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Abstract 

We investigated the relations between anticipation of sadness for excluded peers, sympathy, and 

prosocial behavior in a sample of 127 Italian preschoolers (Mage = 4.84 years, SD = 0.85). 

Children attributed emotions to hypothetical excluded peers who exhibited withdrawn versus 

aggressive behavior, and these attributions were coded for the presence and intensity of sadness. 

Teachers rated children’s sympathy and prosocial behavior via questionnaire. In general, 

children attributed more sadness to the withdrawn excluded peer than the aggressive excluded 

peer. A path analysis revealed that those who anticipated higher levels of sadness for the 

withdrawn excluded peer were rated higher in sympathy and, in turn, higher in prosocial 

behavior. Attributing high levels of sadness to withdrawn excluded peers—who portray 

relatively heightened need—may be an early social-emotional characteristic of children who are 

more sympathetic and more likely to channel other-oriented concerns into prosocial actions. 

 Keywords: sadness, sympathy, social withdrawal, prosocial behavior, preschoolers 
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Preschoolers’ Anticipation of Sadness for Excluded Peers, Sympathy, and Prosocial Behavior 

Prosocial behaviors—defined as voluntary and intentional actions that aim to benefit 

others—have been linked to positive social adjustment and mental health outcomes in children, 

both concurrently and over time (Eisenberg, Spinrad, & Knafo, 2015). Developmental research 

has focused on the affective antecedents of such actions (Malti et al., 2016; Strand, Barbosa-

Leiker, Arellano Piedra, & Downs, 2015), suggesting that children with overarching tendencies 

to understand others’ emotions and feel concern for them also tend to exhibit more prosocial 

behavior. However, less is known about the situational nuances of such social-emotional skills 

and how early they emerge. Do preschoolers understand the emotional states of peers in need 

differently based on the behavioral characteristics of such peers? And does this differential 

emotional understanding play a role in their dispositional sympathy and prosocial behavior? In 

this study, we addressed these questions by investigating 3- to 6-year-olds’ attributions of 

sadness to withdrawn versus aggressive excluded peers in relation to their dispositional 

sympathy and prosocial behavior.  

Anticipation of Sadness To Peers in The Early Years 

Children’s ability to anticipate others’ emotions is important for establishing positive 

relationships with peers (Trentacosta & Fine, 2010). Around the age of 3, children are able to 

reliably anticipate positive and negative emotions for others based on situational circumstances 

(Fine, Izard, & Trentacosta, 2006). This ability (around this age) has been related to higher 

teacher reports of cooperative behavior (Denham, Basset, Brown, Way, & Steed, 2015) and 

higher maternal ratings of prosocial behavior (Ensor, Spencer, & Hughes, 2011). Denham and 

Couchoud (1990) found that 2- to 4 year-olds were better at discerning situations associated with 

sadness in relation to those associated with other negative emotions (e.g., fear), perhaps because 
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negative situations eliciting sadness in others occur more frequently on a daily basis than 

situations eliciting other negative emotions. Similarly, Camras and Allison (1985) found that 

children from preschool to second grade identified sadness more easily than other basic emotions 

(with the exception of happiness). Thus, more frequent exposure to sadness in everyday social 

contexts may enhance children’s recognition of its facial morphology and function (Calvo, 

Gutierrez-Garcia, Férnández-Martín, & Nummenmaa, 2014; Somerville & Whalen, 2006). We 

thus focused on children’s capacity to anticipate sadness for excluded peers.  

Peer exclusion is a relatively common phenomenon experienced by children with an onset 

that typically corresponds with schooling, as their social networks expand significantly at this 

time (Fanger, Frankel, & Hazen, 2012; Killen & Malti, 2015). Developmental researchers have 

investigated the emotions children anticipate for excluded peers based on a range of factors, such 

as the nationality, gender, or personality of the excluded target (Malti, Killen, & Gasser, 2012). 

Younger children appear to be particularly sensitive to salient individual factors, such as 

behavioral characteristics, as opposed to other characteristics that are less immediately apparent 

or more complicated to discern (e.g., personality, socio-political preferences; for a similar 

argument, see Killen & Rutland, 2011). Peplak, Song, Colasante, and Malti (2017) found that 4- 

and 8-year-olds were less likely to include a hypothetical peer with aggressive versus 

hyperactive behavioral problems, despite attributing sadness to them and further understanding 

that the aggressive excluded peer was more likely to feel angry than the hyperactive excluded 

peer. 

Less is known about children’s anticipated emotions for withdrawn peers who, much like 

aggressive peers, are relatively high-frequency targets of social exclusion, probably resulting 

from their decision to remove themselves from peer groups for varying motivations (Coplan, 
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Ooi, Rose-Krasnor, & Nocita, 2014). Also similar to their aggressive counterparts, withdrawn 

peers are at risk for later problem behaviors (Graham & Hoehn, 1995). Both social withdrawal 

and aggression are common during the preschool years and children are able to differentiate 

between these behavioral characteristics at this age (Goossens, Bokhorst, Bruinsma, & van 

Boxtel, 2002). A sample of kindergarten and grade one children responded more negatively 

towards aggressive hypothetical peers compared to ones who were withdrawn (i.e., showed less 

sympathy and preference for them; Coplan, Girardi, Finlay, & Frohlich, 2007). Given the shared 

occurrence and risks of aggression and withdrawal in early childhood, and limited evidence for 

children’s differential preferences of such behaviors, we focused on children’s anticipation of 

sadness for excluded peers with aggressive versus withdrawn behavioral characteristics.  

Anticipation of Sadness and Sympathy 

Sympathy—an other-oriented process characterized by the apprehension of and sorrow 

for another’s negative emotional state—requires the anticipation of others’ emotions (Eisenberg, 

2000). According to Hoffman (2000), children’s sympathy increases alongside their social-

cognitive development. Specifically, children’s ability to distinguish their own emotional states 

from the states of others may help them understand other’s needs (e.g., the child may feel sad for 

a peer whose toy was destroyed by another peer) independent from their own needs (e.g., in the 

same moment, the child may feel happy for playing with his/her preferred toy). When children 

are able to distinguish between self and other, and experience sympathy true to this distinction, 

they may be more likely to recognize others in need and behave prosocially towards them. 

Indeed, a predisposition to understand sadness as a signal of neediness may promote feelings of 

sorrow for others and related prosociality.  
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To the best of our knowledge, the association between the ability to anticipate feelings of 

sadness for excluded peers and sympathy has not been investigated in preschoolers (for findings 

with adolescents, see Malti, Ongley, Dys, & Colasante, 2012). Similarly, the extent to which 

sympathetic preschoolers concentrate their efforts on excluded peers with the highest level of 

need remains unclear. Although they did not focus on the context of social exclusion, Graham 

and Hoehn (1995) found that 5- to 6-year-olds judged aggressive children as more responsible 

for their behaviors, and deserving of more anger and less sympathy than withdrawn children (for 

similar results with first- and second-grade children, see Goossens et al., 2002). This relative lack 

of sympathy for aggressive excluded peers suggests that preschoolers’ ability to recognize 

sadness in withdrawn excluded peers may be more strongly linked to their sympathetic and 

prosocial tendencies. 

Sympathy and Prosocial Behavior 

Several studies suggest that sympathy and prosocial behavior are closely related across 

development (Edwards et al., 2015; Malti, Gummerum, Keller, & Buchmann, 2009; Williams, 

O’Driscoll, & Moore, 2014). A meta-analysis spanning child and adult samples supported the 

positive relation between these constructs (Miller, Kozu, & Davis, 2001). Although few if any 

studies focused on social exclusion in early childhood, the link between preschool children’s 

ability to anticipate others’ emotions and prosocial behavior is well established (Parker, Mathis, 

& Kupersmidt, 2013). However, it is possible that intermediary processes explain this 

association. Children who are able to recognize others’ emotions and differentiate them from 

their own may also be more likely to express sympathy for others in need (given that the former 

is considered a prerequisite for sympathetic concern; Hoffman, 2000). In turn, the other-oriented 

aspects of sympathy may explain links with prosocial behavior. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Kupersmidt%20JB%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=27057129
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The Present Study 

We tested a model in which preschoolers’ anticipation of sadness for excluded peers was 

associated with their dispositional prosocial behavior through their sympathetic tendencies. First, 

we analyzed the associations between anticipations of sadness for withdrawn and aggressive 

excluded peers and sympathy. We expected children who anticipated more intense sadness for 

excluded peers to be rated higher in sympathy. However, we remained open to the possibility 

that situational anticipation of sadness for a withdrawn excluded peer would be more strongly 

associated with sympathy than sadness for an aggressive excluded peer because of the relative 

neediness of withdrawn children (Rubin, Coplan, & Bowker, 2009) and the relative perception of 

aggressive children as more deserving of the consequences of their behaviors (Goossens et al., 

2002). 

Second, we assessed the association between children’s sympathy and prosocial behavior. 

Given the wealth of empirical studies documenting a positive relation between sympathy and 

prosociality (Williams et al., 2014), we expected to confirm this association.  

Third, we investigated the role of sympathy in the relation between the anticipation of 

sadness and prosocial behavior. Although no previous studies have focused on this indirect link 

to our knowledge, we based our expectations on independent theorizing and findings linking the 

anticipation of sadness to sympathy (Hoffman, 2000) and sympathy to prosocial behavior (Malti 

et al., 2016). Bearing in mind our correlational design, we hypothesized that children who 

anticipated higher levels of sadness for excluded peers would be rated higher in sympathy and, in 

turn, higher in prosocial behavior.  

Albeit not our primary focus, we investigated age (3- to 4- versus 5- to 6-year-olds) and 

gender differences in our hypothesized associations to remain consistent with previous studies 
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reporting more sympathy and prosocial behaviors in older children and girls (Eisenberg et al., 

2015). We chose a sample of 3- to 6-year-olds because this developmental period is 

characterized by improvements in the abilities to recognize others’ emotions (Fine et al., 2006), 

sympathize with others (Hoffman, 2000), and behave prosocially (Malti et al., 2016).  

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 127 children (60 boys; 81.1% born in Italy). They participated out of 

three preschools/kindergartens and ranged from 3.04 to 6.20 years (Mage = 4.84, SD = 0.85). 

Lead female teachers also participated. In terms of highest level of education, 39.4% of mothers 

and 37.8% of fathers completed high school, 37% of mothers and 35.4% of fathers had a 

university degree or beyond, 11.8% of mothers and 14.2% of fathers finished middle school, and 

0.8% of mothers and 2.4% of fathers achieved an elementary school education (11% of mothers 

and 10.2% of fathers did not complete the form on parental education).  

Procedure 

The study was part of a project investigating children’s social-emotional adjustment 

(citation withheld for peer review). Parents provided written informed consent for their 

children’s participation. The principals of each preschool/kindergarten also provided their 

written informed consent. The project was approved by (withheld for peer review). Data 

collection started in spring (rather than fall), giving teachers ample time to develop relationships 

and become familiar with the children in their respective classrooms. 

Measures 

Prosocial behavior. Teachers completed the Social Competence and Behavior 

Evaluation Scale (LaFreniere & Dumas, 1996). Five items on a 6-point scale ranging from 1 
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(never) to 6 (always) were selected to create a measure of prosocial behavior in terms of helping, 

cooperating, and comforting (α = .90). 

Sympathy. Teachers completed a well-validated sympathy scale adapted from Eisenberg 

and colleagues (1996; Zhou, Valiente, & Eisenberg, 2003) including five items (e.g., feeling 

sorry for children who are sad) on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (very slightly or not at all) to 5 

(extremely; α = .95).                       

Anticipation of sadness for excluded peers. We used an adapted version of the Social-

Emotional Responding Task (citation withheld for peer review). Two randomized and gender-

matched vignettes were presented to children depicting the exclusion of a withdrawn and an 

aggressive peer, respectively. The withdrawn peer was described as a girl/boy who spends time 

alone and does not play with other children (Ding et al., 2015), whereas the aggressive peer was 

described as a girl/boy who fights with other children, breaks their possessions, and pushes them 

(citation withheld for peer review). The vignettes described a new classmate during snack time at 

school (one time the new classmate was a withdrawn peer, the other an aggressive peer) that 

would like to sit with another child and his or her friends, but is excluded instead. 

After being read each story, children were asked the following questions: “How do you 

think she/he [i.e., the excluded target] would feel?” and “How strongly would she/he feel 

[attributed emotion]?” For the latter question, children answered by pointing to a visual 3-point 

scale depicting squares of increasing dimensions ranging from 1 (not strong) to 3 (very strong).  

Coding. Responses were coded for the anticipation of sadness based on a well-validated 

scheme (citation withheld for peer review). For the first question probing emotion attributions, 

responses were coded as one of the following: 1 (happy), 2 (neutral), 3 (angry), 4 (scared), 5 

(anxious), 6 (sad), 7 (sorry), 8 (guilty), 9 (embarrassed), 10 (disgusted), or 11 
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(other/undifferentiated). Two independent raters coded emotion attributions for all children. 

Cohen’s k was 1.00 for the withdrawn excluded peer and .97 for the aggressive excluded peer. 

Because of our interest in the anticipation of sadness and the relatively low percentage of 

children who attributed other negative emotions, sad and sorry emotions were coded as 1 

(sadness), whereas all other emotions were coded as 0 (not sadness). 

For the second question regarding emotion intensity, emotions coded as 1 (sadness) were 

assigned a score of 1 (not strong sadness), 2 (somewhat strong sadness), or 3 (very strong 

sadness) corresponding to the intensity indicated by the child (emotions coded as 0 [not sadness] 

retained a score of 0). We used resulting continuous scores of anticipated sadness for the 

withdrawn and aggressive excluded peers in analyses. 

Analytic Approach 

To explore age and gender differences, we conducted an ANOVA with age and gender as 

between-subjects factors and anticipation of sadness (withdrawn versus aggressive excluded 

peer) as a within-subjects factor. We also tested age and gender differences in sympathy and 

prosocial behavior with separate 2 (age) x 2 (gender) between-subjects ANOVAs. Then, we ran 

zero-order correlations. Next, to test our research questions regarding direct and indirect relations 

between the anticipation of sadness, sympathy, and prosocial behavior, we conducted a path 

analysis controlling for children’s age and gender using Mplus 5.1 (Muthén & Muthén, 2007). 

To test the indirect effect of the anticipation of sadness to prosocial behavior through sympathy, 

we considered the asymmetric confidence limits for the distribution of the product (see 

MacKinnon, Lockwood, Hoffman, West, & Sheets, 2002). Specifically, we analyzed the upper 

and lower values for the 95% confidence interval (CI) of the indirect effect with the Rmediation 

package (Tofighi & MacKinnon, 2011). 
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Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

In terms of raw frequencies of sadness (i.e., sad/sorry emotions) versus not sadness (i.e., 

other emotions), 77% of children attributed sadness for the withdrawn excluded peer versus 23% 

of children who attributed not sadness. For the aggressive excluded peer, 68% of children 

attributed sadness versus 32% of children who attributed not sadness. Results also revealed that 

the intensity of children’s anticipations of sadness for peers varied based on the behavioral 

characteristics of such peers, F(1,111)= 3.80, p = .05, η
2
 = .03. Children anticipated more intense 

sadness for the withdrawn versus aggressive excluded peer (Table 1).  

By age group, 60% of younger children and 88% of older children attributed sadness to 

the withdrawn excluded peer, whereas 47% of younger children and 82% of older children 

attributed sadness to the aggressive excluded peer. There was also a main effect of age for 

sadness intensity scores, F(1,111)= 27.14, p= .001, η
2
 =.20, such that older children anticipated 

more intense sadness on behalf of the excluded targets than younger children did (Table 1).  

By gender, 66% of boys and 70% of girls attributed sadness to the withdrawn excluded 

peer, whereas 81% of boys and 73% of girls attributed sadness to the aggressive excluded peer. 

For intensity scores, we found a significant two-way interaction of Anticipation of Sadness x 

Gender, F(1, 111) = 4.61, p = .03, η
2
=.04. A test of simple effects revealed that boys reported 

significantly more intense sadness for the withdrawn versus aggressive excluded peer (Table 1).  

For children’s sympathy, results revealed an effect of age, F(1,123) = 15.02, p = .001, 

η
2
=.11, such that teachers rated older children as more sympathetic than younger children. For 

prosocial behavior, there were main effects of gender, F(1,123) = 12.92, p = .001, η
2
= .10, and 



PRESCHOOLERS’ SADNESS FOR EXCLUDED PEERS                                                        12                                                                                                                                                                      

 

age, F(1,123) = 14.85,p = .001, η
2
= .11, as teachers rated girls and older children as more 

prosocial than boys and younger children, respectively.  

Children rated higher in prosocial behavior tended to be rated higher in sympathy and 

anticipated more sadness for the withdrawn excluded peer (the latter association was marginally 

significant; Table 2). Children rated higher in sympathy anticipated more sadness for withdrawn 

and aggressive excluded peers (the latter association was marginally significant). Finally, 

children who anticipated more sadness for the withdrawn excluded peer tended to do the same 

for the aggressive excluded peer.  

Predicting Prosocial Behavior from Anticipation of Sadness Through Sympathy 

Since we had a just-identified path model (with 0 degrees of freedom) that did not permit 

the analysis of model fit, we trimmed the nonsignificant path from the anticipation of sadness for 

the aggressive excluded peer to prosocial behavior (Kline, 2010). The resulting model fit the data 

well, χ
2
(1)= 0.001, p = .97, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = .001 (90% CI [.001, .001]), p = .98, SRMR = 

.001. We found positive direct paths from children’s anticipation of sadness for a withdrawn 

excluded peer to sympathy and from sympathy to prosocial behavior (Figure 1).  

Regarding the indirect path from children’s anticipation of sadness for a withdrawn 

excluded peer to prosocial behavior through sympathy, the unstandardized indirect effect (95% 

CI [.04, .21]) was statistically significant (i.e., the 95% asymmetric lower and upper CI limits did 

not include zero), highlighting the potential translational role of sympathy in the link from 

anticipation of sadness for a withdrawn excluded peer to prosocial behavior.  

Discussion 

We examined the extent to which preschoolers’ anticipation of sadness for excluded peers 

was sensitive to the behavioral characteristics of such peers. We also investigated if their 
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dispositional sympathetic concern played a mediating role between their differential anticipations 

of sadness and dispositional prosocial behavior. Children with higher levels of sadness for a 

withdrawn excluded peer tended to be rated higher in sympathy, and, in turn, higher in prosocial 

behavior. In addition, children anticipated more sadness for a withdrawn excluded peer 

compared to an aggressive excluded peer. Anticipation of sadness for an aggressive excluded 

peer was not significantly associated with other-oriented tendencies. Overall, these results 

suggest that children’s understanding of emotions in others is sensitive to the behavioral 

characteristics of such others from a young age. In particular, an emotional understanding that is 

sensitive to the relative needs and deservingness of others may be reflective of children with 

higher levels of sympathy, and, in turn, a higher likelihood of engaging in prosocial behavior.  

Anticipation of Sadness and Sympathy  

Results revealed a positive link between the anticipation of sadness for an excluded peer 

and sympathy, suggesting that preschoolers’ awareness of and sensitivity for excluded peers’ 

feelings are prerequisites for feeling sorrow for others in distress (Hoffman, 2000). How children 

understand and navigate peer exclusion situations may therefore represent an important 

component of their social-emotional development from the moment they are immersed in the 

school context. This represents a novel contribution given that the majority of literature on peer 

exclusion is concentrated on mid- to late-childhood and adolescence (Killen & Malti, 2015).  

In addition, regardless of gender and age, children were able to tailor their emotional 

anticipations to different targets of peer exclusion, as they anticipated more sadness for a 

withdrawn versus an aggressive excluded peer. Related research has shown that children 

evaluate aggressive peers more negatively and feel less sympathy for them compared to peers 

who display withdrawn behaviors (Coplan et al., 2007; Goossens et al., 2002). Aggressive 
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children may be perceived as more responsible for their actions, thus justifying their exclusion 

(Weiner, 1993, 1995). In contrast, withdrawn children, depending on the subtype of social 

withdrawal they tend to exhibit, are prone to social anxiety over factors outside of their control. 

This may result in others perceiving them as less responsible for their withdrawn behaviors and 

emotionality, and feeling more sympathy and less anger towards them, especially because their 

behaviors do not directly harm others (Goossens et al., 2002). Even preschool children may 

understand that social exclusion is particularly impactful for withdrawn peers (Coplan et al., 

2014; Rubin et al., 2009).  

Although the overall sample attributed more intense sadness to the withdrawn excluded 

peer compared to the aggressive excluded peer, our results revealed age and gender differences. 

Older children anticipated more sadness for excluded peers than younger children did. Relative 

to younger children, older children may appreciate the negative impacts of exclusion more 

because of their greater experience with schooling and expanded social networks (Killen & 

Malti, 2015). It is also important to note that boys anticipated a significantly higher level of 

sadness for the withdrawn versus aggressive peer. This pattern of responding is supported by 

previous studies indicating that social withdrawal carries greater costs for boys (Western cultures 

consider social withdrawal as more acceptable for girls than boys; Coplan, Prakash, O’Neil, & 

Armer, 2004; Rubin et al., 2009). Social withdrawal is less socially acceptable for boys because 

it violates gender norms about male social assertion and dominance (Doey, Coplan, & 

Kingsbury, 2014). In support of this idea, social withdrawal (especially shyness) was found to be 

more strongly related to peer exclusion and rejection among boys (Coplan et al. 2004). Results 

from the present study suggest that boys attributed more sadness to withdrawn excluded peers 

because they understand that withdrawn social behaviors have particularly negative 
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consequences for boys’ social relationships. However, it is also possible that boys attributed less 

sadness to the aggressive peer because aggression is more prevalent in boys and is more often 

tied to feelings of anger in early childhood. 

Sympathy and Prosocial Behavior 

In line with related studies (Eisenberg et al., 2015), our findings indicated a strong 

relation between sympathy and prosocial behavior, thus supporting the hypothesis that the caring 

component of sympathy plays a pivotal role in motivating prosocial behavior from a young age 

(and across cultures, as the current study was the first of its kind with young Italian children). 

Previous research focusing specifically on the early years has confirmed this link as well. 

Williams et al. (2014) found that sympathy for a sad peer was linked to heightened prosocial 

behavior, especially sharing, in a sample of 5- and 6-year-olds. Taken together, these findings 

suggest that children’s apprehension of and sorrow for another’s negative emotional state 

represent important affective antecedents of prosocial behavior. 

The Role of Sympathy in the Relation between Anticipation of Sadness and Prosocial 

Behavior 

Dispositional sympathy played an important role in the relation between anticipation of 

sadness for a withdrawn excluded peer and prosociality. From such a young age, children who 

anticipate that a withdrawn excluded peer would feel sad after being excluded may be more 

prone to feel sympathy. This disposition to feel other-oriented concern and sorrow, in turn, may 

promote prosocial behavior towards peers. Thus, the ability to recognize others’ sad feelings in 

specific contexts and the more general ability to care appear to be distinct, yet related, correlates 

of prosocial actions (Paulus, 2014). Children with a nuanced sensitivity to the behavioral 

characteristics of needy peers may possess relatively heightened social-cognitive skills, such as 
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theory of mind (Imuta, Henry, Slaughter, Selcuk, & Ruffman, 2017), which, in turn, may help 

them gain a deeper understanding of others’ perspectives. Although important for prosocial 

behavior, this higher degree of emotional understanding may not provide a sufficient basis for 

prosocial behavior in and of itself. As our indirect effect suggests, the other-oriented caring 

characteristics of sympathy may be necessary to translate such skills into prosocial outcomes that 

benefit others.  

Children also anticipated sadness for the aggressive excluded peer, but this anticipation 

was not significantly related to other-oriented tendencies of sympathy and prosocial 

behavior. Thus, even if children tend to attribute sadness to aggressive excluded others, this 

recognition may not activate other-oriented kindness. Individual differences in picking up on the 

sadness of those more deserving—or in greater need—of help appear to be more important in 

this regard. 

Caveats and Future Directions 

The present study was the first to assess emotion attributions to excluded peers with 

aggressive and withdrawn behavioral characteristics, and their links with sympathy and prosocial 

behavior in the early years (rather than mid- to late-childhood and adolescence). It also employed 

a multi-informant, multi-method approach (i.e., child and teacher reports in response to vignettes 

and questionnaire items, respectively). Nonetheless, several limitations should be noted. We only 

used teachers’ reports of children’s sympathy and prosocial behavior, and future studies would 

thus benefit from the inclusion of self- or peer-report measures. Second, our study’s correlational 

design did not allow for causal inferences to be made. As an alternative to our proposed direction 

of effects, prosocial children may tend to interact more with peers, which, in turn, fosters the 

development of emotional skills that make them more sensitive to excluded peers with 
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withdrawn behavioral characteristics. Future research should examine the bidirectional 

associations of anticipation of sadness for peers, sympathy, and prosocial behavior over time. In 

addition, some researchers focus on different subtypes of social withdrawal, including children 

who spend time alone because they are socially anxious (i.e., shy children) and those who simply 

like playing alone (i.e., unsociable children). The sensitivity of children’s emotional 

understanding to varying subtypes of withdrawn peers should be investigated. Also, future 

studies of this kind should consider a third group of friendly, prosocial children, who tend to be 

more liked by peers (Coplan et al., 2007). Finally, for the anticipation of sadness measure, we 

only used vignettes gender-matched to the respondent. It would be interesting to investigate 

boys’ and girls’ attributions towards excluded peers of varying genders.  

In sum, our study offered new insights into the early antecedents of prosocial behavior 

and its findings may inform the design of educational practices that aim to promote preschoolers’ 

prosocial behavior. Enhancing children’s comprehension of others’ feelings—especially of those 

in need—may increase their likelihood of acting prosocially if they possess the other-oriented 

sympathetic concern to translate such emotional skills into the behavioral realm. 
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Table 1  

Means and Standard Deviations of Study Variables by Age and Gender (N = 127) 

Variables 

Younger  

(n = 49) 

 Older  

(n = 78) 

 Boys  

(n = 60) 

 Girls  

(n = 67) 

 Total  

(N = 127) 

M(SD) 95% CI  M(SD) 95% CI   M(SD) 95% CI   M(SD) 95% CI  M(SD) 95% CI 

Prosocial behavior 3.58(0.79) [3.36,3.81]  4.13(0.98) [3.91,4.35]  3.65(0.86) [3.43,3.88]  4.16(0.97) [3.91,4.39]  3.92(0.95) [3.75,4.08] 

Sympathy 3.40(0.85) 

 

[3.15,3.64]  3.89(0.66) [3.74,4.04]  3.63(0.70) [3.45,3.81]  3.76(0.83) [3.56,3.96]  3.70(0.77) [3.56,3.83] 

Anticipation of sadness for 

withdrawn excluded peer 1.53(1.42) [1.11,1.96] 

 

2.50(1.04) [2.26,2.74] 

 

2.30(1.21) [1.98,2.63] 

 

1.97(1.34) [1.62,2.31] 

 

2.13(1.28) [1.89,2.36] 

Anticipation of sadness for 

aggressive excluded peer 1.27(1.47) [0.83,1.71] 

 

2.28(1.18) [2.01,2.55] 

 

1.81(1.42) [1.43,2.18] 

 

1.98(1.35) [1.64,2.32] 

 

1.90(1.38) [1.65,2.15] 

Note. Younger (3- to 4-year-olds). Older (5- to 6-year-olds). CI = confidence interval. Prosocial behavior ranged from 1 to 6, sympathy ranged from 

1 to 5, and anticipation of sadness ranged from 0 to 3. For all variables, higher scores indicate more of that quality.  
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Table 2  

Correlations Among Study Variables (N = 127) 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Prosocial behavior -      

2. Sympathy  .60
***

 -     

3. Anticipation of sadness for withdrawn excluded peer  .16
†
 .33

***
 -    

4. Anticipation of sadness for aggressive excluded peer .13 .16
†
 .57

***
 -   

5. Age  .35
***

 .37
***

 .43
***

 .35
***

 -  

6. Gender .27
**

 .08 -.13 .06 -.11 - 

Note. Gender (0 = boys, 1 = girls). 
†
p < .10. ∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001. 
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Figure 1. Associations between anticipation of sadness, sympathy, and prosocial behavior (N = 127). 

Note. Gender (0 = boys, 1 = girls). Standardized coefficients reported. Confidence intervals (95%) for standardized parameters reported in 

parentheses. Dotted lines are nonsignificant paths. ∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001.  


