
71Module 4: Moral Development

Prosocial reasoning and behavior increase throughout childhood, with girls being more likely 
than boys to use prosocial behaviors, particularly in relationships (Carlo, 2014; Eisenberg &  
Fabes, 1998; Eisenberg, Morris, McDaniel, & Sprinrad, 2009). During adolescence, proso-
cial behavior declines between the age of 13 and 17 but then increases until at least age 21 
(Kanacri, Pastorelli, Eisenberg, Zuffiano, & Caprara, 2013). Perspective taking and empathy 
are two components that help explain why older adolescents and girls are more likely to exhibit 
higher levels of prosocial reasoning and behavior (Eisenberg, Eggum, & Di Giunta, 2010; 
Taylor, Eisenberg, Spinrad, Eggum, & Sulik, 2013).

Perspective Taking
Perspective taking is vital to the development of prosocial moral reasoning, which Kohlberg also 
considered important for cognitive-developmental moral reasoning. Individuals capable of perspec-
tive taking can appreciate that different people facing the same event may think or feel differently 
due to their unique backgrounds and qualities. For example, when two middle school students lose 
a homework assignment, their teacher understands that the incident will affect each child differ-
ently based on their commitment to education and the consequences they face at home for failure. 
Preschool children, however, are not yet able to grasp the perspectives of others, because children 
develop that ability gradually during their school years. Robert Selman (1971) proposed five stages 
of perspective-taking development from early childhood through adolescence and beyond:

•• Stage 0—egocentric viewpoint: Preschool-age children (ages 3 to 6) understand that other 
individuals have thoughts and feelings but confuse their own emotions with those of 
others or have difficulty understanding the causes of others’ feelings.

•• Stage 1—social-informational role taking: Early elementary children (ages 6 to 8) under-
stand that others have thoughts and feelings that may be different from their own but 
do not yet understand how different perspectives are related; hence, children are likely 
to focus on one perspective only. “I know she is sad, but I am happy I got the bigger 
piece of cake.”

•• Stage 2—self-reflective role taking: Older elementary children (ages 8 to 10) can under-
stand the relationship between self and others’ perspectives, enabling them to speculate 

Prosocial Behaviors. Even 
preschool-age children can 
focus on others’ needs by 
sharing.
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