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Prosociality as Ordinary Magic
(Masten, 2001; Memmott-Elison et al., 2020a) 
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Prosociality and Internalizing Problems: What Link?



Prosociality Link to Internalizing Problems



What Empirical Evidence Says?



What Empirical Evidence Says

Previous (few) 
studies have 

reported 

negative positive no associations
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Prior Research Limitations

•Scant research & inconclusive findings
(e.g., Flouri & Sarmadi, 2016; Hay & Pawlby, 2003; Nantel-Vivier et al., 2014; Perren & Alsaker, 2009; 
Perren et al., 2017; Reimann et al., 2024; Silletti et al., 2023)
→ Raises questions about when and for whom prosocial behavior is beneficial

•Small, homogeneous samples
→ Limits representativeness

•Focus on a single developmental stage
→ Are effects different across childhood, adolescence, and emerging adulthood?
(e.g., positive relations in adolescence but negative in childhood?)

•Internalizing problems not differentiated
→ Depression vs anxiety?

•Limited generalizability

•Potential moderators rarely considered
→ ?
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•Scant research & inconclusive findings
(e.g., Flouri & Sarmadi, 2016; Hay & Pawlby, 2003; Nantel-Vivier et al., 2014; Perren & Alsaker, 2009; 
Perren et al., 2017; Reimann et al., 2024; Silletti et al., 2023)
→ Raises questions about when and for whom prosocial behavior is beneficial

•Small, homogeneous samples
→ Limits representativeness

•Focus on a single developmental stage
→ Are effects different across childhood, adolescence, and emerging adulthood?
(e.g., positive relations in adolescence but negative in childhood?)

•Internalizing problems not differentiated
→ Depression vs anxiety?

•Limited generalizability

•Potential moderators rarely considered
→ Victimization and Social Support



The Moderating Role of Partner Support and 
Victimization

❖Protective Role of Prosociality
• Victimization can weaken this protective effect: kind or helpful children may still develop anxiety 

or depression if bullied or rejected.
• Social support—from peers, family, or teachers—can strengthen prosociality, buffering against 

internalizing difficulties.

❖Prosociality as a Potential Risk Factor
• Under high victimization, prosociality may increase vulnerability: helpful children may become 

targets of bullying or exploitation, raising the risk of internalizing problems.
• Social support can counteract this risk, preserving the protective benefits of prosocial behavior.
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• Victimization can weaken this protective effect: kind or helpful children may still develop anxiety or 

depression if bullied or rejected.
• Social support—from peers, family, or teachers—can strengthen prosociality, buffering against 

internalizing difficulties.

❖Prosociality as a Potential Risk Factor
• Under high victimization, prosociality may increase vulnerability: helpful children may become targets 

of bullying or exploitation, raising the risk of internalizing problems.
• Social support can counteract this risk, preserving the protective benefits of prosocial behavior.

➢Study: Victimization & Social Support – Contemporary Insights
▪ Unreciprocated or Exploited Prosociality

• Prosocial efforts that go unrecognized or unrewarded—e.g., in non-supportive environments or problematic peer 
relationships, including victimization—can lead to:

o Disillusionment
o Resentment
o Sense of helplessness

• This perceived inefficacy, both personal and relational, can contribute to depressive thoughts and anxiety.



The Current Study

Developmental & Multisystemic Approach
•Track prosocial behavior → internalizing problems
•Across childhood, adolescence, and emerging adulthood

Moderators Explored
•Victimization
•Social support
•Gender

Why This Study?
•Fills major gaps in prior research
•Uses large, heterogeneous longitudinal dataset (z-proso)
•Disentangles the dynamic interplay between doing good & feeling well

Expected Impact
•Inform developmentally sensitive interventions
•Promote both mental health & prosocial engagement across the lifespan



Methods



Participants

• Data were drawn from the z-proso project 
(Ribeaud et al., 2022);

• N = 1523 participants (49% females) from 
Zurich, Switzerland;

• 4 waves: ages 13, 15, 17, 20, starting 2011

- Initially planned: ages 7–24 



K1 K2 K3 K4 K5 K6 K7 K8 K9

Items 
overlap
(13-20y)

7 8 9 11 13 15 17 20 24

5 items INTERNALIZING
PROBLEMS****

≠ na ≠

8 items PROSOCIALITY ≠ ≠ ≠

5 items (BULLYING) 
VICTIMIZATION

na ≠ na

x PEER SUPPORT na na ≠ ≠ na na

4 items ADULT SUPPORT na na ≠ ≠ na

Instruments



Measures

Internalizing Problems

Prosociality

Victimization

Social Support

Gender



Instruments

Internalizing Problems

• Social Behavior Questionnaire (SBQ; Tremblay et al., 1991), adapted 
for adolescents (Murray et al., 2017; Murray et al., 2019) and 
adulthood (Averdijk et al., 2022; Murray et al., 2023). 

• Of the original 9 items, 5 items were common across all 
measurement time points (i.e., age 13-20), 2 for depression and 3 
for anxiety, and were used in the current study. 

• Respondents were asked to indicate how they had felt over the past 
month using both anxiety (e.g., “I was worried”) and depression 
(e.g., “I was unhappy”) sub-domains. 

• Items were rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from never 
(1) to very often (5).

• An average composite score was created.



Prosociality

• Social Behavior Questionnaire (SBQ; Tremblay et al., 1991), adapted 
for adolescents (Murray et al., 2017; Murray et al., 2019) and 
adulthood (Averdijk et al., 2022; Murray et al., 2023). 

• Of the original 10 items, 8 items were common across all 
measurement time points (i.e., ages 13-20) and used in the current 
study. 

• Respondents were asked to indicate which things they had done 
over the past 12 months using items like:

- “You tried to comfort someone who was crying or was upset” 
indicative of altruism/pacification, 

- “You were good at understanding another person’s feelings,” 
indicative of empathy/sympathy. 

• Items were rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from never 
(1) to very often (5). 

• An average composite score was created.

Instruments



Instruments

Victimization

• Peer victimization was assessed through self-report. 
• The scale was derived from Olweus (1993) and has demonstrated 

consistency and predictive validity with cross-informant behavioral 
measures (Scholte et al., 2007). 

• Four types of victimization were included, referring to experiences 
during the past year: 

1. teasing in a mean and hurtful way, 
2. stealing and destroying possessions, 
3. physical violence, 
4. and rejection or exclusion. 

• Response categories ranged from 0 to 5. 
• An average composite score was created.



Instruments

Social Support (Resiliency)

• Social support from adults was assessed through self-report 
(e.g., Shanahan et al., 2020)

• Participants were asked questions about the extent to which 
they had people around them whom they could rely on in case 
of personal issues and whom they admired. 

• 4-point scale (from ”fully untrue” to “fully true”)
• An average composite score was created.



Sociodemographics questions were collected

Instruments



Analytical Strategy

• Exploratory correlations and multiple 
hierarchical regression analysis

• SPSS software



Results



Preliminary Results



Developmental 
Trends

Paired-sample tests: all significant
– except Internalizing (17–20)

– Social support (13–15)
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Correlations

Table 3 

Correlations Among Study Variables over Time

Note. T = Time. *p < .05, **p < .01



Regression Analysis Results
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Key Findings

• MAIN ASSOCIATIONS:

Positive association between prosociality and 
internalizing problems, both:
- concurrently (at each wave) 
- longitudinally (but only at some stages: 

between 13-17 years, 15-17, and 17-20 
years) 



Hp1: POSITIVE Link

ANXIETY
• Anxiously motivated prosocial behavior 

Some people engage in prosociality not purely out of altruism, but to avoid conflict, rejection, or 
maintain social harmony- a pattern often linked to social anxiety

• Hyper-empathy and emotional overload 
Highly empathetic Individuals may internalize others’ distress, leading to empathic overload, chronic 
stress, and anxiety.

• High moral responsibility and worry 
Strong prosocial tendencies can trigger excessive worry about doing the right thing, mistakes, or hurting 
others, often accompanied by rumination and hypervigilance, all hallmarks of anxiety.

Discussion



Hp1: POSITIVE Link

DEPRESSION
• Self-silencing and self-sacrificing 

Some—especially adolescents or highly empathic people—consistently put others’ needs first. This can 
stem from low self-esteem or a need for approval, and over time leads to emotional exhaustion, 
emptiness, or worthlessness—core features of depression.

• Unreciprocated or instrumentalized helping 
When prosocial acts go unrecognized or are taken for granted (e.g., in non-supportive family or one-sided 
relationships), individuals may feel ineffective, undervalued, or resentful, fueling depressive thoughts.

Discussion



Key Findings

• MODERATING EFFECTS

- Gender (female) and Victimization: risk 
factors

- Social support: as a protective factor

but only in some time points, not in others



Hp1: POSITIVE Link

VICTIMIZATION

❖Victimization exacerbated the positive link between prosociality and internalizing 
problems at age 13 and from early to mid-adolescence.
• A “social do ut des” scenario

• When children’s helping behaviors are unreciprocated or exploited, expectations clash with reality, 
triggering feelings of injustice, inefficacy, or frustration.

• This can increase anxiety or depressive symptoms.

• These findings highlight that prosociality’s protective effect depends on a supportive relational 
environment.

Discussion



Hp1: POSITIVE Link

GENDER
❖Gender moderated the link at age 17, and from mid-adolescence into emerging 

adulthood, with females at higher risk.
• Females often show higher empathy, making them more attuned to others’ distress, more engaged in 

helping behaviors, and more prone to ruminating on social issues.

• Highly prosocial females may thus carry a greater emotional burden, increasing anxiety, depressive 
symptoms, and other internalizing problems.

Discussion



Hp1: POSITIVE Link

SOCIAL SUPPORT

❖Social support protected against internalizing problems concurrently (ages 13 and 17) and 
longitudinally from mid- to late adolescence.
• It provides emotional resources, validation, and a sense of belonging, helping adolescents navigate 

social and identity challenges.

• Supportive relationships reduce stress, foster coping, and build resilience, lowering the risk of anxiety, 
depression, and other internalizing symptoms over time.

Discussion



Hp1: POSITIVE Link

• The link between prosociality and internalizing problems in childhood remains unclear.

• Distinct effects on depression versus anxiety have not been examined.

• We cannot separate the effects of support from peers versus adults.

MAIN LIMITATIONS
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A. CHILDHOOD INCLUSION



A. CHILDHOOD INCLUSION

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS:

1. USING K3 (9 YEARS)

2. USING K4 (11 YEARS) AS LATE 
CHILDHOOD



K1 K2 K3 K4

Items 
overlap
(13-20y)

7.5 8.1 9.1 11

5 items INTERNALIZING
PROBLEMS****

≠ na ≠

8 items PROSOCIALITY ≠ ≠ ≠

5 items (BULLYING) 
VICTIMIZATION

na ≠ na

x PEER SUPPORT na na ≠ ≠

4 items ADULT SUPPORT na na ≠ ≠

Instruments

Childhood
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Some issues:
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POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS
1. USING K3 (9 YEARS)

Some issues:

• Victimization is missing, but we can 
take it from K2 (phase 1 covers ages 
7–9). 

→ School Bullying Scale measures 
school bullying from the victim’s 
perspective with illustrated 
vignettes
→ but the instrument response 
categories differ: rescaling needed.Phase 1



•X̄ (mean) = average of item scores (e.g., anxiety = mean of 3 
items)
•Xmin = theoretical minimum (e.g., 1 for a Likert 1–5 scale)
•Xmax = theoretical maximum (e.g., 5 for a Likert 1–5 scale).

RESCALING MEASURES FORMULA (FROM 0-1 TO 1-5)

– We attempted a rescaling of the scores, but:

▪ The time plot suggests a possible bias.

▪ In the future, we might consider using 

factor scores as a more robust solution.
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POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS
1. USING K3 (9 YEARS)

Some issues
•The SBQ also needs rescaling:

• Child version: dichotomous 
(yes/no)

• Youth/adult version: 5-point scale 
(“never” → “very often”)

•Question: Can we rescale all waves to 
a common 0–1 metric?
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POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS
1. USING K3 (9 YEARS)

Some issues
•Social support is not directly available
•Possible proxy: School Scale 
(measuring school bonding, teacher–
student relationship, and peer 
relationship) 
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2. USING K4 (11 YEARS) AS LATE CHILDHOOD
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POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS
2. USING K4 (11 YEARS) AS LATE CHILDHOOD

Some issues
•Social support is missing
•Possible proxies:

• School Scale → school bonding, 
teacher relationship, classmates 
relationship

• Best Friends Scale → relationship 
quality & friends’ problem 
behaviour



B. VARIABLES

❖Examining internalizing subdomains (anxiety and depression) as outcomes 
separately?
• Challenge: Only 2 depression items are distinct across waves; the rest overlap with 

anxiety items.

❖Examining prosociality sub-domains (i.e., altruism /empathy) separately as 
predictors?

❖Other potential moderators?
• e.g., cortisol levels, optimism
• Gender: covariate or mdoerator?



What kind of analysis?

- LMM or Growth Curve Modeling with moderators.
- Cross-lagged Panel Models multigroup with moderation.
- …

C. ANALYSIS



❖EADP Collaboration Grant

D. COLLABORATIONS



fabiola.silletti@uniba.it



Thank you for 
your time
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