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Abstract

Young preschool-aged children often have difficulty thinking about the future, but tend to

reason better about another person’s future than their own. This benefit may reflect psycho-

logical distance from one’s own emotions, beliefs, and states that may bias thinking. In

adults, reasoning for others who are more socially distant (i.e., dissimilar, unfamiliar other)

is associated with wiser and more adaptive reasoning. The current studies examined

whether this effect of social distance could be demonstrated in young children’s future

thinking. In a future preferences task, 3- and 4-year-olds were shown 5 pairs of child and

adult items and selected which ones they would prefer when grown-up. Children answered

for themselves, a socially close peer, or a socially distant peer. Social distance was manip-

ulated by varying similarity in Study 1 and familiarity in Study 2. In Study 1, reasoning for

similar and dissimilar peers was significantly more accurate than reasoning for the self, but

reasoning for similar and dissimilar peers did not differ. In Study 2, scores showed a step-

wise increase from self, familiar peer, to unfamiliar peer, but only reasoning for an unfamil-

iar peer was significantly better more accurate than reasoning for the self. Reasoning for a

familiar peer did not differ from reasoning for the self or for an unfamiliar peer. These results

suggest that, like adults, children benefit from psychological distance when reasoning for

others, but are less sensitive to degrees of social distance, showing no graded effects on

performance in Study 1 and weak effects in Study 2. Stronger adult-like effects may only

emerge with increasing age and development of other socio-cognitive skills.

Introduction

Our ability to transcend the present to consider future events and anticipate psychological and
physiological states allows us to adapt our behaviour to situations that have not yet transpired
and to states that we are not currently experiencing. Such abilities are key in planning for both
the short-term, such as bringing a snack for a long bike ride, and the long-term, such as refrain-
ing from buying a new car to save money for retirement. Research in the last decade suggests
that the ability to reflect on the future and our future selves emerges early in development and
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undergoes significant changes during the preschool years [1]. By 3 years of age, children use
language denoting the future and its uncertainty when describing what to bring on a trip [2],
and between the ages of 3 and 5, children improve at planning, especially anticipating how to
prevent potential problems or mishaps [3]. Children also become increasingly accurate in their
prediction of future events [4, 5] and perform better at tasks requiring them to select appropri-
ate items to fulfill future needs. This includes both hypothetical scenarios, such as bringing
sunglasses for a visit to a desert [6], and real scenarios, such as selecting the necessary key to
open a locked box containing a reward, or the items needed to play a game the next day [7, 8].

Future-oriented thinking can also pertain to situations involving strong emotional or moti-
vational states such as hunger, thirst, or desires that influence how we reason about and make
choices for the future. Younger children often have difficulty resisting the temptation of cur-
rent rewards or pleasure, even in exchange for greater rewards or pleasure in the future [9, 10].
For example, laboratory-based tasks show that 3- to 5-year-olds have trouble refraining from
using marbles in a small marbles game to save them for use with a larger marbles game [11,
12]. In addition, children have difficulty predicting future physiological and desire states in the
presence of strong conflicting current states. In the “pretzel task,” researchers manipulated
thirst by allowing children to consume pretzels, and when asked what they would prefer the
next day—pretzels or water—children were more likely to choose water, even though they
clearly preferred pretzels [13, 14]. Similarly, young children’s current desires may bias their
predictions about their future desires. In Bélanger, Atance, Varghese, Nguyen, and Vendetti
[15], when presented with paired child and adult items (e.g., Kool-Aid and coffee), younger
preschoolers tend to choose the child items when asked what they will like when they are “all
grown up,” whereas older preschoolers tend to choose the adult ones.

Although younger children typically perform poorly on these types of future-thinking tasks,
interestingly, they are better able to reason about another person’s future. In the study described
above, children correctly chose the adult items for a same-aged peer in the future more often
than they did for themselves in the future [15]. Similarly, in another study [7], children more
often selected the correct item to play a game in the future when choosing for another child,
successfully ignoring other attractive non-functional items. Such effects have also been
observed in delay of gratification tasks, where kindergarten children did not delay themselves,
yet reported that another child who was “smart” would delay [16], and 3-year-olds were more
likely to choose delayed rewards for the experimenter, while choosing immediate rewards for
themselves [17].

Psychological Distance

One interpretation of this beneficial “other” effect is that adopting another person’s perspective
provides psychological distance from the self, here and now, and hence, from one’s current
salient desires and physiological states that may bias decision-making, especially when they
conflict with future goals or states. Psychological distance involves mentally separating oneself
and stepping back from the immediate situation and environment. It allows greater flexibility
and control in our thinking and behavior, greater reflection that is not stimulus-bound, and
greater consideration of decontextualized, abstract, and goal-oriented features [18–20].

According to Trope and Liberman [20], the social dimension is one of several dimensions,
in addition to spatial, temporal, and hypothetical, along which psychological distance can be
conceptualized. Processing related to another person is psychologically distant from processing
related to the self. Adults reason more wisely and think more creatively when solving problems
for other people compared to themselves [21–23]. They also reason more wisely for themselves
and are less emotional when instructed to adopt a distanced perspective or to treat themselves
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like a third person [21, 24]. Such self-distancing techniques have been used with school-aged
children [25], adolescents [26], and even preschoolers [27].

However, if social distance is the critical element providing psychological distance, which in
turn results in children’s improved performance when reasoning for another person, we would
expect that reasoning for another person who is not socially distant would confer less, or no,
benefit. That is, individuals can vary in how distant they are from the self. Liberman and Trope
[28] describe four ways in which social distance can be operationalized. (1) Foremost, another
person is distant from the self. However, (2) a dissimilar person is more distant than a similar
person, (3) an unfamiliar person is more distant that a familiar person, and (4) a person who is
part of the outgroup is more distant than a person who is part of the ingroup (see also [29,
30]).

This suggests that reasoning for another person who is familiar, similar, or part of one’s
ingroup may provide less psychological distance and result in reasoning that more closely
resembles reasoning for the self. When adults are asked to make intertemporal delay discount-
ing choices for acquaintances, the more familiar and similar they rate the acquaintance, the less
likely they are to make adaptive choices for them [31]. Similarly, adults generate the most crea-
tive ideas for distant others, less creative ideas for close others, and the least creative ideas for
themselves [23]. Indeed, various studies have shown that performing tasks that involve pro-
cessing for a familiar or similar person activates areas of the brain that overlap with those
implicated in processing for the self, including regions of the ventral medial prefrontal cortex
[32–34]. Moreover, such activity in these regions is sensitive to the degree of similarity, with
greater perceived similarity to the self associated with greater activity [35].

In previous research where the “other” effect was observed in young children, the other per-
son was typically a socially distant individual, such as an unfamiliar child, a child in a different
kindergarten class, or an adult experimenter. In these cases, the targets of children’s reasoning
were not familiar individuals, nor individuals who were particularly similar to them. In fact, lit-
tle information was given about the individuals. We propose that children did well in these sce-
narios because of psychological distance gained from reasoning for a socially distant
individual, distant not only as an individual separate from the self, but also distant on the
dimensions of familiarity and similarity. If children had been asked to reason for a familiar or
similar individual, and if this is akin to reasoning for oneself, then psychological distance
should have been eliminated or reduced. In sum, we are interested in whether children’s rea-
soning can be shown to vary depending on the social distance of the other person, as has been
demonstrated in adults.

The Current Studies

In the current studies we examined whether performance on a future thinking task would differ
depending on who children were asked to reason for and, more importantly, the social close-
ness of that person. We adopted the paradigm used by Bélanger et al. [15] to assess children’s
understanding that future preferences can differ from current preferences. We tested only
3-year-olds and 4-year-olds as Bélanger et al. showed that 5-year-olds performed close to ceil-
ing in all conditions, including reasoning about the future self. The first goal was to replicate
the findings of Bélanger et al., specifically that preschoolers reason more accurately about a
peer’s future preferences than about their own future preferences. The second goal was to
examine whether varying the degree of social distance between the child participant and his/
her peer would lead to a change in performance. Specifically, we hypothesized that children
would perform best for a socially distant peer, less well for a socially close peer, and worst for
themselves.
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In Bélanger et al. [15], children were asked to answer for an unfamiliar child of the same age
and gender. In Study 1, we created social closeness by manipulating similarity, asking children
to answer for an unfamiliar child who was either similar or dissimilar to them. In Study 2,
rather than create social closeness through similarity, we asked children to answer either for a
familiar friend, or for an unfamiliar child. Past research has shown that preschoolers are able to
differentiate friends and non-friends and tend to share more with friends [36–38], and work
for a friend’s benefit [39]. Across the two studies, we tested two different dimensions of social
distance (i.e., similarity and familiarity) and their effect on future thinking in young children.

Study 1 Materials and Methods

Children were shown a series of child and adult items and asked to select which items they
would like best when grown up. Children were asked to answer either for themselves, for a
child who was similar to them, or for a child who was dissimilar to them. The design and meth-
ods of this study were approved by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Ethics Board
at the University of Ottawa.

Participants

English-speaking children were recruited from a mid-sized city using a database of families
who had previously expressed interest in research. Families were invited to join the research
database through posters, pamphlets, children’s events, and online media. The final sample
consisted of 49 children, including 24 three-year-olds (M = 43.58 months, SD = 2.80, 12
females) and 25 four-year-olds (M = 53.82 months, SD = 3.36, 14 females). Demographic infor-
mation was collected from all families. A total of 83.7% of children were identified as White/
Caucasian and 12.2% as mixed ethnicity (4.1% provided no information). For highest educa-
tion attained, 83.7% of mothers and 77.5% of fathers reported attaining a university degree or
higher. The total household income was over $80 000 for 87.8% of families.

Procedure

Families were invited to visit the laboratory at the university campus where children were
tested individually in a small quiet room. Written informed consent was obtained from
parents, and oral consent was obtained from children. Parents completed a basic demographics
questionnaire (e.g., ethnicity, language, income, education). Children were randomly assigned
to one of three conditions: self-future, similar peer-future, and dissimilar peer-future. The self-
future condition included 8 three-year-olds (4 females) and 8 four-year-olds (5 females). The
similar peer-future condition included 8 three-year-olds (4 females) and 9 four-year-olds (5
females). The dissimilar peer-future condition included 8 three-year-olds (4 females), and 8
four-year-olds (4 females).

At the beginning of the session, children in both peer-future conditions were shown a pho-
tograph of another child who was described as either being similar (similar peer-future) or dis-
similar (dissimilar peer-future) to them. To equate conditions, children in the self-future
condition were also shown a photograph of either a similar or dissimilar child (counterbal-
anced), but then answered for themselves during the future preferences task. In the future pref-
erences task, children were first administered future trials, in which they were shown a series of
child and adult items and asked to choose which ones they would like best when they were
grown up (self-future), or which ones the other child would like best when he/she was grown
up (peer-future conditions). After a 1-min stretching break, children were administered now
trials, where they were shown the same series of child and adult items, but were asked to choose
which ones they or the other child liked best right now. The now trials served as a baseline, or
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“check”, that children did indeed currently prefer the child items or reasoned that another
child would currently prefer child items.

After the future preferences task, several manipulation checks were administered to assess
the extent to which children perceived the other child as similar or dissimilar to themselves
(e.g., liking the same or different things), and whether they would behave altruistically toward
a similar child and treat him/her as a friend (e.g., play and share with them). Children in the
self-future condition also received the manipulation checks since they had been introduced to
Sally/Billy.

Similarity Manipulation

At the start of the experimental session (and prior to administering the future and now trials),
the experimenter confirmedwith children their birthday and which city they lived in, and
asked children to name their favourite colour, food, drink and toy. Children were then shown a
photograph of a child, matched for gender (“Sally/Billy”). In the similar peer-future condition,
children were told that Sally/Billy was the same age, lived in the same city, had the same birth-
day, had the same favourite colour, food, drink, and toy, and was “a lot like” them. In the dis-
similar peer-future condition, children were told that Sally/Billy was one year older, lived in a
different city, had a different birthday, had a different favourite colour, food, drink, and toy,
and was “not a lot like” them.

Future Preferences Task

The protocol was closely adapted from Bélanger et al. [15]. First, children were asked to choose
items that they or another child would like best in the future (5 future trials); then children
were asked to choose items they or another child would like best right now (5 now trials). For
the future trials, children were first shown a photograph of themselves taken with an instant
camera (self-future) or a photo of Sally/Billy (peer-future conditions). They were then intro-
duced to a photograph of an unfamiliar adult matched for gender. Children in the self-future
condition were told: “Here is a picture of you. Here is a picture of Jane/John. Jane/John is a
grown-up woman/man. She/he is as big as your mommy/daddy. One day you’re going to be all
grown up. You’ll be as big as Jane/John. I’m going to show you some things and I want you to
tell me the things you will like best when you’re all grown up.” In the peer-future conditions,
the script was adjusted to refer to Sally/Billy.

The photographs were removed and children were presented with 5 trials of paired child
and adult items, including drinks (Kool-Aid and cups of coffee), reading material (picture
books and newspapers), leisure activities (sticker books and magazines), games (Play-Doh and
crossword puzzles), and television shows (Dora the Explorer videos and cooking show videos).
For each trial, children were shown two identical exemplars of the child item and two identical
exemplars of the adult item, and asked to choose which one they or Sally/Billy would like best
when grown up (e.g., “Which one of these will you like best when you’re all grown up, one of
these Kool-Aid drinks, or one of these cups of coffee?”). Two fixed random orders were created
for the 5 trials, with the side and order of presentation of child/adult items also randomized.
The two orders were counterbalanced for future trials and now trials.

After a 1-min stretching break (e.g., reaching arms up, touching toes), children were again
shown the photograph of themselves or Sally/Billy. Children in the self-future condition were
told: “Here is a picture of you. Remember you’re ___ years old right now. I’m going to show
you some things again and I want you to tell me the things that you like best right now.” In the
peer-future conditions, the script was adjusted accordingly to refer to Sally/Billy. The photo-
graphs were removed, and in the now trials, children were shown the same 5 paired child and
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adult items and asked to choose which one they or Sally/Billy liked best right now (e.g., “Which
one of these do you/Sally/Billy like best right now, one of these Kool-Aid drinks, or one of
these cups of coffee?”).

A proportion score for the future preferences task was obtained by dividing the number of
correct future trials (adult items chosen) by the number of correct now trials (child items cho-
sen), yielding a score ranging from 0 to 1. However, any given future trial was only included in
the scoring if children selected the child item on the corresponding now trial. Otherwise, it was
impossible to know whether children were indeed adopting the perspective of their future self
or another child’s future self, or simply stating their own current preference or another child’s
current preference (e.g., child may answer “crossword puzzles” for a future trial, but is not
thinking about the future and rather stating his or her current, albeit uncommon, preference).
Two 4-year-old males did not select any child items on all 5 now trials and were excluded from
the analyses.

Similarity Manipulation Checks

After completing the future preferences task, all children were (1) shown the photo of Sally/
Billy and asked if Sally/Billy was “a lot like” them or “not a lot like” them, and (2) told that
Sally/Billy would be coming to the lab and asked, “Would you like to play with Sally/Billy?” (3)
Then, children were presented with 4 pairs of child items (ball and bottle of bubbles, crayons
and paint set, dinosaur toy and frog toy, shaker and tambourine) in a manner similar to that
used in the future preferences task to determine whether children thought that Sally/Billy
would like the same things as they did. For each trial, children were asked to choose which one
they liked best right now, and then immediately asked to choose which one Sally/Billy liked
best right now. The number of trials on which children chose the same items for themselves
and Sally/Billy was recorded. (4) Finally, children were presented with 12 stickers and asked to
distribute the stickers one at a time between two containers, counterbalanced for side–one with
the child’s photograph, and one with Sally’s/Billy’s photograph. The number of stickers distrib-
uted to Sally/Billy was recorded.

Study 1 Results

Descriptive

An alpha level of .05 was used for all analyses. There was no difference in the mean age across
conditions for 3-year-olds and for 4-year-olds, nor in the proportion of males and females
across conditions. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) showed no significant main effect of age
on future preferences scores, F(1, 43) = 2.42, p = .128, although 4-year-olds (M = .58, SD = .45)
performed better than 3-year-olds (M = .40, SD = .43). The interaction between condition and
age was not significant, F(2, 43) = 0.16, p = .856. Since our primary interest was to examine
condition differences with respect to social distance, and Bélanger et al. [15] also did not report
any interaction between condition and age, data were collapsed across the two age groups for
the remainder of the analyses. Furthermore, there was no main effect of gender and no interac-
tion between gender and condition on future preferences scores, and data were also collapsed
across gender for subsequent analyses.

Future Preferences Task

A one-way ANOVA was conducted examining the effect of condition on future preferences
scores. There was a significant main effect of condition, F(2, 46) = 7.14, p = .002. = ƞ2 = .237.
Tukey post-hoc tests revealed that children in the self-future condition (M = .18, SD = .34)
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performed significantly worse than children in the similar peer-future condition (M = .63,
SD = .42), p = .006, d = 1.14 and also significantly worse than children in the dissimilar peer-
future condition (M = .64, SD = .42), p = .005, d = 1.16 (Fig 1). However, there was no signifi-
cant difference between the two peer-future conditions, p = .996.

Chance Analyses

We also conducted chance analyses separately for each condition to determine whether chil-
dren’s performance was above, below, or no different than chance. In the self-future condition,
children performed significantly below chance, t(15) = -3.75, p = .002. In the similar peer-future
condition, children performedno different than chance, t(16) = 1.31, p = .209, and in the dis-
similar peer-future condition, children also performed no different than chance, t(15) = 1.37,
p = .191. We collapsed the two peer-future conditions, as they did not differ from one another,
but were significantly different from the self-future condition, and children performedmargin-
ally above chance in the combined peer-future conditions (M = .64, SD = .42), t(32) = 1.92,
p = .064.

Manipulation Checks

Although children in the self-future condition were also administered manipulation checks,
only data from children in the peer-future conditions are presented here since the effectiveness
of our manipulation is only relevant to their performance. However, the results are similar
when all available data are included. There were also some missing data from children who did
not give clear answers to questions. (1) A total of 11 out of 16 (68.8%) children who were intro-
duced to a similar child answered that Sally/Billy was “a lot like” them compared to 0 of the 16
children who were introduced to a dissimilar child, χ2(1, N = 32) = 16.76 p< .001, ɸ = .737. (2)
However, there was no difference in the percentage of children choosing to play with Sally/
Billy, with 14 of 17 (82.4%) of children introduced to a similar child saying “yes” and 10 of 16
(62.5%) introduced to a dissimilar child saying “yes”, χ2(1, N = 33) = 1.64, p = .188. (3) There
was a trend showing that children introduced to a similar child were more likely to choose the

Fig 1. Study 1 mean future preferences scores by condition. Error bars represent standard errors of the

means. Reference line refers to chance responding (i.e., score of 0.5).

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0164382.g001
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same items for themselves and for Sally/Billy across the four trials (M = 1.94, SD = 1.39) com-
pared to those introduced to a dissimilar child (M = 1.20, SD = 1.32), although this difference
was not significant, t(30) = 1.54, p = .134, d = .428. (4) Children introduced to a similar child
shared more stickers with him/her (M = 5.59, SD = 1.37), than those introduced to a dissimilar
child (M = 3.13, SD = 2.80), t(31) = 3.24, p = .003, d = .592.

Study 1 Discussion

We examined the effects of social distance on children’s performance on a future thinking task
by comparing children’s reasoning about their own future preferences, the future preferences
of a socially close other, and the future preferences of a socially distant other. We predicted
that children would reason best for a child who was dissimilar (socially distant), less well for a
child who was similar (socially close), and worst for themselves. We replicated the results of
Bélanger et al. [15] by showing that children had more difficulty reasoning about their own
future preferences compared to those of another child. When asked about their own adult pref-
erences, children often defaulted to naming their current child preferences, such as Kool-Aid
or Play-Doh, performing significantly below chance. In other words, children appeared to be
biased by their current preferences, thinking that their future selves would have similar prefer-
ences. However, when asked about the adult preferences of another child, children were able to
name more adult items such as cups of coffee or crossword puzzles, performingmarginally
above chance. Thus, when answering for another child, children did not exhibit the same “pres-
ent bias” as they did when answering for themselves.

We hypothesized that children are better able to reason for another child’s future because it
provides psychological distance from children’s own current desires, and thus, with less dis-
tance, we should see less benefit. Nonetheless, we failed to find any differences between reason-
ing for a similar child and a dissimilar child. Analyses of the manipulation checks suggest that
children perceived Sally/Billy as similar or dissimilar depending on the condition. Indeed, chil-
dren confirmed the similarity/dissimilarity verbally, and there was a trend towards choosing
the same items more often for similar Sally/Billy than for dissimilar Sally/Billy. Furthermore,
children shared more stickers with Sally/Billy in the similar condition compared to the dissimi-
lar condition. While there was no difference in children’s willingness to play with a similar/dis-
similar child, this may be related to socials norms and expectations of playing with and being
nice to others regardless of similarity.

In the adult literature, similarity has been used successfully to make processing for another
person closer to the processing we typically observe for the self [29, 32]. Even having the same
birthday or birthday month can be sufficient to generate social closeness [23, 40–41]. Although,
we too emphasized children’s favourite things, birthdays, and home city, it may be that chil-
dren do not identify strongly with similarity in favourite foods, drinks, toys, and colours, since
these kinds of preferences can change on a whim, as often noted by parents. Alternatively,
using similarity may not be an appropriate method for stimulating closeness in young children.
Although children shared more with those who they thought were similar, children may not
have felt enough closeness with the other child to affect performance. Therefore, in Study 2,
rather than attempting to create closeness through similarity, we capitalized on naturally
occurring closeness in children’s relationships by asking children to reason for a friend.

Study 2 Materials and Methods

Children were shown a series of child and adult items and asked to select which items they
would like best when grown up. Children were asked to answer either for themselves, a familiar
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friend, or an unfamiliar child. As in Study 1, the design and methods of this study were
approved by the same research ethics board at the University of Ottawa.

Participants

English-speaking children were recruited from the same city using primarily the same methods
as those described in Study 1. However, a small number of children were tested offsite at a local
daycare centre (n = 11), and at an aviation and space museum (n = 22). Analyses revealed no
significant differences in children’s performance across these three locations. Families at the
daycare received information and consent forms from the daycare director and only those chil-
dren whose parents returned signed consent forms were tested. Families at the museum were
approached during their visit and invited to participate in a short study onsite. Due to time
constraints, children recruited and tested at the museum received a shortened protocol that
included only the first manipulation check (i.e., asking about peer’s similarity/dissimilarity)
instead of all four checks.

The final sample consisted of 81 children, including 42 three-year-olds (M = 43.17 months,
SD = 2.88, 23 females), and 39 four-year-olds (M = 54.44 months, SD = 2.90, 20 females). Two
children, one 3-year-old male and one 3-year-old female, were excluded because they did not
select any child items during the now trials. Demographic information was collected from all
families, except those tested at the daycare. A total of 55.6% of children were identified as
White/Caucasian, 17.3% as mixed ethnicity, and 2.5% as Asian (24.6% provided no informa-
tion). For highest education attained, 64.2% of mothers and 70.5% of fathers reported attaining
a university degree or higher (14.8% provided no information). The total household income
was over $80 000 for 70.4% of families (17.3% provided no information).

Procedure

All children were tested individually in a small quiet room. Written informed consent was
obtained from parents, and oral consent was obtained from children. Parents at the lab and at
the museum completed the same demographics questionnaire as in Study 1. Children were
randomly assigned to one of three conditions: self-future, friend-future, and non-friend-future.
The self-future condition included 14 three-year-olds (8 females) and 13 four-year-olds (7
females). The friend-future condition included 17 three-year-olds (9 females) and 13 four-
year-olds (7 females). The non-friend-future condition included 11 three-year-olds (6 females),
and 13 four-year-olds (6 females). In the waiting room, in the self-future and friend-future con-
ditions, children were asked about a best friend that they like to play with, along with the
friend’s age. Parents confirmed the appropriateness of the named friend (e.g., not an adult or
imaginary friend) in all cases, except for 7 children tested at the daycare where parents were
not present. Nine children named a sibling and were unable to name a friendwhen prompted
further, so the sibling was used in the procedures below. However, only 2 of them were in the
friend-future condition.

At the beginning of the session, all children were asked to draw a picture of themselves with
guidance from the experimenter. Children were provided with a small piece of paper with a
template of a face (e.g., black circle outline for face), and several coloured crayons. Children’s
names were written at the top of the paper. Children were then asked to draw a picture of either
a friend (self-future and friend-future conditions) or a picture of an unfamiliar child, matched
for age and sex, named “Sally/Billy” (non-friend-future condition). Although children in the
self-future condition were also asked to draw a friend to equate the conditions as much as pos-
sible, they nonetheless answered for themselves in the future preferences task. Children in the
non-friend-future condition were shown a photograph of Sally/Billy (“This is Sally/Billy”) and
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then asked to draw a picture of Sally/Billy. The name of the friend or Sally/Billy was written at
the top of the paper and the photograph of Sally/Billy was removed. After both drawings were
completed, the experimenter asked children to identify each drawing, and any errors were cor-
rected. Drawings were used instead of photographs due to ethical and practical concerns with
obtaining and using photographs of children’s friends. A similar procedure has been used pre-
viously when children were asked to allocate resources between themselves, a classmate friend,
a classmate non-friend, and an unfamiliar child [37].

Children then completed the future preferences task following the same procedures used in
Study 1. Children completed 5 future trials, a 1-min stretching break, followed by 5 now trials.
After the future preferences task, we administered the same manipulation checks used in Study
1. We did this to obtain a baseline measure of how children perceive the similarity of an unfa-
miliar child when given no additional information, and the extent to which they would behave
altruistically toward the child. Importantly, we were interested in how this compares to the
similarity that children perceive for a friend and whether they would behave more altruistically
toward a friend, as suggested by past research [36–37]. In doing so, we hoped to gain insight
about how similarity may or may not affect closeness in young children, and thus allow us to
further interpret our Study 1 results.

Future Preferences Task

The same procedures described in Study 1 were used, although drawings were used instead of
photographs.

Similarity Manipulation Checks

The same four manipulation checks described in Study 1 were administered to children.

Study 2 Results

Descriptive

An alpha level of .05 was used for all analyses. There was no difference in the mean age across
conditions for 3-year-olds and 4-year-olds, nor in the proportion of males and females across
conditions. There was a marginally significant main effect of age, F(1, 75) = 3.09, p = .083, with
4-year-olds (M = .43, SD = .42) performing better than 3-year-olds (M = .27, SD = .36). How-
ever, there was no interaction between age and condition, F(2, 75) = .485, p = .618 and, as in
Study 1, data were collapsed across age groups for the remainder of the analyses. Furthermore,
there was no main effect of gender and no interaction between gender and condition on future
preferences scores, and data were also collapsed across gender for subsequent analyses.

Future Preferences Task

A one-way ANOVA was conducted examining the effect of condition on future preferences
scores. The main effect of condition was significant, F(2, 78) = 3.23, p = .045, ƞ2 = .077 and Tukey
post-hoc tests revealed that children in the non-friend-future condition (M = .48, SD = .44) per-
formed significantly better than children in the self-future condition (M = .21, SD = .29), p = .036,
d = .708 (Fig 2). However, children in the friend-future condition (M = .37, SD = .42) did not dif-
fer from children in the self-future condition, p = .278, nor from children in the non-friend-future
condition, p = .523.
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Chance Analyses

We also conducted analyses separately for each condition to determine whether children’s per-
formance was above, below, or no different than chance. Children in the self-future condition
performed significantly below chance, t(26) = -5.28, p< .001, whereas children in the friend-
future condition preformed marginally below chance, t(29) = -1.76, p = .089, and children in
the non-friend-future condition performedno different than chance, t(23) = -2.09, p = .836.

Manipulation Checks

Although children in the self-future condition were also administered manipulation checks,
only data from children in the friend- and non-friend-future conditions are presented. How-
ever, the results are similar when all available data are included. As noted above, children tested
at the museum only completed the first manipulation check. Furthermore, there were some
missing data from children who did not give clear answers to questions. (1) There was no sig-
nificant difference in how often children answered that their friendwas “a lot like” them, 15
out of 29 (51.7%), and how often children answered that Sally/Billy was “a lot like” them, 14
out of 19 (73.7%), χ2(1, N = 48) = 2.32 p = .111. (2) There was no difference in the percentage
of children choosing to play with their friend, 25 out of 26 (96.2%), and those choosing to play
with Sally/Billy, 13 of 15 (86.7%), χ2(1, N = 41) = 1.26, p = .299. (3) There was no difference in
the number of same items children picked for their friend (M = 1.85 SD = 1.43) and for Sally/
Billy (M = 1.46, SD = 1.51, t(38) = -0.79, p = .432. (4) Surprisingly, there was also no difference
in the number of stickers children shared with their friend (M = 4.96, SD = 2.38) and with
Sally/Billy (M = 5.13, SD = 2.09), t(41) = 0.22, p = .823.

Study 2 Discussion

In Study 1 we examined the effects of social distance on children’s performance on a future
thinking task by comparing children’s reasoning about their own future preferences, the future
preferences of a similar child, and the future preferences of a dissimilar child. Whereas in

Fig 2. Study 2 mean future preferences scores by condition. Error bars represent standard errors of the

means. Reference line refers to chance responding (i.e., score of 0.5).

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0164382.g002
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Study 1, we manipulated social distance by varying similarity, in Study 2 we manipulated social
distance by varying familiarity. We hypothesized that children would reason best for an unfa-
miliar non-friend (socially distant), less well for a familiar friend (socially close), and worst for
themselves.

We found that children reasoned correctly on more trials for a non-friend than for them-
selves, replicating the results of Study 1 and Bélanger et al. [15], and again demonstrating the
advantage in reasoning for another person. As in Study 1, when reasoning for themselves, chil-
dren appeared to be systematically biased by their current preferences, but when reasoning for
a non-friend, children did not show this same bias. Nonetheless, when answering for a non-
friend, children performed only at chance, suggesting that while they no longer were systemati-
cally biased by their current preferences, they were also not yet consistently able to answer that
a peer would prefer an adult item in the future. More data with a broader age range is needed
to better understand whether this kind of reasoning reflects a transitional stage in children’s
reasoning. For example, it may be that, at a younger age (e.g., older 2-year-olds), children are
systematically biased by their current preferences even when reasoning about another child’s
future preferences, then begin to appreciate that future preferences may differ from current
ones (though still responding at chance) and, finally, gain a full appreciation of this fact as
reflected in above-chance performance.

Unlike the non-friend condition, children’s performance in the friend condition did not dif-
fer from performance in the self condition nor did it differ from performance in the non-friend
condition, despite mean scores showing a step-wise increase across the groups. When com-
pared with data from Study 1, performance in the friend condition was significantly lower than
performance in the similar/dissimilar peer conditions, F(1, 61) = 6.76, p = .012, ƞ2 = .100, while
the self conditions across the studies did not differ F(1, 41) = 0.07, p = .797, nor did the non-
friend and similar/dissimilar peer conditions, F(1, 55) = 1.91, p = .173. Overall, these findings
offer some preliminary support for our hypothesis that reasoning for a socially close friend dif-
fers from reasoning for an unfamiliar peer, although effects are small.

There were no differences observed in any of the manipulation checks when comparing
children in the friend and non-friend conditions. However, interesting patterns emerged when
comparing the results to those of Study 1. Over 70% of children answered that Sally/Billy was a
lot like them even though they were given little information about Sally/Billy in Study 2, a rate
comparable to that observed for a similar peer in Study 1 (68.8%). It may be that, by default,
children assume that an unfamiliar peer is more similar than dissimilar to them. In contrast,
only about 50% of children reported their friend as being a lot like them, possibly reflecting
actual knowledge of their friends–that friends can be both similar and dissimilar to oneself. As
in Study 1, a high percentage of children in both conditions reported wanting to play with
Sally/Billy, with the highest percentage across both studies reported for friends, and the lowest
for a dissimilar peer. The number of same items children picked for friends was similar to that
picked for a similar peer in Study 1, whereas the lowest number of same items picked was for a
dissimilar peer in Study 1. Surprisingly, children did not share more stickers with their friends,
contrary to previous research [36–38]. Indeed, the mean number of stickers shared was similar
across friends, non-friends, and similar peers. Only for dissimilar peers did children choose to
share less stickers. These patterns suggest that children may initially assume unfamiliar peers
are similar to themselves, but after having actual experiencewith peers who then become
friends, they no longer make that assumption. Furthermore, unfamiliar peers are treated altru-
istically as are friends, with children sharing just under half their stickers with them. Interest-
ingly, children tend to treat dissimilar peers differently than other peers.

Despite our findings that friends were not treated as particularly different from other peers,
children seemed to reason differently for friends on the future preferences task. Children
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appeared to be more biased towards present preferences when reasoning for their friends, per-
forming marginally worse than chance. When reasoning for non-friends, however, children
did not show this same bias, although their performance was still at chance level. These results
are consistent with our hypothesis, although stronger evidence in the future would distinguish
three distinct levels of performance.

General Discussion

Although young children often have difficulty thinking about the future—whether it be plan-
ning for future needs, delaying immediate gratification for future rewards, or understanding
that desires and states can change with time—there is an interesting divergence in performance
between self and other. More specifically, when given the opportunity to reason for another
person, children often perform more accurately, reason more adaptively, and are less likely to
be biased by the present than when asked to reason about themselves. This advantage in perfor-
mance is consistent with the adult literature showing that thinking for another person, or cog-
nitively adopting a third person perspectivewhen thinking for oneself, provides psychological
distance from the task and emotions at hand. This in turn is associated with greater wisdom,
more adaptive decision-making, and better emotional regulation [21, 24, 31]. In addition, both
behavioural and neuropsychological studies have shown that reasoning for a close other resem-
bles reasoning for the self, and confers less benefits than reasoning for somebodywho is distant
from self [23, 31, 35].

In our studies, we were interested in whether an effect of social distance could be demon-
strated in children using Bélanger et al.’s [15] future preferences task. Specifically, we manipu-
lated the social distance of the peer that children were asked to reason for, varying the
similarity of the peer in Study 1, and varying the familiarity of the peer in Study 2. Across both
studies, we hypothesized that children would reason best for a socially distant peer, less well for
a socially close peer, and worst for themselves. We replicated the effect reported in Bélanger
et al. that children were less likely to be biased by the present and were more likely to chose
adult items when reasoning about a peer’s future preferences than when reasoning about their
own future preferences. This was true for both similar and dissimilar peers in Study 1 and for
non-familiar peers in Study 2, showing a robust effect.

Nonetheless, we did not find any graded effects of performance by varying social distance in
Study 1. Children did not reason differently for similar (i.e., socially closer) peers. In fact, per-
formance was the same as that for dissimilar peers, and both were more accurate than perfor-
mance for self. Since similarity may not engender closeness in young children as it does in
adults [23, 32], in Study 2, we focused on preexisting closeness in children’s friendships.
Although, here, we found no clear difference between children’s reasoning for friends and non-
friends, there was also no clear difference between children’s reasoning for friends and for
themselves. The mean performance for friends fell in between that for self and for non-friends.
These results suggest that children may have reasoned differently for their friends, and that
perhaps there is greater social distance between a friend and non-friend than between a similar
and dissimilar peer. However, it appears that the effects were small and less differentiated than
those seen in adults.

Younger children may be able to broadly distinguish between “self ” and “other” in their
thinking, yet cannot readily differentiate “other” further. That is, their thinking and behaviour
may be less sensitive to the social category or status of others. For example, 3- and 4-year olds
do not consistently favour the ingroup over the outgroup when sharing their own resources or
when directing the distribution of resources by others [42–43]. Furthermore, while studies
have shown that children are more willing to share with and work for friends [37–39],
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participants were often older preschoolers and children, and at least one study reported that
only 4-year-olds, and not 3-year-olds, showed a preference for friends in sharing behaviour
[37]. However, in both Studies 1 and 2, we did not observe such interactions between sharing
behaviour and age.

Nonetheless, children in Study 1 did share more with similar than dissimilar peers, but
there were no associated differences seen in performance across the two conditions. Perhaps
similarity is not strong enough to invoke feelings of closeness to reduce psychological distance
between the self and other. In Study 2, children did not differentiate friends and non-friends in
their sharing behaviours, nor in how likely they were to hold the same item preferences, but,
interestingly, seemed to reason differently for their friends’ future preferences. This is in con-
trast to the pattern of behaviour seen in Study 1. Together, these findings suggest that behav-
iours such as sharing and having the same preferences may not be good indicators of how close
children feel to another person and how it may affect their thinking. Relatedly, the ability to
distinguish socially close and socially distant others may not necessarily imply that young chil-
dren will also have qualitatively different experienceswhen adopting the perspectives of these
respective individuals. In other words, the capacity to make distinctions along the dimension
of social distance may be necessary but not sufficient for the effects of psychological distance to
then be detected in children’s future-oriented reasoning.

Children’s understanding of their own and others’ mental states including beliefs, thoughts,
and emotions, develops significantly during the preschool years [44]. Also known as theory of
mind, this understanding facilitates the ability to mentally distance oneself from one’s own
mental states to take the perspective of another person. Such theory of mind skills may be
important for whether young children experience different processes when adopting the per-
spective of a close versus a distant other, especially when the difference is subtle, such as that
arising from similarity. For example, White and Carlson [27] found that theory of mind was
associated with children’s ability to benefit from psychological distancing techniques. Pre-
schoolers were instructed to speak to themselves in the third person or to assume a character
(e.g., Batman) during a cognitive flexibility task, and facilitative effects were seen only in those
who performed better on theory of mind tasks. Thus, a certain level of theory of mind reason-
ing and perspective taking may be required before children can consistently respond to
nuanced and graded differences in psychological distance. Furthermore, our task required
future thinking, and it has been suggested that theory of mind may be involved in children’s
ability to think about and adopt the perspective of their future self [45–47]. Including measures
of theory of mind in our current studies would have potentially allowed us to better understand
our findings and is an important direction for future research on this topic.

Another important addition for future research is to develop a clear measure of closeness in
young children. As discussed earlier, it appears that sharing and having the same preferences
are not consistent indicators of closeness in young children. Although it is not obvious what an
ideal measure of closeness for young children may be, it is possible that our Study 2 would have
shown more distinct group differences had we assessed or controlled for children’s actual close-
ness with their friends. In some cases, named friends were clearly individuals with whom the
children had a strong unique relationship; in other cases, friends were simply children they
played with at daycare. Children’s friendships at ages 3 and 4 can also be unstable and fleeting.
Variation in relationship closeness may have diluted our effects. Accordingly, in future
research, it will be important to examine stronger, more consistent relationships in children’s
lives, such as sibling relationships. There may be less variation across children with respect to
their closeness with a family member. Indeed, differences in children’s reasoning have been
demonstrated for unfamiliar adults versus a family member. For example, Bélanger et al. [15]
showed that even 3-year-olds were able to choose adult items instead of child items when
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asked to name the preferences of an unfamiliar adult. Yet, in a prior study by Atance, Bélanger,
and Meltzoff [48], both 3- and 4-year-olds had difficulty choosing an adult item instead of a
child item as a gift for their mothers.

Our findings also suggest that including 5-year-olds and perhaps even older children may
be a helpful next step in this line of work, given that older children may have more stable
friendships and superior theory of mind skills. Although the task we used would lead to ceiling
effects in older children, a modified version of it has successfully been used with adults [49]
and could also be adapted for use with older children.

To better understand the possible benefits of psychological distance on future-oriented rea-
soning, we attempted to decrease the accuracy of children’s predictions about another person’s
future preferences by decreasing psychological distance via social distance. An alternative
approach, however, is to increase performance for the self by increasing psychological distance.
The recent findings from White and Carlson [27] suggest that at least older preschoolers are
sensitive to cognitive distancing techniques, and similar methods could be applied to reasoning
about the future. However, in White and Carlson, children were engaged in psychological dis-
tancing within an abstract card-sorting task, whereas the future preferences task relates directly
to the self. This may limit the types of methods that can be used, especially those related to
social distance. For example, assuming the perspective of a character, as children did in White
and Carlson, fundamentally changes the future preferences task as the predictions no longer
pertain to the self, but to a third person. However, it may be possible to use methods that
manipulate psychological distance along other dimensions identified by Trope and Liberman
[20], such as hypothetical/pretense.

When we are confronted with difficult tasks, especially those that involve strong biases or
emotions, adopting the perspective of another person can lead to more adaptive decisions and
behaviours. Like adults, children can benefit from the psychological distance afforded by rea-
soning for another person but, unlike adults, our results suggest that children are not similarly
influenced by the social distance or status of the other individual, which might explain why we
did not observe the same graded effects in performance that covary with social distance in
adults. However, in cases where differences between individuals are greater and based on pre-
existing relationships, such as comparing friends and non-friends, small differences begin to
emerge. With increasing age and maturing theory of mind abilities, however, such differences
may become more marked and begin to mirror those observed in adults.
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