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Early Concepts of Caregiving:  
Do Children Recognize Caregivers in Third-Party Interactions?  

Christina M. Steele (csteele@g.harvard.edu) and Ashley J. Thomas (athomas@g.harvard.edu) 
Department of Psychology, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA 02138 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Abstract 
Caregiving relationships are central to survival, yet little is known 

about how humans represent them. We investigate whether 3- 
to 7-year-old children (N=426) and adults (N=134) attend to 
intimacy (who is family) and asymmetry (who is an adult) to 
predict who provides care. We predicted that when the 
potential caregivers were both adults (mom, teacher) or both 
children (sister, friend), participants would expect the family 
member to respond, and when they were both family (mom, 
sister), participants would expect the adult to respond. Our 
hypothesis was partially supported. Adults and children 
expected a mom to comfort and provide food when the 
alternative was a teacher. However, unlike adults, children did 
not have strong expectations that a mom would provide care 
when the alternative was a child’s same-aged sister. 
Ultimately, understanding caregiving relationships as both 
intimate and asymmetric may develop relatively slowly.  

Keywords: caregiving relationships; children; social cognition 

Introduction 
Caregiving relationships are essential to our survival, 
especially during childhood (Hrdy, 2009). Existing 
theoretical work suggests that adults and possibly young 
children may represent caregiving relationships as both 
intimate and asymmetric (Thomas et al., 2025). The goal of 
the current investigation is to assess whether and how 
children come to represent caregiving relationships under this 
theoretical frame. 

Perhaps the most paradigmatic example of caregiving 
relationships is parent-child relationships. These 
relationships typically involve strong emotional bonds and 
include physical intimacy, such as holding, snuggling, 
breastfeeding, and bathing (Ainsworth, 1979; Bowlby, 1958), 
which may promote emotional closeness (Yoshida & Funato, 
2021). More broadly, people use physical intimacy as a cue 
of close, family, or family-like relationships (Fiske, 1992; 
Sorokowska et al., 2021; Suvilehto et al., 2019). For instance, 
adults and children expect intimate food sharing (e.g., licking 
the same ice cream cone) to occur within more intimate social 
relationships (Hung et al., 2022; Miller et al., 1998; Thomas 
et al., 2022). In one study, children were shown sharing 
interactions that were less intimate (i.e., sharing toys or 
partitionable food such as cookies) and sharing interactions 
that were more intimate (i.e., sharing food that involved 
sharing saliva, such as drinking from the same straw). For 
toys and partitionable food, 5- to 7-year-old children equally 
predicted that children would share with family and friends, 

but for food that required saliva sharing, they predicted 
children would share with family. Even infants recognize 
physical intimacy. In one set of studies, infants expected 
those who had shared saliva to respond to one another’s 
distress (Thomas et al., 2022; for a replication, refer to Ciftci 
et al., 2025). These intuitions align with behaviors in close 
relationships. Across 45 countries, intimate behavior occurs 
more often in close relationships (Sorokowska et al., 2021), 
and in the US occurs more often in family relationships than 
in non-family relationships (Thomas et al., 2022). In 
ethnographic descriptions of 40 small-scale societies, there 
were more than 50 instances of texts linking physically 
intimate actions to kinship bonds, many involving a parent 
and their young child (Thomas et al., 2022; refer also to Fiske 
1992). 

Caregiving relationships, however, are distinct from the 
broader category of intimate relationships because they are 
asymmetric: one partner is more able or competent due to 
age, resources, or physical strength. For young children, 
caregivers are almost always older and larger than the child. 
Do children recognize the asymmetry of caregiving 
relationships?  

One reason to think that children may recognize this 
asymmetry is that children and even infants recognize 
asymmetric social interactions in other contexts. For 
instance, they recognize cues of dominance. They expect 
larger individuals to “get their way” in conflicts (Thomsen et 
al., 2011; Thomsen, 2020). Toddlers also recognize cues 
associated with legitimate authority. They expect individuals 
to follow the directions of others to whom others bow down 
and defer; Margoni et al., 2018; Margoni & Thomsen, 2024). 
Toddlers also prefer those to whom others defer over those 
who defer, but not those who use force to win (Thomas et al., 
2018). By age four, children are more sensitive to a wider 
variety of cues of social asymmetry (Gülgöz & Gelman, 
2017). Like infants, they are sensitive to cues of strength, 
expecting those who appear physically stronger to have more 
authority (Terrizzi et al., 2019). They also say that those who 
have control over resources, make the rules, and get their 
way, even at the expense of others, are “in charge” (Gülgöz 
& Gelman, 2017).  

However, it is unclear whether infants, toddlers, and 
children in these studies connect caregiving with these 
behaviors. One reason to think that they do not is that 
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caregiving relationships are distinct from other types of 
asymmetric relationships. People who provide care are more 
powerful, but they use their power to meet the needs of the 
person receiving care, often without expecting benefits. For 
example, in many contexts, parents prioritize their children’s 
needs over their own. American US adults morally condemn 
parents who do not meet this expectation, even when their 
children are objectively safe (Thomas et al., 2016). Children 
may also hold such views. Around age 8, children tend to 
evaluate parents who fail to help more negatively than friends 
who fail to help (Marshall et al., 2022). When asked to 
complete a story about a child who was cold or hungry and 
needed help, six-year-olds selected an ending in which a 
parent helped over an ending in which a peer helped 
(Mammen et al., 2021). Even infants are surprised when an 
adult fails to approach a crying baby (e.g., ignoring a crying 
baby and attending to a laundry basket, or continuing to walk 
uphill after hearing a baby cry; Aptaker Ben-Dori et al., 2025; 
Biro, 2023; Jin et al., 2018; Johnson et al., 2007; Johnson et 
al., 2010).  

However, in each of these studies, intimacy and asymmetry 
are manipulated simultaneously, making them difficult to 
interpret. For example, in Marshall et al. (2022), a parent is 
contrasted with a friend. Do children expect all adults to help, 
or do they have specific expectations about some adults, for 
example, those who are intimate or family? Does it matter 
that the person in the infant studies is an adult? While young 
children and infants may recognize and attend to two key 
features of caregiving relationships (intimacy, asymmetry) 
separately, it is unclear whether they integrate these two cues. 
To date, there is relatively little research that asks whether 
and how children conceptualize caregiving relationships, 
with only a handful of very recent empirical work and 
theoretical discussion (Dahmani et al., 2024; Gopnik, 2023; 
Gopnik et al., 2025; Thomas et al., 2022; Thomas et al., 2023; 
Thomas, 2024; Thomas, et al., 2025; Shachnai et al., 2025; 
Steele & Thomas, 2024). 

The current investigation focuses on children between 3 
and 7 years. Here, we use relationship role labels (e.g., mom, 
sister, teacher, friend) to vary intimacy and asymmetry across 
two studies. We operationalize intimacy by comparing family 
(mom, sister) with positive non-family relations (teacher, 
friend)—an ecologically valid cue for US American children 
(Thomas et al., 2022). We operationalize asymmetry using 
physical size and role labels that indicate age (e.g., using 
moms and teachers to indicate adults, using sisters and 
friends to indicate children). We hypothesized that children 
would integrate cues of intimacy and asymmetry to predict 
who would comfort (study 1) and who would share food 
(study 2). We investigated these two needs because both are 
common in parent-child relationships, but they differ in their 
level of intimacy. We hypothesized that when the potential 
caregivers were both family members (i.e., a child’s mom and 
a child’s same-aged sister), children and adults should expect 
the adult (i.e., the mom) to respond. However, when the 
potential caregivers were both non-family members (i.e., a 
child’s teacher and a child’s same-aged friend) and hence less 

intimate, children and adults should not have strong 
expectations about who would provide care. Similarly, we 
hypothesized that when the potential caregivers were both 
adults (i.e., a child’s mom and a child’s teacher), children and 
adults would expect the family member (i.e., the mom) to 
respond. However, when the potential caregivers were both 
children (i.e., a child’s sister or same-aged friend), and 
therefore potentially less capable of, or less obligated to, 
provide care, we predicted that children and adults would not 
have strong expectations about who would respond. Lastly, 
we hypothesized that when the potential receivers of care 
were adults (i.e., a mom or teacher) rather than children, 
children and adults should not have strong expectations about 
who would provide care whether the potential caregivers 
were both family (i.e., a child’s dad and the mom’s child) or 
not family (i.e., a child’s teacher and the teacher’s student). 

Study 1 
We received Institutional Review Board approval. Our pre-
registrations and materials are available on the Open Science 
Framework 
(https://osf.io/h3u2c/overview?view_only=da2d777c1bca48
919fb3f5b5258af305).  

Study 1 Methods 
Participants We tested 212 US children between 3 years 6 
months 15 days and 7 years 6 months 15 days (Mean 
Ageyears=4.76 SD Ageyears=1.28; 55% (116/211) Girls; 3% 
(6/212) Hispanic or Latine; 46% (98/212) White; 4% (6/183) 
Single-parent household; 16% (20/122) Income less than 
$80,000; 89% (187/209) Parents with a bachelor’s degree or 
higher) via Children Helping Science (Scott & Schulz, 2017; 
Scott et al., 2017). A few participants (n=12) were just 
outside of this age range (11 were between the ages of 3 years 
0 months and 1 days and 3 years 6 months and 13 days, while 
one was 7 years 7 months and 13 days), but we included them 
in our data as the overall pattern of results did not differ 
whether they were included or excluded). 
    We also tested 75 US adults recruited from Prolific (Mean 
Ageyears=38.52, SD Ageyears=12.38; 39% (28/71) Women; 3% 
(2/71) Hispanic or Latine; 56% (40/71) White; 70% (50/71) 
Income less than $80,000; 61% (43/71) Bachelor’s degree or 
higher).  

 
Design and Materials Children and parents met with an 
experimenter on video-chat (https://www.zoom.com/). 
Adults completed a survey with the same materials presented 
to children. Each participant saw six conditions, 
counterbalanced. In each condition, children were shown a 
central character flanked by two social partners and then were 
asked to predict who would respond to the central character’s 
distress: “Look! Here is a kid! This [big/little] one is her 
[teacher/mom/sister]. This [big/little] one is her 
[teacher/dad/friend]. Oh no! The [kid/mom/teacher] in the 
middle is sad now! Who do you think will give the 
[kid/mom/teacher] in the middle a hug now that they’re 
sad?”. Characters were geometric shapes with limbs and eyes 
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(Figure 1). Characters within a condition were the same color, 
and each condition used a distinct color. Color and side of 
character were counterbalanced.  
    In two conditions (i.e., mom-sister, teacher-friend), we 
held intimacy constant: the potential caregivers were either 
both family or both non-family relations, and varied 
asymmetry: one potential caregiver was an adult, and the 
other was a child. In the mom-sister condition, a child was 
flanked by her mom and sister: both were family members, 
one was an adult, and one was a child. In the teacher-friend 
condition, a child was flanked by her teacher and friend: both 
were non-family members, but one was an adult and one was 
a child.  
    In two conditions (i.e., mom-teacher, sister-friend), we 
held asymmetry constant: the two potential caregivers were 
either both adults or both children, but varied intimacy: one 
potential caregiver was a family member, and one was not. In 
the mom-teacher condition, a child was flanked by her mom 
and teacher: both were adults, and one was family. In the 
sister-friend condition, a child was flanked by her sister and 
friend: both were children, and one was family. Across these 
conditions, the sister and friend were depicted as the same 
size as the central child character to avoid drawing inferences 
about age differences, while the mom and teacher were both 
larger. We predicted that children would have the strongest 
intuitions when they could choose an adult who was an 
intimate partner (i.e., a mom over a teacher, a mom over a 
sister). We predicted weaker intuitions when they could 
choose only on the basis of intimacy (i.e., a sister over a 
friend) or age (i.e., a teacher over a friend).  
    We also investigated whether children’s answers would 
reflect a broader belief or heuristic that the adults always 
respond, regardless of whether the potential recipient of care 
is a child or an adult. To do so, in two conditions (i.e., dad-
kid, teacher-kid) we kept intimacy constant: the potential 
caregivers were either both family or both non-family 
members, and we varied asymmetry: one potential caregiver 
was an adult, and one was a child. However, this time the 
central character was an adult instead of a child. In the dad-
kid condition, a mom was flanked by her child’s dad and her 
child: both were family members, but one was an adult and 
the other was a child. In the teacher-kid condition, a teacher 
was flanked by a fellow teacher and her student: both were 
non-family members, but one was an adult and the other a 
child. We reasoned that if children understand caregiving as 
an age-based role (such that older people respond to others’ 
needs), they should choose the adult in both conditions. 
However, if they understand caregiving as a relationship 
(such that the type of relationship between the caregiver and 
care receiver matters for informing inferences about care), 
they should be at chance. 

 
Analysis To measure whether participants selected the more 
intimate or larger character in each condition, we pre-
registered one-sided Bayesian tests. However, we report two-
sided tests due to unexpected patterns in the data. We used 
the software program, JASP (JASP Team, 2026). To assess 

age effects and differences between conditions, we used 
Bayesian mixed models with the brms package (Bürkner, 
2017) in R (R Core Team, 2026), and treated age as a 
continuous variable in days. We report model estimates and 
95% credible intervals. Fixed effects in the models included 
condition (reference: “mom-teacher” condition) and age in 
days with participant ID as a random effect.  

Study 1 Results 
We found decisive evidence that children expect moms over 
teachers to comfort a sad child (Frequencymom_teacher: 82% 
(173/210), BF10=3.75 x 1019), suggesting they expect family-
member adults to comfort (Figure 1). However, children were 
not as decisive about whether moms over sisters would 
comfort (Frequencymom_sister: 63% (131/209), BF10=74.6. 
These two conditions were significantly different (β=1.02; 
95% CI [0.56, 1.47]). Similarly, children only weakly 
predicted that sisters over friends would comfort 
(Frequencysister_friend: 62% (131/210), BF10=55.9). Children 
did not expect teachers over friends to comfort 
(Frequencyteacher_friend: 41% (87/210), BF10=1.89), nor dads 
over children to comfort the mom (Frequencydad_kid: 56% 
(116/208), BF10=0.35), nor teachers over children to comfort 
another teacher (Frequencyteacher_kid: 47% (99/209), 
BF10=0.12). We found no significant age effects in the full 
model (β=0 [-0.00, 0.00]). 
    Adults, like children, expected moms over teachers to 
comfort (Frequencymom_teacher: 96% (70/73), BF10=2.05 x 
1015). However, unlike children, adults showed decisive 
evidence that they expected moms over sisters to comfort 
(Frequencymom_sister: 89% (65/73), BF10=9.50 x 109) and 
expected sisters over friends to comfort (Frequencysister_friend: 
75% (55/73), BF10=2.32 x 103), although not as strongly as in 
the mom-sister or mom-teacher conditions. Adults, like 
children, did not expect teachers over friends to comfort 
(Frequencyteacher_friend: 29% (21/73), BF10=118), nor dads over 
children to comfort the mom (Frequencydad_kid: 40% (30/75), 
BF10=0.64), nor teachers over children to comfort another 
teacher (Frequencyteacher_kid: 45% (33/74), BF10=0.22). 

Study 1 Discussion 
We found strong evidence that both children and adults 
expected moms, rather than teachers, to provide comfort. 
Thus, when choosing between two adults, children and adults 
choose the family member, suggesting they expect more 
intimate partners to respond. This aligns with prior research 
indicating that children distinguish between intimate and less 
intimate relationships (Steele & Thomas, 2025; Thomas et 
al., 2022). However, children’s and adults’ expectations 
differed when distinguishing between two family relations 
that differed in age (mom-sister). Adults strongly predicted 
that the mom would comfort, while children did so only 
weakly, suggesting that children may not begin to distinguish 
different intimate partners based on age asymmetry until later 
in childhood. Neither children nor adults expected teachers 
over friends to comfort a child, nor teachers over children to 
comfort a teacher, nor dads over children to comfort moms, 
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suggesting neither age group always expects the adult to 
comfort. However, children may have relied more on 
intimacy to make predictions about physical acts of comfort 
(i.e., hugging) because intimacy is more immediately 
relevant to comforting. If this were so, children might reason 
differently about other needs (e.g., food provision). While 
siblings, parents, teachers, and friends are all equally capable 
of comforting, adults often control resources (e.g., in parent-
child relationships, parents often provide food). Accordingly, 
children may be more likely to expect parents, compared to 
siblings, to share food. Thus, in study 2, we test whether 
children and adults will use cues of intimacy and asymmetry 
to predict who will respond to a request for food. 

Study 2 

Study 2 Methods 
Participants We recruited 214 3- to 7-year-old US children 
(Mean Ageyears=4.68, SD Ageyears=1.41; 50% (104/210) Girls; 
4% (8/211) Hispanic or Latine; 56% (119/211) White; 2% 
(3/193) Single-parent household; 16% (22/134) Income less 
than $80,000; 94% (194/206) Parents with a bachelor’s 
degree or higher) via Children Helping Science. A few 
participants (n=18) were just outside of the age range (16 
were between the ages of 3 years 0 months and 1 days and 3 

years 6 months and 13 days, while two were 7 years 11 
months and 24 days, 8 years 4 months and 0 days), but we 
included them in our data as the overall pattern of results did 
not differ whether they were included or excluded. 
    We recruited 77 US adults on Prolific (Mean 
Ageyears=42.24, SD Ageyears=13.42; 65% (41/63) Women; 5% 
Hispanic or Latine; 77% (49/64) White; 66% (42/63) Income 
less than $80,000; 58% (37/64) Bachelor’s degree or higher). 
 
Design and Materials The methods and design were the 
same as in study 1, except in study 2, we used the following 
script: “Look! Here is a kid! This [big/little] one is her 
[teacher/mom/sister]. This [big/little] one is her 
[teacher/dad/friend]. Oh no! The kid in the middle is hungry 
now! Who do you think will give the kid in the middle 
strawberries now that they’re hungry?”. Both flanking 
characters had identical bowls of strawberries in front of 
them. 

Study 2 Results 
As in study 1, children strongly expected moms over teachers 
to share food (Frequencymom_teacher: 80% (164/206),  
 BF10=4.10 x 1015; Figure 1). A larger percentage of children 
expected moms over sisters to share food (Frequencymom_sister: 
69% (145/210), BF10=4.89 x 105) compared to comfort (in 

 

Figure 1: [TOP] Study 1 data and stimuli. [BOTTOM] Study 2 data and stimuli. Bar plots of the proportion participants 
selected either the family member or the larger character across each condition. BF = Bayes Factors. 
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study 1, 63% chose mom, although there was no significant 
difference between the mom-sister conditions across studies 
(β=0.27; 95% CI [-0.14, 0.69]). As in study 1, children were 
more likely to choose mom in the mom-teacher condition 
than in the mom-sister condition (β=0.47; 95% CI [0.03, 
0.87]). The other conditions were similar to study 1: Children 
were only slightly more likely to predict sisters over friends 
(Frequencysister_friend: 61% (126/206), BF10=15.1) and did not 
have strong expectations about teachers over friends 
(Frequencyteacher_friend: 54% (111/206), BF10=0.16). Children 
did not expect dads over children to share with moms 
(Frequencydad_kid: 58% (119/207), BF10 =0.88). However, 
children did somewhat expect teachers over children to share 
with other teachers (Frequencyteacher_kid: 61% (124/204), 
BF10=10.2). Moreover, we did not find a significant effect of 
age in the full model (β=0 [-0.00, 0.00]).  
    As in study 1, adults expected moms over teachers to share 
food (Frequencymom_teacher: 97% (69/71), BF10=1.32 x 1016) 
and were at ceiling in choosing moms over sisters to share 
food (Frequencymom_sister: 99% (67/68), BF10=6.29 x 1016). 
Adults, unlike children and unlike study 1, did not expect 
sisters over friends to share food (Frequencysister_friend: 57% 
(39/68), BF10=0.31). As in study 1, adults did not expect 
teachers over friends to share food (Frequencyteacher_friend: 57% 
(40/70), BF10=0.30). Distinct from adults’ responses in study 
1 and from children’s responses, adults expected dads over 
children to share food (Frequencydad_kid: 73% (51/70), 
BF10=262). Adults, like children, expected teachers over 
children to share food with another teacher 
(Frequencyteacher_kid: 75% (51/68), BF10=952). 

Study 2 Discussion 
As in study 1, children had the strongest intuitions about food 
sharing when comparing a mom and a teacher: Children 
expected a mom rather than a teacher to share food with a 
child. However, compared to the comforting case in study 1, 
though not statistically different, a larger percentage of 
children expected a mom rather than a sister to share food 
with a child. One possibility is that children may perceive 
comforting as more intimate than food sharing and perceive 
age or role within a family to be irrelevant to who will provide 
care. In past work, children expected their own parents to 
seek comfort from socially close individuals, but seek 
resources, such as information, from more knowledgeable 
individuals regardless of whether they were socially close 
(Steele & Thomas, 2025). Interestingly, our findings differ 
conceptually from prior work, which found that children did 
not expect children to preferentially share resources that did 
not involve physical intimacy (e.g., toys or food that could be 
divided and hence easily shared) with family (parents and 
siblings) over other social partners (teachers and friends; 
Thomas et al., 2022). Children also did not expect parents to 
preferentially share resources (e.g., items that could not be 
divided and hence not evenly shared: blanket, tea) in response 
to a need (e.g., hunger, thirst, feeling cold, having a sore 
throat) with their own children compared to other non-related 
children (Thomas et al., 2023). 

General Discussion 
The current studies investigated young children’s 
representations of caregiving relationships. We predicted that 
children would recognize caregiving as intimate and 
asymmetric, and thus would choose potential caregivers who 
are more intimate (family members) and who are more likely 
to be capable of, or more obligated to, providing care (adults). 
Our predictions were informed by previous literature 
showing early emerging abilities to recognize intimate 
relationships (Thomas et al., 2022) and use physical size 
(Thomsen et al., 2011) to make predictions in social 
interactions. However, our current studies did not fully 
support this hypothesis.  

In line with our predictions, adults and children expected 
moms, rather than teachers, to provide care through comfort 
and sharing food. However, children made different 
predictions than adults in one of our key conditions—where 
we asked children whether a mom or sister would provide 
care. Adults had strong expectations that a mom would be 
much more likely to comfort their sad child and feed their 
hungry child than the child’s sibling would. Children had 
weaker expectations when deciding between a mom and a 
sister, both family members, one an adult. Although not 
significantly different, this finding was qualitatively different 
in study 2, in which we found stronger evidence that children 
expected a mom rather than a sister to share food. In our 
studies, we did not find age effects, suggesting that children 
between 3 to 7 years had similar expectations.  

One possibility is that children understand parent-child 
relationships as primarily intimate, rather than asymmetric 
(Fiske, 1992; Steele & Thomas, 2024). Interestingly, and 
perhaps contrary to this hypothesis, we found that compared 
to children, a qualitatively larger percentage of adults 
expected sisters, rather than friends, to comfort, even though 
the sister was meant to be more intimate (study 1). This result 
differs from past research on physical intimacy that found 
that children expected siblings rather than friends to share 
foods that would involve saliva-sharing (Thomas et al., 
2022). One possibility is that saliva-sharing, a physically 
intimate act, is more associated with the nuclear family, while 
comforting, an emotionally intimate act, is seen by children 
as extending to friends. Related to this point, in the same set 
of studies, children did not expect other children to 
preferentially share items that did not involve physical 
intimacy (i.e., toys, food that could be divided without 
sharing saliva) with siblings over friends (Thomas et al., 
2022). Taken together, our study results are not strongly 
consistent with the hypothesis that children integrate both 
cues, nor that they only use one cue. However, our study 
finding that both adults and children decisively expected 
parents, but not teachers, to comfort and share food with their 
child may suggest that children might use cues of intimacy 
along with asymmetry at least in some contexts to infer care.  

Turning to other results, neither adults nor children seemed 
to have a general expectation that adults comfort more often 
than other children—neither adults nor children strongly 
expected a teacher rather than a friend to comfort a child, nor 
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a dad rather than a child to comfort a mom, nor a teacher 
rather than a child to comfort another teacher. There was 
some evidence, however, for a general expectation that adults 
share food. Adults, but not children, expected a dad, rather 
than a child, to share food with a mom, and both adults and 
children expected another teacher, rather than a child, to share 
food with a teacher. However, neither adults nor parents 
expected a teacher rather than a friend to comfort or share 
food with a child. This suggests that children and adults 
distinguish between particular contexts in which adults may 
be more likely to provide care. 

These results leave open several questions that future 
studies could address. For example, how might children 
respond in situations that are less typically associated with 
family or intimacy, for example, more general instrumental 
helping? Second, was our operationalization of asymmetry 
and intimacy well controlled? In line with prior research and 
to better align the study with children’s everyday lives, we 
used kinship terms: sister, friend, mom, dad, and teacher. 
However, children, at least in the US, develop an adult-like 
understanding of kinship terms slowly over the first 10 years 
of life (Mollica & Piantadosi, 2022; Piaget, 1928). Thus, the 
terms may have been interpreted differently by adults and 
children. Likewise, some of our results may be driven by 
norms that prohibit intimate actions and food sharing in 
classrooms (Andrzejewski & Davis, 2008; Behrmann, 2010; 
Bergnehr & Cekaite, 2018; Dupuis, 2020; Gill, 2018; Glabau, 
2022; Karvonen et al., 2023; Rous & Hunt, 2004). A further 
limitation to our study is that our sample consisted of only 
children and adults from the US, although caregiving 
arrangements differ widely across cultures (Hrdy, 2009). 
Moreover, how did gender play a role in our studies? 
Although teachers are not, by definition, gendered, children 
may have assumed they were women in our study (Schaeffer, 
2024). Further, we used “mom” primarily as opposed to 
“dad” or “parent”. We may observe different intuitions about 
dads and brothers (Leder Mackley et al., 2020; Midgette et 
al., 2023; Stier & Hall, 1984). Future studies could 
investigate this by depicting or describing intimacy and 
asymmetry without using relationship labels, or by 
examining how children interpret these words.  

Finally, how do these results speak to the distinction among 
asymmetric relationships based on dominance, prestige, and 
legitimate authority (Fiske, 1992; Henrich & Gil-White, 
2001)? Several studies have found that children distinguish 
between dominant, prestigious, and legitimate leaders. For 
example, toddlers distinguish between leaders and bullies 
(Margoni et al., 2018). Toddlers prefer those who win 
because others defer to them, but not those who win by using 
force (Thomas et al., 2018). Several other studies have found 
that older children prefer prestigious, but not dominant, 
individuals (Amakusa et al., 2022; Cheng, 2020; Kajanus et 
al., 2020; Sequeira et al., 2024). Children also expect 
dominant, but not prestigious, individuals to take resources 
rather than provide resources (Creppy & Vélez, 2025). While 
these studies suggest that children differentiate among high-
status individuals, other studies suggest that they do not 

expect high-ranking people to provide care. While children 
expect leaders to protect subordinates from external threats, 
they do not expect them to be more likely to help (Thomas, 
Navarro Hernandez, et al., 2022). Moreover, they say that 
unhelpful individuals who are indifferent to the needs of 
others are “in charge” (Terrizzi et al., 2020).  

In summary, more studies are needed to clarify how 
children conceptualize caregiving relationships. Previous 
theories of intuitive sociology have proposed that humans 
may have early-emerging primitives that distinguish between 
asymmetrical and communal relationships (Fiske, 1992; 
Kaufmann & Clément, 2014; Thomas, 2024; Thomsen & 
Carey, 2013). If that is the case, then caregiving concepts may 
emerge later because it requires learning a new role or 
relationship or combining these primitives. Existing priors 
about asymmetric relationships (e.g., where higher-ranked 
individuals “win” or get more resources) could compete with 
priors about intimate relationships (e.g., linking acts of 
intimacy with the provision of care). While power struggles 
occur in parent-child relationships (Harach & Kuczynski, 
2004; Hoffman, 2013; Liu, 2023; Punch, 2005; Studer-Perez 
& Musher-Eizenman, 2022; Walton et al., 2017), it is 
possible that children conceive of parent-child relationships 
as communal in which people see themselves as “one” entity 
(Fiske, 1992). This would align with a recent proposal that 
intuitions about family relationships are grounded in a 
primitive that enables infants to distinguish between intimate 
and non-intimate social partners (Steele & Thomas, 2024) 
and scientific theories conceiving parents and children as a 
single symbiotic system (Bowlby, 1958; Mahler et al., 2018). 
To our knowledge, whether these conceptions match folk 
intuitions have not been directly tested. Children may also 
learn about caregiving from firsthand experiences with 
different relationships (e.g., witnessing their moms comfort 
or provide food) or from linguistic input that distinguishes 
among relationships (e.g., learning that “moms” comfort). 
Finally, children may conceive of the asymmetric aspect of 
caregiving as primarily power-based. Often, children do not 
fully understand the reasoning behind parenting decisions 
and may see adults as usually “getting their way”.  

In sum, our studies shed light on the similarities and 
differences between adults’ and children’s conceptions of 
caregiving. The differences between adults and children are 
perhaps surprising, given the centrality of parent-child 
relationships in children’s lives and attachment theory’s 
proposal that our ideas of relationships stem from our 
experiences with our caregivers. While more work is needed 
to draw firm conclusions, our work supports the hypothesis 
that children may not view parent-child relationships as both 
intimate and asymmetrical as adults do, but rather as simply 
intimate. 
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