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Purpose: In this study, we examined whether prosocial cartoons could inspire children to 
donate toys to others immediately upon exposure.
Participants and Methods: Cartoons were rated as prosocial or control via 80 adults. One 
hundred and fifty-six children participated in the study (Mage = 5.29, SD = 0.79). Children in 
the experimental group were exposed to cartoons in which the main character had a large 
number of donating behaviors, while children in the control group watched cartoons without 
donating behaviors (randomized controlled study). They watched these cartoons for 4 
consecutive days. Afterwards, children’s donating behaviors toward their peers were assessed 
in the Toy Donation Task (TDT). An analytic method of 2 (cartoon: prosocial vs control) × 2 
(gender: male vs female) × 3 (age: 4 vs 5 vs 6) analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to 
make result analyses.
Results: The empirical results indicated that watching cartoons specifically depicting chari-
table donations (and not cartoons with other prosocial content) increased donations for 
charitable causes, whilst watching the control cartoons (cartoons without prosocial content) 
which did not depict characters acting in an antisocial way did not increase donating 
behavior. Specifically, 5-year-old female children reported more donating behavior than 
6-year-old female children and 4-year-old female children, whilst no significant age effects 
were found among male children. Here, 4–6-year-old female children and 4–5-year-old male 
children in the prosocial cartoon condition reported more donating behavior than those in the 
control cartoon condition.
Conclusion: These findings indicated an accumulating positive effect of watching cartoons 
with donating content on children’s donating behavior, especially for 4–6-year-old female 
children and 4–5-year-old male children.
Keywords: prosocial cartoons, donating behavior, toy donation task, children

Introduction
The relationship between prosocial media and children’s donation behavior across 
cultures is an important topic. Although prior literature has emphasized the positive 
effects of prosocial cartoon viewing on prosociality outcomes, little experimental 
study has focused on the specific effects of prosocial cartoons giving as charitable 
donations on children’s donating behavior in China. In other words, there is 
a relative lack of research on prosocial cartoons from Eastern cultures. For example, 
previous research has mainly focused on children’s sharing, helping, cooperating 
and gratitude in Western nations,1,2 while the empirical research on the relation-
ships between prosocial cartoon giving or donating as charitable donations and 
giving to organizations (donation behavior) was relatively sparse. Although we 
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believe that the study can make a valuable contribution to 
the knowledge and literature by analyzing the selected 
prosocial cartoon effects on young children’s donation 
behavior, cultural variation issues should be considered 
since this study was conducted in China. Most importantly, 
different donation decision-making results may demon-
strate the importance of cultural differences when trying 
to understand people’s prosocial behavior.3 In view of this, 
it is necessary to evaluate the influence of the selected 
prosocial cartoon animations on children’s donation beha-
vior across cultures. This is the main reason why we 
should identify the gaps that need to be addressed to 
understand the state of the field in this body of knowledge.

Prosociality refers to any voluntary behavior aimed at 
benefiting others, and media can be an effective tool to 
understand the social preferences and motives behind such 
behavior.4 Donating behavior is a powerful force of pro-
sociality, which is measured through children’s allocation 
of resources (eg, stickers) to needy peers.5 As such, donat-
ing behavior includes the distribution of goods to recipi-
ents in need (eg, children are asked if they are willing to 
donate candy to poor children).6 In a sense, donating 
behavior reflects the concern for disadvantaged groups, 
which is of great significance to children’s prosocial 
development,7 so this is an important topic that needs to 
be further explored.

Prosocial cartoon is a type of cartoon that attempts to 
impart moral information (eg, Super Friends) in television 
programs, compared with control cartoon (eg, Bugs 
Bunny).8,9 However, prosocial behavior is a very broad 
concept including many behavioral aspects like helping, 
sharing, comforting, cooperating, etc. Notably, prosocial 
behavior mainly includes developmental patterns of donat-
ing and helping during infancy and early childhood. 
Drawing upon this, we choose the treatment cartoons to 
specifically depict charitable donations, while the control 
cartoons also have “positive” content (ie, they do not 
depict characters acting in an antisocial or selfish way). 
To avoid the label “prosocial cartoon” is too broadly for-
mulated, we investigate whether watching cartoons speci-
fically depicting donating for charitable causes (and not 
cartoons with other prosocial content) would increase sub-
sequent donations for charitable causes. In the present 
study, we set up a specific donation situation for children 
to donate their bear dolls to their poor peers. The number 
of bear dolls represents the measure of donating behavior, 
ie, the more the number of bear dolls donated, the more 
donating behavior, and vice versa. General Learning 

Model (GLM) details that prosocial-media use can 
increase children’s prosocial thoughts and prosocial 
behavior.11,12 Accordingly, we postulate that children 
may imitate donating cartoon examples (eg, cartoon mod-
els who try to donate their favorite items to others) to 
show donating behavior.

Prosocial Media Exposure and Prosocial 
Behavior
Previous studies have provided empirical evidence that 
exposure to prosocial video games can increase prosocial 
behaviors.13–16 More precisely, prosocial media increases 
donating and helping.17,18 Similarly, exposure to songs 
with prosocial lyrics increases the accessibility of proso-
cial thoughts, affect, and behavior.19 Notably, prosocial 
televised cartoon programs increase prosocial behavior in 
comparison to standard televised cartoon programs.15 

Some researchers have also found that a prosocial tele-
vised example can increase children’s helping and 
donating.20,21 Why should prosocial media increase chil-
dren’s prosocial behavior and what are the underlying 
processes? Some researchers found prosocial media can 
increase the accessibility of prosocial thoughts, sympathy 
and empathy to cause prosocial behavior.14,16,18,22 Given 
that prosocial media exposure increases children’s proso-
cial outcomes, donating cartoon scenes may increase chil-
dren’s donation behavior accordingly. Although there are 
multiple studies showing that consuming prosocial media 
increases prosocial behavior, the specific donating compo-
nents of prosocial media sets our study apart from these 
previous studies. Given the large body of the literature on 
the connection between prosocial media exposure and 
prosocial behavior, the novelty value of the current study 
is that we expect that donating for charitable causes is 
fundamentally different from other aspects of prosocial 
behavior. Donating for charitable causes is particularly 
important for educators to cultivate Chinese children’s 
donating behavior in educational practice.

Gender and Prosocial Behavior
Previous literature has indicated that females show more 
sympathy and prosocial behavior than males, and this 
gender difference increases with age.23,24 Likewise, 
women tend to exhibit more prosocial behavior than 
men.25–27 There are three meta-analyses showing that 
women are significantly more altruistic than men in dicta-
tor games, and that promoting intuition relative to 
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deliberation increases giving in a dictator game among 
women, but not among men.28–30 In addition, girls make 
significantly higher donations than boys of the same age.5 

Thus, prosocial behaviors may be gender-specific, and it 
can be assumed that female children will show more 
donating behavior than male children after watching pro-
social cartoons. It is of value to test the gender effects on 
children’s donating behavior by conducting an experiment 
for an exploratory purpose.

Age and Donating Behavior
Empirical evidence indicated that age is related to donation 
behavior to some extent. For example, 6-year-olds display 
more donating behavior than 4-year-olds.31,32 Other research 
findings demonstrated that 8-year-olds donate significantly 
more than 4-year-olds.5 Interestingly, older children have 
a greater possibility of donating behavior than younger chil-
dren because of higher donated motives.33 Nonetheless, chil-
dren in Brazil, India and Canada are not willing to donate 
valuables to others with the increasing age.34 As such, there is 
a dispute over the age effects on children’s donating behavior. 
Besides, previous research has shown that gender effects and 
age effects can be related to self-control as older children have 
higher self-control than younger children.35 Thus, it is neces-
sary to test whether there are age effects on children’s donating 
behavior after exposure to prosocial cartoons due to the lack of 
Chinese research. We also expect a different effect of exposure 
for children of different ages.

The Present Experiment
The objective of this study is to investigate the role of 
prosocial cartoons in the development of young children’s 
donating behavior by conducting a 2×2×3 factorial experi-
ment. To this end, we analyze gender-specific and age- 
specific treatment effects with a special focus on two 
aspects of the experimental design, prosocial and control 
cartoons. Kindergartners are included because this is an 
age group that is largely unstudied concerning the effects 
of prosocial cartoons.36 Given that kindergartners face 
some interpersonal challenges, prosocial cartoon models 

may function as a source of inspiration to promote their 
social development.37 Based on the above, we propose the 
following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Viewing prosocial cartoons will increase 
children’s donating behavior in comparison to the control 
group.

Hypothesis 2: Female children will show more donating 
behavior than male children after viewing prosocial 
cartoons.

Hypothesis 3: Six-year olds will show more donating 
behavior than 5-year olds and 4-year olds after viewing 
prosocial cartoons.

Methods
Samples and Procedure
The study took place in Fall 2020. All procedures involving 
human participants in this study were conducted in accor-
dance with the 1964 Helsinki Declaration. All procedures in 
this study were approved by the Ethics Committee at 
Southwest University in China. A total of 156 children 
aged from 4 to 6 years (Mage = 5.29, standard deviation 
[SD] = 0.79) were randomly selected from the Dawn and 
Innovation Kindergarten in Chongqing, Southwest of China. 
Based on the research literature that 8-year-olds report more 
donation behaviors than 4-year-olds,5 we attempt to compare 
the difference in donating behavior among 4-year-olds, 
5-year-olds and 6-year-olds. It should be noted that we 
divided the age of children according to one year (full age), 
that is, the actual number of years of birth. This is 
a commonly used age calculation method in China’s popula-
tion statistics. Children were tested in a group setting. The 
research staff organized 12 groups, of which 13 children in 
each group were tested. These groups were structured as 
a whole sample. They were homogeneous regarding gender 
and age. In other words, one age group was composed of 
prosocial cartoon group and control cartoon group, so there 
were 6 groups in prosocial cartoon group (two gender groups 
in one age group) and 6 groups in control cartoon group, 
accounting for 12 groups in total (see Table 1). Participants 

Table 1 Demographic Information of the Group Composition (n=156)

Prosocial Cartoon Group Control Cartoon Group

4-Year-Olds 5-Year-Olds 6-Year-Olds 4-Year-Olds 5-Year-Olds 6-Year-Olds

Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female

13 13 13 13 13 13 13 13 13 13 13 13
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watched assigned cartoons in a group setting (ie, one class-
room as a unit) and completed the experiment in order. 
However, it was worth noting that 156 children were ran-
domly recruited from 5 classrooms of the same kindergarten. 
There were 78 males and 78 females. There were 52 4-year- 
olds, 52 5-year-olds, and 52 6-year-olds. To assure the con-
sistency of donating behavior, none of the participants were 
found to be related to the charity based on an interview. None 
of them has experienced any form of charitable donations. 
Half of them were randomly assigned to watch prosocial 
cartoons depicting charitable donations, and the other half 
were randomly assigned to watch control cartoons. The 
children watched a 15-min assigned cartoon per day for 4 
consecutive days. Then, their donating behaviors were tested.

The specific procedure was as follows: First, parents 
were told that their children were going to be assigned to 
watch 4 cartoons for 4 consecutive days (one cartoon 
per day), and then children’s donation behavior would be 
assessed in a Toy Donation Task (TDT) or Bear Dolls Task 
(BDT). Parents were also told that their children could 
terminate the experiment at any time. After parents under-
stood the experimental purposes and procedures, all par-
ents gave informed consents to their children’s 
participation, and the consent rates accounted for 100%. 
However, parents were not at the place where children 
completed the TDT in the kindergarten. 156 children 
were randomly recruited from 5 classrooms in the same 
kindergarten. Second, children’s pretest donation beha-
viors were individually measured in a TDT (0–5 points). 
In other words, the TDT occurred for the first time. Third, 
half of children were randomly assigned to watch 4 pro-
social cartoons with donation content or 4 control cartoons 
with no donation content (ie, each participant had the same 
opportunity) for 4 consecutive days, and each cartoon was 
watched for 15 minutes. Children watched these cartoons 
in a group setting. More precisely, all the children who 
watched assigned cartoons were in class under teacher 
supervision, and all the children watched cartoons at the 
same time in the same order. We wanted to examine the 
lasting effects of prosocial cartoons exposure in compar-
ison with immediate effects, and thus we attempted to 
select 4 consecutive days. Actually, the whole study was 
conducted for 4 consecutive days in total, immediately 
after day 4 post-test happened. The pretest happened 
before children watched their assigned cartoons. The pur-
pose of pretest was to test whether the base levels of 
donating behavior were homogeneous before the formal 
experiment. We must ensure that all participants in either 

the experimental or control groups yield no significant 
differences in donation behavior prior to the experiment. 
The pretest could assure that the outcomes be caused by 
the experimental variable (ie, prosocial cartoons). In other 
words, TDT was employed as the paradigm to measure 
children’s donation behavior before or in the formal 
experiment. Notably, 13 participants were assessed for 
each condition (ie, each age, gender, and cartoon) with 
the help of lab assistants, and thus no missing data from 
pre- to post-test was found. Fourth, participants completed 
the TDT immediately after watching the fourth cartoon. 
Research assistants took children to a separate place when 
asking about their donating behaviors (0–5 points) in the 
absence of other students. Coding was done independently 
by 5 undergraduates who were not aware of the hypothesis 
or procedure. All the undergraduates are female. Because 
most undergraduates majoring in Child Psychology in our 
university are female students, the gender of our research 
assistants is female in this study. Finally, each participant 
received a nice gift as a reward.

Materials
Four prosocial cartoons (Peppa Pig Father’s Donation by 
Running, Big Head Son and Little Head Father’s Charity, 
Enthusiastic Kiki, Big Ear Tutu’s Blood Donation) and 
four control cartoons (Peppa Pig Talent Day, Peppa Pig 
and Perfume, Peppa Pig Takes the Train, Peppa Pig 
Fishpond) were used as experimental materials. To 
exclude the confounding variables of cartoon contents, 
we specifically selected the different episodes of the 
same cartoon. Prosocial cartoons included many donation 
scenes and contents, whilst control cartoons did not 
include any donation contents and scenes. Peppa Pig 
Father’s Donation by Running told that Peppa Pig’s father 
collects money to fix the roof of Peppa Pig’s school by 
running. Big Head Son and Little Head Father’s Charity 
told that little head father shares the big head son with the 
difficulties of disadvantaged children in the mountain area, 
so the big head son donates his toys to them. Enthusiastic 
Kiki told that Kiki accidentally empties the waste products 
collected by Miaomiao. Kiki then collects plastic bottles, 
flyers and other waste products. Kiki and Miaomiao 
donate the money they get from selling waste products to 
disadvantaged children in mountain areas. Big Ear Tutu’s 
Blood Donation told that Big Ear Tutu’s father decides to 
donate blood, but his mother does not support his father 
because of his blood disease. His mother goes to donate 
blood and becomes a heroine. Peppa Pig Talent Day told 
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that Peppa Pig plans to perform on talent day, but it is 
performed by someone else, so Peppa Pig finally steps in 
the mud. Peppa Pig Takes the Train told that kindergartens 
organize children to go out by train and finish their tasks. 
At the same time, kindergartners are taught to take good 
care of their own things. Peppa Pig and Perfume told that 
Peppa Pig and her brother George’s story of making per-
fume in grandma’s house. Peppa Pig Fishpond told that 
Peppa Pig’s Father takes his family to the fishpond where 
he used to play.

Based on the media rating research literature,38 we 
chose prosocial cartoons and control cartoons by conduct-
ing a manipulation check. Eighty adults (60 undergraduates, 
10 postgraduates, 10 kindergarten teachers; Mage = 20.54, 
SD = 2.37) were chosen to assess the donating attributes of 
the cartoons using a Likert 5-point scale (1 = very incon-
sistent to 5 = very consistent). Ten adults assessed one 
cartoon, constituting for 8 groups. One-factor ANOVA 
was used to compare the donating attributes of cartoons in 
terms of the following rating criteria: (1) Donation Scenes 
(Does this cartoon have many donating scenes?), (2) 
Donation Contents (Does this cartoon have many donating 
contents?), (3) Interest (Is this cartoon interesting?), (4) 
Difficulty (Is this cartoon very difficult for kindergartners 
to understand?), (5) Action (Does this cartoon have many 
action plots?), (6) Pleasure (Are you pleased to watch this 
cartoon?). Peppa Pig Father’s Donation by Running, Big 
Head Son and Little Head Father’s Charity, Enthusiastic 
Kiki and Big Ear Tutu’s Blood Donation got significant 
higher score than the other four cartoons in terms of 
Donation Scenes [F(7,72) = 35.36, p < 0.001, d = 1.35] 
and Donation Contents [F(7,72) = 30.69, p < 0.001, d = 
1.26]. However, there were no significant rating differences 
in Interest [F(7,72) = 1.68, p = 0.13, d = 0.29], Difficulty [F 
(7,72) = 0.79, p = 0.60, d = 0.20], Action [F(7,72) = 1.37, 
p = 0.23, d = 0.27], and Pleasure [F(7,72) = 1.30, p = 0.26, 
d = 0.26]. More specifically, we assumed the cartoon had 
the donating attribute if the mean score was higher than 3 
points, while the cartoon did not have a donating attribute if 
the mean score was lower than 3 points. Thus, Peppa Pig 
Father’s Donation by Running, Big Head Son and Little 
Head Father’s Charity, Enthusiastic Kiki and Big Ear Tutu’s 
Blood Donation were regarded as the cartoons with dona-
tion scenes and contents. Peppa Pig Talent Day, Peppa Pig 
and Perfume, Peppa pig Takes the Train and Peppa Pig 
Fishpond were regarded as the cartoons with no donation 
scenes and contents.

Toy Donation Task
To assess donating behavior, we provided 5 bear dolls as 
the toys that children would donate in a Toy Donation 
Task (TDT). Each bear doll was about 30 cm in length, 
20 cm in width and 15 cm in height. All bear toys were 
identical, that is, they belonged to the same brand series. 
The reason why we chose bear doll (ie, Teddy Bear) as 
a donation toy was that it is a kind of neutral toy, which 
may reduce girls’ gender preference for Barbie dolls and 
boys’ gender preference for transformers and cars (poten-
tial confounders). In the donation situation created in this 
experiment, research staff specifically told the children 
that the bear toys you chose to donate to disadvantaged 
peers would be sent through the Donation Box.

To ensure the content validity of the bear dolls, we chose 
10 kindergartners (Mage = 5.10, SD = 0.84) to assess the 5 
bear dolls in terms of (1) Likability (I like this bear doll very 
much) and (2) Interest (I am very interested in playing with 
this bear doll) from 1 point (very inconsistent) to 3 points 
(very consistent). The reason why we listed the responses 
including “inconsistent” (1 point), “uncertain” (2 points) and 
“consistent” (3 points) was to help children understand these 
items and test the statistical differences in Likability and 
Interest. One factor ANOVA revealed that there were no 
significant differences in Likability [F (4, 45) = 0.79, p = 
0.54, d = 0.26] and Interest [F (4, 45) = 0.77, p = 0.55, d = 
0.25] among these 5 bear dolls. Notably, the average score 
was higher than 2 points, indicating that children showed 
likability and interest for the bear dolls. The greater amount 
of donated bear dolls indicated more donating behavior of 
children, and vice versa. No donating behavior was available 
if the number of donated bear dolls was zero.

To date, various experimental paradigms were 
employed to measure children’s donating behaviors. For 
example, researchers create emergency situations to induce 
children to donate to their peers in distress.39 In addition, 
experimenters should create donation situations to allow 
children to anonymously sacrifice their favorite valuables 
(eg, toys, money) to charity organizations and donate them 
to disadvantaged groups.40 In the current experiment, the 
research staff first took a group of 13 children to a specific 
room, organized them to watch different types of cartoons 
for 4 consecutive days, and then they completed the TDT. 
The research staff asked the participants,

Hey kids, thank you for watching the cartoons. We give you 
5 bear dolls as a reward. Do you like them? However, there 
are many poor/disadvantaged children who never have their 
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own bear dolls. They like bear dolls very much. Would you 
like to donate your bear dolls to them, please? If so, how 
many are you going to donate (0–5 points)? The bear dolls 
will be sent to disadvantaged peers via China Hope Project. 

The children took the bears back with them if they were 
not willing to donate (ie, no donation behavior was also 
available). All of the children were told so in the beginning. 
The children were questioned individually, and each was 
questioned consecutively. They put their bear dolls they 
were willing to donate in the Donation Box. The research 
staff recorded the number of bear dolls donated by each 
participant as a measure of donation behavior.

Validation of the Materials
In the present study, we have chosen 80 adults to rate the 
cartoon materials (ie, 4 prosocial vs 4 control) and 10 kinder-
gartners to rate the toy materials (ie, 5 bear dolls) to ensure the 
good validation of the materials. Overall, we selected 4 pro-
social cartoons and 4 control cartoons in terms of Donation 
Scenes [F (7, 72) = 35.36, p < 0.001, d = 1.35] and Donation 
Contents [F (7, 72) = 30.69, p < 0.001, d = 1.26]. In addition, 
we selected the 5 bear dolls as donating materials in terms of 
high (Average score > 2 points) but not significant differences 
in Likability [F (4, 45) = 0.79, p = 0.54, d = 0.26; M = 2.22, 
SD = 0.76] and Interest [F (4, 45) = 0.77, p = 0.55, d = 0.25; 
M = 2.12, SD = 0.77]. Thus, the validation of the cartoon 
materials and toy materials was guaranteed.

Design
A 2 (cartoon: prosocial vs control) x 2 (gender: male vs 
female) x 3 (age: 4 vs 5 vs 6) experimental-control design 
was conducted. The independent variables were cartoon, 
gender, and age. The dependent variable was donating 
behavior (the number of bear dolls children donated to 
disadvantaged peers).

Results
The Pretest Levels of Donating Behavior
Independent sample t-tests were performed to test whether 
there were significant differences in donation behavior 

between prosocial cartoon group and control cartoon 
group, as well as male children group and female children 
group. Meanwhile, a one-factor analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) was conducted to test whether there were sig-
nificant differences in donation behavior among 4-year- 
olds, 5-year-olds, and 6-year-olds.

Table 2 shows the pretest data for donating behavior. We 
used the data from the pretest to establish that there was no 
difference in donation propensity. Overall, the pretest level 
of donating behavior was not significant between the experi-
mental group and the control group [t(154) = −1.24, p = 
0.22, d = −0.20]. Similarly, the pretest level of donating 
behavior was not significant between male group and 
female group [t (154) = 0.53, p = 0.60, d = 0.10]. The 
pretest level of donating behavior was not significant 
among 4-year-olds, 5-year-olds, and 6-year-olds [F (2, 
153) = 1.01, p = 0.37, d = 0.16]. As such, participants in 
both groups demonstrated the relatively homogeneous level 
of donating behavior prior to the experiment. 

Descriptive Statistics
Table 3 shows the means and standard deviations of donat-
ing behavior by gender and age in the present study.

Analysis of Variance on Donating 
Behavior
A 2 (cartoon) x 2 (gender) x 3 (age) ANOVA was done to 
test hypotheses 1–3 (Table 4). Cartoon, gender and age 
were independent variables, while donating behavior was 
dependent variable. A simple effect analysis would be 
further carried out if the interaction between the indepen-
dent variables had a significant impact on the dependent 
variables. The main effect of cartoon on donating behavior 
was significant. Children who watched prosocial cartoons 
showed more donating behavior than those who watched 
control cartoons. As a result, prosocial cartoon scenes 
emerged as a significant predictor of donating behavior. 
The main effects of gender and age on donating behavior 
were not significant. The gender x age interaction in 
donating behavior was significant. A simple effect analysis 

Table 2 Pretest Data for Donating Behavior

Outcomes Prosocial  

(M±SD)

Control  

(M±SD)

Male  

(M±SD)

Female  

(M±SD)

4-Year-Olds  

(M±SD)

5-Year- 

Olds  

(M±SD)

6-Year- 

Olds  

(M±SD)

Donation 2.29±1.30 2.56±1.41 2.49±1.35 2.37±1.38 2.21±1.42 2.56±1.33 2.52±1.32
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indicated that 5-year-old female children showed more 
donating behavior than 6-year-old and 4-year-old female 
children, whilst no significant age effects in donating 
behavior were found among male children (Table 5 and 
Figure 1). The cartoon x gender x age interaction on 
donating behavior was small but significant. A simple 
effect analysis indicated that 4-year-old male children in 
prosocial cartoon condition showed more donating beha-
vior than 4-year-old male children in control cartoon con-
dition. Four-year-old female children in prosocial cartoon 
condition showed more donating behavior than 4-year-old 
female children in control cartoon condition. Five-year-old 
male children in prosocial cartoon condition showed more 
donating behavior than 5-year-old male children in control 
cartoon condition. Five-year-old female children in proso-
cial cartoon condition showed more donating behavior 
than 5-year-old female children in control cartoon condi-
tion. Six-year-old female children in prosocial cartoon 
condition showed more donating behavior than 6-year- 
old female children in control cartoon condition. 

However, no significant group differences in donating 
behavior were found in 6-year-old male children 
(Table 6, Figures 2 and 3). The cartoon x gender and 
cartoon x age interactions on donating behavior were not 
significant.

Discussion
In general, findings of the study highlighted the impor-
tance of using prosocial cartoon examples/models, which 
was an effective way to change children’s donating beha-
vior in the short term. Our study advanced the existing 
literature by giving the following strong points: First, 
despite general prosocial media (ie, video games) promot-
ing donation, little empirical research touches on the 
impact of donation-themed cartoons on donating behavior, 
especially among Chinese kindergartners. Since kindergar-
ten children were most likely to watch cartoons in their 
pastime, research on the relationship between donation- 
themed cartoons and donation behavior was much-needed. 
This was the primary reason why the need for donation- 
themed cartoons in our experimental study. Second, the 
study conducted in Eastern cultures could further replicate 
the finding that prosocial media exposure increased proso-
cial behavior among adolescents in Western cultures. As 
such, prosocial cartoon examples might also be rendered 
as ideal models to foster donating behavior for young 
Chinese children. The implications culture-wise gave us 
an insight into the effects of prosocial cartoons on dona-
tion in individualistic-oriented Western culture that could 
also apply to kindergartners in collectivist-oriented 
Chinese culture. Third, this research could provide useful 
information for the development of prosocial behavior by 

Table 3 Means and Standard Deviation of Donating Behavior by Gender and Age

Age Prosocial Cartoons N Control Cartoons N Total (M±SD) N

Male (M±SD) Female (M±SD) Male (M±SD) Female (M±SD)

4-year-olds 4.23±0.73 3.92±1.04 26 3.38±0.77 2.62±1.33 26 3.54±1.15 52

5-year-olds 4.38±0.77 4.62±0.51 26 2.85±1.57 3.62±1.19 26 3.87±1.27 52
6-year-olds 4.23±1.01 4.62±0.51 26 3.46±1.66 2.15±0.90 26 3.62±1.43 52

Total 4.28±0.83 4.38±0.78 78 3.23±1.39 2.79±1.28 78 3.67±1.29 156

Table 4 Analysis of Variance on Donating Behavior

Variables Mean Square F(df1, df2) ηp
2

Cartoon 68.01 60.22*** (1,144) 0.28

Gender 1.08 0.96 (1,144) 0.006

Age 1.52 1.35 (2,144) 0.009

Cartoon x Gender 2.83 2.50 (1,144) 0.02

Cartoon x Age 0.97 0.86 (2,144) 0.006

Gender x Age 4.35 3.85* (2,144) 0.02

Cartoon x Gender x Age 4.06 3.59* (2,144) 0.02

Notes: ***p < 0.001, *p < 0.05.

Table 5 The Gender x Age Interaction on Donating Behavior

Gender 4-Year-Olds (M±SE) 5-Year-Olds (M±SE) 6-Year-Olds (M±SE) F(df1, df2) ηp
2

Male 3.81±0.21 3.62±0.21 3.85±0.21 0.35(2,144) 0.002
Female 3.27±0.21 4.12±0.21 3.39±0.21 4.85**(2,144) 0.03

Note: **p < 0.01.
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selecting fruitful donation-themed cartoons. Previous 
researchers have explored the effective measures to 
increase children’s prosocial behavior, and our research 
might indicate that prosocial cartoon scenes can promote 
the development of donating behavior in Chinese 
kindergartners.

Consistent with Hypothesis 1, we found that children 
exposed to prosocial cartoons showed more donating 
behavior than those exposed to control cartoons after 4 
consecutive days. The finding indicated an accumulating 
positive effect, which was consistent with the GLM that 
prosocial media could change individual’s cognition, atti-
tude, affection and behavior.11 Also, the finding confirmed 
that children could automatically mimic prosocial behavior 
from media role models.41 The finding replicated previous 
literature that prosocial media setting could immediately 
increase children’s donation rates, donor prosociality, help-
ing behavior, and altruistic behavior.42–44 Children in pro-
social cartoon condition showed more donating behavior 
than those in control cartoon condition. The explanation of 

the results was that prosocial cartoon scenes might pro-
voke more altruistic cognitive networks of children than 
control cartoons. In view of this, cartoon developers, par-
ents and teachers might use prosocial cartoons with 
donated contents to develop children’s donating behavior 
in real-world settings.

Inconsistent with Hypothesis 2, no significant gender 
effects on donating behavior were found in both prosocial 
cartoon group and control cartoon group. This finding also 
aligned with previous study that there were no significant 
gender main effects and media x gender interaction on 
prosocial behavior.45 Likewise, according to another 
study, there were no significant gender effects.35 

However, the average level of donating behavior among 
female children was slightly higher than that of male 
children after viewing prosocial cartoons, though not sta-
tistically significant. Note that one possible explanation for 
the non-significant differences in donating behavior 
between male and female children was that gender differ-
ences in donations appear later in the development.46,47 

Figure 1 Gender x age interaction on children’s donating behavior.

Table 6 The Cartoon x Gender x Age Interaction on Donating Behavior

Age Male Female

Prosocial (M±SE) Control (M±SE) F(df1, df2) ηp
2 Prosocial (M±SE) Control (M±SE) F(df1, df2) ηp

2

4-year-olds 4.23±0.30 3.39±0.30 4.12*(1,144) 0.03 3.92±0.30 2.62±0.30 9.84**(1,144) 0.06

5-year-olds 4.39±0.30 2.85±0.30 13.62***(1,144) 0.08 4.62±0.30 3.62±0.30 5.76*(1,144) 0.04

6-year-olds 4.23±0.30 3.46±0.30 3.41(1,144) 0.02 4.62±0.30 2.15±0.30 34.88***(1,144) 0.18

Notes: ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.
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This might explain the results regarding non-significant 
gender differences in donating behavior.

Inconsistent with Hypothesis 3 of age effects, we found 
that 5-year-old female children demonstrated more donat-
ing behavior than 6-year-old female children and 4-year-old 
female children, whilst no significant age effects were 
found in male children. The finding was somewhat different 
from previous research showing that older children had 
more donating behaviors than younger children.5 In addi-
tion, the cartoon x gender x age interaction on donating 
behavior was significant. Specifically, female children aged 
4 to 6 in prosocial cartoon condition showed more donating 

behaviors than those in control cartoon condition, whilst no 
significant group differences in donating behaviors were 
found among six-year-old male children. Perhaps educators 
should use prosocial cartoons to foster donation behavior 
among female children aged 4 to 6 and male children aged 4 
to 5. The finding suggested that these children might be the 
key groups for donating behavior development under the 
condition of prosocial cartoon scenes.

Implications of the Findings
The conclusions of this study provide a useful reference 
for the cultivation of children’s donating behavior. First of 

Figure 2 Cartoon x gender x age interaction on donating behavior among male children.

Figure 3 Cartoon x gender x age interaction on donating behavior among female children.
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all, perhaps increasing the exposure to prosocial cartoon 
scenes is an effective way to foster children’s donating 
behavior. However, it is worth noting that 4 consecutive 
days of watching cartoons can only impact donation or 
altruistic behavior in the short run from a pedagogical 
perspective. Watching cartoons needs to be combined 
with other activities that foster altruism in the long run. 
In other words, watching cartoons only 4 days cannot 
make these kids altruists forever and this finding should 
be cautiously generalized to the real world. Secondly, 
given that 5-year-old female children show more donating 
behavior than 6-year-old female children and 4-year-old 
female children, educators should pay more attention to 
the cultivation of donating behaviors of 6-year-old female 
children and 4-year-old female children. Thirdly, given 
that prosocial cartoon scenes cause more donating beha-
viors in 4–6-year-old female children and 4–5-year-old 
male children than the control cartoon scenes, educators 
should shed light on the cultivation of donating behavior 
of 4–6-year-old female children and 4–5-year-old male 
children. Finally, given that no significant gender effects 
were found in donating behavior, educators may not care 
too much about focusing on the cultivation of donating 
behavior for male or female children.

Limitations and Future Research
This study has some limitations. First, although children 
watch assigned cartoons for 4 consecutive days, this 
experiment is not a real longitudinally manipulated one. 
As a result, it may be difficult to assess whether the limited 
time period of impact (ie, 15 minutes of daily exposure) 
will be more than short term. Future research should con-
sider collecting longitudinal experimental data to deter-
mine the causal effects of prosocial cartoon scenes on 
children’s donating behavior. Second, we did not include 
age as a continuous factor in the statistical analysis. 
Indeed, taking age as a categorical variable may lose 
some statistical power to some extent. Future studies 
need to consider age as a continuous factor in data analy-
sis. Third, the way donation task administered was not 
only measuring the altruism of children but also measuring 
obedience of children. Ideally, we should give the children 
at least not to donate and do not ask them to donate, but 
only give them the options to donate. However, we asked 
them whether or how many they would like to donate may 
bias the results as children have tendency to do what 
teachers told them to do which may be obedience rather 
than prosociality to some extent. Future research should 

ideally provide them the options to donate rather than 
simply asking them to donate to improve the validity of 
donation measurement. Finally, the results of this study 
should be interpreted with caution in psychology research 
and donating behavior management practice due to the 
small sample size. In addition, the 5 bear dolls may not 
be children’s favorite toys in reality, although they were 
rated as having with high Likability and Interest in our 
study.

Strengths
Despite such limitations, our study has several strengths 
and provides a unique contribution to a better under-
standing of the effects of selected prosocial cartoons on 
donating behavior. First, we selected four prosocial car-
toons and four control cartoons based on rated donating 
contents and scenes. Second, the unique findings of our 
study were consistent with prior relevant results in a new 
cultural setting, and the study results supported the GLM 
that repeated exposure to prosocial cartoons increases 
children’s donating behaviors. Third, the experimental 
design, random selection of children and the careful con-
trols at various stages of the procedures allowed us to 
draw causal inferences about the prosocial cartoon effects 
on donating behavior. In particular, we evaluated the 
positive effects of prosocial cartoons sub-themes (ie, 
charitable donation) on donating behavior, which sur-
passed previous research that only tested the overall 
impact of prosocial media on prosocial behavior. 
Finally, it was worth noting that we measured the pretest 
level of children’s donating behavior to ensure that they 
were homogeneous in both groups. The pretests con-
ducted individually before the experiment could provide 
stronger conclusions than extant research.

Conclusion
This was an experimental study designed to test the effects 
of a series of cartoons featuring donation behavior on 
children’s donating behavior, assessed by a TDT (or Bear 
Doll Task). We found empirical support for the efficacy of 
these cartoons with an immediate post-test. Our work 
specifically focused on donation, which was an important 
aspect of prosocial development. The study could contri-
bute to the prosocial media literature and knowledge by 
analyzing the influence of the selected prosocial cartoons 
on children’s donating behavior.
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