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ABSTRACT

The current study examined the effect of a friend’s presence on toddlers’
behavior in high child-to-staff-ratio daycare settings. Toddlers (N ¼ 38)
were video-observed in the presence or absence of a verified friend in two
situations that burden staff: morning separation and lunchtime (overall,
152 video observations). Higher levels of positive social engagement, fewer
agonistic behaviors toward peers, and fewer occurrences of distress were
observed in the friend’s presence. The duration of morning separations
decreased by half and toddlers contacted the caregiver less during separations and exhibited more prosocial behaviors. Overall, toddlers demonstrated greater empathic concern when their friend was present. During
lunchtime, they also displayed greater concern toward peers other than
their friend. Friendship, even at a very young age, can constitute a meaningful emotional resource for soothing and security.

Childcare; daycare;
friendships; morning
separation; leave taking;
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DAYCARE IS A challenging social environment for young children, where feelings of stress often
develop. This is especially true for infants and toddlers who experience out-of-home group care
with a large number of children per caregiver. These children tend to show more behavioral
problems, less positive social behavior, and more solitary play (National Institute of Child Health
and Human Development Early Child Care Research Network [NICHD ECCRN], 1999; Vandell
& Powers, 1983). Friendship experienced in daycare provides the child with emotional support in
times of distress and discomfort (Dunn, 1993). Research has demonstrated that in preschool and
in kindergarten being with a friend was also associated with higher levels of prosocial behaviors
toward peers (Proulx & Poulin, 2013). For daycare children, who are younger, the association
between a friend’s presence and prosocial behaviors was not studied and it is therefore not clear
whether such an association exists. In the present study we focused on daycare toddlers’ prosocial
behaviors in the context of friendship. For this aim we compared children’s social behaviors
toward peers in the presence and absence of a friend in daily daycare situations.
Friendship in early childhood is an affective relationship that involves the ability to engage in
positive skillful interactions reflecting mutual preference and enjoyment. Observational studies of
toddlers indicate that within friendships they share feelings and ideas, mutual affection, attachment relationship, and concern for others (Dunn, 2004; Howes, Sanders, & Lee, 2008), behaviors
important for their future social development. The skillful interactions in toddlerhood friendships
encompass reciprocal play with objects, which may evolve to pretend play, and include short verbal exchanges (Howes & Matheson, 1992). The affective nature of early friendships, expressed as
mutual enjoyment and the tendency to provide emotional support, differentiates nonfriend peers
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from friends (Bauminger-Zviely & Agam-Ben-Artzi, 2014; Beazidou & Botsoglou, 2016;
Howes, 1983).
Empathic concern, expressed as a response to another’s distress, is a precursor to prosocial
behaviors that exists already during the first year of life and is manifested by turning attention
toward the other (crying) infant (Davidov, Zahn-Waxler, Roth-Hanania, & Knafo, 2013). By the
age of two years, toddlers respond to another’s distress through tentative pats, contagious crying,
concerned looks, and offers of comfort (Dunfield, Kuhlmeier, O’Connell, & Kelley, 2011;
Eisenberg, 1982; Hoffman, 1982; Lamb, 1993).
Over the course of early childhood, children’s repertoire of prosocial behaviors such as sharing,
helping, and comforting gradually expands and increases in frequency during free play and in
response to another’s distress (Dunfield & Kuhlmeier, 2013). The early expression of these behaviors was studied more often in response to an adult’s behavior (e.g., Knafo, Steinberg, & Goldner,
2011; Svetlova, Nichols, & Brownell, 2010) or in laboratory settings (e.g., Hepach, Kante, &
Tomasello, 2017; Nichols, Svetlova, & Brownell, 2015). Prosocial behaviors in naturalistic daycare
situations (Demetriou & Hay, 2004; Lamb & Zakhireh, 1997), which are the contexts in which
children practice social skills, are reported less frequently (Kurki, J€arvenoja, J€arvel€a, & Mykk€anen,
2017). The study of prosociality in toddlerhood focused on behaviors such as comfort and help
in response to occurrences of distress. In the context of friendships, these behaviors in naturalistic
observations are reported for children as young as 18 months when playing with a friend at
home (Demetriou & Hay, 2004). Observations on toddlers’ free play in daycare (Lamb &
Zakhireh, 1997) reveal that prosocial behaviors in response to a peer’s distress occur at a very
low frequency—lower than in the home observations of friendships (see Nichols et al., 2015).
Only few studies explored prosocial behaviors in the context of friendships in care settings.
These studies were carried out in preschools that serve children aged 3 and 4 years (BaumingerZviely & Agam-Ben-Artzi, 2014; Sebanc, 2003) and in kindergartens serving children aged 5 years
(Proulx & Poulin, 2013). There is, however, a difference in the educational activities carried out
in care settings serving children of different age groups. In preschool and kindergarten the curriculum is group based and mainly involves structured activities; caregivers are expected to
encourage social interactions among children. Settings serving children under 3 years, such as
daycare, carry out curricular activities that focus more on the routines of caregiving (e.g., meals
and naps), while the caregivers are expected to follow the child’s lead with personal attention and
respond based on the child’s interests and needs (National Infant & Toddler Child Care
Initiative, 2010). A recent study suggests that when toddlers in daycare interact with other children, they must rely on their immature understanding and skill, with little support or scaffolding
from adults about whether or how to respond to other children (Nichols et al., 2015).
Toddlers’ social interaction with a peer who is a friend in daycare settings is more complex
and is characterized by higher levels of play and positive affect than the social interaction with a
peer who is not a friend (Howes, 1983), hereinafter, a nonfriend peer (Bauminger-Zviely &
Agam-Ben-Artzi, 2014). The interaction with a friend in preschool is characterized by higher levels of communication and prosocial behaviors (Bauminger-Zviely & Agam-Ben-Artzi, 2014), and
having a friend in preschool or kindergarten is associated with higher levels of prosocial behaviors toward peers, such as helping other children in distress (Proulx & Poulin, 2013; Sebanc,
2003). Early empathy and prosocial behaviors have not been studied to date in the context of
friendships in daycare settings. Associations between friendship and prosocial behaviors may exist
already in toddlerhood, and being with a friend may promote empathic concern and children’s
prosocial behaviors.
According to several reports, larger groups of children and a higher child-to-staff ratio in daycare settings were associated with higher levels of distress in children during daily situations (de
Schipper, Riksen-Walraven, & Geurts, 2006). Interestingly, child-staff ratios slightly above recommended guidelines may provide more opportunities for social contacts, both positive and
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negative, among children (Iluz, Adi-Japha, & Klein, 2016; NICHD ECCRN, 2008). For example,
the recommended child-staff ratio for age 3 years is 6 to 1 (as adopted from the American Public
Health Association; American Academy of Pediatrics, 1992; National Association for the
Education of Young Children, 2013). The highest frequency of peer interactions at this age was
found for a ratio of 6–8 to 1, which is at the recommended value or slightly above. Higher (and
lower) child-staff ratios were associated with lower frequencies of peer interactions (Iluz et al.,
2016). For example, 3- and 4-year-olds in childcare settings with a very large number of children
per caregiver (14:1 or 24:1, as opposed to 5:1) were reported to wander aimlessly rather than
become involved in interactions with toys, teachers, or peers (Vandell & Powers, 1983). It is
therefore especially interesting to study the effect of a friend’s presence on children’s social behavior in care settings with somewhat higher-than-recommended child-staff ratios, wherein the adult
is less available to respond to children, to initiate, and to be a model for prosocial behaviors (de
Schipper, 2006; Farver & Branstetter 1994). The frequent peer interactions these children experience may provide the basis for setting up friendships that may encourage prosocial behaviors.
Situations that elicit distress, in which toddlers may look for assistance or support, are recommended for studying naturally emerging prosocial behaviors (Kurki et al., 2017). Two situations
that place a heavy burden on the daycare staff were identified in a pilot observation during daily
activities: morning separation and lunchtime. These two situations differ in the sense of stress
experienced by the child (Ahnert, Gunnar, Lamb, & Barthel, 2004), with less stress during lunchtime (Mortlock, 2015), and in the number of other children present that fluctuates more in the
morning. Large groups (with 30 to 33 children per class) and a high child-staff ratio (10–11:1)
characterized the examined daycare settings.
In the current study, we tested whether the presence of a friend promotes the expression of
positive social behaviors, especially prosociality. To that aim, we studied the frequency of different
peer behaviors, including expressions of empathic concern, prosocial behaviors, and positive and
negative affect, in 2- to 3-year-old toddlers (Nicholas et al., 2015; Lamb & Zakhireh, 1997) in the
presence or absence of a friend in daycare. Based on studies conducted in preschool and kindergarten (Bauminger-Zviely & Agam-Ben-Artzi, 2014; Proulx & Poulin, 2013; Sebanc, 2003), we
hypothesized that the frequency of empathic concern and social and prosocial behaviors toward
peers will be higher when the friend is present, as opposed to when the friend is absent.
Moreover, we hypothesized that because of the more-intense interaction with a friend than with
other peers—and the emotional support supplied by the friend’s presence (Beazidou & Botsoglou,
2016)—children will express fewer behaviors that indicate distress and will initiate fewer contacts
with the caregiver in the presence of a friend.

Methods
Participants
A total of 76 children (38 dyads) between the ages of 24 and 36 months were the focus of the
study’s morning and lunchtime observations. In these observations, 38 children constituted the
target sample and 38 additional participants were the friends of the target children. Target children were designated according to the order of arrival to the daycare center in the first morning
observation: The child that came later was designated as the target child and was observed in the
presence of the friend (see morning separation, below). In most of the dyads (84%, 32/38 dyads),
the same child served as the target child in the morning and in the lunchtime observations.
There was no difference in age or gender between target children and their friends. The children
were sampled from six centrally located urban daycare centers. Providers were leading nonprofit
operating organizations. Each classroom accommodated 30–33 children and had three caregivers
(Daycare Standardization and Temporary Provision, Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs, 2016).
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All daycare centers offered a similar quality of care in terms of the following conditions: the total
number of children in each classroom, the number of children per caregiver, furnishings, nutrition, the number of hours that the children spent in daycare, and the teaching staff’s professional
training. These conditions are regulated and providers follow ministry guidelines with very few
variations (e.g., age-appropriate standard furniture, standardized nutrition guidelines, professional
degree of all staff members is provided by the ministry; Daycare Standardization and Temporary
Provision, Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs, 2016). The daycare centers are located in urban
areas of the country characterized by a middle socioeconomic status as described by the Central
Bureau of Statistics. The study was approved by the operating organizations, and the children’s
parents signed a consent form.
Procedure
Friendship-verification procedure
The friendship verification procedure involved the use of a structured questionnaire and an
observational friendship assessment.
Friendship questionnaire
A structured questionnaire was administered to the principal caregiver of the class (one of the
three caregivers in the class) to identify tentative friendship dyads among the children. The questionnaire consisted of the following questions: (1) Who are the dyads of friends in your class? (2)
To the best of your knowledge, does the dyad maintain the friendship outside of the daycare setting? (3) Do these children have additional friends in the class? (4) How long does a typical play
interaction with a friend last?
Howes’s (1983) friendship-assessment procedure
Howes (1983) tested a procedure for identifying friendships based on the dyad’s play in three age
groups: 4- to 15-month-old infants, 16- to 23-month-old toddlers, and 35- to 49-month-old preschoolers. Peer play among these age-groups can range from watching another child without
being socially active to parallel activity with some mutual awareness to competent social play,
which is complementary and reciprocal, based on role reversals (Howes & Matheson, 1992). The
10-minute videotaped observation procedure suggested by Howes (1983) was conducted here to
verify all of the tentative friendship dyads suggested by the principal caregiver of the class. Two
tentative friendship dyads were invited to play together in the kitchen play area. Each target child
was videotaped with only one friend (according to the caregiver questionnaire), and this friend
was not observed with other target children. Coding was carried out by dividing the observation
into 120 five-second intervals. In the videotaped observations, a beep was sounded every five seconds to instruct the coder to move on to the next interval.
Four indicators were coded during each interval: social initiative, acceptance or nonacceptance
of initiation, level of play, and affective level of the interaction. All gestures made in a single
interval were coded. Social behavior was considered an initiative if no social behavior occurred
during the previous interval. Initiative was coded as 1, social behavior as a response in the current or subsequent interval was coded as 2, and so on. The chain of behavior came to an end
when there was no response to the preceding social behavior. The play interaction level was coded
for each interval. The scale of interaction at play included four levels: 1) parallel play; 2) paralleled aware play; 3) simple social play; and 4) reciprocal and complementary play (including sociodramatic play). The affective level of the dyad was also coded. Positive affective behaviors
included offering an object, receiving an object, vocalization, a smile or laughter, positive touch,
and imitation. Negative affective (agonistic) behaviors included grabbing a toy, verbal aggression/
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physical aggression, and avoiding a response to an initiative (ignoring) (Howes, 1983; Howes &
Matheson, 1992). A dyad of children was verified as friends on condition that the friend acknowledged half or more of the social initiatives, the play was at Level 4 at least once during the observation, and at least one level of positive affect was observed. Interrater reliability assessing the
degree of agreement between two coders on the content and complexity level of the dyadic interaction was reported in Howes’s study to range between .94 and .98 (median .96, Howes, 1983).
In the current study, interrater reliability was established after two coders coded observations of
10 children: five target children and the tentative friend, and these five target children and a nonfriend peer. Intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) assessing agreement between raters ranged
between .91 and .98 (median .93). The correlation between the coders was similarly high (median,
r ¼ .94).

Morning separation and lunchtime observations
During a pilot study, four observations were conducted at the daycare centers between 7:00 a.m.
and 1:00 p.m. to determine the time window during which the children experienced stressful situations. It emerged that highly stressful situations, in terms of the rate of aggressive events and
episodes of crying and calling for help from the caregiver occur in the morning between 7:30 and
8:30 a.m. (opening hour is 7:00) and at lunchtime between 11:30 a.m. and 12:00 noon.
The reported morning and lunchtime videotaped observations were conducted twice: with and
without the friend’s presence. The morning separation observation was conducted: (a) while the
target child’s friend was in the classroom at the time of separation and (b) without the presence
of the friend. As reported above, the target child was designated as the child in the couple who
arrived later in the first session of videotaping. The observation in the absence of the friend was
made when the target child arrived first in one of the following mornings when videotaping took
place. On some mornings, one of the two researchers who was videotaping played with the friend
in another room when the target child entered the daycare. The lunchtime observation was conducted: (a) while the target child’s friend was seated near the target child and (b) while a child
not in the tentative list of friends (or other friends) was seated near the target child. In the latter
case the friend was seated at another table.

Coding of behaviors
Data from the observations were coded as follows: (1) the length of separation from the parent
(from the parent’s arrival until the parent left); (2) positive affective exchange (Howes, 1983); (3)
negative (agonistic) affective exchange (as defined above, Howes, 1983); (4) empathic concern
included passive attention or active interest (e.g., turning toward or approaching a crying child,
respectively; Nicholas et al., 2015, p. 81, (Table 1); (5) prosocial behaviors toward others including
helping, sharing, and comforting; (6) behaviors indicating occurrence of distress, defined as
instances of a child’s fussing, crying, verbal, and nonverbal protest; standing off in a remote area
of the room while classmates were engaged in a group activity or signs of fatigue (Caplan & Hay,
1989); and unoccupied behavior (aimless wandering; Vandell & Powers, 1983) or seeking proximity or physical contact with the adult; and (7) initiation of contact with the caregiver by the child.
The coders were informed of the identity of the target child (by the child’s clothing in the videotaped observation) but were blind to the condition of the coded session (with or without a
friend). The ICC agreement on the six types of behaviors was assessed on 10 target children and
ranged between .90 and .98 (median .94).
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Table 1. Examples of observed behaviors.
Type of coded behavior
Occurrences of distress

Examples of behaviors in
morning separation
Orian enters, holding onto her mother’s
legs, grabbing them tightly, and is not
willing to let go.

Examples of behaviors during lunchtime
Adi is not eating, turns around, knocks a
few times on the leg of the caregiver
who is handing out the food, makes
sounds, whispers: “I don’t want,” stares
around her.
Initiation of contact with the caregiver Itai takes a chair and sits close to the
Maya says to the caregiver: “This is not
caregiver; even though there is no
hot.” The caregiver answers: “It is not
room, he tries to sit next to her.
hot, it is lukewam.”
Empathic concern
One of the children cries when separating One of the children at the table is shoutfrom his mother. Lihi stops playing
ing that he is being bullied. Ilai looks
and looks at him.
at him.
Positive exchange
Itai makes sounds and laughs with a girl Rotem receives the soup and says to the
in the doll corner.
girl sitting next to her: “This is hot,”
The girl asks: “This is hot?” Rotem
answers: “It is boiling.”
Type of coded behavior
Examples of behaviors in mornExamples of behaviors during lunchtime.
ing separation
Agonistic interaction
Maya takes a part of a toy that was near A girl who sat next to Maayan got up, to
another child. The child tries to take it
be on duty. Another girl comes to sit
from her. She pushes him and he
there. Maayan moves the chair away
pushes her back.
from her, moves her shoulders in negation: “She does not sit here!” Maayan
moves her hands and says: “There is
no room.”
Prosocial behaviors
Shira cries because she wants a cookie
Noga says to Ilai: “Oh, look at yourself”
from Lihi’s bag. Lihi looks at her and
and points to his shirt (he got dirty).
gives her a cookie. Afterwards she disIlai looks at her. Noga says to the caretributes cookies to the other children.
giver: “Look at Ilai, he needs to
be changed.”

Results
Friendship-verification procedure
The friendship-verification procedure verified the caregivers’ tentative list of pairs of best friends.
Observed pairs showed, on average, 12.54 [range ¼ 2–32] social initiatives during the 10-minute
interaction, with an acceptance rate of .77 (SD ¼ .15). All observed pairs had an acceptance rate
of 50% or higher. The observed pairs’ play involved interactions that were reciprocal and complementary (at level 4) (M ¼ 8.11, range ¼ 2–34) and were rich in positive affective behavior
(M ¼ 11.94, range ¼ 3–85).
Target children (M ¼ 31.92 months, SD ¼ 3.24 months) had mostly same-sex-identified friends
(68%). About 47% of the children were also meeting outside of the daycare, and 63% had other
friends at the daycare. Average playtime was estimated by the caregivers to be 22 minutes
(M ¼ 22.86, SD ¼ 17.17, range 10–60 minutes). The number of children sharing the same table
during lunch was either 6 or 10 (53% of the target children sat in groups of 10 children).
Morning separation and lunchtime observation
The literature suggests that morning separation may be a more stressful situation than lunchtime
for children (Ahnert et al., 2004; Mortlock, 2015). A nonparametric analysis of variance
(ANOVA) Friedman test was used to test the differences in gestures indicating distress between
the four observations (applied to the data of the 32 target children common to all four observations). The analysis indicated significant differences, v2(3) ¼ 52.14, p < .001. To test the source of
the difference, a Wilcoxon Z nonparametric test was performed for comparing pairs of observations. The analysis showed more gestures indicating distress during morning separation than
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Table 2. Empathic concern, positive exchange, and agonistic interaction.
Morning separation, N ¼ 38

Without
friend
Positive exchangea
Agonistic interactionb
Empathic concernc

With
friend—overall

M

SD

M

1.26
1.31
0.29

2.27
1.52
0.46

5.02
0.38
0.84

a

SD
2.60
0.81
1.05

Lunchtime, N ¼ 38
With
friend—
toward
others
M

0.73
0.23
0.50

Without
friend

With
friend—
overall

With
friend—
toward
others

SD

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

1.15
0.63
0.86

1.44
0.76
0.31

1.35
1.58
0.77

4.86
0.18
1.05

3.30
0.72
1.06

1.00
0.13
0.66

1.66
0.66
0.71

Positive exchanges were displayed in morning separation by 19, 37, and 19 children, without a friend, with
and with friend—toward others, respectively. Lunchtime, by 28, 37, and 19 children, without a friend, with
and with friend—toward others, respectively.
b
Agonistic interaction were observed in morning separation, by 8, 21, and 6 children, without a friend, with
and with friend—toward others, respectively. Lunchtime by 4, 15, and 2 children, without a friend, with
and with friend—toward others, respectively.
c
Empathic concern was displayed in morning separation, by 11, 17, and 13 children, without a friend, with
and with friend—toward peers, respectively. Lunchtime, by 8, 25, and 20 children, without a friend with
and with friend—toward others, respectively.

friend—overall,
friend—overall,
friend—overall,
friend—overall,
friend—overall,
friend—overall,

during lunchtime in the presence of the friend (Z ¼ 2.83, p < .01) and in his or her absence
(Z ¼ 3.45, p < .001). We found no other significant differences between morning and lunchtime
observations that were below the p < .01 threshold required because of multiple comparisons in
any of the (gesture) analyses used in this study. However, we did find one difference below the
p < .05 level: There were more agonistic interactions (Table 1) during morning separation than
during lunchtime in the absence of the friend (Z ¼ 2.36, p < .02). Due to the difference in children’s behavior during the morning separation and lunchtime observations, all analyses are
reported separately for the two situations (N ¼ 38 target children). It should be noted that in the
current study, nonparametric tests were preferred over parametric tests due to the small number
of gestures made by the children (e.g., see Tables 2 and 3).
Duration of morning separation
The duration of morning separation decreased significantly in the presence of a friend
(M ¼ 47.78 seconds, SD ¼ 41.73 seconds; M ¼ 27.34 seconds, SD ¼ 35.52 seconds; duration when
the friend was absent/present, respectively, t(38) ¼ 3.32, p < .01).
Positive and agonistic interactions
Positive affective exchange and agonistic (i.e., negative affective) interactions were compared in
the presence and absence of a friend to test the hypothesis that being with a friend would be
associated with enhanced social behaviors. Social behaviors could be directed toward the friend, if
present, or toward other peers. Table 2 presents the average number of social behaviors in the
absence or presence of the friend (“without friend” and “with friend-overall,” respectively) but
also of those that were directed toward others in the friend’s presence (“with friend—toward others”) for positive exchanges, agonistic interactions, and empathic concern. This enables testing
whether there is a difference in (a) the target’s child behavior and (b) the target child’s behavior
toward peers other than the friend, in the friend’s presence compared with in the
friend’s absence.
Analysis of the data presented in Table 2 suggests that the children were, overall, engaged in
up to 3- to 4-times-more-positive exchanges in the presence of the friend (Table 2, comparison
of “without friend” and “with friend—overall,” morning separation, Z ¼ 4.63, p < .001; lunchtime,
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Table 3. Occurrences of distress and contact with the caregiver.
Morning separation, N ¼ 38
Without friend
Occurrence of distressa
Initiation of contact with the caregiverb

Lunchtime, N ¼ 38

With friend

Without friend

With friend

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

3.63
0.71

2.62
1.11

0.73
0.34

1.26
0.58

1.52
1.18

1.33
1.52

0.06
0.84

0.22
0.13

a

Occurrence of distress displayed in morning separation by 34 and 14 children without/with a friend, respectively; lunchtime
by 29 and 2 children without/with a friend, respectively.
b
Initiation of contact with the caregiver seen in morning separation by 16 and 11 children without/with a friend, respectively;
lunchtime by 20 and 17 children without/with a friend, respectively.

Z ¼ 4.52, p < .001). However, there were somewhat fewer positive exchanges with class peers
other than the friend when the friend was present (Table 2, comparison of “without friend” and
“with friend—toward others,” morning separation, Z ¼ 1.82, p ¼ .069; lunchtime, Z ¼ 2.17,
p <. 05). These data suggest that when the friend is present, toddlers are highly engaged in their
play with the friend and tend to play less with other children. In fact, most of the positive
exchanges in the presence of the friend took place with the friend. The rate of these exchanges
was higher than toward all other peers (e.g., during morning separation, children had an average
of 4.29 positive exchanges with their friend, as opposed to 0.73 positive exchanges with the other
children, see Table 2; the number of children who were observed showing a behavior is reported
below the table).
There were overall more negative (agonistic) exchanges without a friend than with a friend
(comparison of “without friend” and “with friend—overall,” morning separation, Z ¼ 3.26,
p < .001; lunchtime, Z ¼ 2.47, p < .02). Agonistic exchanges toward peers other than the friend
were less pronounced in the presence of the friend (comparison of “without friend” and “with
friend—toward others,” morning separation, Z ¼ 2.66, p < .01; lunchtime, Z ¼ 3.01, p < .01).
Empathic concern
We now turn to analyze empathic concern and prosocial behaviors. Children displayed more
empathic concern toward a peer in distress in the presence of a friend than in his or her absence
(Table 2, comparison of “without friend” and “with friend—overall,” morning separation,
Z ¼ 2.73, p < .01; lunchtime, Z ¼ 3.21, p < .001). During lunchtime, there were significantly more
behaviors indicating empathic concern toward class peers other than the friend in the presence of
the friend (comparison of “without friend” and “with friend—toward others,” Z ¼ 2.11, p < .05).
These data indicate that during lunchtime, children, at least passively, observed their peers in distress more when their friend was present. It may be suggested that paying attention to a peer in
distress was enhanced because the target child may have imitated a prosocial behavior made by
the friend as part of their ongoing interaction (see social learning theory, Farver & Branstetter,
1994; or social models, Paulus, 2014). Indeed, in 24% of the 25 observations of target children’s
empathic concern toward a peer in distress during lunchtime (made by six children), both the
target child and the friend stopped what they were doing and observed that peer.
Prosocial behaviors
Due to the low frequency of prosocial behaviors toward a peer in distress (only 18 behaviors
across all four observations, two and 16 behaviors, without and with a friend, respectively), the
number of children behaving in a prosocial manner was analyzed. Only few children showed prosocial behaviors in response to a child’s distress during morning separation (one and nine children, without and with a friend, respectively, McNemar, p < .01) or during lunchtime (one and
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four children, without and with a friend, respectively; across observations, two and 11 children
without and with a friend, respectively, exhibited prosocial behaviors). In three of the nine children showing prosocial behaviors in the presence of the friend during the morning separation
observation, prosocial behaviors were associated with the distress caused by the separation (e.g.,
just as Rotem begins to cry as she parts from her mother, Gali puts her hand on Rotem and says,
“Rotem, Rotem”).
However, children exhibited prosocial behaviors such as helping and sharing even when other
children were not distressed (e.g., Table 1, prosocial behaviors lunchtime example). The data indicate that more children showed such behaviors when their friend was present (morning separation: one and 11 children without/with friend, respectively; lunchtime: one and 10 children
without/with friend, respectively, McNemar p < .01). There was no difference in the number of
prosocial behaviors toward peers other than the friend in the friend’s presence compared with
his/her absence (comparison of “Without friend” and “With friend—toward others”).
Occurrences of distress and contact with the caregiver
Fewer occurrences of distress were observed in the presence of a friend (Table 3, morning separation, Z ¼ 4.42, p < .001; lunchtime, Z ¼ 4.69, p < .001; Mean and SD per child of observed behaviors are reported in the table). Contact with the caregiver was classified according to whether the
child was in distress or not. Children not in distress turned to the caregiver for sharing their
experiences and for other requests (see Table 1 for examples of behavior and Table 3 for mean
frequency). As can be seen in Table 3, when target children were not in distress they tended to
contact the caregiver less during morning separation in the presence of the friend (Z ¼ 1.84,
p ¼ .065). When target children were in distress, even when the friend was absent, very few children appealed for help from the caregiver in the morning (five and three children, without and
with a friend, respectively) or during lunchtime (two and no children, without and with a friend,
respectively). Due to the low frequency of these behaviors, these data were not analyzed further.

Discussion
Previous studies demonstrated that being with a friend in preschool and in kindergarten is associated with higher levels of prosocial behaviors toward peers (Bauminger-Zviely & Agam-BenArtzi, 2014; Proulx & Poulin, 2013; Sebanc, 2003). The association between a friend’s presence
and prosocial behaviors was not studied in younger daycare children, and it was not clear
whether such an association exists. The study followed children’s social and prosocial behaviors
in the presence and absence of a friend, in two daily situations: morning sepration
and lunchtime.
The findings of the current study underscore the effect of being with a friend versus a nonfriend peer on the expression of social and prosocial behaviors. Two- to-three year-olds toddlers
were involved in more-positive and less agonistic interactions in the presence of their friend compared with his or her absence and displayed a higher frequency of empathic concern during the
morning separation and lunchtime observations. Furthermore, more children showed prosocial
behaviors during the morning observation, wherein the duration of separation was substantially
reduced. The data also revealed a change in the pattern of social and prosocial behavior in the
presence of the friend toward peers other than the friend. In the presence of the friend, there was
a reduction in the frequency of positive and also of agonistic behaviors toward peers other than
the friend. Furthermore, during lunchtime children expressed higher frequencies of empathic concern toward peers other than their friend when their friend was present, and in some instances,
this was a joint activity of the dyad. The findings of the current study on the higher intensity and
quality of interaction with a friend in toddlerhood compared to other peers are consistent with
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findings reported in the literature for preschoolers and kindergarteners. For example, interaction
with a friend in preschool led to more positive affect, cooperative and prosocial behaviors, and
more sharing, than interaction with a nonfriend peer (Bauminger-Zviely & Agam-Ben-Artzi,
2014). Research indicates that a friend’s presence during toddlerhood and early childhood gives
rise to mutual affection that denotes closeness and provides the foundation for the more positive
interaction and for prosociality (Carter & Nutbrown, 2016; Howes, 1983; Howes &
Matheson, 1992).
Empathic concern characterizes toddlers’ prosocial behaviors in response to a peer’s distress.
Here we report a higher frequency of behaviors indicating empathic concern than those indicating prosocial behavior, which were very few in response to a toddler’s distress. Prosocial behavior
requires higher cognitive and emotional competencies than emphatic concern, which may explain
the difference in frequency between these behaviors. Lamb and Zakhireh (1997), who studied episodes of distress in 45 toddlers (aged nine to 27 months) during morning free play in daycare settings, also reported higher frequencies of behaviors indicating attention to a peer in distress than
of prosocial behaviors. However, the frequency of prosocial behaviors reported by Lamb and
Zakhireh is lower than in the current study. Specifically, only 10/45 children (22%) showed 11
prosocial behaviors. In the current study, 12/38 children (32%) displayed 18 prosocial behaviors
toward a peer in distress. The higher rate of children showing prosocial behaviors reported here
may be related to the older age of the children studied and the context of friendships. It is
important to note that most of the children showing prosocial behaviors (88%) did so in the presence of the friend. Furthermore, in the current study we observed children during situations that
may burden staff and elicit prosocial behaviors—and not in naturally occurring free play in daycare settings as in the study conducted by Lamb and Zakhireh (1997).
The friend’s presence had an impact on children’s prosocial behavior toward peers. We
observed higher levels of empathic concern toward peers other than the friend during lunchtime
in the presence of the friend. Some of these behaviors were common to the target child and his/
her friend when sitting close together. Social-learning theories stress the role of the social environment in fostering and supporting the emergence of prosocial behavior (Farver & Branstetter,
1994; Paulus, 2014). Imitation is a powerful learning mechanism, wherein children may imitate
an adult or a peer who shows empathic concern or a prosocial behavior (Eisenberg, Fabes, &
Spinrad, 2006; Ferreira et al., 2016). In the current study, in some cases both the target child and
the friend stopped their doing during lunchtime and observed a peer in distress, suggesting that
imitation may have taken place. Imitation of the friend showing empathic concern in addition to
one’s own formed empathic concern behaviors may result in a higher frequency of these behaviors in the presence compared with the absence of the friend.
The intense and positive interaction with a friend not only affects prosociality but also a wide
range of other social behaviors. In the current study, it may explain why children had fewer positive and negative interactions with peers other than their friend in the presence of the friend,
why children showed less distress, and why children contacted the caregiver less for sharing their
experiences and for other daily requests. Friendships can be seen as a key to well-being in children’s lives (Dunn, 2004). Toddlers’ interaction with a friend is more frequent and more complex
than with nonfriend peers (Howes & Matheson, 1992). Research indicates that children who are
involved in more frequent and complex play with other children are physiologically less reactive
to the stressful context of the daycare (Watamura, Donzella, Alwin, & Gunnar, 2003). Howes
(1996) suggested that joint pretend play develops in higher frequencies within dyads who are
friends. This type of play enables the existence of intimacy in the relationship that is expressed by
the sharing of feelings (just like in older friendship relationships). Hence, friendships increase the
likelihood of children to have someone to confide in (Doherty & Hughes, 2009; Dunn, 2004). An
alternative explanation for the lower frequency of contacting the caregiver in the friend’s presence
may be related to the high child-staff ratio in the current study, which may not leave much room
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for quality caregiver-child interactions. Research indicates that even when the child-staff ratio is
at the recommended level, toddlers’ interactions with the caregiver during routines of caregiving
are minimal and of low quality (Hallam, Fouts, Bargreen, & Perkins, 2016). These data suggest
that children may adapt to the minimal interaction with the caregiver and prefer the affective
social interaction with the friend.
Several limitations of this study are worth noting. This is a small-scale study that was conducted in authentic daycare situations. Daycare situations may provide the opportunity to explore
naturally occurring interactions (Kurki et al., 2017). However, they have the disadvantage that
comparison between situations and behaviors cannot be measured as reliably as in a controlled setting. For example, although this study had a within-subject design, peers in the observed situations
that were compared varied. Furthermore, children’s age-range was limited. This has an advantage,
because it controls for developmental differences between children, but it limits the study of developmental differences. The children studied here had a friend in daycare. This limits the generalizability of the findings regarding the effect of friendships, because we did not measure social
behaviors of children who do not have a friend. We did not test for individual differences among
children regarding the impact of friendship, which may have affected the prevalence of observed
prosocial behaviors. Some friendships may have a negative impact on children’s social behavior
(Nangle, Erdley, Newman, Mayson & Carpenter, 2003; Rubin et al., 2004). Furthermore, while in
the current study observations were conducted upon arrival to the daycare or during lunchtime,
when all caregivers are present, the child-staff ratio may fluctuate during the day and affect children’s prosocial behaviors (not necessarily in a linear manner, Iluz et al., 2016). In future studies,
more attention should be paid to compared situations that should be as similar as possible. These
studies may also follow children of different age groups and include more data on children, such
as language and regulation skills. These studies may also look at the individual level on the effect
of friendship on the child’s behavior. More attention should be paid to caregivers. Studies can follow caregiver-modeling behaviors, which are important in reinforcing prosocial behaviors (Ferreira
et al., 2016). To further test for the effect of caregivers on children’s prosocial behaviors, studies
should be conducted in daycare settings with different child-staff ratios and follow the effect of
ratio changes throughout the day on children’s behavior. The strength of the finding in the current
study may be related to the small number of interactions with the caregiver when children are distressed. This is, of course, not an optimal situation. Why did only a few children contact the caregiver when in distress? This is a question for future research. A high child-staff ratio daycare is
not an optimal environment. However, under these conditions, having a friend around is helpful,
even at such a young age.To conclude, the findings of the current study indicate that friendships,
even at a very young age, can constitute a meaningful emotional resource for soothing and security
and for forming a good basis for adaptation in group settings. Longitudinal research suggests that
early social skills are associated with better social functioning with peers from childhood through
adolescence (Johnson, Seidenfeld, Izard, & Kobak, 2013; NICHD ECCRN, 2008). Therefore, an
important objective for caregivers in daycare settings is to identify and acknowledge early social
relationships and support existing friendship relationships.
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