to the children’s reactions?
Hypotheses:
H3: Previous researches (pl. Bar-Tal, Raviv & Goldberg, 1982; de Leon, del Mundo,
Moneva & Navarrete, 2014) suggest that in group activities helping behaviors in
problematic situations are likely to be highly emerged over sharing and comforting
behavior among preschool children.
H4: Based on researches on social behaviors (Stockdale, Hegland & Chiaromonte, 1989)
I suppose that real prosocial behaviors appear in lower ratio in the behavior of preschool
children.
H5: In the face-to-face tasks sharing behavior is the most common along with the helping
behavior. Based on previous researches (pl. Dunfield & Kuhlmeier, 2013) I suppose that
children will be able to interpret the emergence of instrumental needs immediately, and
accordingly they show high degree of helping behavior and they react well on material
desires. However in the case of the emergence of emotional distress there is a lack of
comforting behavior.
H6: I hypothesized that parents and teachers mostly perceive preschool children’s
behavior in the same way, but their response suggest that parents’ judge children’s
reactions in a problematic situation more positively than teachers’. I don’t have
information about any similar previous research.
III.) Research questions related to the implementation and the impact of the developmental
program (H7-H11): Can the positive behaviors toward peers be developed through a storybased intervention? Are there any differences in the prosocial behavior and in the level of
appearance between the experimental and the control group after the developmental
program? What kind of changes occur in the behavior of children in the experimental and
the control group?
Hypotheses:
H7: Prosocial behaviors in the experimental group are develop in greater ratio than in
the control group. At the same time, active behaviors from the stories are presented in
children’s social behaviors. After the intervention, active and prosocial interventions
will be more typical in children’s behavior.
H8: According to previous research (Robinson, 2008) prosocial reaction appear in
greater ratio in girls’ behavior before the developmental program, but I hypothesize that
this tendency will continue after participating in the program.
H9: Based on the findings of previous researches (e.g. Dunfield & Kuhlmeier, 2013) I
supposed that prosocial behaviors will be more typical in older age group (41–45
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months), with significant differences than in younger age groups (32–36 months és 37–
40 months), especially with regard to sharing. However, as a result of the development,
these behaviors also develop in a grater ratio in the youngest age group.
H10: Sibling can significantly influence the development of prosocial behaviors (Howe
& Recchia, 2008), so I supposed that sibling and only-children will be on different level
in presenting prosocial behaviors. However I also suppose that the development will
result significant improvement in only-childs’ behavior and their prosocial behavior will
significantly emerge.
H11: Prosocial behaviors in children’s behavior who attended in day-care centres emerge
in greater ratio compared to children who were at home before their preschool years.
However, participation in the program effects a significant increase in the ratio of
prosocial behaviors in children’s behavior who just started the preschool.

RESEARCH METHODS
The complex research comprised four phases in which I conducted a pilot study to determine
the suitability the previously selected methods for assessing prosocial behavioral characteristics
of preschool children (January–February, 2016). Following this, I conducted the pretests
(October–December, 2016) using multiple methods (observation, face-to-face situations,
questionnaire), followed by a 15-week story-based intervention program between January and
April 2017. Finally I evaluated the impact of the program by a repeated measurement between
May and July 2017.
Sample
A total of 189 preschool children (Mage=38.5 months) participated in the research, the
experimental group was from municipal preschools from Békéscsaba and the control group was
also from municipal preschools from Szeged and Békéscsaba. Randomized selection of
children who attended in my research was not possible because of the nature of the study,
therefore the children were selected to the groups according to the permission of parents’ and
teachers’. Finally, 74 children from six preschool groups were included in the experimental
group and 115 children from six preschool groups got in the control group and two preschool
teachers from each group (in sum 24 teacher) participated in the research. The distribution by
gender of children in the experimental and the control group is shown in the following table
(Table 1).
Table 1. Gender distribution of experimental and control group.
Experimental group
Control group
(6 preschool group)
(6 preschool group)
Boys
33
58
Girls
41
57
All
74
115
preschoolers
8

All
91
98
189

Instruments
The instruments of the research I have developed based on previous researches considering the
the relevant theoretical models and results of the literature research. Based on these findings I
adapted three measurement methods:
a) Evaluating children’s in-group behavior I applied the observation method, designed its
categories from the findings of previous observational studies (Bar-Tal et al., 1982;
Stockdale et al., 1989). The categories of the instrument included not only the realization
of children’s social behaviors (social interactions, prosocial behaviors, non-social
behavior) but also the appearance of various prosocial behaviors (instrumental helping,
sharing, comforting). All these were supplemented with categories of factors that
influence prosocial behaviors (self-initiated, compliance with child, compliance with
adult, imitation). After the pilot study the developed category system proved to be
appropriate for recording the children’s prosocial behaviors in different social
situations, thus I used this method without further changes.
b) The next instrument used in the research was situational tasks to measure children’s
response to different needs in face-to-face problematic situations. In this context,
children were attended in simulated everyday situations in a separated room, where they
had to respond to different needs: by helping in instrumental need, comforting in the
case of emotional distress and sharing in the case of material desire. Based on previous
researches (Brownell et al., 2013; Dunfield & Kuhlmeier, 2013; Warneken &
Tomasello, 2007; Wu & Su, 2014) the instrument evaluate children’s responses in two
situations over five categories: (1) reaction when the problem occurs, (2) reaction after
the first nonverbal signal, (3) reaction after the second nonverbal signal, (4) reaction
after the expression of distress, (5) reaction after verbal signal. After the pilot study I
added three additional categories to record the observed causes of the lack of positive
responses: (6) perceive and observe, (7) perceive but no reaction, (8) no reaction
because of own activity.
c) Parents’ and teachers’ opinions were asked using a questionnaire to investigate their
experiences about children’s reaction on peer distress. The instrument was a selfdeveloped questionnaire based on the categories of a previous observational study
(Phinney, Feshbach, & Farver, 1989), which similarly recorded the responses of
preschool children’s reaction in the case of a peer’s distress. Respondents had to
evaluate children’s behavior on a five-point Likert scale recalling the events of the
previous few months in relation to a previously presented situation ("If your child sees
another child crying, ..."). The content of parents’ and teachers’ questionnaire were the
same. The reliability-indices (Cronbach-α) were good, the values of the parents’ (0,85)
and teachers’ (0,88) questionnaire were appropriate.
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Developmental program
To improve preschool children’s prosocial behaviors I developed a story-based program, in
which the children in the experimental group attended in group activities where they heard
stories 2-3 times each week for 15 weeks wherein the protagonists encountered a problematic
situation that was solved by helping, sharing or comforting at the end of the story. After
listening the stories the children discussed the plot together in group activities guided by the
teacher.
To process the stories, I gave the teachers a compilation of questions which include two
main groups: questions about the current story (What did Samu, the hedgehog, do when he saw
sad Vince?) and the children’s own experiences related to the story (What do you do when your
peer is sad?). Discussing and processing these together can help children to deal appropriately
and effectively with their own life-situation. In order to facilitate the desired anwers, teachers
received the suggested anwers I could expect from the children related to the current story.
These answer options provided the opportunity to discuss the desired elements, thus helping
the multiple emergence of prosocial behavioral elements.
The group activities also included tasks that allowed children to present some behavioral
responses from the story. For example: „Show us how to comfort the other. Carefully stroke
the arm of your peer sitting next to you!” In this task, not only the discussion reinforced the
heard reactions, but the prosocial behavior related to the current problematic situation can
deepen by practicing it.
During the processing of the stories the children had the opportunity to show and observe
each other’s emotion expression. In this regard, one of the tasks included the presentation of
emotions emerged in the story: „What kind of face do you make when you are happy?”, „What
kind of face do you make when you are sad?” Hence, children were able to practice their own
emotion expression and could observe its individual differences on their peers.

RESEARCH FINDINGS
The multi-phase research focused on three main field which results are summarized below:
1. The first group of research questions were related to the conformance of the instruments
in assessing preschool children’s social behaviors in institutional environment. During the
testing of the measuring tools I found that the developed category systems appropriately
covered the situations and reactions that occur in this age group, thus they are suitable for
conducting assessments of various elements of prosocial behavior (H1). However, the
hypotheses related to the face-to-face measurement of children were only partially verified
because the instrument, based on international researches, was not complete so it required a
revision. In addition, further methodological issues emerged during the implementation of the
assessments which solution provide an opportunity to design instruments that can be effectively
applied for direct measurements of children’s prosocial behaviors (H2).
2. The next block of the research aimed the ratio and the form of the emergence of
prosocial behaviors in social interactions of children. The results from the pretests verified that
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in group interactions real prosocial behaviors emerge in low level within the total social
situations. Out of the three examined behaviors helping was the most common in children’s
interactions while sharing emerged in less cases but still in relatively higher degree than
comforting. In group situations comforting was the least appeared behavior in children’s social
interactions (H3-H4). The results are consistent with international researches in many cases (de
Leon et al., 2014; Bar-Tal, Raviv & Goldberg, 1982), in which helping behaviors were recorded
in the highest level among the children from the same age group. Regarding the factors
influencing the development of helping behaviors, I also found similar results to the
international researches which found that children mostly behave voluntarily but the request of
an adult also effect their behavior.
In face-to-face situations children were sensitive to problems, most of them noticed the
negative situations, however situations related to emotional expressions and material desire
were difficult to interpret (H5). Helping behaviors emerged in large number and in most cases
this response was the most typical in children’s behavior. This result is parallel with the theories
that claim that children’s prosocial behavior is effected by the other person’s goal, which leads
the child to take up that goal as their own, thus it will be also important for the child to execute
the activity successfully and achieve the goal (e.g. Aarts et al., 2004). At the same time, in the
case of material desire I got opposite results than I expected, because the children shared thing
in their possession only in one situation. The cause of this result according to the international
researches (e.g. Hay, 2006) is that in this period the concept of possession is evolving in
children’s thinking, thus giving an object to another person may be difficult for them. The lack
of comforting behavior was the expected. By the reason of the current developmental status of
emotional understanding, preschool children typically did not respond to situations, or they just
observed the presented negative affective states. At this age these skills still developing and
children are less able to interpret the affective state of another person. Children typically
estimate the situation but in the absence of confirmation or previous experience, reactions to
these are negligible.
Questionnaires filled by the parents and teachers showed detailed results about children’s
prosocial behaviors and the manifestation of these activities for the respondents (H6). Parents
think their children are involved in problematic situations as passive observers or outsiders and
sometimes they don’t care the current situation, they simply leave. However, parents
experienced that the children in some cases try to help their peers with comforting. Experiences
of the teachers, in contrast, presented different behaviors. Prosocial behaviors materalize mostly
through the transmission of information or involvement of a third person which are typically
the expected behavior from children in institutional environment.
3. In the third phase of the research I tried to find the answer on how to improve preschool
children’s prosocial behaviors with a story-based program (H7). Changes in the behavior of the
experimental group can verify the impact of the developmental program because in children’s
behavior emerged those behaviors what they heard and practiced in the group sessions after the
stories.
Observational data indicate that positive changes occured over the four months of the
developmental program, however, in the control group appeared stagnation. Data from the faceto-face situations also confirm the development of the experimental group. Prosocial behaviors
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in the helping and sharing situations emerged in significantly higher ratio than in the control
group, positive reactions significantly increased and negative responses decreased.
Questionnaire surveys provided additional information about the experiences of parents’ and
teachers’ related to children’s behavior in those cases which were less common in prior research
phases. In the experimental group active interventions emerged in significantly higher ratio.
Compared to the conditions before the participation in the program, children mostly tried to
solve the problematic situations by comforting or interested in the other’s state. However, in
the control group increased the use of the help of a third person and the self-initiated
problemsolving was less. With this result I further verified my hypothesis that the
developmental program will effect the higher appearance of prosocial behaviors. For the
experimental group, the result is considered to be an improvement due to the nature of the
responses because the children involved in the development, mainly produced active and selfinitiated behavioral solutions in problematic situations. These solutions also appeared in the
stories used in the development. In contrast the evolving trend in the control group manifested
in behaviors where the children tried to solve the problematic situations indirectly, with the help
of a third person, typically a teacher. This significant difference between the subsamples
suggests that participation in the program contributed significantly to the emergence of different
types of behavioral responses.
Based on the data from the questionnaires I identified other developmental processes. In
the teachers’ opinion, more empathic responses (e.g. crying or sadness) may indicate children’s
social development (Bar-Tal, 1982; Zahn-Waxler, 2010; Brownell, 2013). This points to the
fact that egoistic reactions in children’s behavior decreased significantly during the research,
however, more attention to the other emerged.
The program has no significant effects on the background variables (gender, age, siblings,
daycare) in the development of children’s prosocial behaviors (H8-H11). There was a small
improvement in the sharing and comforting behavior of children without siblings, though not a
significant change, however it can be assumed that their greater appearance is due to the impact
of the developmental program because in the pretests these two behaviors were typically missed
in children’s behavior who has no siblings.
According to the results summarized above, some of my hypotheses can be considered as
verified, but in many cases my hypotheses were verified partially or had no verification.

SUMMARY
In my research I investigated that self-developed instruments and story-based program can be
applied successfully in institutional environment for the assessment and development of 3-4year-old children’s prosocial behavior. The majority of researchers believe that the
development of social behaviors in interactions can be achieved by modeling the appropriate
behavior. However, despite these behaviors, to develop prosocial elements, I chose to apply a
method that has already been successfully applied in international researches but in Hungarian
researches it is still in the background.
International researches have used stories for development programs but my research is
different because while they focused on the development of emotonal skills, different social
12

behaviors appeared as minor elements, however, in my research I focused on developing and
strengthening mainly behavioral elements. The group activities during the intervention also
served this purpose where children had the opportunity to try the activities from the stories
according to their age characteristics. In conclusion, the developmental program and the
developed methods have proved effective, however, it is important to keep in mind that there
are still many open questions about developing social behaviors and significant changes are
needed. It is worth considering to include some affective elements (e.g. emotion expression,
emotion recognition) in the research process similar to international patterns, which can help to
examine complexly the factors contributing to social activities in preschool children’s behavior.
My research contributes to the expansion of programs focusing on the development of
social behavior of preschool children. Despite of developmental activities in educational
context, researchers and practitioners are increasingly declaring that children find it difficult to
handle a variety of problematic situations. Therefore, there is a growing need to implement
those programs that directly develop those behaviors that occur during various interactions.
This intervention can help children to gain experiences that can be easily applied in later
problematic situations.
In international field, complex developmental programs of prosocial behaviors have
already been implemented and their number is growing. In Hungarian context, there are only a
few developmental programs available specifically to develop these behaviors from early ages,
so we have to pay attention to the priority development of these areas. My own developmental
program also serves this purpose, and it appears as a method that explicitly develops various
prosocial behaviors based on international researches. This allows the practitioners to „teach”
new dimensions of different social behaviors.
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