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Abstract
Despite high profile examples that are highlighted in the popular media, we know little about high-cost prosocial behaviors
such as defending and including, and how these behaviors might change over time and vary by individual. Thus, this study
explored defending and including behaviors across the transition to adulthood by assessing growth and profiles of these
high-cost prosocial behaviors over a four-year time span. In addition the study explored gender, emotional (sympathy),
cognitive (personal values), individual (self-esteem), and relational (maternal warmth) factors during adolescence that
predicted profiles of defending and including during the transition to adulthood. Participants were 469 individuals (52%
female, 70% European American) who participated at four time points (ages 18–21). Growth curve analyses showed that
defending and including behaviors decreased slightly across the transition to adulthood and these behaviors tended to vary as
a function of the target of the behavior. Latent profile analyses revealed three groups at each age, one with low, one with
medium, and one with high levels of defending and including. The discussion focused on the prevalence and change in
defending and including behaviors during the transition to adulthood, as well as the variability that exists in high-cost
behavioral profiles.

Keywords Prosocial behavior ● High-cost ● Defending ● Including

Introduction

The transition to adulthood is a unique time period during
which young people are exploring and engaging in a mul-
tiplicity of positive behaviors, including high-cost prosocial
behaviors such as defending and including others. The news
has highlighted relatively recent examples of teens and
young adults coming to the defense of minority groups,
such as youth who protested violence against African
Americans in Baltimore in 2015 (see Hart and VanGoethem
2017) and those advocating for the inclusion of minority
individuals (e.g., women, LGBTQ; Watson 2014). There
are also historical examples of youth involved in high-cost
prosocial behaviors, such as the Student Nonviolent Coor-
dinating Committee (SNCC, chaired by John Lewis), which
was integral to the civil rights movement (Lewis and

D’Orso 1999); and the White Rose, which was a non-
violent group started by a professor and a group of students
at the University of Munich in the defense of Jews and in
opposition of the Nazi regime during WWII (Gill 1994).
Thus, defending and including behaviors may not be unique
to this generation, but both historically and recently, teen-
agers and young adults are high profile participants.

While separate literatures exist to some degree to explore
defending and including (or excluding) behaviors, recent
research (Nielson et al. 2017) argues that these behaviors
can be considered high-cost prosocial behaviors (voluntary
behavior meant to benefit others; Eisenberg et al. 2015) that
we know relatively little about, but that might be prevalent
for both young adult men and women. For many, the
transition to adulthood is replete with expanded opportu-
nities to interact with strangers (through work or college
experiences), make new friends, and redefine relationships
with parents. These adjustments, along with educational
experiences for young people who attend college or tech-
nical school, may provide unique opportunities to under-
stand the plight of others in a setting where there are few
constraints against acting to help others. Given the high-cost
nature of these behaviors, as well as the prevalence of high
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profile examples of both defending and including during
late adolescence and emerging adulthood, research is nee-
ded to shed light on developmental patterns and antecedents
of defending and including. Are these prosocial behaviors a
reflection that this generation has high political and civic
engagement that is also reflected in their day to day
defending (e.g., defending a sibling against a bully) and
including behaviors (e.g., helping an ostracized peer feel
part of the group), or are these types of prosocial behaviors
relatively rare, despite the media attention that highlights
youth involvement? The current study explored (1) the
prevalence and longitudinal change in defending and
including behaviors toward multiple targets during the
transition to adulthood, (2) profiles of young adults who
might show differing patterns of defending and including
behaviors, and (3) correlates of defending and including
profiles during the transition to adulthood.

The Multidimensional Nature of Prosocial Behavior

Recent research has sought to study prosocial behavior from
a multidimensional perspective by analyzing different tar-
gets of prosocial behavior (e.g., family members, friends,
and strangers; Padilla-Walker and Carlo 2014) as well as
types of prosocial behavior (e.g., emotional support, help-
ing, and sharing; Carlo and Randall 2002; Fortuna and
Knafo 2014; Zimmer-Gembeck et al. 2005). This is
important because studying different targets and types of
prosocial behavior leads to a greater understanding of who
youth help and the unique and diverse ways in which they
help.

Targets of prosocial behavior

Research shows that emerging adults are taking more time
transitioning to adulthood and therefore still rely on their
family of origin for resources and support (Settersten and
Ray 2010). With this in mind, emerging adults still engage
in prosocial behavior toward family (e.g., defending a sib-
ling who is being picked on, including a parent who is being
left out of a family discussion) as they seek reciprocity in
their familial relationships (Stanca et al. 2009). These
assertions are supported by research that indicates global
prosocial behavior toward family is typically stable or
slightly decreases throughout adolescence (Eberly et al.
1993) but often rebounds into adulthood (Padilla-Walker
et al. 2017).

Available research on prosocial behavior toward friends
suggests increases over time (Padilla-Walker et al. 2015),
and one study found that emerging adults followed varying
trajectories where some helped friends (as well as uni-
dentified others) at either stable or increasing rates (Kanacri
et al. 2014). Given the increased salience of friendships

during adolescence and emerging adulthood, it is likely that
emerging adults (like adolescents) have the opportunity to
defend and include their friends more often than other tar-
gets (by sheer time spent together), though we are aware of
no research that has specifically explored defending and
including friends during the transition to adulthood. How-
ever, given the potential expansion of the friendship net-
work as adolescents leave high school and the parental
home and enter the workforce or a college setting, oppor-
tunities for sticking up for a friend who is being mistreated
or including someone who feels lonely may become
increasingly frequent.

Strangers, or individuals the emerging adult does not
know, are perhaps the most commonly studied prosocial
target. Previous research shows prosocial behavior toward
strangers increases into late adolescence but then decreases
from age 18 through the early 20’s (Eisenberg et al. 2005),
while more recent research suggests that global prosocial
behavior toward strangers increases slightly from approxi-
mately age 18 to age 20 (Padilla-Walker et al. 2017).
Research on volunteering (which is a specific type of pro-
social behavior toward strangers) has also found gradual
age-related decreases in volunteering from ages 18–26
(Wray-Lake et al. 2017), whereas research on civic
engagement has found that emerging adults are actively
involved in prosocial behavior toward strangers, much of
which is time-intensive (e.g., Teach for America, study
abroad) and encompasses clear aspects of defending and
including (Hart and VanGoethem 2017). This body of
research suggests that even though overall levels of some
forms of prosocial behavior toward strangers decline during
the transition to adulthood, emerging adults may be in a
unique position to be involved in high-cost prosocial
behavior because they have fewer family ties and respon-
sibilities than do adolescents or adults (Padilla-Walker and
Nelson 2017). Taken together, the research indicates that
target is important to consider when exploring levels and
change in defending and including during the transition to
adulthood.

Types of prosocial behavior

Research on the multidimensionality of prosocial behavior
also stresses the importance of considering different types
of prosocial behavior, such as emotional support, sharing,
and helping. Less frequently studied types of prosocial
behavior include defending and including, which may be
especially important in building relationships and con-
tributing to the community as young people become more
civically-minded and engage in the current political climate
in the United States of America. Indeed, emerging adult-
hood is a unique time of transition when youth are
increasingly self-reliant, autonomous (Lamborn and Groh
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2009), and beginning to follow trajectories that denote
floundering or flourishing (Nelson and Padilla-Walker
2013). As such, defending and including behaviors are
particularly worthy of study during the transition to adult-
hood (e.g., Barry et al. 2008) because engagement in these
behaviors likely signifies youths’ interest in and commit-
ment to their communities and the individuals around them.
Furthermore, engagement in various types of prosocial
behavior (e.g., volunteering, civic and political engagement,
environmentalism) during late adolescence and emerging
adulthood has been found to set a trajectory of flourishing
into adulthood (e.g., see Faust and Flanagan 2017; Hart
et al. 2007), making the transition to adulthood a paramount
age at which to promote engagement in a variety of pro-
social behaviors. Though research on prosocial develop-
ment has rarely considered defending and including
specifically, theoretical and conceptual models have noted
the importance of distinguishing between relatively high-
and low-cost prosocial behavior (Eisenberg and Spinrad
2014). High-cost prosocial behaviors are those that require
some sort of expenditure from the individual (e.g., money,
time, emotional capital) such as moral courage or personal
burden (Kayser et al. 2010; Padilla-Walker and Fraser
2014). Defending and including behaviors seem to clearly
meet these criteria as they often require the risk of social
and emotional capital, as well as moral courage.

Defenders generally include those “who stand up for…
victims and intervene to defend and help them” (Gini et al.
2008, p. 94). Including is defined as assimilating a pre-
viously excluded or outside individual (i.e., a member of an
outgroup) into a group context or activity (e.g., Hung and
Paul 2006). Despite the important nature of these two forms
of prosocial behavior, there is very little research of which
we are aware that analyzes their occurrence over time or
during the transition to adulthood, so we will also draw on
research that focuses on high-cost prosocial behavior as we
identify factors that may promote defending and including.
Past work suggests that defending and including behaviors
are important because they may signify the development of
general morality (Gini et al. 2011) and moral identity (Hung
and Paul 2006). Research suggests that high-cost helping
behaviors (e.g., including and defending) are often preceded
by emotional, cognitive, and individual factors. For
instance, high-cost prosocial behaviors are generally more
consistently associated with sympathy (Eisenberg and
Spinrad 2014) and internalized values (Padilla-Walker and
Fraser 2014) than are low-cost behaviors. In addition, self-
esteem has been linked to high cost prosocial behavior
toward strangers (Fu et al. 2017), and self-efficacy (Gini
et al. 2008) has been linked to defending behavior. Research
on community and civic engagement during the transition to
adulthood also suggests that relational factors such as
stronger familial relationships (O’Connor et al. 2011) and

maternal involvement (Smetana and Metzger 2005) precede
high-cost helping behaviors.

Taken together, theoretical models of moral identity
suggest that a combination of emotional (sympathy), cog-
nitive (personal values), individual (self-esteem), and rela-
tional (maternal warmth) factors contribute to relatively
high-cost prosocial behaviors (e.g., volunteering; Hart et al.
1998). Thus, we explored the development of these factors
during adolescence as potential correlates of later profiles of
defending and including behavior. We also expected that
those with profiles displaying consistently high degrees of
defending and including would report different levels of
emotional, cognitive, individual, and relational strengths
than emerging adults who displayed lower levels of
defending and including.

Current Study

The purpose of the current study was to explore defending
and including behaviors during the transition to adulthood
by addressing three different research questions: (1) What is
the prevalence and longitudinal change in defending and
including behaviors toward multiple targets during the
transition to adulthood? (2) Are there profiles of emerging
adults with differing patterns of defending and including
behaviors? (3) What adolescent variables (sympathy, self-
esteem, benevolent values, maternal warmth) might distin-
guish between profiles of defending and including during
the transition to adulthood?

Because of mixed findings in existing longitudinal
research, we found it difficult to make specific hypotheses
regarding how defending and including would change over
time toward the three targets. However, given the focus on
relatively high profile activism among young people in
recent years, we expected rates to possibly be high and
increasing over time, especially toward strangers. We also
explored gender differences in longitudinal trajectories.
Many studies indicate that girls and women generally have
higher mean levels of prosocial behavior than do men
(Eisenberg et al. 2015), though gender differences vary by
the type of prosocial behavior. For example, men are more
likely to perform heroic, physically dangerous tasks than are
women (Carlo and Randall 2002), and one study found no
gender differences in defending and including behaviors
during emerging adulthood (Nielson et al. 2017). It also
seems the pressure that college-aged individuals feel to
differentiate by gender roles and characteristics diminishes
during this stage in life (Marcell et al. 2011). Thus, whereas
gender differences in prosocial behavior are consistently
found (favoring females), we thought it possible that gender
differences may not be extreme in defending and including
behaviors across the transition to adulthood.
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For our second research question, again, there is no
research to support specific hypotheses, but we used profile
analysis to explore whether there would be different profiles
of defending and including behavior at all four ages. It is
possible that emerging adults who are greatly involved in
these high-cost behaviors represent a relatively small pro-
portion of emerging adults overall, so a person-centered
approach that allows for heterogeneity will help us to
explore this possibility. Our third research question sought
to explore adolescent variables that might promote high-
cost prosocial behaviors and distinguish between profiles or
groups of emerging adults. We expected that emerging
adults who had higher levels of sympathy (Eisenberg et al.
2015), self-esteem (Brown and Smart 1991), benevolent
values (Schwartz 2009), and maternal warmth (Barry and
Wentzel 2006) would also display high levels of defending
and including.

Methods

Participants

Participants were taken from the Flourishing Families Pro-
ject, which is a longitudinal study of family life and ado-
lescent development. The project included 500 adolescents
(M age at Time 1, 11.25, 52% female). In the current
sample, 33% of adolescents came from single-parent
families, with 70% White, 12% African American, and
18% multi-ethnic. Average annual income was $60,000,
although 25% of the sample reported an annual income
below $36,000. Data for the current study were taken from
Waves 6–10 and restructured by age in order to maximize
the available data (each wave had an approximately 4 year
age range). The final sample included 469 individuals (94%
longitudinal retention) with full information maximum
likelihood in MPLUS used to deal with missing values.
Predictors of defending and including were considered at
age 16 because self-esteem and values were not measured
after that age, and on these variables there were less than
5% missing data. None of the variables of interest differed
as a function of longitudinal attrition. Data were collected in
the summers when individuals were ages 16–21; at age 18
about 60% had just graduated high school and 20% reported
being in college. By age 19 about 70% reported being in
college, and by age 21 about 60% reported being in college,
though only 4% reported having completed college.

Procedures

Participant families were selected from a Northwestern city
in the United States and were interviewed during the
summer of 2007 for the initial time point, and

approximately 1 year apart for all other time points (final
time point was 2016). Families were randomly selected
from targeted census tracts that mirrored the socio-
economic and racial stratification of reports of local
school districts, and were contacted directly using a multi-
stage recruitment protocol. All families with a child
between the ages of 10 and 14 living within target census
tracts were deemed eligible to participate in the study. Of
the 692 eligible families contacted, 423 agreed to partici-
pate, resulting in a 61% response rate at the initial time
point. In an attempt to more closely mirror the demo-
graphics of the local area, a limited number of families
were recruited into the study through other means (e.g.,
referral, fliers; n= 77, 15%), resulting in 500 total families
participating at Time 1. For the first five waves of data
collection interviewers visited the family’s home and
administered questionnaires. For subsequent waves, ques-
tionnaires were completed online.

Measures

Defending and including behavior

Participants completed two subscales at ages 18, 19, 20, and
21 from a multidimensional measure of prosocial behavior
(Nielson et al. 2017) that assessed defending (4 items, α
range .81–.87; e.g., “If someone is being made fun of, I
stick up for that person”) and including (4 items, α range
.76–.84; e.g., “If someone is new to a group, I make an
effort to include that person”) behaviors. Participants were
asked to answer these questions separately for family
members, friends, and strangers on a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (not like me at all) to 5 (very much like me).
Higher scores were indicative of more defending and
including.

Sympathy

Adolescents’ sympathy was assessed at age 16 using a 7-
item self-report measure (α= .81; Davis 1983). The Likert-
type response scale ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree) and higher scores indicate greater sym-
pathy. Sample item: “When I see someone being taken
advantage of, I feel kind of protective towards them.”

Self-esteem

Adolescents’ self-esteem was assessed at age 16 using the
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg 1965). Adoles-
cents responded to 10 items (α= .93) on a 5-point Likert-
type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). Sample items include, “I certainly feel useless at
times” and “on the whole, I am satisfied with myself.” Five

1856 Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2018) 47:1853–1865



negative items were reverse coded with higher mean scores
representing higher self-esteem.

Benevolence values

Adolescents’ benevolence values were assessed at age 16
using four items (α= .81) taken from the benevolence
subscale of the Portrait Values Questionnaire (PVQ;
Schwartz et al. 2001). Participants rated how much they
thought a description of a fictional person was similar to
them, with statements designed to assess the value of ben-
evolence. A 6-point Likert scale was used with response
categories ranging from 1 (not like me at all) to 6 (very
much like me) and sample items included, “It’s very
important to this person to help the people around them”

and “This person wants to care for the well-being of others”.

Maternal warmth

Maternal warmth was measured at age 16 using a 5-item
warmth/support subscale from the Parenting Styles and
Dimensions Questionnaire-Short Version (α= .81, PSDQ,
Robinson et al. 2001). Adolescents were asked how often
their mother did certain behaviors relating to warm/sup-
portive parenting, such as “My mother gives comfort and
understanding when I am upset.” Responses range on a five
point Likert-type scale from 1 (never) to 5 (always), with
higher scores indicating higher levels of warm/supportive
parenting.

Analysis Plan

Our first research question addresses the prevalence and
longitudinal change in defending and including behaviors
toward multiple targets during the transition to adulthood.
We conducted three separate growth curve analyses (for
behavior toward family, friends, and strangers) for both
defending and including behaviors (from ages 18–21).
Using the MODEL TEST command in MPLUS, growth
curve intercepts and slopes were constrained to be equal for
males and females to determine if starting values or tra-
jectories were different as a function of gender. Then, for
each behavior (defending and including), a model was
created with all three growth curves together (family, friend,
and stranger). Intercepts and slopes were constrained to be
equal across targets to see if model fit decreased upon
constraint, which would suggest whether starting values or
trajectories were different for the different targets.

For our second research question we used person-
centered analyses (profile analysis in MPLUS) to deter-
mine whether there are different profiles of emerging adults
who might show differing patterns of defending and
including behaviors. Traditional variable-centered statistical

approaches are used with the assumption that a sample is
drawn from a single population, homogeneous in regard to
the parameters of interest, while person-centered approa-
ches are able to identify groups of individuals who are
similar or who share a set of characteristics. Thus, we
conducted four different latent profile analyses (at ages 18,
19, 20, and 21) using defending and including behaviors
toward all three targets. To determine the number of classes,
we examined the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) and
the sample size adjusted BIC (SABIC). The BIC favors
models with few parameters and smaller sample sizes
(Tofighi and Enders 2008), and the SABIC adds an
adjustment to reduce the sample size penalty. We also
employed the LMR and adjusted LMR test (which provide
a p-value to determine if the current model fits better than a
model with k-1 classes), examined class sizes, and took
entropy (a measure of how well cases are classified) into
account (Grimm et al. 2016).

Our third research question was which adolescent vari-
ables (gender, sympathy, self-esteem, benevolent values,
maternal warmth) might distinguish between profiles of
defending and including during the transition to adulthood.
Thus, once the profile analysis was completed as specified
above, the 3 step approach in MPLUS was used to conduct
multinomial logistic regressions (Asparouhov and Muthén
2014). Class membership was regressed onto predictors of
class membership, including gender, sympathy, self-esteem,
benevolent values, and maternal warmth.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 contains descriptive statistics for all defending and
including behaviors toward all three targets at ages 18–21.
Though not noted in the table, we also conducted inter-
correlations between defending and including behaviors
toward the three targets. They ranged from .23 to .70, p
< .001, which suggested moderate to strong correlations
between defending and including behaviors toward all
targets.

Trajectories of Defending and Including Behaviors

Growth curves for defending behavior

The growth curve for defending behavior toward family had
adequate model fit (Χ2 (4)= 3.70, p > .05, CFI= 1.00,
RMSEA= .00) with a significant intercept (I= 4.19, p
< .001) and negative slope (S=−.11, p < .001). The growth
curve for defending behavior toward friends also had ade-
quate model fit (Χ2 (4)= 2.72, p > .05, CFI= 1.00,
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RMSEA= .00) with a significant intercept (I= 4.21, p
< .001) and negative slope (S=−.07, p < .001). Finally, the
growth curve for defending behavior toward strangers had
adequate model fit (Χ2 (4)= 2.13, p > .05, CFI= 1.00,
RMSEA= .00) with a significant intercept (I= 3.44, p
< .001) and negative slope (S=−.11, p < .001). For all
three growth curves, intercept and slope were constrained to
be equal for men and women, but this did not result in a
decrease in model fit, which suggests that initial values and
trajectories were not significantly different for males and
females. When all three growth curves were combined and
intercept and slope terms were constrained to be equal
across target, model fit decreased when the intercept of
family or friends was constrained to equal the intercept of
strangers, but no other constraints resulted in a decrease in
model fit. In other words, the intercept of family and friends
for defending behavior was significantly higher than was
the intercept toward strangers, but all three targets decreased
over time at a similar rate (see Fig. 1).

Growth curves for including behavior

The growth curve for including behavior toward family had
adequate model fit (Χ2 (4)= 2.96, p > .05, CFI= 1.00,
RMSEA= .00) with a significant intercept (I= 4.27, p
< .001) and negative slope (S=−.09, p < .001). The inter-
cept and slope were constrained to be equal for men and
women, but this did not result in a decrease in model fit,
which suggested that trajectories were not significantly
different for males and females (see Fig. 2). The growth
curve for including behavior toward friends also had ade-
quate model fit (Χ2 (4)= 3.41, p > .05, CFI= 1.00,
RMSEA= .00) with a significant intercept (I= 4.24, p

< .001) and non-significant slope (S=−.02, p= .25). The
intercept and slope were constrained to be equal for men
and women, which resulted in a decrease in model fit,
suggesting that the intercept for including toward friends
was higher for women (I= 4.35, p < .001) compared to men
(I= 4.11, p < .001), and the slope for women was negative
and significant (S=−.06, p < .05), while the slope for men
was non-significant (S= .03, p= .30; see Fig. 3). Finally,
the growth curve for including behavior toward strangers
had adequate model fit (Χ2 (4)= 6.75, p > .05, CFI= .98,
RMSEA= .04) with a significant intercept (I= 4.04, p
< .001) and negative slope (S=−.13, p < .001). The inter-
cept and slope were constrained to be equal for men and
women, and only the constraining of the intercept resulted
in a decrease in model fit, which suggested that the intercept
for including toward strangers was higher for women (I=
4.13, p < .001) compared to men (I= 3.94, p < .001; see
Fig. 4).

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of defending and including at ages
18–21

M(SD) M(SD)

Defending18F 4.12(.80) Including18F 4.22(.72)

Defending19F 4.09(.79) Including19F 4.21(.68)

Defending20F 3.96(.79) Including20F 4.09(.70)

Defending21F 3.95(.77) Including21F 4.04(.73)

Defending18FR 4.20(.67) Including18FR 4.23(.65)

Defending19FR 4.13(.71) Including19FR 4.25(.62)

Defending20FR 4.06(.74) Including20FR 4.20(.59)

Defending21FR 3.99(.73) Including21FR 4.14(.62)

Defending18S 3.38(.82) Including18S 3.98(.70)

Defending19S 3.35(.80) Including19S 3.95(.71)

Defending20S 3.26(.83) Including20S 3.81(.78)

Defending21S 3.16(.82) Including 21 S 3.68(.86)

Numbers after variables represent the child’s age
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Fig. 1 Trajectories of defending behavior toward family, friends, and
strangers
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Fig. 2 Trajectory of including behavior toward family

1858 Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2018) 47:1853–1865



When all three growth curves were combined and
intercept and slope were constrained to be equal across
target, model fit decreased significantly. The intercept of
family and friends for including behavior was significantly
higher than was the intercept toward strangers. Model fit
also decreased when the slope of family or strangers was
constrained to be equal to that of friends. These results
suggest that the intercept of including toward family and
friends is higher than it is for strangers, and including
behavior toward family and strangers decreases at a simi-
larly negative rate, which is a slightly steeper decrease than
inclusion toward friends.

Profile Analysis for Defending and Including
Behaviors

To address our second research question we used latent
profile analysis to explore heterogeneity in both defending
and including behaviors toward all three targets (defending

toward family, friends, and strangers; including toward
family, friends and strangers). We conducted four separate
mixture models at age 18, 19, 20, and 21 to see if profiles
were similar at different ages. Two, three, and four-class
models were estimated. As shown in Table 2, fit statistics at
each age suggested a three class solution. In certain
instances, some fit statistics recommended different models,
but most models across the four ages favored the three-class
solution. Furthermore, four-class solutions were not mean-
ingfully different than three-class and had relatively small
class sizes, thus we opted to interpret the three-class solu-
tion at each age for parsimony and interpretability.

All four ages consisted of classes that were remarkably
similar (see Fig. 5). At all ages the smallest class (11% age
18, 10% age 19, 15% age 20, 10% age 21) consisted of
individuals who were well below the mean on all six aspects
of prosocial behavior, with slightly elevated levels of
defending toward strangers. Thus, we refer to this class as
those with low levels of defending and including behaviors
(or low levels of high-cost behaviors). The second class at
all ages (42% at 18, 40% at 19, 48% at 20, 48% at 21)
consisted of individuals who were just below the mean on
all six aspects of prosocial behavior, with few variations by
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Fig. 4 Trajectory of including behavior toward strangers

Table 2 Latent profile analysis for defending and including at ages
18–21

Classes n Entropy BIC SABIC LMR aLMR

Relative model fit by number of classes at age 18

2 120, 159 .83 4370.90 4310.65 – –

3 30, 117,
132

.84 4288.75 4206.75 p= .08 p= .09

4 38, 16, 96,
129

.84 4263.37 4158.73 p < .01 p < .01

Relative model fit by number of classes at age 19

2 118, 271 .84 6140.06 6079.78 – –

3 41, 153,
195

.84 5972.24 5889.74 p= .02 p= .03

4 46, 128,
101, 114

.75 5948.28 5843.58 p= .11 p= .11

Relative model fit by number of classes at age 20

2 112, 232 .81 5427.13 5366.86 – –

3 51, 165,
128

.80 5289.56 5207.08 p < .01 p < .01

4 43, 168,
12, 121

.84 5273.83 5169.14 p= .31 p= .32

Relative model fit by number of classes at age 21

2 82, 85 .82 2655.22 2595.06 – –

3 17, 80, 70 .86 2612.65 2530.33 p= .11 p= .11

4 20, 52, 30,
65

.83 2607.30 2502.82 p= .52 p= .52

Bolded values represent final model

F family, FR friends, S strangers
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type or target. Thus, we refer to this class as those with
moderate levels of defending and including behavior. The
third class at all ages (47% at 18, 50% at 19, 37% at 20,
42% at 21) consisted of individuals who were above the
mean on all six aspects of prosocial behavior, thus we refer
to this class as those with high levels of defending and
including behaviors. Taken together, a small proportion of
emerging adults seem to display low levels of defending
and including, whereas close to half display moderate or
high levels.

Predictors of Class Membership

To address our third research question, we explored whether
gender, sympathy, self-esteem, benevolent values, and
maternal warmth at age 16 distinguished between the three
classes found in person-centered analyses above. Because
of patterns of missing data between the predictors and
classes at age 18 (due to data restructuring), we could not
use the 3-step approach because it utilizes listwise deletion
of missing data on auxiliary variables. Thus, we only
explored differences at ages 19, 20, and 21. The base
category was switched across regressions to make all pair-
wise comparisons (see Table 3). Though there were no
patterns that were found across all three ages, we will first
interpret those that were found for at least two ages.
Notably, those individuals in the high class had higher

levels of sympathy and benevolent values than those in the
low class, and higher self-esteem than those in the moderate
class. There were no consistent differences between those in
the low and moderate class across at least two ages, but
those in the moderate class at age 19 had higher levels of
maternal warmth than did those in the low class at age 19,
and those in the moderate class at age 20 had higher levels
of sympathy and benevolent values than those in the low
class at age 20. Gender did not statistically differentiate
between any of the classes.

Discussion

The transition to adulthood is often characterized by a
redefinition of relationships with parents and friends, as
well as increased interactions with strangers and the pro-
spect of forming new relationships. Because of expanded
interactions that occur as a result of leaving the parental
home and/or starting work or schooling without the
responsibilities inherent in having a family of their own,
emerging adults may have increased occasion in a variety of
relationships to engage in high-cost prosocial behaviors
such as defending and including others (e.g., Hart and van
Goethem 2017; Watson 2014). Indeed, the media continues
to highlight examples of young people engaging in high-
cost prosocial behaviors, but we know little about the actual

Note. F = Family, FR = Friends, S = Strangers 
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prevalence of defending and including among emerging
adults and the developmental patterns and antecedents.
Thus, using a variable-centered approach, the current study
sought to assess longitudinal change in defending and

including behavior toward family, friends, and strangers
during the transition to adulthood. Using a person-centered
approach, the current study also explored whether there
were different profiles of emerging adults who might show
differing patterns of high-cost prosocial behaviors (i.e.,
defending and including behaviors), and which adolescent
variables might distinguish between these profiles during
the transition to adulthood. Current findings suggested that
defending and including behaviors were relatively high
during emerging adulthood, but decreased slightly from age
18 to age 21 and tended to vary by prosocial target. We also
identified three different profiles of defending and including
behavior at all four ages, and found a number of adolescent
variables that distinguished meaningfully between these
profiles. Results suggest that taking a multidimensional
perspective and using both variable and person-centered
approaches when studying prosocial behavior helps us to
better understand the frequency and nuances of these rela-
tively high-cost behaviors that seem to be present during
late adolescence and the transition to adulthood.

Longitudinal Change in Defending and Including

Although past research suggests global prosocial behavior
toward strangers and friends increases through adolescence
and levels off somewhat during emerging adulthood (e.g.,
Padilla-Walker et al. 2017), our study found that specific
behaviors of prosocial defending and including decreased
slightly over this period for most targets (with the exception
of men’s inclusion of friends). There are several possible
explanations for these trends, which are consistent with
other examinations of specific high-cost prosocial behaviors
during the transition to adulthood (e.g., volunteering, Wray-
Lake et al. 2017). One possibility to explain these findings
is that although emerging adults are initially exposed to
larger peer groups and more opportunities to engage with
strangers after they graduate from high school, their focus
on school, career, and romantic relationships may actually
provide fewer opportunities for them to defend and include
others, especially strangers. The transition to adulthood is
also a period of relatively instability (Arnett 2000), with
frequent residential, employment, religious, and school
changes that may result in fewer structured opportunities
and less consistent connections with friends, family mem-
bers, and strangers. Another possibility for the slight decline
in high-cost helping is that emerging adults spend a great
deal of time doing solitary activities such as using media
(emerging adults report spending more time using media
than any other activity, Alloy Media and Marketing 2009)
and therefore have fewer opportunities to defend and
include. That being said, given the overall high levels of
both defending and including at all ages in the current study
(even with the slight decline taken into account), it could be

Table 3 Logistic regression parameters predicting class membership
at ages 19, 20, and 21we don't actually need the right most column of
this table. It can be deleted or I can send a new one without it.

Comparison (=1) 1 Low 2 Moderate 3 High

b(se) b(se) b(se)

Age 19

2 (Moderate)

Malea −.15(.17) – –

Sympathy .35(.59) – –

Self-esteem -2.54(1.01)* – –

Benevolent values 2.01(1.38) – –

Maternal warmth 2.16(.82)**

3 (High)

Malea −.79(1.34) −.64(.71) –

Sympathy −.02(.60) −.37(.60) –

Self-esteem -1.07(1.06) 1.48(.59)* –

Benevolent values 3.77(1.55)* 1.75(.99)† –

Maternal warmth 1.60(.92)† −.56(.70)

Age 20

2 (Moderate)

Malea .41(.71) – –

Sympathy 1.62(.66)* – –

Self-esteem .89(.56) – –

Benevolent values 1.11(.48)* – –

Maternal warmth −.11(.39)

3 (High)

Malea .51(.72) .11(.47) –

Sympathy 1.64(.69)* .02(.53) –

Self-esteem .26(.54) −.63(.36) –

Benevolent values .34(.48) −.77(.43) –

Maternal warmth −.16(.38) −.06(.32)

Age 21

2 (Moderate)

Malea 1.35(.77)† – –

Sympathy .52(.57) – –

Self-esteem −.62(.49) – –

Benevolent values .31(.31) – –

Maternal warmth .30(.32)

3 (High)

Malea 1.33(.77)† −.02(.42) –

Sympathy 1.47(.68)* .95(.53)† –

Self-esteem .06(.51) .69(.34)* –

Benevolent values .87(.41)* .56(.39) –

Maternal warmth .31(.38) .01(.33)

aFemale= 0, Male= 1
† < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
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that during late adolescence and when emerging adults
leave the home, they are particularly passionate about
defending and including, and are active in social causes, but
as time in college or work and relationship demands
increase, the rate of involvement in these high-cost proso-
cial behaviors decreases slightly or is replaced by lower-
cost prosocial behavior. Future research should explore
these possibilities.

In addition, change in defending and including tended to
vary based on target. More specifically, we found that
emerging adults defended and included family members
and friends more frequently than they defended or included
strangers, on average. This is in line with previous work that
suggests helping those one does not know (i.e., a stranger,
an outgroup member) is less common due to sheer lack of
opportunity (e.g., Padilla-Walker et al. 2017). Though
levels of defending and including toward strangers in the
current study were still relatively high, emerging adults may
have simply had more opportunities to help those they see
more regularly. In line with this reasoning, it is also worth
noting that including strangers and family members
decreased more sharply during emerging adulthood than did
including friends. Since research during late adolescence
suggests that teens tend to become more and more exclusive
regarding those they choose to spend time with (Urberg
et al. 1995), and because a large proportion of emerging
adults move out of the parental home after high school,
opportunities for including friends are likely more plentiful.
Future research should aim to assess the influence of
changing social norms on including and defending behavior
during the transition to adulthood. In addition, as discussed
below, variable centered approaches assessing change over
time do not account for potential heterogeneity that may
exist within young people as they transition to adulthood,
necessitating the addition of person-centered analyses to
create a more nuanced picture of development.

Profiles of Defending and Including

To address this need, our second research question sought
to understand if there were different profiles of high-cost
helpers when combining defending and including behaviors
across all three targets. We explored these relations across
all four ages of our sample, and found three very similar
groups at each age. The smallest group (roughly 10% at
each age) consisted of individuals for whom all types of
prosocial behavior toward all targets were well below the
mean, though they did seem to have slightly higher levels of
defending toward strangers. A second group, composing
40–50% of individuals at each age, reported moderate levels
(just at or below the mean) on all defending and including
behaviors toward all targets. A third group consisted of
another 40–50% of individuals at each age and had high

levels of defending and including behaviors across all three
targets. In summary, most young people reported either
moderate or high levels of defending and including, but
there was a small group who reported very low levels.
These findings validate and extend variable-centered
approaches by highlighting the way that group differences
may not be represented by overall mean scores or growth
curve trajectories. For example, it is possible that the group
of individuals with very low levels of prosocial behavior
drag down the overall mean, resulting in the slight decrease
we saw over time in the variable-centered approach.
Unfortunately, because of a lack of significant variability in
the slope of defending and including behaviors, we were
unable to explore growth mixture modeling with our current
data to consider how these three groups might vary in their
trajectories over time, but future research should explore
longitudinal change in groups of high-cost helpers.

Our third research question also shed light on how these
groups might differ from one another: those with high levels
of defending and including behaviors generally had higher
levels of sympathy and benevolent values compared to
those in the low group. This suggests that those with high
levels of defending and including also display character
traits associated with a strong moral identity during ado-
lescence (e.g., Hart et al. 1998; Nickerson et al. 2015), and
may represent some of those young people who are high-
lighted by the news media as exemplars of high-cost help-
ing. Those with high levels of defending and including also
had higher levels of self-esteem compared to those in the
moderate group, which is consistent with past research
suggesting that high-cost helping (such as sticking up for
someone or including an outgroup member) may be more
likely when the individual feels self-confident and capable
(Bandura 1977; Caprara and Steca 2005; Lindenmeier
2008). These findings have important implications for
interventions with adolescents and emerging adults. It
seems that emerging adults who regularly stand up for what
they feel is right and step into situations where they could
be at risk socially, emotionally, or physically, are motivated
by core aspects of morality such as sympathy, values, and
self-esteem. Parenting or therapy that is focused on foster-
ing moral emotions, personal values, and self-esteem may
promote (among other things), future high-cost helping
behaviors, which have been found to be protective against a
number of problem behaviors (e.g., aggression, delin-
quency; Padilla-Walker et al. 2015).

Gender Similarities and Differences

The strongest gender pattern in this study was one of
similarity rather than difference. Four of the six statistical
models revealed no significant gender differences in the
amount of prosocial behavior reported, nor in the patterns of
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change over time. Women showed significantly higher
levels of including behavior toward friends and strangers
than did men. This is not unexpected given women’s gen-
erally higher levels of prosocial behavior (Eisenberg et al.
2015) and cultural pressure for women to be kind and
friendly (Eagly 2009). Interestingly, men’s inclusion toward
their friends was the only trajectory that did not significantly
decrease over time. Research on boys’ prosocial behavior
indicates that they feel pressure to avoid prosocial behavior
in early adolescence as it potentially decreases the mascu-
line image they are expected to cultivate (Hine and Leman
2013). As boys proceed through adolescence, this negative
masculine pressure seems to lessen and boys’ prosocial
levels rebound as they head toward the transition to adult-
hood. Perhaps this is due to the relatively high levels of
civic-engagement that are found in emerging adulthood
(Hart and van Goethem 2017) and an increasing expectation
that boys and men emotionally engage with those around
them (Bridges and Pascoe 2014). Taken together, gender
was not a salient moderator of change over time or a sig-
nificant predictor of profiles of high-cost helping, which
deviates somewhat from research on general prosocial
behavior (Eisenberg et al. 2015) and further encourages the
need to study different types of prosocial behavior.

Limitations and Future Directions

Despite having the strength of a longitudinal design, the
current study was not without limitations. For instance, the
sample was fairly homogeneous in regard to ethnicity and
socioeconomic status. Especially given findings seeking to
highlight heterogeneity, research should continue to con-
sider more diverse samples when exploring prosocial
development during the transition to adulthood. Another
limitation of this study is that all measures utilized were
single-reporter, self-report questionnaires. Although self-
report, close-ended measures have been used quite fre-
quently in research that employs adolescent and adult
samples and are therefore somewhat meritorious, research-
ers also emphasize the reliability of other forms of mea-
surement, such as multiple informant surveys, qualitative,
or mixed-method approaches (Johnson and Turner 2003). In
addition, our measure of defending and including assessed
how much the participant agreed with statements about their
own prosocial behavior rather than actual frequency of
behaviors. While this is rather common in the prosocial
literature (Eisenberg et al. 2015), it may provide an over-
estimate of the actual occurrence of high-cost prosocial
behavior. Future research should aim to measure prosocial
behavior using frequency measures other than self-report
surveys in order to capture an accurate picture with multiple
perspectives of prosocial behavior.

Conclusion

The current study adds meaningfully to our understanding
of prosocial development during the transition to adulthood.
Research on late adolescence and the transition to adulthood
often highlights extreme negative behaviors engaged in by
individuals in this age group to the exclusion of evidence
indicative of flourishing (e.g., Smith 2011; Twenge 2006).
This focus continues despite evidence that the vast majority
of young people are flourishing in a variety of ways (e.g.,
Padilla-Walker and Nelson 2017), and are engaged in
relatively high-profile prosocial behaviors (Hart and Van-
Goethem 2017; Watson 2014). Thus, the current study
focused on two unique types of prosocial behavior that
might be especially prevalent during the transition to
adulthood, namely defending and including behavior.
Findings did suggest that these behaviors are relatively
common during this developmental period, especially for a
subgroup of highly prosocial youth. That being said, this
study revealed that both defending and including behavior
decrease slightly across the transition to adulthood. Find-
ings also highlighted three groups of emerging adults, one
with high, one with moderate, and one with low levels of
defending and including behavior. Emerging adults who
had high levels of prosocial behavior (nearly 50% of the
sample at all ages) also had high levels of sympathy, values,
and self-esteem during adolescence. Taking a nuanced
approach to prosocial behavior during the transition to
adulthood provides a richer description of helping behaviors
and their correlates, paints a clearer picture of the ways in
which young people flourish, and identifies how parents and
educators might promote positive youth development.
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