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A n important, perhaps essen­
tial, adult characteristic is 
the motivation and ability to 

be a skillful and sensitive caregiver. 
This ability is the core of effective 
parenting and is also needed by 
nonfamily child care providers, 
caregivers for the handicapped and 
elderly, loving partners, and even 
pet owners or plant growers. Nur­
turance involves fostering the de­
velopment of another, whether it be
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R e a d  a b o u t  r e c e n t ,  p i o n e e r i n g  r e s e a r c h  o n  

s e l e c t e d  a s p e c t s  o f  e m e r g i n g  n u r t u r i n g  

b e h a v i o r  i n  y o u n g  c h i l d r e n .

a baby, person in need, mate, an­
imal, or plant in one’s care, and, 
more broadly speaking, the people 
one supervises at work, coworkers, 
students, neighbors, friends, lovers, 
and all family members of whatever 
age. In this review, we look at the 
developmental roots of nurturance 
in early childhood and assess evi­
dence that relates to the question 
“ Under what co n d itio n s m ight 
young children display nurturant 
behaviors?" Thus we exam ine  
factors such as ch ild  characteristics 
(for exam ple, the child’s sex  or 
age), characteristics o f  th e ob jec t o f  
n u rtu ra n ce  (for example, the be­
havior of an infant who might be 
nurtured by an older child), and se­
lected aspects o f  the situation  (for 
example, the involvement of adults 
in encouraging the child to be nur­
turant) that may affect how nurtur­
ance develops.

We are particularly interested in 
the behavior of children to nonsib­
lings because as more and more 
children spend much of their early 
lives in child care we will all need 
to understand how to encourage 
nurturing behavior. Therefore, we 
have in ten tiona lly  not stud ied  
young ch ildren’s nurturing b e­
havior in the home, where it is fre­
quently found. Some of the studies 
reported here may seem contrived 
to readers familiar with children's 
nurturing in natural situations. The 
idea of studying emergent nurturing 
in young children is quite new. We 
need much more research on its 
many aspects. The studies included 
h ere  are p io n ee r in g  s tu d ie s ,  
pointing the way for future re­
search.

W h a t  i s  n u r t u r a n c e ?

Three aspects of nurturance may 
be distinguished: interest, knowl­
edge, and behavior (Fogel, Melson, 
& Mistry. 1986). To foster the devel­
opment of another—such as a baby

—a person needs first to direct at­
tention or interest to the other 
(baby). This in terest may arise be­
cause the baby seems appealing or 
simply because nurturing is socially 
expected (for example, the person 
has been hired as a babysitter). 
Degree of interest varies and so  
d o es the q uality  of nurturing. 
Caring for a baby requires som e 
kn o w led g e  of what the baby is like, 
what the baby's needs are, and how 
those needs can be met. Nurtur­
ance also demands certain skills, 
which must be used in appropriate 
situations. What young children ac­
tually do when they express their 
developing capacities to nurture 
others constitutes their nurturing 
behavior.

A lthough there are m ultiple  
aspects to the construct of nurtur­
ance, studies have measured one or 
two of these aspects, not all three. 
Moreover, although it is possible to 
nurture many different people and 
things, almost all research has fo­
cused  on nurturing an infant or 
toddler, perhaps because caring for 
an infant seems to exemplify what 
is meant by "nurturing." Thus, this 
review will be restricted to studies 
of the development of young chil­
dren’s nurturance toward infants, 
noting the aspect or aspects of nur­
turance measured in each study.

C h i l d  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s

Which children tend to be most 
nurturant? One way researchers 
have approached this question is to 
study sex and age differences in 
nurturance. Research to date shows 
clearly that girl children are ex­
pected to, and actually do, engage 
in much more infant care than boys

(although their behavior is not nec­
essarily nurturing; nurturing means 
b eing  se n s it iv e ly  responsive, 
whereas som e young girls “play 
dolls" with real babies showing 
very little sensitivity to the babies' 
needs). Are girls more interested in 
babies and their care than are 
boys? Do they behave differently 
toward infants than do boys? Do 
they know more than boys about 
babies and their care? Do sex dif­
ferences vary with the age of the 
children? Research reported here 
does not deal with w h y  interest, 
knowledge, and behavior is as it is, 
though researchers and, doubtless, 
readers have a variety of thoughts 
on the subject. Research thus far 
has attempted to explain the exis­
tence of sex and age differences

W h y  s e x  d i f f e r e n c e s  

i n  n u r t u r i n g ?

and to describe children’s nurturing 
behavior carefully.

One of the first studies to explore 
the issue of sex differences in nur­
turance was conducted by Berman 
Monda, and Myerscough (1977V 
They observed 43 girls and 43 boys 
ages 32 to 63 months, in a child 
care center’s large playroom. For 
days, a playpen with a 13-month- 
old girl was placed in one corner ol 
the room , and observers noted 
which children came near the baby 
and their behaviors. They also ob­
served children's behavior for sev­
eral days when an empty playp^1 
or a fish tank was in the room 1° 
ensure that the children were not 
respond ing sim ply to unusiia 
items.
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Why do  boys 4 years o ld  and o lder seem  less interested in babies than 
younger boys do? Is it a ll because o f  societal sex stereotyping? Is it because 
they don't have nurturing fathers? Or is it a lso  because a t this age children 
are not cognitively capable o f  grasping com plex concepts, and are still grap­
pling with the basics o f  male identity and female identity, only later to fill in 
the deta ils and thus become more androgynous?

On the first day the baby was 
there, girls spent 20% of the time 
near the playpen, whereas boys 
spent about 12%. On the second  
"baby” day, girls stayed near the 
baby 25% of the time, boys about 
18% of the time. As children be­
came used to the infant, they spent 
more time near her, but in general 
girls did so more than boys. How­
ever, the sex difference was largely 
due to a substantial decline in in­
terest by boys who were at least 4 
years old.

Once children directed their at- J 
tention to the baby, what behaviors “ 
did they express? Most of the time \  
children looked at the baby and c 
touched the playpen. About 20% of 5 
the time children were close to the 
baby, they tried to interact with her, 
usually by touching her, but only 
four of the children spoke to the 
baby. Interestingly, although girls 
were som ew hat more likely to 
com e near the baby, once boys 
were close by they were just as 
likely as girls to interact with her.

These results suggested two ten­
tative h y p o th e se s  about p re­
schoolers’ early nurturance toward 
babies: (1) Before the age of 4 both 
boys and girls have similar levels of 
interest, but beyond 4 girls begin to 
show more interest than do boys; 
and (2) preschoolers' behaviors to­
ward an infant consist mainly of 
looking and touching.

What about age and sex differ­
ences in knowledge about nurturing 
babies? Only one study (Melson, 
Fogel. & Toda, 1986) has examined 
children's knowledge about infants 
and their care. In interviews with 43 
preschoolers (half boys and half 
girls; average age 4 years) and an 
equal number of second graders, 
we first asked each child to identify 
the babies from a stack of drawings 
of people of different ages. Then we 
asked the child, “What are babies 
like? What do babies do?" Next, the 
child picked out those drawings of 
people who could “take care" of a

baby and then told all the ways they 
could do so. Finally, we asked each 
ch ild , “Can you take care of a 
baby?” and if so, “How?” Children’s 
verbal skill levels were measured 
separately to make sure they could 
explain themselves, but that does 
not eliminate the problem of chil­
dren who are too shy or inarticulate 
to tell all they know. The status of 
each child's sibling situation was 
noted, but not its quality (nur­
turing, hostile, etc.).

Both preschool boys and girls 
were highly accurate in identifying 
pictures of babies, and there were 
no sex differences at any age in 
knowledge about infant character­
istics or ways to care for babies. In 
describing babies, both boys and 
girls talked about their small size, 
their developm ental immaturity 
( “they fall down," “they can’t un­
derstand”), and their characteristic

motor and oral behaviors (“crawl," 
"chew, suck"), indicating that even 
young children appear to have ap­
propriate and differentiated under­
standing of infant characteristics. 
Similarly, both boys and girls were 
highly accurate in describing ways 
that o lder ch ildren  and adults  
would care for babies ("put to 
sleep," “pick up,” "rock," “change," 
"put in crib"). Finally, 77% of the 
preschoolers answered "yes” when 
asked if they could take care of a 
baby and went on to suggest appro­
priate ways they might do so.

Although boys and girls appear 
to be equally knowledgeable about 
infants and their care, they also 
show evidence of associating infant 
care with adult females. Children in 
this sam ple were m ost likely to 
identify adult females as people 
who “can take care of babies." in­
terestin g ly , the p resen ce  of a
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younger sibling did not affect pre­
schoolers’ knowledge about infants 
or their care.

This study along with those of 
Berman and her colleagues sup­
ports the importance of d istin ­
guishing among different aspects of 
nurturance. While boys and girls 
appear to be equally knowledgeable 
about babies and their care, they 
begin to differ about age 4 or 5 in 
observed behaviors and interest. 
Studies of older ch ildren’s and 
adults’ responsiveness to babies 
also find that sex differences fa­
voring females are more likely on 
measures of observed behaviors 
than those of knowledge or em o­
tional responses (Feldman, Nash, & 
Cutrona, 1977; Nash & Feldman, 
1981).

A number of important questions 
remained as researchers continued 
th eir  w ork. F irst, w ou ld  p re ­
schoolers express more interest 
and a wider range of behaviors 
under different circumstances? Did 
the in fant's co n fin em en t to a 
playpen restrict the ways the baby 
and preschoolers could interact? 
Would some demonstration or en­
couragement from adults lead chil­
dren to behave differently? Finally, 
why do boys seem to decrease their 
interest in babies around the age of 
4, while maintaining equal levels of 
knowledge?

T h e  i n f a n t ' s  c o n t r i b u t i o n

Berman et al.'s (1977) observa­
tions of a 13-month-old baby in a 
playpen noted that this highly soci­
able infant often reached out and 
touched the children who came 
near her and that 90% of the chil­
dren whom she touched su b se­
quently tried to engage in inter­
action with her. This su ggests, 
logically, that the infants’ charac­
teristics and behaviors may affect 
children’s interest and involvement,

as it is known to affect adults' in­
terest and involvement.

To determine this, we observed 
37 boys and 34 girls (24 to 64 
months old) as each individually 
encountered a 6- to 8-month-old in­
fant (Melson & Fogel, 1982). We 
placed each of 26 babies on the 
floor in a small playroom stocked 
with toys, some suitable for infants, 
others attractive to preschoolers. 
The relatively large number of in­
fants and their unrestricted move­
ment permitted an analysis of pos­
sible effects of infant character­
istics and behaviors on the older 
children.

Both male and female babies, re­
gardless of whether or not they had 
older brothers and sisters, were 
equally responsive to the pre­
schoolers. If a child looked at the 
infant, the baby was likely to look 
back; when offered a toy, babies ex­
plored it; and when the older child 
ignored the baby by turning away, 
the infant was likely to '‘demand" 
interaction by reaching out toward 
the child while looking and at­
tempting to touch. Thus, in general, 
infants played an active role in elic­
iting attention and involvem ent 
from preschoolers (Melson, Fogel, 
& Mistry, 1986).

There was also evidence that in­
fant characteristics affected pre­
sch o o lers’ behavior. In general, 
children showed most interest in 
babies that they perceived were 
like them in gender (i.e., both girls 
or both boys). (This was true re­
gardless of whether the biological 
sex of the baby was male or female, 
indicating that the child’s belief, not 
sex differences in infants’ charac­
teristics or behaviors, dictated in­
terest.) However, the oldest pre­
school boys (average age =  54 
months) showed most interest in 
babies they perceived as female (al­
though their interest level was the 
lowest of all preschoolers ).

One in terp re ta tio n  of th ese

findings is that when children view 
babies as like them in some impor­
tant way, such as gender, they are 
likely to be more responsive to 
them. However, for older preschool 
boys, similarity to a baby may con­
flict with their ideas of what it 
means to be a boy, especially as 
boys are forever being told not to 
“act like a baby,” and so they are 
both less responsive to babies in 
general and relatively more inter­
ested in female than male babies.

There is evidence, however, that 
both boys and girls respond simi­
larly when infants send strong emo­
tion a l s ig n a ls , su ch  as cries. 
Melson, Fogel, & Mistry (1986) ob­
served that when babies were fussy 
or cried, both boys and girls at­
tempted to distract the infant by of­
fering toys, but they were less re­
sponsive to more subtle signals 
from the baby, such as looking and 
reaching out toward the child 
Berman (1987) reported similar 
findings, noting that 9 of 12 children 
who were asked to “take care” ol a 
crying baby made constructive and 
often persistent attempts to placate 
and calm the baby. These efforts 
did not vary by the age or sex of the 
older child; even the youngest child 
(33 months) observed with a crying 
baby offered him toys, touched his 
hand, repeatedly said “Shhh," and 
finally got the baby to roll a ball 
back and forth with her.

Even when boys and girls do nol 
actually see an infant crying, as 
long as they understand the infant's 
needs, they are likely to attempt to 
meet them. Weinstock (1979) gave 
each of 32 boys and girls, aged 5 to 
6 years, a dish filled with pieces ol 
candy and then showed them a pio 
ture of a “poor” 1-year-old baby 
and told them they could share H 
they wished. In this situation, boys 
actually donated more candy (4-* 
pieces on the average) than gin? 
(3.1 pieces). Finally, Zahn-Waxlef 
Friedman, & Cummings (1983) ob­
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Nurturing does not mean smothering or instructing, it means responding sen­
sitively to another’s needs, including the need for independence. This baby  
wants interaction and entertainment, and therefore the older girl is nurturing.

served the r e a c t io n s  of p re ­
schoolers as well as elementary- 
school-age children to taped infant 
cries heard in an adjacent room 
after each child had just seen a 
mother and her baby enter that 
room. When the mother came into 
the room w here the child  was 
seated saying that she was looking 
for the baby's bottle, most of the

children tried to help (by searching 
for the bottle, for example). Boys 
attempted to help as frequently as 
girls at each age level, although 
older children helped more than 
preschoolers.

In summary, studies completed 
to date in this new area of research 
indicate that sex differences in in­
terest in and behaviors toward

babies do not appear before age 4 
to 5. Although older preschool boys 
may be less likely to attend to 
babies, once their attention is en­
gaged and the infant shows clear 
need, boys do not differ from girls 
in their attempts to be nurturing. 
Both boys and girls are responsive 
to the behaviors of the infant, par­
ticularly infant distress.

Other aspects of the situation in 
which child and infant meet each 
other may be important. Is the child 
given any guidance or direction by 
adults concerning what to do with 
the baby?

C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  
t h e  s i t u a t i o n

To determine if variations in the 
situation in which children meet in­
fants would affect the children’s in­
terest and behavior, Berman, Smith, 
and Goodman (1983) observed 10 
boys and 10 girls from 3'/2 to 4'/2 
years old and 9 boys and 9 girls 
from 4>/2 to 5‘/2 years in a small play 
area as they individually encoun­
tered  e ith er  a m ale or fem ale  
todd ler w ho was free to m ove  
around. For the first 6 minutes, the 
older child was told she or he could 
“play with the toys or the baby or 
do whatever [she or he] would like 
to do"; after 6 minutes, the child 
was told, “We'd like you to take 
care of the baby for a few minutes 
so we can work.”

During the first “free play” period 
with the baby, interactions with the 
toddler occurred about 17% of the 
tim e, ap proxim ately  the sam e  
amount as in the study where the 
baby was confined to a playpen. 
Because the toddler could move 
about and toys were available in 
the play area, the children used 
toys in about half of their interac­
tions. In this situation, boys and 
girls at both age levels did not differ 
in their interest in the baby or in 
the ways they behaved.
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However, differences in the be­
haviors of children emerged when 
they were asked to take care of the 
tod d ler . Under th ese  c ircu m ­
stances, younger preschool boys 
increased their interaction with the 
baby to 26% of the time, but the 
girls of this age range interacted 
only 13% of the time. In marked 
contrast, older preschool girls di­
rected attention to the baby 43% of 
the time, whereas older boys paid 
attention to the toddler only 2% of 
the time. In terms of the quality of 
children’s interactions with the 
toddler, older girls took the initia­
tive to offer toys, touch, and speak 
to the baby e sp e c ia lly  o ften , 
whereas older boys never took the 
initiative and even sometimes with­
drew from the baby's approach.

These findings suggest that sex 
differences in interest in babies and 
in behaviors toward them vary with 
the circum stances in which pre­
schoolers encounter babies. When 
asked to “take care" of a baby, 
older preschool girls (average age 
= 5 years) behave, according to re­
searcher Phyllis Berman, like "little 
mothers” who try to take charge of 
the baby, while older boys ignore or 
avoid the baby most of the time. 
Thus, the sex difference favoring 
girls in interest in and interactions 
with a baby seems to depend upon 
the situation ("free play” vs. "care- 
taking”) and perhaps also the be­
haviors or characteristics of the in­
fant, such as mobility, It is fasci­
nating to note that girls’ greater 
in vo lvem en t with babies was not 
found to be necessarily nurturing. 
In many instances it was dom i­
neering play with live dolls, not 
sensitive responsiveness.

Boys and girls are equally knowl­
edgeable about babies and their 
care, and sex differences in be­
havior depend on the situation. 
Would it be possible, through al­
tering the situation, to enhance  
young children's interest in and

nurturing behaviors toward babies? 
In particular, might boys’ behaviors 
be changed by interventions or en­
couragement of nurture toward in­
fants?

In a study by Berman and Good­
man (1984), boys and girls between 
the ages of 2Vi and 7!/2 were indi­
vidually paired with one of 12 
babies in a small play area. Fol­
lowing the exam ple of previous 
stud ies, researchers asked each  
child to "take care" of the baby. 
However, in this study an adult en­
tered the area with half the children 
and dem onstrated how to offer 
each of four toys to the baby and 
induce the baby to play with the 
toys. The child’s behaviors toward 
the baby after the adult left were 
observed and compared with pre­
modeling behaviors.

A fter a d u lt m o d e lin g , p r e ­
schoolers between 2'/2 and 5 in­
creased in toy play with the baby 
only slightly—girls from 16% to 
21% of the time, boys from 19% to 
20%. Other forms of interaction  
such as talking to or touching the 
baby did not increase or even de­
creased. However, the toy demon­
stration by the adult had a marked 
positive effect on older girls and 
boys; they doubled in their use of 
toys to interact with the baby.

One reason for the weak effects 
of this adult intervention on pre­
schoolers may be that simply dem­
onstrating the use of a toy with a 
baby provides preschoolers with 
insufficient information and moti­
vation to sustain interest in and in­
teraction with an infant.

To d eterm in e the e ffec ts  of 
longer term intervention on pre­
school boys’ interest in an infant, 
Blakemore (1983) showed 2- to 6- 
year-old boys at a child care center 
a videotape of a man caring for a 
baby and read them a book con­
taining pictures of men interacting 
with and caring for babies. Each 
boy saw the tape twice and saw the

book three to four times during a 
week period. Children’s approach 
to a baby in a playpen was recorded 
for 3 days prior to and 3 days after 
the intervention.

The effect of this intervention in 
creased boys’ interest in the baby 
at least as measured by how lone 
children stayed near the playpen. 
For example, on the last “baby” dav 
before the intervention, boys spent 
an average of slightly more than I 
minute out of 15 near the infant; fol­
lowing the intervention they stayed 
near the baby for more than 5 
minutes out of 15. Thus, a more ex 
tended demonstration of infant carp 
through books and film appears to 
change preschool boys' interest in 
a baby immediately following ex­
posure (there was no long-term 
follow-up).

Because it measured only prox 
imity to the baby, the Blakemore 
study offered no information on 
how intervention might affect the 
behaviors of children toward babies 
once they were in proximity to tlie 
infants, ln order to provide a wore 
detailed assessm ent of children's 
behaviors and also to investigate 
the effects of a live demonstration, 
Fogel, Melson, Toda, and Mistry 
(1987) observed 48 preschool bov* 
and girls individually as they en­
countered a 6- to 8-month-old in­
fant and the infant’s mother (wlm 
had been previously coached by 
the experimenters to actively en­
courage the preschooler’s involve 
ment with the baby). Thus, mother' 
were told they might ask the chiM 
to pick out a toy and offer it to th« 
baby, to help in some play or care- 
taking activity, and to join in pw 
with the baby.

We compared these children >■ 
behaviors toward the babies 1° 
those of a previous study (Melsf11 i 
& Fogel, 1982) with similar subjet6 
co n d u c te d  in the sa m e man 
ner, except that the babies’ mother 
were instructed not to interact will'
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Does it help children become nurturing to live with nurturing adults a t home and a t school? What if  only the parents 
are nurturers, not the staff? What if  only the sta ff are nurturers, not the parents? How much nurturing m ust a child be 
given before she or he becomes a nurturing person?

the child or the infant in any way. 
After mother intervention, com ­
pared to the no-intervention situa­
tion, children showed less h esi­
tancy toward the infant (13% vs. 
39% of the time they were with the 
baby), were more involved in toy 
Play with the baby (20% vs. 5% of 
the time), and spent more time 
dose to the baby (33% vs. 11% of 
the time). Not surprisingly, the chil­
dren also asked the mother many 
Wore questions about the baby

Y o u n g  C h i ld r e n  •  M a rc h  1988

during the m other intervention  
(44% of the time) as compared to 
when mothers were not involved 
(6% of the time).

Although intervention studies to 
date have been extremely limited, 
all of them have found boys and 
girls responding similarly; sex dif­
ferences in interest in babies that 
appear among older preschoolers 
disappear when children receive 
encouragement and demonstration 
of interaction with an infant.

S u m m a r y  o f  
e x i s t i n g  s t u d i e s

In g en er a l, o b se r v a t io n s  of 
preschool-age children with babies 
indicate that prior to age 4 to 5 
years, both boys and girls are 
equally interested in babies and try 
to engage in interaction with them. 
After that time, boys show less  
spontaneous interest and less com­
pliance to adults’ requests to care 
for a baby than do girls. However,
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D o  y o u r  c h i l d r e n  

t a k e  c a r e  o f  

c h i l d r e n ?  p l a n t s ?  

e l d e r l y  p e o p l e ?

both boys and girls respond simi­
larly to clear signals of infant dis­
tress, and the sexes do not differ in 
what they know about infants or 
their care. When children are 
guided by adults to becom e in­
volved with a baby, both boys and 
girls respond with increased inter­
action and interest.

D i r e c t i o n s  f o r  
f u t u r e  r e s e a r c h

This review of literature related 
to preschool children's develop­
ment of nurturance suggests sev­
eral areas of fruitful inquiry for the 
future.

More detailed assessm en t of 
ch ildren's behaviors toward  
infants under more 
varied conditions

In all the research reviewed, chil­
dren have been observed only for 
short amounts of time as they en­
counter infants who are unfamiliar 
to them. Hence, the results could be 
due to effects of novelty or chil­
dren’s adjustment to a relatively 
unfamiliar situation. Do children 
who have some acquaintance with 
an infant respond differently?  
Would sex differences appear in 
this situation as well? Observations 
of children with their infant siblings 
suggest wide individual differences 
and a broader range of responses 
than those observed in the studies 
reviewed here (Dunn, 1983). There 
is need for studies that observe 
preschoolers over repeated en­
counters with the same infants, in

other words, documentation of the 
acquaintance p rocess betw een  
child and baby as it unfolds. As was 
m entioned earlier, we are e sp e ­
cially interested in what is involved 
in facilitating the development of 
nurturing behavior in young chil­
dren whose early years are largely 
spent in out-of-home child care set­
tings, and in children who have no 
siblings.

Com paring the developm ent of 
different aspects o f nurturance

All the studies reviewed have 
measured one or two of the three 
aspects of nurturance— interest, 
behaviors, and know ledge— but 
none has assessed  all three. Do 
children who know more about 
babies and their care exp ress  
greater interest in babies and do 
they exhibit a more varied reper­
toire of responses toward them? 
Existing findings suggest that this 
may not be the case, because, as 
with adults, knowledge may not 
always express itself in behavior; 
many other factors, such as the in­
fant's behavior, the child’s sex-role 
identification, and the child’s basic 
attitudes of trust, friendliness, hos­
tility and anxiety must also be con­
sidered. However, a direct test of 
the relationships among interest, 
knowledge, and behaviors is yet to 
be done.

A m ore process-oriented  
approach to interventions

The design of ways to encourage 
young children to be more inter­
ested in babies has not been guided 
by theory or research results. It is 
not clear what elements of adult in­
tervention are most effective, and 
perhaps some elements are effec­
tive for some children and not for 
others. For example, demonstration 
of a man caring for a baby (in film 
and in books) appears to increase 
interest in a baby for boys (Blake- 
more, 1983). Would a female so de­
picted have similar effects? Live

demonstrations, by contrast, have 
used only adult females, so com­
parison of effects of live demonstra­
tions by men versus women has nol 
yet been possible.

We must also know about the ef­
fects of specific behaviors that 
adults may engage in to encourage 
children to respond positively to 
babies. After all, in daily life most 
young children encounter babies in 
conjunction with their adult care­
givers (usually the infant’s parents). 
Adults are therefore im portant 
translators of the world of the baby 
to the young child, and children 
may learn a great deal indirectly 
about nurturing babies through the 
questions they ask of the adult and 
their observations of the adult’s be­
haviors and the infant’s responses 
to them.

Finally, we need to assess long­
term, in addition to immediate, ef­
fects of various interventions. If 
adults exert influence on how chil­
dren understand and respond to 
babies, then it is important to know 
how lasting  th ese  effects may 
be. Children in other cultures who 
are assigned regular caretaking re­
sponsibilities for younger children 
show higher levels of positive so­
cial behaviors like sharing and 
helping (Whiting & Whiting, 1975) 
as well as enhanced reasoning 
about moral is su e s  (Edwards,
1986). These findings suggest the 
possibility that in our own culture 
adult-guided involvement in care- 
giving experiences, if regular ant) 
intensive, may foster positive soi'ia1 
development.

Not only babies: Other 
influences on the 
developm ent o f nurturance

The definition of nurturance wc 
em ploy suggests that it may de 
velop in many contexts and not just 
in relation to babies and infa(l1 
care. Any person or thing whose de­
velopmental needs must be under­
stood and fostered may be an ob*
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ject of nurturance. For example,
■ bildren may learn the funda­
mentals of nurture from learning 
nbout and caring for a pet animal, 
lielping to care for a handicapped 
„r elderly relative, even by growing 
,i plant (Fogel, Melson, & Mistry,
1986). A more broadened way of 
thinking about the experiences that 
may promote nurturance in chil­
dren should lead to a de-emphasis 
on sex differences. When the focus 
is on interest in babies, boys begin 
to appear less nurturant than girls 
(under certa in  c ircu m sta n ces)  
around age 4 to 5 years. However, 
when the focus shifts to interest in 
pets and involvement with their 
care, there appear to be no sex dif- 
le re n c es  from early ch ildhood  
through adolescence— in this area, 
toys and girls show equal levels of 
nurturance (Melson, Fogel, & Toda,
1987).

I m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  c h i l d  
ca re  p r a c t i c e s

Because research on the devel­
opment of nurturance during early 
childhood is still in its infancy, im­
plications for early childhood edu­
cation and child care must be made 
with caution. However, existing evi­
dence suggests several guidelines:

(1) Exposing young children to 
live babies can help children learn 
about the characteristics of babies 
and how to respond appropriately 
to them. By reacting to babies’ be­
haviors, children have an opportu­
nity to practice interacting with 
someone much younger than them­
selves. They also gain valuable ex­
periences in how to relieve an­
other’s distress and how to give 
care to others. Books, films, and 
‘loll play related to babies and their 
care can supplement but are not 
substitutes for exposure to live 
babies.

(2) Experiences with babies are 
most e ffec tiv e  when they are

guided by adults who can en ­
courage the children to become in­
volved appropriately and who can 
m odel caregiving and play be­
haviors. Adult guidance is esp e­
cially important in exposing older 
preschool boys to babies, since age 
4 to 5 years is the time when many 
boys begin to show less interest in 
babies or baby care.

(3) Because both boys and girls 
by age 3 associate baby care with 
being female, having children ob­
serve men and older boys caring for 
infants may help boys see nurturing 
as more appropriate for them ­
selves. A visit by a father and his in­
fant or toddler to a preschool to 
demonstrate feeding, diapering, and 
playing with a baby might be a valu­
able lesson for both boys and girls.

(4 ) In addition to experiences 
with babies, a wide range of activi­
ties may be integrated into an early 
childhood educational setting to 
promote the development of nur­
turance. Caring for a pet, taking 
care of a plant, or hosting elderly or 
handicapped visitors to the pre­
school all help children understand 
and meet the special needs of those 
different from themselves.

R eferences

Berm an, P. W. (1987). Children caring tor 
bab ies: Age and sex d ifferences in re ­
sponse to infant signals and to the social 
context. In N. Eisenberg (Ed ), Contempo­
rary topics in developmental psychology 
(pp. 141-164). New York: Wiley.

Berman, P. W„ & Goodman. V. (1984). Age 
and  sex  d iffe re n ce s  in c h ild re n 's  re ­
sponses to babies: Effects of adults' care- 
taking requests and instructions. Child De­
velopment, 55, 1071-1077.

Berman, P. W., Monda, L. D., & Myerscough, 
R. P. (1977). Sex differences in young chil­
dren 's responses to  an infant: An observa­
tion within a day-care setting. Child Devel­
opment, 48. 711-715.

Berman. P. W., Smith, V. L., & Goodman, V. 
(1983). Development of sex differences in 
response to an infant and to the caretaker 
role. Journal of Genetic Psychology, 143, 
283-284.

Blakemore, J.E .O . (1983, April). Interaction 
with an infant by preschoolers An attempt 
to m odify the sex difference. Paper p re­

sented at the biennial meeting of the So­
ciety for Research in Child Development, 
Detroit.

Dunn, J, (1983). Sibling re la tions in early 
childhood Child Development. 54. 787­
811.

Edwards, C. P (1986 ). Another style of com ­
petence: The caregiving child. In A Fogel 
& G.F. Melson (Eds.). Origins o f nurtur­
ance. Developmental, biological and cul­
tural p e rsp e c tive s  on careg iv in g  (p p . 
95-122). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Feldm an, S, S., N ash. S. C., & C utrona, C.
(1977). The influence ol age and sex on re­
sponsiveness to babies. Developm ental 
Psychology, 13, 675-676.

Fogel, A., Melson, G.F.. & Mistry, J. (1986). 
Conceptualizing the determ inants of nur­
tu rance: A reassessm en t of sex differ­
ences. In A. Fogel & G.F. Melson (Eds.), 
Origins o f nurturance Developmental, bi­
ological and cultural perspectives on care­
giving (pp. 53-68). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum,

Fogel, A.. Melson, G.F., Toda. S., & Mistry, J. 
(1987). Young children's responses to un­
fam iliar infants: The effects of adult in­
volvem ent. International Journal of Be­
havioral Development, 10. 37-50.

Melson, G. F„ & Fogel A. (1982). Young chil­
dren 's interest in unfamiliar infants. Child 
Development, 53, 693-700.

Melson, G. F., Fogel, A., & Mistry, J. (1986). A 
study of nurturant interactions: From the 
infant's perspective . In A. Fogel & G. F. 
Melson (Eds.), Origins o f nurturance; De­
velopmental. biological and cultural per­
spectives on caregiving (pp. 69-90). Hills­
dale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Melson, G, F., Fogel. A., & Toda. S. (1986). 
C hildren 's ideas about infants and their 
care. Child Development, 57, 1519-1527.

Melson, G.F., Fogel, A., & Toda, S. (1987, 
April). Babies and pets Age and sex differ­
ences in expressions of nurturunce Paper 
presented al the biennial meeting of the 
Society for R esearch in Child Develop­
ment, Baltimore, MD.

Nash. S.C., & Feldm an, S. S. (.1981 >. Sex- 
related differences in the relationship be­
tween sibling sta tus and responsivity to 
babies. Sex Roles, 7, 1035-1042.

Weinstock. S.C. (1979). Preschool children's 
sex differences in prosocial behaviors di­
rected tow ard a younger child Unpub­
lished honors thesis, Florida State Univer­
sity, Tallahassee. FL.

W hiting, B.B., & Whiting, J.W  M. (1975). 
Children of six cultures. A psychocultural 
analysis Cambridge. MA: Harvard Univer­
sity  Press.

Zahn-W axler. C., Friedm an. S. L., & Cum­
mings, E. M. (1983). Children's emotions 
and behaviors in response to infants' cries. 
Child Development. 54. 1522-1528. jg

Copyright © 1988 by the National Associa­
tion for the Education of Young Children. See 
cover 2 for reprint information.

Yo u n g  C h i ld r e n  •  M a rc h  1988 65


