
4th edition

00_CRISP_TURNER_4E_FM.indd   3 17/03/2020   6:07:53 PM



CONTENTS
Preface xiii
A Guided Tour xiv
About the Authors xvii
Publisher’s Acknowledgements xix

 1 HISTORY, METHODS AND APPROACHES 1

A History 2
Research Methods 4

Archival Approaches 5
Correlational Approaches 6
Experimental Approaches 7

Laboratory Experiments 10
Online Experiments 11
Field Experiments 12

Qualitative Approaches 14
Research Ethics 15
Reproducibility 16
Chapter Summary 16

 2 ATTRIBUTION 21

The Naive Scientist 22
Attribution Theory 22

Types of Attribution 23
Making Attributions 24

Correspondent Inference Theory 24
The Co-variation Model 25

Attributional Biases 28
The Fundamental Attribution Error 29
The Actor–Observer Bias 30
Self-serving Attributions 31
Intergroup Attributions 31

Attribution and Social Processes 33
Social Representations 35
Chapter Summary 36

00_CRISP_TURNER_4E_FM.indd   5 17/03/2020   6:07:54 PM



vi | CONTENTS

 3 SOCIAL COGNITION 41

The Cognitive Miser versus the Naive Scientist 42
Heuristics 43

The Representativeness Heuristic 43
The Availability Heuristic 44
The False Consensus Effect 45
The Anchoring Heuristic 46

The Motivated Tactician 47
Social Categorization 51

Basic Principles 51
Category Content 52
Category Structure 53

Why Do We Categorize? 54
When Do We Categorize? 54
Consequences of Categorization 57

Prejudice 57
Unconscious Behaviour 58
Stereotype Threat 58

Dual Process Theories 65
Chapter Summary 67

 4 ATTITUDES 73

Attitude Formation 74
Mere Exposure 74
Associative Learning 78
Self-perception 79
Functional Approach 81

Utilitarian Function 82
Knowledge Function 82
Ego-Defensive Function 83
Value-Expressive Function 83

Attitudes and Behaviour 84
Determinants of the Attitude–Behaviour Relationship 85

Specificity 85
Time 85
Self-awareness 85
Attitude Accessibility 86
Attitude Strength 86

The Theory of Planned Behaviour 87
Implementation Intentions 88
Reasoned Action versus Spontaneity 90

Attitude Change 92
Cognitive Dissonance 92

Factors Affecting Dissonance 95
Dissonance or Self-perception 95

00_CRISP_TURNER_4E_FM.indd   6 17/03/2020   6:07:54 PM



CONTENTS | vii

Persuasion 96
Dual Process Models of Persuasion 96
Processing Route Determinants 96
Peripheral Cues 100

Chapter Summary 102

 5 SOCIAL INFLUENCE 107

Social Norms 108
Norm Development 108

Uncertainty and Social Norms 109
Norms as Group Attitudes 111

Conformity 112
Asch’s Conformity Experiment 113
Explaining Conformity 114
Factors that Moderate Conformity 116

Moderators of Normative Influence 116
Moderators of Informational Influence 118

Impact of Influence on Social Norms 120
Group Polarization 120

Minority Influence 125
Consistency and Confidence 125
How Minorities Exert Influence 127

Obedience 128
Milgram’s Study of Obedience 128
Explaining Obedience 130
Determinants of Obedience 131

Social Impact Theory 133
Norms as Nudges 133

Chapter Summary 134

 6 GROUP PROCESSES 139

Groups and Productivity 140
What is a Group? 140
Entitativity 140
Social Facilitation and Social Inhibition 141
Explanations of Facilitation and Inhibition 142

Drive Theory 142
Evaluation Apprehension 144
Distraction Conflict 144

Social Loafing 146
Diffusion of Responsibility and Complex Tasks 147

Leadership 150
What Makes a Leader? 151

Personality Determinants 151
Situational Determinants 152

00_CRISP_TURNER_4E_FM.indd   7 17/03/2020   6:07:54 PM



viii | CONTENTS

Leadership Style 153
Autocratic, Democratic and Laissez-faire Leadership 153
Task-focused versus Socio-emotional Leadership 154
Transformational Leadership 155

Theories of Situation and Style 157
Leader–Situation Interaction 157
Leader–Group Interaction 159
The Glass Cliff 161

Chapter Summary 162

 7 SELF AND IDENTITY 167

Self-awareness 168
Development of Self-awareness 168
Neurological Basis of Self-awareness 169
Temporary Differences in Self-awareness 171
Chronic Differences in Self-awareness 172

Organization of Self-knowledge 174
Theories of Self-concept Maintenance 176

Theories of Self-comparison 176
Control Theory of Self-regulation 176
Self-discrepancy Theory 178

Theories of Individual Comparison 180
Social Comparison Theory 180
Self-evaluation Maintenance Model 180

Theories of Group Comparison 184
Social Identity Approach 184

Self-esteem 187
Development of Self-esteem 188
Consequences of Self-esteem 188

Mood Regulation 188
Narcissism 189

Self-motives 191
Self-enhancement 192

Strategies to Enhance the Personal Self 192
Strategies to Enhance the Social Self 193

Cultural Differences in Self and Identity 197
Individualist and Collectivist Cultures 197
Biculturalism 198

Chapter Summary 200

 8 PREJUDICE 205

Prejudice: Old and New 206
Prejudice, Discrimination and Intergroup Bias 206
Racism 207
Sexism 209

00_CRISP_TURNER_4E_FM.indd   8 17/03/2020   6:07:54 PM



CONTENTS | ix

Implicit Prejudice 212
Infrahumanization 215
Social Exclusion 217

Individual Differences in Prejudice 220
The Authoritarian Personality 220
Social Dominance Orientation 220
Prejudice and Self-regulation 221

Regulation of Prejudice through Socially Interactive Dialogue 222
Reducing Prejudice 223

The Contact Hypothesis 223
Indirect Contact 227

Chapter Summary 233

 9 INTERGROUP RELATIONS 239

Theories of Intergroup Relations 240
Sherif’s Summer Camp Studies 240
Realistic Group Conflict Theory 242
The Minimal Group Paradigm 242
The Category Differentiation Model 245
Social Identity Theory 247
Self-categorization Theory 248
Self-anchoring Theory 249
Terror Management Theory 250
Evolutionary Theory 252

Improving Intergroup Relations 254
The Common Ingroup Identity Model 254
Crossed Categorization 260
Multiple Categorization 261

Chapter Summary 264

10 AGGRESSION 269

Theories of Aggression 272
The Evolutionary Approach 272
The Cathartic Approach 272
The Social Approach 273

Cognitive Neoassociationalist Model 273
Excitation-Transfer Model 275
Learning Theories of Aggression 275

Person-centred Determinants of Aggression 282
Gender Differences 282
Personality 283
Alcohol 285

Situation-centred Determinants of Aggression 289
Physical Environment 290

Temperature 290

00_CRISP_TURNER_4E_FM.indd   9 17/03/2020   6:07:54 PM



x | CONTENTS

Crowding 292
Noise 293

Social Disadvantage 293
Cultural Influences 293

Disinhibition 295
Deindividuation 295

Forms of Aggression in Society 298
Domestic Violence 298
Sexual Aggression 299
Terrorism 303

Chapter Summary 305

11 PROSOCIAL BEHAVIOUR 311

What is Prosocial Behaviour? 312
Origins of Prosocial Behaviour 313

Evolutionary Perspective 313
Social Norms 314
Modelling 315

Situation-centred Determinants of Helping 318
Latané and Darley’s Cognitive Model 319
The Bystander Apathy Effect 321

Processes Underlying the Bystander Apathy Effect 323
Piliavin’s Bystander-Calculus Model 327

Physiological Arousal 327
Labelling the Arousal 327
Calculating the Costs 328

Perceiver-centred Determinants of Helping 332
Personality 332
Competence 334
Mood 335
Empathy–Altruism 336
Gender Differences in Helping 338

Recipient-centred Determinants of Helping 340
Similarity 340
Group Membership 340
Attractiveness 342
Responsibility for Misfortune 342

Receiving Help 343
Chapter Summary 344

12 AFFILIATION AND ATTRACTION 349

Affiliation 350
When and Why Do We Affiliate? 350

Psychological Determinants of Affiliation 350
Individual Differences in Affiliation 351

00_CRISP_TURNER_4E_FM.indd   10 17/03/2020   6:07:54 PM



CONTENTS | xi

Problems with Affiliation and Affiliating 351
Social Anxiety 352
Loneliness 353
Ostracism 354

Interpersonal Attraction 357
Target-centred Determinants of Attraction 358

Physical Characteristics 358
Consequences of Physical Attractiveness 360
Similarity to the Self 363
Complementary Characteristics 367
Reciprocity 368

Perceiver-centred Determinants of Attraction 369
Familiarity 369
Anxiety 370
Order of Exposure 371

Online Attraction 374
Portraying One’s True Self 374
Self-presentation Online 375

Chapter Summary 377

13 FRIENDSHIP AND LOVE 381

Friendship 382
Social Penetration Theory 382
Gender Differences in Friendships 383

Intimacy 384
Physical Contact 385
Why Do These Gender Differences Exist? 386

Romantic Relationships 387
Types of Love 387

Passionate Love 387
Companionate Love 390

Development of Cultural Knowledge about Love 392
Relationship Satisfaction and Commitment 395

Relationship Satisfaction 395
Social Exchange and Equity 395
Intimacy 396
Perceived Concealment 396
Interpretation 397
Social Comparison 397
Social Networks 397
Attachment 397
Interdependence Theory 399
Parenthood 400

What Determines Whether a Relationship Will Last? 401
The Investment Model 401

00_CRISP_TURNER_4E_FM.indd   11 17/03/2020   6:07:54 PM



xii | CONTENTS

The Forecast Model 402
Consequences of Commitment 403
The Breakdown of a Relationship 403

Chapter Summary 407

14 APPLICATIONS 411

A History of Applying Social Psychology 412
Organizations 413

Job Satisfaction 413
Health 416

Theories of Health Behaviour 416
Approaches to Changing Health Behaviour 417
Binge Drinking 418
AIDS and HIV Prevention 420

Tolerance 421
Multicultural Curricula Programmes 422
Anti-racist Programmes 423
Diversity Training 424
Contact-based Interventions 425

Cooperative Learning 425
Imagined Contact 426

Chapter Summary 428

Glossary 433
References 451
Author Index 491
Subject Index 505

00_CRISP_TURNER_4E_FM.indd   12 17/03/2020   6:07:54 PM



What is prosocial behaviour? 312

Origins of Prosocial Behaviour 313
Evolutionary Perspective 313
Social Norms 314
Modelling 315

Situation-Centred Determinants of Helping 318
Latané and Darley’s Cognitive Model 319
The Bystander Apathy Effect 321
Piliavin’s Bystander-Calculus Model 327

Perceiver-Centred Determinants of Helping 332
Personality 332
Competence 334
Mood 335
Empathy–Altruism 336
Gender Differences in Helping 338

Recipient-Centred Determinants of Helping 340
Similarity 340
Group Membership 340
Attractiveness 342
Responsibility for Misfortune 342

Receiving Help 343

Chapter Summary 344

 11PROSOCIAL  
BEHAVIOUR

11_CRISP_TURNER_4E_CH_11.indd   311 17/03/2020   6:05:50 PM



312 | ESSENTIAL SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

After American Airlines Flight 11 crashed into the North Tower of the World Trade Center 
on 11 September 2001, Frank De Martini and Pablo Ortiz helped rescue people on the 88th 
floor of the North Tower where they worked. They then led a group up towards the crash 
zone. Using a crowbar and a flashlight, the group prised open doors and cleared rubble on 
12 floors along the boundary of the crash zone, where many people were trapped. In their 
account of events, Dwyer and Flynn (2005, p. 88) noted, ‘It was hardly the job of De Martini 
and Pablo Ortiz and the others … to go around prying doors open. Their responsibilities at 
the trade center during an emergency were to get themselves out of the building.’ Despite 
this, they saved the lives of at least 70 people. Sadly, they paid the ultimate sacrifice for their 
actions, losing their own lives when the tower collapsed because, rather than head to safety, 
they had put the lives of others first.

In the early hours of Wednesday 14 June 2017, firefighters were called to Grenfell 
Tower in London as a blaze which started in a flat on the fourth floor quickly spread 
throughout the 24-storey tower. It took 250 officers 24 hours to extinguish the blaze 
and firefighters remained at the site over the following four days, with some putting 
in 24-hour shifts to dampen remaining pockets of fire and search the rubble. A total of 
65 people were rescued from the building, but sadly 80 died in the blaze. However, the 
death toll would have been much higher had it not been for the actions of the firefight-
ers. Judges at the 2017 Pride of Britain Awards, where the London Fire Brigade were 
honoured, described their heroism as extraordinary, as they repeatedly entered the flames 
and ventured to the upper floors of the building to rescue residents, despite crippling 
exhaustion and serious fears that the building was on the verge of collapse, not knowing 
if they would come out alive.

What is prosocial behaviour?
The actions of De Martini and Ortiz, and the London Fire Brigade, are examples of pro-
social behaviour, actions that are generally valued by other people in a particular society. 
Many types of behaviour can be classified as prosocial, for example friendship, charity, sac-
rifice, sharing and cooperation. However, the majority of research on prosocial behaviour 
focuses on two specific types of prosocial behaviour: helping behaviour and altruism. Help-
ing behaviour refers to acts where people voluntarily and intentionally behave in a way that 
they believe will benefit others, although at the same time the behaviour may benefit them 
as well. Because helping behaviour has to be intentional, this definition therefore excludes 
behaviour which incidentally benefits another person but was not intended, for example 
dropping some money by accident, which someone else happens to find later on. In addi-
tion, because helping behaviour has to be intentional, this definition also excludes behaviour 
which appears to be aimed at helping others (e.g. a company making a donation to a charity) 
but that has actually been carried out entirely for selfish purposes (to raise the company 
profile and therefore increase future profit). This definition does not, however, exclude 
behaviour that benefits others and oneself. We might, for example, donate money to a char-
ity because we want to help, but also because it makes us feel good about ourselves. Altru-
ism is a more specific form of helping behaviour referring to an act of prosocial behaviour 
which benefits others but is not expected to have any personal benefits. De Martini and Ortiz 
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behaved altruistically on 11 September 2001; their actions had no personal benefits, and in 
fact clearly put them at risk, but they continued nonetheless.

Much of social psychology focuses on negative aspects of human social behaviour, for 
example how people discriminate against and show prejudice towards those who do not 
belong to the same group as them (see Chapters 8 and 9), and people’s capacity to behave 
in an aggressive manner (see Chapter 10). These lines of research seem to suggest that, ulti-
mately, we behave in ways that best serve our own interests. However, the capacity that we 
have to behave in a prosocial manner, to help others voluntarily regardless of whether it is 
in our best interests, gives us reason for optimism. In this chapter, we focus on this positive 
aspect of social behaviour. We first outline the origins of this tendency to help others. We 
then examine the factors that affect when we help and when we do not. Some of these factors 
relate to the situation in which help is needed and others relate to the characteristics of the 
potential helper. We will also look at who we help. We are more likely to help those who 
are similar to us, who are ingroup members, who we find attractive, and who we believe are 
deserving of our help. Finally, we consider what it is like to be a recipient of help.

Origins Of Prosocial Behaviour
There are three broad accounts of why we help others. Some psychologists argue that we 
are innately predisposed to help others because of our evolutionary make-up. Two other 
accounts rely on more social psychology theories. Some psychologists argue that we are 
socialized to help others, and that our helping behaviour relates to internalized beliefs about 
the social norms of the society in which we live. A third explanation argues that we attend 
to the helping behaviour of those around us, and that this leads us to copy, or model, such 
behaviours. These three approaches and the evidence that has been found in support of each 
are outlined below.

Evolutionary Perspective
The evolutionary perspective argues that we are biologically predisposed to help others. 
Put another way, we are born with an in-built tendency to look after those around us, even 
if it does not have any obvious benefit for us. But why would this be the case? According 
to sociobiologists, we engage in helping behaviour to ensure the survival of our genes. By 
helping our blood relatives, we improve their chances of survival, thus increasing the like-
lihood that they will survive to pass on our genes to future generations. Accordingly, it has 
been argued that the genes responsible for prosocial behaviour might be self-selected as, in 
the long term, they increase the probability that the species will survive.

This approach has generated heated debate between social psychologists and sociobiol-
ogists. First, we help not only relatives, but also friends and even complete strangers. It is 
not clear how this would increase the chances of our own genes surviving. Second, social 
psychologists argue that despite anecdotal evidence, there are, in fact, no empirical studies 
that clearly support the evolutionary explanation for prosocial behaviour in humans. This is 
due to an inherent problem with evolutionary explanations: the processes that are assumed to 
explain behaviour (i.e. evolution of genetic typology) cannot be observed over an appropriate 
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timescale in the laboratory. Third, the approach fails to explain why people help in some cir-
cumstances but fail to help in others. Evolutionary theory would predict, quite simply, that we 
should help blood relatives in every situation – any situation that requires help may be a poten-
tial threat to genes being passed on. However, this is clearly not the case, as instances of child 
abuse by family members vividly illustrate. Any complete explanation of helping behaviour 
will need to explain not only when helping behaviour will occur, but also why in some cases 
it does not. These three critical limitations mean that while it is likely that evolutionary theory 
has some role to play in explaining helping behaviour, a comprehensive account of prosocial 
behaviour will need to consider other factors.

Standing in contrast to the evolutionary explanation are two social psychology accounts 
of why people exhibit helping behaviour. The first account explains helping with reference 
to social norms. The second account argues that social learning explains helping; we help 
because we have repeatedly observed other people behaving helpfully, providing a model 
for our own behaviour. First, we discuss how social norms explain why we help others.

Social Norms
Social norms reflect what is considered normal and acceptable in a given group, culture or 
society. They are common-held attitudes, beliefs and behaviours that have a powerful influ-
ence on how we behave. Indeed, there is evidence that people are rewarded (e.g. approval, 
social acceptance) for behaving in accordance with social norms, but punished for violating 
social norms (e.g. disapproval, rejection), as we saw in Chapter 5. Although social norms 
differ between different social groups and different cultures, almost every culture holds a 
norm that we should help others whenever possible. Three normative beliefs may explain 
why we have a tendency to help others: reciprocity, social responsibility and social justice.

According to the reciprocity principle (Gouldner, 1960), we should help those who help 
us. This principle is universally held and plays an important role in interpersonal processes 
(see Chapter 12). We do not, however, automatically help others who have helped us: we 
are more likely to reciprocate to another person if they previously made a big, unexpected, 
sacrifice for us (Tesser, Gatewood, & Driver, 1968).

In contrast, the social responsibility norm holds that we should help those in need 
regardless of whether they have helped us, or are likely to be able to help us in the future. 
There is evidence that people are often willing to help needy others, even when they remain 
anonymous and do not expect to be rewarded by approval from others (Berkowitz, 1972). 
We do not, however, help any needy person. Instead, we are selective. Whether or not the 
person is seen as having brought their misfortune on themselves may influence whether we 
decide to help. The just-world hypothesis may explain this tendency.

The just-world hypothesis (Lerner & Miller, 1978) is the general belief people have that 
the world is a just, fair, place where people get what they deserve (an example of a heuristic 
belief: see Chapter 3). According to this norm, people typically believe that ‘good things 
happen to good people, bad things happen to bad people’. However, when we are confronted 
with a person who appears to be suffering undeservedly, this undermines our belief in a just 
world. To restore our belief that the world is a fair place, we have a tendency to help oth-
ers who are in need, but only if we believe their suffering is through no fault of their own. 
According to this principle, we are more likely to donate money to a breast cancer charity 
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(where sufferers are seen as having no role in developing the disease) than to a lung cancer 
charity (where we may assume smoking is often to blame for the disease).

Although social norms may play a role in explaining helping behaviour, not all social 
psychologists agree that they are the key to our understanding of the phenomenon. Teger 
(1970) argued that while we may verbally endorse the idea of helping others, we do not nec-
essarily act on this endorsement (i.e. there is sometimes a mismatch between attitudes and 
behaviour: see Chapter 4). There is also evidence that external factors influence whether an 
attitude predisposed towards helping will actually translate into helping behaviour. Warren 
and Walker (1991) looked at the effect of ‘need persistence’ (how long help is needed for) 
on helping behaviour, and found that people were more likely to donate money to a refugee 
family from the Sudan when the family only needed financial assistance in the short term 
rather than in the long term (see Figure 11.1). It appeared that the social norm of helping 
only translated into helping behaviour when the behaviour was perceived as being likely to 
be effective. This study highlights the possibility that it is not just internally held beliefs –  
like social norms – that determine whether people help, but that there are situational factors 
that play a role. Observation of what other people are doing in the situations we find our-
selves in is the basis for the second social psychology account of why we help others.
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Figure 11.1 The effect of need persistence on size of donation. Data from Warren and Walker (1991)

Modelling
The second reason why we have a tendency to engage in helping behaviour is that we have 
learnt to do so by observing the behaviour of others, a process known as modelling or 
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observational learning. The previous social psychology explanation of helping behaviour – 
social norms – is based on processes that are internal to the perceivers, that is, the attitudes 
they hold. This final explanation focuses more on external factors: is it the observation of 
others in the situation that explains why we help others?

Bryan and Test (1967) investigated whether modelling would increase the likelihood of 
helping behaviour. In a highly realistic experiment, motorists passed a woman whose car 
had a flat tyre. In the modelling condition, another car had pulled over and appeared to be 
helping her change the tyre. Motorists then came across a second woman whose car had a 
flat tyre, but who this time was receiving no assistance. In the control condition, the drivers 
saw no model prior to coming across the car with the flat tyre. Motorists who had observed 
a model of helping behaviour (another motorist helping the first women) were more likely 
to stop than if they had not observed such a model (see Figure 11.2).
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Figure 11.2 The effect of modelling on helping behaviour. Data from Bryan and Test (1967)

In a similar experiment, Rushton and Campbell (1977) had female participants interact 
with a friendly woman, actually a confederate, as part of what they had been told was a 
study on social interaction (although this was just a cover story). As the women left the 
laboratory together at the end of the ‘study’ they were asked if they would make a pledge to 
give blood. When the confederate was asked first, and signed up to give blood, 67 per cent 
of participants also agreed to give blood. In contrast, when participants were asked first, 
only 25 per cent agreed to give blood.
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According to Bandura’s (1972) social 
learning theory, observing the helping 
behaviour of others should increase the 
likelihood of our helping others because it 
shows us that the behaviour is appropriate 
and increases perceptions of self-efficacy, 
our belief that we can successfully help 
another person. Bandura noted, however, 
that modelling will only produce helping 
behaviour if it had a positive outcome. 
Hornstein (1970) conducted an experiment 
in which participants observed another 
person returning a lost wallet. The person 
returning the wallet either seemed pleased 
to help or displeased at the bother of hav-
ing to help. Hornstein found that when par-
ticipants came across another lost wallet, those who had observed the positive reaction 
were more likely to help than those who had observed the negative reaction.

The mass media can also be used to increase a prosocial orientation. Greitemeyer 
(2009) asked participants to listen to a prosocial song (‘Love Generation’, by Bob Sin-
clair) or, in a control condition, a neutral song (‘Rock This Party’, by Bob Sinclair). 
A pre-test established that the lyrics of the first song were significantly more proso-
cial than the lyrics of the second. In one study, after listening to one of the two songs, 
participants were asked to read essays, supposedly by other students who had suffered 
misfortunes such as a broken leg or a painful relationship break-up, and were asked to 
rate how empathic they felt towards the writer. In a second study, after listening to one 
of the two songs, participants were asked to consider donating their participant fee to 
charity. It emerged that participants who had listened to the prosocial song were more 
empathic towards victims of misfortune and were more likely to donate money to char-
ity. The long-term effects of listening to a prosocial song were not considered, but the 
author argued that repeated exposure to prosocial songs may have benefits for prosocial 
behaviour. Looking at the effects of prosocial video games, Gentile et al. (2009) found 
that children who played prosocial video games were more likely to help, rather than 
harm, a participant on a subsequent task, and tended to have a more prosocial orienta-
tion in general. Other studies, however, have failed to find a relationship between media 
exposure and prosocial behaviour. Across three experiments in which they considered the 
effect of different types of video game (prosocial, violent, and non-violent, classic and 
contemporary) and different lengths of exposure to the games, Tear and Nielsen (2013) 
found no evidence that the type of video game played affected prosocial behaviour. More-
over, a meta-analysis of studies that examined the relationship between prosocial video 
games and violence also revealed minimal effects (Ferguson, 2015; see Chapter 10 for a  
further discussion of this study). It is therefore important that further research is under-
taken to identify when and why some studies show effects of media exposure on prosocial 
behaviour and others do not.

Photo 11.1 Willingness to give blood can be increased following 
observation of the similar behaviour in others
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SUMMARY
So far in this chapter, we have identified some of the possible origins of helping behaviour. We 
saw how, although there may be some evolutionary basis to the way in which we help others, 
social psychologists have also offered other explanations. Specifically, we are influenced by 
societal norms, such as reciprocity, social responsibility and fairness. Social learning may also 
play a role. We may help because we model our helping behaviour on the behaviour of others. 
However, it is important to acknowledge the current debate regarding the relationship between 
social media exposure and both prosocial and aggressive behaviour. In the following sec-
tions, we will be talking about some of the specific situations that psychologists have identified 
where help is, or is not, offered. In particular, psychologists have been concerned with trying to 
explain when people do not help, even though it is apparent that the situation is an emergency. 
We divide this research into three broad sections, reflecting three distinct types of factor that 
determine helping: situational factors, perceiver factors and recipient factors.

Situation-Centred Determinants Of Helping
Some of the studies discussed in the previous section on the origins of prosocial behaviour 
(e.g. Bryan & Test, 1967; Warren & Walker, 1991) illustrate that we do not always offer 
help. Instead, situational factors appear to play an important role. Although contemporary 
research on prosocial behaviour has broadened to consider any situation in which help might 
be needed, much of the research and theory has focused on when people help in an emer-
gency, behaviour commonly referred to by social psychologists as bystander intervention.

The much cited and discussed case that generated the rapid expansion of research on 
bystander intervention was the murder of a young woman walking home through Kew Gar-
dens in Queens, New York, in March 1964. Kitty Genovese was on her way home from 
work late at night when she was attacked by a man with a knife. She fought her attacker, 
and shouted and cried for help, escaping him on two occasions. However, each time, no one 
responded to her cries for help. Indeed, in police interviews the following day, 38 residents 
admitted to hearing the screams but failing to act. Kitty eventually died after being stabbed 
eight times and sexually molested.

The case of Kitty Genovese received national media attention in the USA, with reporters 
asking one question: Why did not one person come to help her? It is perhaps understandable 
that people did not want to risk their own lives by facing the attacker, but the fact that they 
did not call the police seemed inexplicable. Psychological research generated by this case 
led to the development of two models, Latané and Darley’s cognitive model and Piliavin’s 
bystander-calculus model. Both models attempted to uncover the processes by which we 
make the decision to help another person and, in doing so, help us to understand why people 
help in some situations and not in others.
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Latané and Darley’s Cognitive Model
Latané and Darley (1968) proposed that a bystander goes through several cognitive stages 
before making a final decision about whether or not to help a person in an emergency situa-
tion. These stages are outlined below:

1. Attend to the incident: In the first instance, the bystander needs actually to notice that 
an incident is taking place. When we pass a potential emergency, there may be many 
other things going on in the environment, which may lead us to miss the emergency 
altogether. This ‘stimulus overload effect’ is especially likely to occur in densely popu-
lated urban areas (Milgram, 1970).

2. Define the incident: Having noticed the incident, the bystander needs to define it as 
an emergency. This may sound straightforward, but because emergency situations are 
highly unusual and unexpected, even clear-cut emergency situations might be misin-
terpreted. Moreover, if the situation is ambiguous, there is every chance that we will 
interpret it as a normal day-to-day event rather than an emergency. If someone was 
screaming, for example, we might believe it is laughter or someone joking around rather 
than a sign of someone who is scared or in pain. When situations are ambiguous, we 
are likely to look to those around us to see how they behave (see discussion of informa-
tional influence in Chapter 5). If others appear to be concerned, we may be more likely 
to define the situation as an emergency.

3. Accept personal responsibility: Whether or not the bystander decides it is their respon-
sibility to help in the emergency may depend on whether there are other people present 
who might deal with the problem instead, and how competent the bystander feels in 
the situation. If there is an authority figure nearby, the bystander might decide that the 
authority figure is better able to deal with the situation appropriately, and absolve them-
selves from personal responsibility.

4. Decide what to do: Once the bystander has noticed the situation, realized it is an emer-
gency, and decided they are personally responsible for dealing with it, they must then 
decide whether it is possible for them to help and, if so, what they can actually do in the 
situation. Emergency situations are unforeseen and highly unusual, outside the bystand-
er’s usual repertoire of behaviours. It is therefore likely to be difficult to decide what is 
the best course of action. The behaviour of others may have a powerful influence on the 
bystander’s behaviour at this stage.

If the bystander has progressed through these four stages – noticing the incident and interpret-
ing it as an emergency, taking responsibility and knowing how to deal with the situation – they 
will make a final decision regarding whether or not to help. Although Latané and Darley 
proposed this to be the fifth and final stage of the model, it is probably easier to conceive 
the final decision as the outcome of the four stages. In Insight 11.1, we illustrate with an 
example how the cognitive model might be applied to a real-life emergency, the case of a 
road traffic accident.
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APPLYING LATANÉ AND DARLEY’S 
COGNITIVE MODEL TO A REAL EMERGENCY: 
THE CASE OF A ROAD TRAFFIC ACCIDENT
Imagine that you are walking along a street when a car hits a nearby pedestrian who was 
crossing the road. What factors will determine whether you go and help the injured pedes-
trian? We apply Latané and Darley’s cognitive model to answer this question.

1. Attention: Did you happen to be looking at the road when the incident took place? Or 
were you having an argument with your boyfriend or chatting on your phone to a friend? 
If you were otherwise occupied and not looking at the road, you may well not notice that 
an accident has taken place. Are you walking down a nearly deserted side street, or are 
you on a busy shopping street? You are much more likely to notice what has happened 
if you are on a quiet street. If you are somewhere busy, many other things may capture 
your attention, taking your attention away from the accident.

2. Interpretation: You notice the pedestrian lying in the road, but as this is a highly unusual 
situation that you have not encountered before, you may not be sure what to make of it. 
How serious does the situation look? Is the pedestrian lying motionless or are they trying 
to get up? If they appear to be unharmed, you may decide that this is not an emergency 
and continue on your way. What are the people around you doing? Are they walking past 
unconcerned or do they look alarmed by the event? You are much more likely to help if the 
people around you behave as if they perceive the situation to be an emergency.

3. Responsibility: You decide that you are dealing with an emergency as the pedestrian is 
not moving and other nearby pedestrians look disturbed by the situation. But should you 
take responsibility for helping the pedestrian? Are you the only person on the street or 
are there many other people around? If you are the only other person, you may assume 
responsibility because the fate of the victim may fall directly on your shoulders – walking 
away may result in their further deterioration or even their death. If there are others around, 
are any of them wearing a police or paramedic uniform? If so, you may expect them to take 
responsibility instead. Are you trained in first aid? If you believe you are more competent 
than those around you, you will be more likely to take responsibility.

4. Deciding on a strategy: You decide you are responsible for the injured pedestrian. 
But how can you actually help them? Have you ever been in this situation before? If 
you have seen a previous incident, you may know how to act in this instance. Do you 
have first-aid experience? If yes, you may decide that your initial job is to check the 
victim’s breathing and circulation, and put them in the recovery position. Alternatively, 
you may decide to call the emergency services. But what are the people around you 
doing? Is another person administering first aid, calling for help or clearing the area? 
If so, you may follow their lead. If, however, no one else is acting and you have no 
experience in this type of situation, you may worry about behaving inappropriately, 
feel that you do not have the expertise to intervene, and therefore decide not to help.
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The Bystander Apathy Effect
Latané and Darley (1968) experimentally tested their model by investigating when and 
whether the presence of other bystanders would influence responses to an emergency. Par-
ticipants completed a questionnaire either on their own or with two other participants. The 
room was then filled with smoke from a vent in the wall – this was to create an emergency 
situation. A further experimental manipulation was applied to the condition in which there 
were two others completing the questionnaire. Here the individuals were either genuine 
fellow participants or confederates of the experimenter who had been instructed to ignore 
the smoke completely. As expected, Latané and Darley found that people were highly influ-
enced by those around them. While 75 per cent of participants who were alone raised the 
alarm by reporting the smoke to the experimenter in the other room, only 38 per cent of 
those with two other participants took any action, and only 10 per cent of those with a con-
federate who ignored the smoke reported the problem. Participants later reported thinking 
that the situation could not be an emergency as the other participants did not behave as if it 
was the case. These findings show that people are less likely to help in an emergency when 
there are others present than when they are alone, a phenomenon known as the bystander 
apathy effect. Note also that this effect is very similar to the idea of modelling discussed 
earlier in this chapter, except that here the behaviour copied from others is inaction rather 
than action.

Darley and Latané (1969) found the same effect when the emergency involved another 
person being in trouble, even though other bystanders were not physically present. They 
conducted an experiment in which participants communicated with one another via micro-
phones while in separate cubicles. Participants were led to believe that they were taking 
part in a group experiment which consisted of just two people, four people or six people. 
One of the participants told the others by microphone that he suffered from epilepsy. Later 
in the experiment, he was heard to make sounds of distress, as if he was having a seizure, 
before falling silent. Darley and Latané 
found that when people thought there were 
more bystanders, they were less likely to 
help. Before the end of the fit, 85 per cent 
of participants who thought they were the 
only other participant helped, but only 64 
per cent of those who believed that two oth-
ers were present and 31 per cent of those 
who thought there were four others present 
helped. Darley and Latané’s study provided 
a classic illustration of how the presence 
of others inhibits helping. This bystander 
effect is incredibly strong. In fact, it has 
recently been found that even just imagining 
the presence of others can have this inhibi-
tory effect (see Insight 11.2).

Photo 11.2 Latané and Darley’s cognitive model specifies why 
sometimes people fail to offer help in an emergency
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SIMPLY IMAGINING THE PRESENCE OF 
OTHERS CAN CAUSE THE BYSTANDER 
APATHY EFFECT
Classic research on the bystander apathy effect shows that, because of diffusion of respon-
sibility, and informational and normative social influence, the presence of others reduces 
helping behaviour. But do other people actually have to be present for this effect to occur? 
Garcia, Weaver, Moskowitz, and Darley (2002) investigated the possibility that even imagin-
ing the presence of others might lead to bystander apathy.

Method

One hundred and twenty-nine undergraduate students were randomly assigned to one of 
three conditions. In the group condition, participants were asked in a questionnaire to ‘Imag-
ine you won a dinner for yourself and 10 of your friends at your favorite restaurant’; in the 
one-person condition, participants were asked to ‘Imagine you won a dinner for yourself and 
a friend at your favorite restaurant’. In the control condition, participants were not asked to 
imagine any task. To measure helping behaviour, participants were then asked on the next 
page of the questionnaire: ‘In addition to this survey, we are conducting a brief experiment in 
another room. How much time are you willing to spend on this other experiment?’ They had 
the option of offering between 0 and 30 minutes of their time. After completing this measure, 
participants were told that there was no further experiment, and the true rationale for the 
experiment they had just taken part in was explained to them.

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Group One person Control

Condition

M
in

u
te

s 
o

f 
h

el
p

 o
ff

er
ed

Results
The graph illustrates the results of the experiment. Participants who imagined a group of 
10 people offered significantly less of their time than did people who imagined one person. 
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There was no statistical difference between the time offered by people in the one-person 
condition and the control condition.

Interpreting the Findings
According to Latané and Darley’s cognitive model, it is the presence of others in the situation 
where help is needed that leads to bystander apathy, but in this study, simply imagining oth-
ers prior to the situation where help is needed caused bystander apathy. Why did this pattern 
of results emerge? Many studies have shown that subtle cues or primes in our environ-
ment can activate, or make more accessible, knowledge structures in memory, affecting our  
behaviour and social perceptions. Garcia and colleagues (2002) argue that thinking about 
being in a large group triggers concepts that usually come to mind when we are actually in a 
large group, such as feeling lost in a crowd and feeling less accountable for our behaviour. 
When participants were called upon to help in an experiment, they were influenced by this 
accessible feeling of diminished responsibility, and were less likely to help.

Processes Underlying the Bystander Apathy Effect
The findings above show that when more bystanders are present, it is less likely that the 
victim of an emergency will be offered help by any individual bystander. This trend had 
been confirmed in more than 50 studies, in both laboratory and field settings (for a review 
of this work, see Latané & Nida, 1981). Going back to the cognitive model, it is clear that 
the presence of others can influence decision making at almost every stage of the model. But 
exactly what processes contribute to the bystander apathy effect? Latané and Darley (1976) 
suggest two basic explanations for when helping does not occur: diffusion of responsibility 
and audience inhibition.

Diffusion of responsibility. The presence of other people during an emergency will lead 
bystanders to transfer their responsibility for helping onto others. As the study by Darley 
and Latané (1969) showed, it is not necessary for other bystanders to be physically present 
for diffusion of responsibility to occur. Instead, there simply needs to be the knowledge that 
others are also aware of the emergency and could potentially take responsibility for it. This 
means that people on their own in any situation are the most likely to respond by helping a 
victim in an emergency because there is no one for them to pass on responsibility to: they 
carry the entire responsibility themselves. Diffusion of responsibility offers an explanation 
for why so many people did not help when they heard Kitty Genovese scream for help.

Audience inhibition. People are often uncomfortable about acting in front of other peo-
ple, particularly in an emergency situation where there are no clear guidelines on how to 
behave. As a result, people may be worried about overreacting to a situation or dealing with 
the situation in an incompetent manner, which might result in other bystanders laughing at 
them or thinking badly of them. This audience inhibition can be seen as a product of nor-
mative social influence that we discussed in Chapter 5. In Chapter 5 we saw that, in groups, 
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people often go along with the majority attitude even when they privately do not agree with 
it for fear of being laughed at or ridiculed by the group. The difference here is that rather 
than promoting action, the fear of getting it wrong and being laughed at leads to inaction.

In Chapter 5 we also discussed how people go along with groups because of informa-
tional influence which describes how, when we have not encountered a situation before and 
so there are no clear guidelines on how to behave, we are especially likely to rely on the 
behaviour of those around us. If we are concerned that an emergency situation has arisen, 
but those around us appear to be unconcerned, we may be influenced by other bystanders, 
and conclude that the situation is not a true emergency.

Latané and Darley (1976) tested the role of all three of these processes in a complex but 
ingenious experiment. In the original experiment, Latané and Darley used the terms audi-
ence inhibition and social influence to refer to what we know as normative social influence 
and informational social influence respectively. We use these latter terms to describe the 
experiment below because they allow us to see more clearly how the social influence pro-
cesses discussed in Chapter 5 have an impact also on helping behaviour.

Participants were asked to observe another person respond to verbal stimuli and rate 
whether or not that person had received an electric shock. Participants were told that they 
would observe the person on a TV monitor from another room. In all but one condition, 
participants believed they had been recruited in pairs. In reality, however, the second partici-
pant was always a confederate, acting on behalf of the experimenter. Prior to the experiment, 
the pair of participants were shown the room where the person to be observed would be sit-
ting during the experiment. There was a shock generator in the room, and the experimenter 
commented that it was old and unreliable. The participants were then sent into separate 
cubicles, each of which contained two TV monitors and a camera. The first monitor showed 
the room with the shock generator.

The participants were told that the second monitor (which could show the neighbour in 
the next cubicle) and the camera (which could show the participant to the neighbour) had 
been left there by another researcher and were irrelevant to the current study. However, this 
equipment was actually used to create several experimental conditions. The camera could 
either be pointed at the participant or not, allowing the manipulation of normative social 
influence, whether or not participants believed they were being observed. The TV monitor, 
on the other hand, could either be showing the neighbour or not, allowing the manipulation 
of informational social influence, whether or not participants could observe the reactions of 
their neighbour. To manipulate diffusion of responsibility, in one condition participants were 
recruited alone, whereas in all other conditions the participants worked alongside a confed-
erate. These manipulations created five conditions designed to discover whether and how 
the three processes all played a role in creating the bystander apathy effect.

In the alone condition, the participant worked alone, the camera was pointed at the ceiling, 
and the monitor showed a shot of the ceiling in the second, empty, cubicle. This provided a 
baseline against which to compare all the other conditions. In the diffusion of responsibility 
condition, the camera was pointed at the ceiling and the monitor showed only the ceiling of 
the second cubicle, but the participant was aware that there was a person in the second cubicle 
taking part in the same study. In this condition, then, there could be no normative or infor-
mational social influence, but the simple awareness of the presence of others in the situation 
should be enough to lead to a diffusion of responsibility. In the diffusion of responsibility plus 
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informational social influence condition, the monitor showed the participant in the second 
cubicle, but the camera was pointed at the ceiling. The participant could see, but not be seen 
themselves. As such they could use the other person’s behaviour as a guide to their own, but 
could rest assured that their own behaviour did not run the risk of being evaluated by others. 
In the diffusion of responsibility plus normative social influence condition, this situation was 
reversed. The monitor only showed the ceiling of the second cubicle, but the camera was 
pointed at the participant. The participant could therefore not see the confederate, but knew 
they could be seen – and evaluated – by the other participant. In the diffusion of responsibility 
plus information social influence plus normative social influence condition, the participant 
could see the other participant on the monitor and also knew they could be seen by the other 
participant through the camera. The predicted findings can be found in Figure 11.3.

Once the participants were waiting in their individual cubicle, the experimenter returned 
to the room with the shock generator. On the first monitor, participants observed first the 
experimenter pick up some wires on the generator and then appear to have an electric shock, 
scream, jump in the air and then fall to the floor. The researchers timed how long par-
ticipants in each condition took to help the experimenter, and their findings confirm the 
importance of all three processes in producing the bystander apathy effect. Participants in 
the alone condition, who were not being influenced by diffusion of responsibility, audience 
inhibition or social influence, were the quickest and most likely to help the experimenter. 
Diffusion of responsibility reduced helping behaviour, but helping was even less likely when 
either informational social influence or normative social influence was in effect (the results 
of these two conditions were combined by the researchers because they did not differ from 
one another). Finally, when all three processes were in operation, participants were least 
likely to help the experimenter.

Condition Strength of social influence Predicted probability of helping

Alone 0 Highest

Diffusion of responsibility +1 High

Diffusion of responsibility AND 
Informational Influence OR 
Normative Influence

+2 Low

Diffusion of responsibility AND 
Informational Influence AND 
Normative Influence

+3 Lowest

Figure 11.3 Predicted probability of helping as a function of diffusion of responsibility and informational 
and/or normative influence in Latané and Darley’s (1976) experiment

We know that audience inhibition is one of the primary causes of bystander apathy, 
and van den Bos, Müller, and van Bussel (2009) have used this knowledge to develop an 
intervention to reduce bystander apathy. Audience inhibition is just one form of general 
behavioural inhibition, which can occur in any circumstances where we do not act as we 
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want to because we fear the reactions of others. Van den Bos and colleagues hypothesized 
that weakening general behavioural inhibition, by reminding participants of times when they 
have acted without inhibition, may reduce bystander apathy. To test this idea, they stopped 
participants at a railway station in a waiting room where multiple people were present, and 
asked them to complete a short questionnaire. Half of the participants answered three open-
ended questions which primed disinhibition, for example ‘Please briefly describe a situa-
tion out of your own life where you acted with no inhibitions’. Participants in the control 
condition were simply asked to describe a regular day. After this, the experimenter left the 
waiting room. One minute after this, another passenger in the room (actually a confeder-
ate) got up in a hurry to catch a train, but in doing so dropped various pens on the floor. It 
emerged that participants who had received the disinhibition manipulation were more likely 
to help the confederate to pick up the pens, and started helping the confederate more quickly 
than participants in the control condition. In a follow-up study involving a more serious 
bystander situation – a fellow participant who appeared to be choking on sweets – a similar 
effect occurred. These findings are interesting because normally we think of disinhibition 
as something that causes anti-social and aggressive behaviour (see Chapter 10). Here, how-
ever, we can see that sometimes disinhibition can be a good thing, leading to an increase in 
prosocial behaviour.

One area in which bystander behaviour may be important is sexual aggression. Bystand-
ers are present in approximately one third of reported sexual assaults (Planty, 2002), and 
programmes designed to encourage bystander intervention have been identified as a poten-
tially effective prevention strategy for sexual aggression (DeGue et al., 2014), although there 
is more evidence that they affect attitudes regarding sexual assault than actual bystander 
behaviour (Katz & Moore, 2013). One recent study applied the bystander intervention par-
adigm to sexually aggressive behaviour. Leone, Parrott, and Swartout (2017) asked young 
heterosexual male participants to take part in what they were led to believe was a group 
study on media preferences with three other males and one female participant. However, 
these individuals were actually all confederates. During the study, the participant learnt that 
the female participant had a strong dislike of sexually explicit content, but that despite this, 
at least one of the other male participants had selected a four-minute sexually explicit film 
clip for her to watch. All four male participants were then told that they had to observe the 
female participant watch the sexually explicit film over webcam. Critically, however, they 
were told they could stop the video at any time by pressing the enter key on their keyboard. 
To manipulate peer norms, prior to this observation task, the male participant briefly met the 
three male confederates. After the female confederate ‘accidentally’ entered the same room, 
and then left, in the misogynistic peer norm condition the three confederates made objectify-
ing comments about the female participant, for example, ‘She’s hot!’, ‘I bet she’ll enjoy the 
sex clip I picked out’, while in the ambiguous peer norm condition the discussion centred 
around whether they recognized the female participant. Consistent with other bystander inter-
vention research, intervention was rare regardless of the condition: 75 per cent of the sample 
did not intervene. However, exposure to a misogynistic peer norm significantly reduced the 
likelihood that a male participant would intervene by stopping the sexually explicit clip. 
The authors argue that while men may feel uncomfortable with the sexually aggressive 
behaviour displayed by the other participants, in the misogynistic norm condition, they may 
have suppressed these feelings in order to be positively evaluated by their peers. In line 
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with classic research on bystander intervention, this suggests the important role played by 
normative social influence.

Piliavin’s Bystander-Calculus Model
Piliavin and colleagues (Piliavin, Piliavin, Dovidio, Gaertner, & Clark, 1981) also pro-
posed a model to explain why people do not always help in an emergency. Like Latané 
and Darley’s (1968) model, their model included the role of diffusion of responsibility 
in explaining the bystander apathy effect, but they also took into account people’s phys-
iological response when they witness an emergency situation. The bystander-calculus 
model proposes that bystanders go through three stages when they have observed an 
emergency situation. First, they experience physiological arousal. Second, they try to 
understand why they feel arousal and label this emotional response. Third, they calculate 
the costs of helping and the costs of not helping and come to a decision about whether to 
act (see social exchange theory in Chapter 13 for a similar approach explaining whether 
or not people choose to maintain an interpersonal relationship). These three stages are 
explained below.

Physiological Arousal
According to Piliavin and colleagues, when we first observe an emergency situation, we have 
an orienting reaction, showing a lowered – rather than heightened – physiological response. 
This allows us to assess the situation and decide how to proceed without panicking. This is 
quickly followed by a defence reaction, a rapid increase in physiological response, which 
prepares us to act. Gaertner and Dovidio (1977) found that when observing an emergency 
in which a woman had been hurt by falling chairs, bystanders with an elevated heart rate 
helped much more quickly than those with a less acute physiological reaction.

Labelling the Arousal
So we know that in an emergency we experience physiological arousal, but what does this 
arousal mean? We experience physiological arousal in a variety of contexts (see our dis-
cussion of the two-factor theory of emotion in Chapter 12): for instance, in the presence of 
someone we find attractive, when we have had a fight with someone, or when we have been 
on a rollercoaster ride. Social psychologists believe that the physiological reaction we have 
is similar in each of these situations, but we differentiate them by giving them different 
labels – attraction, anger or exhilaration – depending on the external cues in a particular 
context. In the case of an emergency situation, the bystander-calculus model states that 
we attribute this arousal to personal distress at seeing someone else suffer, and therefore 
a key motive for helping others is to reduce this unpleasant feeling of arousal. In other 
words, when we help others, we do so because it serves our self-interests, ridding us of 
our negative emotional response. Batson and colleagues (e.g. Batson & Coke, 1981) have 
also proposed a second process – empathic concern – arguing that, as long as we believe 
we are similar to the person in distress and can identify with them, we experience empathy. 
This emotional response is focused on the person in need of help rather than ourselves.  
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The different consequences of these two types of emotional response are discussed in more 
detail later in the chapter.

Calculating the Costs
Having identified their experience of arousal as personal distress at the situation, bystand-
ers, Piliavin argued, try to work out which course of action is most likely to reduce their 
personal distress by weighing the costs of different possible options. To do so, they must 
consider two types of cost: the cost of helping and the cost of not helping. Helping some-
one may be costly in several ways. It involves expending time and effort to deal with the 
situation. There may, for example, be the potential for negative personal consequences, 
such as personal injury. The greater these costs, the less likely it is that the bystander 
will help. However, not helping someone may also be costly. Piliavin noted that not 
helping can lead to personal costs, for example feeling guilty or to blame for the fate of 
the victim, and empathy costs; if a bystander feels empathic concern for a person in need 
but fails to help them, negative emotions at the thought of the victim suffering cannot be 
dispelled. The cost of not helping is greater when the costs of helping are low (e.g. you 
are near the emergency and could effectively make a difference) and the probability of 
a negative outcome if you do not help is high (e.g. the victim might be seriously injured 
or die). According to Piliavin and colleagues, the bystander apathy effect occurs because 
the presence of others reduces the cost of not helping. If a bystander sees that there are 
others who might help, the bystander will perceive that if they do not intervene, it is 
likely that others will.

Piliavin proposed a matrix, shown in Figure 11.4, to illustrate how the cost of helping 
and the cost of not helping interact with one another to determine whether a bystander will 
help in an emergency, and what kind of help they will offer. Piliavin argued that the cost of 
helping and the cost of not helping can be either high or low, creating four types of situa-
tion, each with very different outcomes. When the cost of helping is low, but the cost of not 
helping is high, a bystander is likely to intervene directly in an emergency. Seeing a teenage 
boy collapsed in a deserted alleyway would be such a situation. When the cost of helping 
is low, but the cost of not helping is also low, how the bystander responds is likely to be 
guided by the personal norms. If, for example, the teenager in the previous example had not 
collapsed but had only stumbled, a bystander with a strong sense of social responsibility 
might ask if he was all right. When the cost of helping is high and the cost of not helping 
is low, the bystander is very unlikely to intervene, and is more likely to ignore the incident. 
Seeing the teenage boy having an argument with some other boys might be such a situation; 
the bystander might assume that it is just some friends having a minor disagreement and that 
the boys might turn on the bystander if they were to try to intervene. Finally, when the cost 
of helping is high, but the cost of not helping is also high, for example if the teenage boy 
was being beaten up by a gang of boys, the bystander may engage in a number of possible 
responses. They might help indirectly by calling the emergency services, but if this is not 
possible, they may attempt to lower the costs of not helping in a different way, for example 
by reinterpreting the situation as being not that much of an emergency. Alternatively, the 
bystander might decide that the victim deserves their fate; the boy might be a gang member 
having a fight with members of a different gang.
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Cost of money helping

Low

Low
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helping
Indirectly help victim

Lower cost of not helping

Ignore victim
Depends on personal

norms

Directly help victim

Figure 11.4 Piliavin’s reward–cost matrix: How do the costs of helping and the costs of not helping affect 
how a bystander responds to an emergency?

Shotland and Straw (1976) carried out a study that supports the bystander-calculus 
model. They had participants watch a videotape of a fight between a man and a woman. In 
one condition, the woman shouted ‘Get away from me! I don’t know you!’, and in a second 
condition the woman shouted ‘Get away from me! I don’t know why I ever married you!’ 
Participants believed the woman was in greater danger when fighting with a stranger, and 
that they would be in more danger intervening in the domestic fight (see Figure 11.5). These 
findings indicate that participants would be more likely to intervene when they observed 
a woman fighting a stranger, because the costs of helping were lower and the costs of not 
helping were higher than for the domestic fight.
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Figure 11.5 Perceived danger of intervening in a domestic fight compared with a fight between two  
strangers. Data from Shotland and Straw (1976)
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The primary goal of the cognitive model (Latané and Darley, 1968) and the bystander- 
calculus model (Piliavin et al., 1981) was to explain the situational factors that influence 
helping behaviour. Recently, some social psychologists have argued that there is a third 
factor that may also be a key situational determinant of helping – that is, cues in our envi-
ronment that trigger a fear of death. We talk about some of this research in Insight 11.3.

CAN A FEAR OF DEATH INCREASE 
PROSOCIAL BEHAVIOUR?
Most of the situational determinants of helping discussed in this chapter are specific to the 
situation in which help is needed. Jonas, Schimel, Greenberg, and Pyszczynski (2002), 
however, conducted two studies to test the intriguing possibility that making us aware of our 
eventual and inevitable death will increase prosocial behaviour.

Study 1
Thirty-one pedestrians were stopped in the street and asked to take part in a short survey 
about charities. To manipulate mortality salience, participants were stopped either in front 
of a funeral home or several blocks away from the funeral home. The dependent measure, 
favourability towards charitable organizations, asked participants to indicate how beneficial, 
desirable and necessary they thought the two charities were. Jonas and colleagues found 
that people were more favourable towards charitable organizations when their mortality was 
made salient. A second study was conducted (1) to test the effect of mortality salience on 
actual helping behaviour, and (2) to see whether the effect of mortality salience on helping 
behaviour is limited to certain recipients.

Study 2
Twenty-seven American students took part in a lab-based test in which they were 
assigned to one of two conditions. In the mortality salience condition, they were told: 
‘Please briefly describe the emotions that the thought of your own death arouses in 
you’ and ‘Jot down, as specifically as you can, what you think will happen to you as 
you physically die and once you are physically dead.’ In the control condition, par-
ticipants were asked similar questions about dental pain. They were then given the 
opportunity to donate money to two different charities, one which helped people in 
the USA and one which helped people in other countries. The figure illustrates the 
results. In the control condition, people donated an equal amount to the national and 
the international charities. When people were made aware of their own death, how-
ever, they donated significantly more money to the charity that would benefit people 
from the same culture as them.
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Interpreting the Findings
According to terror management theory (Greenberg et al., 1986), human beings have a strong 
survival instinct. However, because, unlike other animals, we also possess the intellectual 
capacity to realize that one day we will die, we can become paralysed with fear at the prospect 
of our own mortality. To stop this fear becoming overwhelming, we hold a cultural worldview (a 
set of values, e.g. religious beliefs and social norms) which provides a sense of meaning to the 
world and maintains our belief that our lives are important and significant. Our cultural worldview 
is important because it allows us to transcend death, either through a belief in an afterlife or by 
culturally making a mark on the world so we will not be forgotten. Given its cultural value, behav-
ing prosocially helps us to manage our fear of death. We therefore behave prosocially when we 
are made aware of our death as a strategy to manage our fear. Awareness of our own mortality 
does not, however, increase our helping behaviour towards any other people. Instead, we are 
more likely to want to help causes that promote our own culture. This relates back to terror man-
agement theory, and how it exerts effects on intergroup relations (see Chapter 9).

SUMMARY
In this section we have looked at characteristics of the situations that inhibit people from help-
ing others in apparent emergencies. Latané and Darley’s cognitive model explains what deter-
mines whether a bystander will help in an emergency. They argued that to make the decision  
 
 (Continued)
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to help, a bystander must notice the incident, define it as an emergency, accept responsibility 
for the situation, and then decide what action they should take. In a series of studies, they 
showed that the more bystanders are present during an emergency, the less likely it is that any 
individual will offer help, a phenomenon known as bystander apathy. Three processes have 
been shown to inhibit helping behaviour: diffusion of responsibility (assuming that others pres-
ent will take responsibility), normative social influence (the fear of appearing foolish in front 
of others) and informational social influence (if others seem unconcerned, the bystander may 
decide there is no need to help). Piliavin proposed the alternative bystander-calculus model to 
explain why people do not always help. People assess the costs of helping and the costs of 
not helping when deciding whether to help. According to the model, people are most likely to 
help when the costs of helping are low and the costs of not helping are high, and least likely to 
help when the costs of helping are high and the costs of not helping are low.

We have now outlined the situational factors that determine helping. In the next section we 
consider perceiver-centred determinants of helping.

Perceiver-Centred Determinants Of Helping
What aspects of the perceiver influence whether or not they help a person in need? Are 
some types of people more likely to help than others? High-profile and dramatic helping 
behaviour, for example the heroic actions of De Martini and Ortiz in the World Trade Cen-
ter on 11 September 2001, may lead us to conclude that some people are simply more likely 
to help than others because of their personal attributes (i.e. have an altruistic personality). 
Do these people have a ‘better’ personality, or do they have greater competence in an emer-
gency that leads them to help? Alternatively, does the likelihood of helping depend on a 
person’s general emotional state or mood at a particular point in time? Moreover, does the 
specific emotional response of an individual – whether they experience personal distress 
or empathic concern in response to a situation in which help is needed – influence their 
motivation for offering help and, subsequently, the nature of the help offered? Finally, are 
there gender differences in helping behaviour? We now discuss each of these possibilities.

Personality
Researchers have been keen to identify whether there is such a thing as an altruistic personal-
ity. Although social psychologists generally accept that situational factors can override factors 
related to the individual, there is some evidence for individual differences in helping behaviour 
that are stable over time. Eisenberg and colleagues (1999) found, for example, that pre-school 
children’s spontaneous prosocial behaviour predicted their helpfulness in later childhood and 
early adulthood. Rushton, Russell, and Wells (1984) proposed that there might be a genetic 
basis to differences in helpfulness, finding that generally identical twins are more similar in 
terms of their tendency to be helpful than fraternal twins, who are not genetically identical.

11_CRISP_TURNER_4E_CH_11.indd   332 17/03/2020   6:05:57 PM



PROSOCIAL BEHAVIOUR | 333

Although early research by Latané and Darley (1970) found no relationship between a 
host of personality traits – including authoritarianism, alienation, trustworthiness and need 
for approval – and helping behaviour, there is some evidence that people who help have 
certain characteristics. Earlier, we discussed how we help, in part, because we are guided by 
the universal norm of social responsibility. Although we are probably all influenced by this 
norm to some degree, the extent to which people feel socially responsible varies. Berkowitz 
and Daniels (1964) found that helpers scored higher on a social responsibility scale than 
non-helpers. This is because people who feel socially responsible are likely to feel greater 
obligation to help in emergency situations, even if they would rather not.

Bierhoff, Klein, and Kramp (1991) investigated the concept of an altruistic personality by 
comparing the responses on a personality questionnaire of people who had intervened to help 
the victims of a traffic accident with ‘non-helpers’ (sex, age and socio-economic status-matched 
control participants who had witnessed an accident and had not helped). Like Berkowitz and 
Daniels (1964), Bierhoff and colleagues also found that helpers emphasized social responsi-
bility more than non-helpers. In addition, they found that those who had helped had a higher 
internal locus of control than non-helpers. An individual’s locus of control is a reflection 
of where they place the responsibility for the outcome of events in their lives. People with 
an internal locus of control perceive that they can personally exert control over events, in 
contrast to people with an external locus of control, who are more likely to believe that they 
are the victims of circumstance. They are therefore more likely to help because they have 
greater self-efficacy and believe that their help will make a difference.

Finally, people with greater dispositional empathy, who have a general tendency to feel 
empathy and take the perspective of others, are more likely to help. Bierhoff and colleagues 
(1991) found that people who had intervened to help the victims of a traffic accident showed 
greater dispositional empathy than those who did not help. One study sums up the role of per-
sonality in producing helping behaviour where it really counts. Oliner and Oliner (1988) inter-
viewed people who helped to rescue Jews in Nazi Europe. They found that, compared with a 
matched control group of people who did not help Jews, these people had a higher degree of 
social responsibility, a greater internal locus of control and higher empathy.

More recently, Einoff (2010) examined the 
idea that people high in extensivity, a term 
first proposed by Oliner and Oliner (1988), 
would predict prosocial behaviour. Exten-
sivity can be defined as a dispositional obli-
gation of responsibility and commitment to 
a wide range of other people. Einoff utilized 
survey and interview data from the 1995 and 
2005 waves of a national representative sur-
vey of US citizens and found that the degree 
to which a participant displayed extensivity in 
1995 predicted a range of helping behaviours 
10 years later, including volunteering and 
secular charitable giving. Interestingly, this 
did not extend to helping family members, 
for example by giving them money. Photo 11.3 Are some people more altruistic than others?
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One should exercise some caution, however, in concluding that there are people who 
simply have personalities predisposed to helping. The empirical evidence discussed above 
is correlational, and as such we cannot necessarily infer causality. In the Oliner and Oliner 
(1988) study described above, did the people who helped rescue Jews in Nazi Europe help 
them only because they had dispositions that inclined them to do so? It might be the case 
that people helped because of the situation they were in, but subsequently inferred that 
they were a more helpful person (or even subsequently became a more helpful person) as a 
result of their actions (see the discussion of how self-perception of one’s own behaviour can 
change attitudes, Chapter 4). Although it is likely that people differ in their predispositions 
to help others, situational factors are also likely to play an important role.

Competence
If the bystander feels they will be able to deal competently with an emergency, they will be 
much more likely to help. This idea fits in well with the bystander-calculus model discussed 
earlier. If the bystander feels competent, the costs of helping are much lower than if they 
feel incompetent, as the emergency will presumably involve less time and effort, and may 
be more likely to have a positive outcome. Cramer, McMaster, Bartell, and Dragna (1988) 
had participants who were either registered nurses (high competence) or non-medical stu-
dents (low competence) wait in a corridor with a confederate, ostensibly to take part in a 
study. While the pair were waiting, a rigged accident took place in the adjoining corridor, 
in which a workman had apparently fallen off a ladder and was then moaning as if in pain. 
The confederate did not offer to help. Cramer and colleagues found that the nurses were 
much more likely to help the workman than the students. They later reported that they felt 
they had helped because they felt they had the necessary skills (but see also the discussion 
of social norms in Chapter 5). Pantin and Carver (1982) artificially manipulated competence 
by showing some of the participants a series of films on first aid and dealing with emergen-
cies. They found that participants who had seen the films were much more likely to help a 
confederate who appeared to be choking than participants who had not seen the films.

These findings seem fairly straightforward. People who are trained to deal with emer-
gencies are more likely to help. Interestingly, however, there is some evidence that even the 
perception of competence is sufficient to produce helping behaviour. Schwartz and David 
(1976) found that telling a participant that they were good at handling rats increased the 
probability that they would subsequently help catch a laboratory rat. Perceiving oneself to 
be competent in one domain can even lead to helping behaviour in an unrelated domain. 
Kazdin and Bryan (1971) found that participants who had been told that they had done well 
on a creativity task or a health examination task were later more willing to donate blood.

Allocating participants to a leadership position, thereby increasing their perceptions 
of competence, also increased the probability of helping behaviour. Baumeister, Chesner, 
Senders, and Tice (1988) told participants that they would work on a task in a four-person 
group, in which they had been randomly allocated to be either the leader or one of three 
followers. Participants worked individually on the task but believed that all the group mem-
bers could communicate with one another through an intercom system. On hearing a group 
member over the intercom system apparently choking and asking for help, 80 per cent of 
leaders but only 35 per cent of followers went to offer assistance. Given that the leaders 
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were randomly allocated to the role, this cannot have been due to their greater competence 
as a leader. Baumeister and colleagues proposed that acting as leader increases the bystand-
er’s perception of personal responsibility, therefore eliminating the possibility of passing on 
responsibility to another group member (i.e. preventing diffusion of responsibility).

Mood
The transitory psychological state of a bystander can have a profound influence on whether 
or not help is offered. In general, good moods increase helping behaviour while bad moods 
reduce helping behaviour. Below, we discuss the evidence for this claim and note one excep-
tion to the rule – the effect of guilt on helping behaviour.

Isen (1970) asked participants to complete a task on which they were then told they had 
either performed very well or very poorly. Other participants were given no feedback about 
their performance, or did not complete the task at all. Isen found that participants who 
thought they had done well at the task were more likely to help a woman struggling to carry 
some books than any of the other participants. Similarly, Holloway, Tucker, and Hornstein 
(1977) found that people who had received good news showed greater attraction to strangers 
and greater willingness to help, compared with people who had received bad news. How-
ever, Isen, Clark, and Schwartz (1976) demonstrated that the effects of mood do not last for 
long. They delivered a free gift to residents of a town in Pennsylvania. Then, between one 
and 20 minutes after the free gift had been received, the residents received a phone call from 
a ‘wrong number’, and were asked if they could help the caller out by making a phone call 
for them. Isen and colleagues found that if the request was made up to seven minutes after 
receipt of the free gift, the majority of participants helped by making the phone call. With a 
delay of 10 minutes or more, however, only about half of participants helped. By 20 minutes 
after receipt of the gift, only one-tenth of participants helped (see Figure 11.6).
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Figure 11.6 Effect of mood on helping behaviour as a function of time between mood induction and  
opportunity to help. Data from Isen et al. (1976)
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Despite the limited time span of the effect of being in a good mood on helping, the effect 
is very reliable. Carlson, Charlin, and Miller (1988) looked at 61 studies which had com-
pared people in a positive mood with people in a neutral mood. Using meta-analysis, they 
found a reliable effect of being in a positive mood on helping behaviour. But why does being 
in a positive mood increase the probability that help will be offered?

According to the affect-priming model (Bower, 1981; Forgas, 1992), when we are in 
a good mood, mood-congruent information in our memory is more accessible. As a result, 
positive thoughts and feelings, including a positive orientation to prosocial behaviour, are 
more likely to be activated. Alternatively, the affect-as-information model (Schwarz, 
1990) suggests that we use our current mood as a piece of information to help us to under-
stand how we feel about things in our environment. To give an example of this, if we meet a 
friend while we are in a bad mood, we may view them in a less positive light than if we were 
in a good mood, because we infer from our negative mood that we are not happy with them. 
In the context of prosocial behaviour, when a bystander encounters an emergency situation, 
they may take their positive emotional state to mean that it will be safe and worthwhile to 
intervene.

A number of studies show that people in a negative psychological state are less likely to 
help others. Berkowitz (1972) found that the more self-concern students felt while await-
ing the outcome of an important exam, the less they offered help to others. However, one 
negative psychological state does not decrease helping behaviour. Regan, Williams, and 
Sparling (1972) found that when participants had been led to believe that they had broken 
an expensive camera, they were subsequently more likely to help another person who had 
dropped some groceries. Two explanations have been offered for this effect. According to 
the image-reparation hypothesis, guilty people want to make up for what they have done. 
This does not, however, explain why the participants were willing to help someone unre-
lated to the incident over which they felt guilt. An alternative explanation can account for 
this. The negative relief state model (Cialdini & Kenrick, 1976) argues that because guilt 
leads to a negative affective state, people help in order to feel good about themselves again 
(helping behaviour elevates mood).

The research we have been talking about in this section has shown how general positive 
or negative internal mood states influence helping behaviour. We now turn to the empathy–
altruism hypothesis, which provides an explanation for helping behaviour that is based on 
two specific internally experienced emotions.

Empathy–Altruism
Batson (1994) argued that sometimes our motive for helping others is altruistic, a desire to 
benefit others without the expectation of anything in return. At other times, our motive for 
helping others is egoistic. In this case, we help someone else because it has personal bene-
fits for us. The empathy–altruism hypothesis (Batson, 1991) explains why we sometimes 
help others for egoistical purposes and sometimes for altruistic purposes. When we witness 
someone suffering, we can experience two different types of emotional reaction: personal 
distress and empathy. Personal distress is a self-focused negative state of arousal that we 
feel when we see someone suffering. Rather than thinking about how the sufferer is feeling, 
personal distress is a preoccupation with how the suffering makes us feel. We have already 
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discussed earlier in this chapter how personal distress can result in helping behaviour, 
with reference to the bystander-calculus model. According to this model, when people feel 
arousal as a result of observing someone who is in need of help, they label that arousal as 
personal distress. Batson argues, however, that we may also feel empathic concern when 
we see someone suffering. This state of arousal is victim-focused, involving feelings of 
sympathy and compassion for the sufferer. According to the empathy–altruism hypothesis, 
the more empathic concern we feel, the more altruistic will be our response. In contrast, if 
we primarily feel personal distress, we are more likely to respond egoistically. Batson’s two 
explanations for helping usefully extend Piliavin et al.’s (1981) bystander-calculus model. 
When people feel physiological arousal, they either label it as personal distress or empathic 
concern. The emotion they experience subsequently influences whether their motives for 
helping are egoistic or altruistic.

A number of studies have supported the empathy–altruism hypothesis. Batson, Duncan, 
Ackerman, Buckley, and Birch (1981) asked female students to observe a female confed-
erate appearing to receive electric shocks, ostensibly as part of a study they were taking 
part in. As the confederate appeared to be in a great deal of pain, the experimenter offered 
the participant the chance to help by taking the place of the confederate for the rest of the 
experiment. To manipulate the extent of empathic concern felt by the participant, they 
were told that the confederate had either very similar attitudes to them or very different 
attitudes to them. This manipulation was used because we are more likely to feel empathy 
towards people who we believe are similar to us. The difficulty of escaping from the situ-
ation was also manipulated. In the difficult-to-escape condition, participants were told that 
they would have to observe the victim until the very end of the experiment if they did not 
help. In the easy-to-escape condition, participants were told that they would soon be able 
to leave.

The findings to this study are illustrated in Figure 11.7. If the sufferer was thought to 
be similar to the participant, a high proportion offered to take the sufferer’s place in the 
experiment, regardless of whether they could easily escape. However, if the sufferer was 
thought to be dissimilar to the participant, participants only offered to help when they 
could not easily escape. This pattern of results can be explained by the empathy–altruism 
hypothesis. People who were motivated by empathy (i.e. who believed they were highly 
similar to the participant) reacted altruistically; their goal was to reduce the suffering of 
the victim, and this would not be diminished by simply escaping the situation. In contrast, 
people who were not motivated by empathy (i.e. low similarity) reacted egoistically; their 
goal was to reduce their own personal suffering. When they had no alternative, they helped 
the victim, to reduce the negative arousal they were feeling. However, given the option of 
escaping, this is the behaviour they chose, because this reduced their negative arousal at 
less of a personal cost.

Although the results of the Batson et al. (1981) experiment are indicative of support for 
the empathy–altruism hypothesis, they do not provide direct evidence that personal distress 
or empathy are related to the behaviour observed. To be fully convinced of empirical sup-
port for any hypothesis it is necessary to measure the hypothesized psychological process 
as well as the predicted outcome (see Baron & Kenny, 1986). Because of this, in a further 
experiment using the same paradigm, Toi and Batson (1982) did measure the hypothesized 
empathy and distress variable to provide direct evidence that the type of emotional response 
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Figure 11.7 The effect of similarity of victim in producing egoistic and altruistic helping. Data from Batson 
et al. (1981)

could explain the type of helping behaviour. They found that people who reported high 
levels of empathy were willing to help a person in need regardless of whether they had an 
escape option, whereas people who reported high levels of personal distress were willing to 
help only when they had no escape option. They were much less likely to help if an escape 
route was available.

Gender Differences in Helping
Eagly and Crowley (1986) conducted a meta-analysis of 172 studies on helping behaviour. 
They found that there were some notable differences in helping behaviour among men and 
women. There was no clear gender difference in the amount of helping behaviour engaged 
in; instead, men and women appeared to engage in different types of helping behaviour. 
Men were more likely to help women than men, whereas women were equally likely to help 
women or men. Men were also more likely than women to help strangers. These gender dif-
ferences were especially pronounced when the helping situation was potentially dangerous. 
Women, on the other hand, were more likely to help in everyday situations than men, for 
example helping a friend out, providing emotional support, and looking after children and 
the elderly. In sum, men behave more prosocially in unusual, dangerous circumstances, but 
women are more likely to help others on a day-to-day basis.
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BACK TO THE REAL WORLD…
WHY FEELING REJECTED MAKES US  
LESS HELPFUL
We have all felt rejected or excluded at one time or another, from being ignored in the play-
ground to being rejected by a potential romantic partner. It might seem that experiences of 
rejection or social exclusion would make people more likely to help others: first, because 
they know what it is like to suffer and so are more empathic; and, second, because it might 
be a good opportunity to make new friends after rejection. However, an intriguing series of 
studies by Twenge, Baumeister, and DeWall (2007) suggests that, in fact, social exclusion 
reduces our propensity to help others.

In an initial study, participants completed a personality questionnaire, before being given 
some false information about what their results meant. Participants were told that they 
would be the type of person who would end up alone later in life (social exclusion condi-
tion), that they were the type of person who would always have rewarding relationships 
(social inclusion condition), that they would always be accident-prone in later life (misfor-
tune condition) or, in a control condition, were given no information. They were then given 
eight quarters ($2) for taking part in the study. However, before leaving, the researcher 
mentioned that they were collecting money for the student emergency fund, and asked 
the participant if they would like to make a donation. While 100 per cent of participants 
in the inclusion, misfortune and control conditions donated at least 25 cents, only 38 per 
cent of those in the social exclusion condition made any donation at all. This was not 
simply caused by those in the exclusion condition being in a negative mood: those in 
the misfortune condition had the worse mood of any group after the study yet made the 
largest donations. A series of follow-up studies confirmed these initial findings: excluded 
individuals were also less likely to help a research assistant by volunteering to take part 
in extra studies, and were less likely to help an experimenter who had dropped some 
pencils on the floor.

So why do excluded individuals not help? When people are rejected, they often show an 
absence of emotion. It seems that their emotion system is shut down as a temporary coping 
mechanism, numbing their emotional suffering (DeWall & Baumeister, 2006). If they cannot 
experience emotion, they cannot empathize, and, in turn, are unlikely to help others. To 
test this, Twenge and colleagues asked rejected participants to read a handwritten essay 
about a recent traumatic relationship break-up, and then answer a series of questions 
which assessed their empathic concern towards the essay writer. Participants then had the 
opportunity to donate money to charity. As expected, exclusion reduced empathic concern 
for the misfortune of someone else who had suffered rejection, and, in turn, they donated 
less money to charity.
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Recipient-Centred Determinants Of Helping
So far, our discussion of helping behaviour has focused on the potential helper and the 
situation in which they find themselves. Whether or not help is offered may, however, also 
depend upon characteristics of the potential recipient of the help. Here we outline four fac-
tors which may influence whether or not help is offered: how similar the recipient is to us, 
whether or not they are a member of the same social group as us, how attractive we find 
them, and whether we believe they are responsible for their misfortune.

Similarity
Several studies show that we are more likely to help those who we believe are similar to us 
(see Chapter 12 for a discussion of the relationship between similarity and attraction). Krebs 
(1975) found that when people see someone being given electric shocks, the more similar 
they are to the victim, the greater the physiological arousal they experience and the more 
altruistic they are towards the victim. Being similar to us in terms of personal attributes or 
simply by virtue of being a member of the same group as us may increase the likelihood 
of our helping someone in need. But what determines whether we see someone as similar 
to us? Emswiller, Deaux, and Willits (1971) investigated whether students in the 1970s 
would be more likely to help someone who dressed the same as them. Confederates who 
were dressed either conventionally or in an alternative style (as a hippie) asked passers-by 
for a coin to make a phone call. Students were more likely to help the confederate who 
was dressed in a similar way than those who were dressed differently (see Figure 11.8). 
It appeared that assumptions had been made, based on the appearance of the confederate, 
about their similarity to the participants in other areas: for example personality and beliefs.

Group Membership
We appear to be more willing to help ingroup members than outgroup members (i.e. peo-
ple who share our social group membership compared with people who do not). Ellis and 
Fox (2001) found that heterosexual bystanders were more likely to help a person who was 
identified as heterosexual than a person who was identified as gay or lesbian. Gaertner and 
Dovidio (1977) also found an effect of group membership in the context of ethnicity. If they 
were the only bystanders, white participants were just as likely to help a black woman in 
need as a white woman in need. If, however, there were other bystanders, white participants 
were more likely to help a white woman than a black woman. In sum, participants only 
treated outgroup members in the same way as ingroup members when they could not diffuse 
responsibility.

One intergroup context in which failure to intervene might be particularly damaging is 
intergroup bullying among school children, directed towards immigrants. This is because 
adolescent immigrants may be particularly sensitive to the detrimental effects of social 
exclusion, such as anxiety and depression (McKenney, Pepler, Craig, & Connolly, 2006). 
However, Abbott and Cameron (2014) argued that assertive bystanders who are willing 
to intervene may help to reduce intergroup bullying by establishing new social norms of 
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Figure 11.8 Effect of similarity on helping behaviour. Data from Emswiller et al. (1971)

intergroup tolerance and acceptance. They found that British adolescents who had expe-
rienced contact with immigrants reported being more likely to intervene in a scenario in 
which an immigrant was called unpleasant names. Contact increased assertive intended 
bystander behaviour by increasing empathy and cultural openness, and by reducing 
ingroup bias.

Even when the outgroup is helped, there is evidence that perceptions of the motivations 
for this help vary depending on the relative group status of the individuals involved. Halabi, 
Dovidio, and Nadler (2016) asked both Israeli Jewish (the higher status group in Israel) and 
Israeli Arab participants (the lower status group in Israel) to imagine a situation in which 
Jews offered help to Arabs in Israel, and then to evaluate those offers of help. Offers of help 
from Israeli Jews were more likely to be perceived as a way of achieving domination over 
Arabs, and were more likely to be construed as reinforcing dependency of Arabs on Jews. 
According to the intergroup helping as status relations model (Nadler, 2002), when group 
membership is salient, helping relations with the outgroup are perceived as a means to estab-
lish, reinforce or challenge the existing social hierarchy. More specifically, higher status 
groups use help to keep lower status groups in their place, especially when they feel their 
group status is threatened in some way. In contrast, lower status groups tend to be resistant 
to receiving assistance from higher status groups.

11_CRISP_TURNER_4E_CH_11.indd   341 17/03/2020   6:05:59 PM



342 | ESSENTIAL SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

Attractiveness
The bias we have towards attractive people, described in Chapter 12, also applies to help-
ing behaviour. Benson, Karabenick, and Lerner (1976) demonstrated the effect of physical 
attractiveness on helping behaviour. A researcher left completed graduate school application 
forms, including a photo of the applicant and a stamped addressed envelope, in phone booths 
at an airport. The photo accompanying the application was either of a physically attractive 
or a relatively unattractive individual. They then observed whether or not people making 
a phone call at the booth would send the materials which had apparently been forgotten. 
The researchers found that people were more likely to send the materials of the attractive 
applicants than the materials of the unattractive applicants. The effect is not just restricted 
to physical attractiveness; the attractiveness of the personality of the person in need of help 
can also affect whether or not help is offered. Lynn and Mynier (1993) found that friendly 
individuals are more likely to be helped than less friendly individuals.

Responsibility for Misfortune
We are more likely to help people who are in need through no fault of their own than those 
who are responsible for their misfortune. Barnes, Ickes, and Kidd (1979) had confederates 
who were pretending to be students call other students and ask to borrow their notes to help 
prepare for an exam. In the low-responsibility condition, the confederate claimed that they 
needed help because they were not very good at taking notes, even though they tried really 
hard. In the high-responsibility condition, the confederate claimed that they needed help 
because, although they could take good notes, they could not be bothered to attend class. 
Participants were much more likely to offer help to the confederate if they were perceived to 
be less responsible for their need of help. Similarly, DePalma, Madey, Tillman, and Wheeler 
(1999) found that students were more likely to offer help to a medical patient if the individ-
ual was portrayed as not being responsible for the onset of the illness they suffered from.

SUMMARY
There are a number of person-centred determinants of helping, which can be to do with the 
helper or the person receiving help. The personality and transient mood state of the helper 
are influential; happy or guilty people who have a dispositional inclination towards empathy, 
social responsibility and extensivity are most likely to help others. People who have the skills 
to deal with emergencies or who believe they are competent are also more likely to help. 
Although there is no gender difference in the amount of help women and men give, they differ 
in the type of help they offer. Finally, with respect to recipient qualities, we are more likely to 
help people who are similar to us, who belong to the same group as us, whom we can help 
in order to maintain the intergroup status quo, who we find attractive, and who we believe are 
deserving of our help.
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Receiving Help
So far we have focused on the point of view of the bystander, discussing the situations and 
characteristics of the perceiver that influence whether or not people help others. Helping 
others makes us feel good about ourselves (Millar, Tesser, & Millar, 1988), but how does 
being helped affect the recipient of the help? Understandably, if we offer to help someone, 
we expect them to be happy and grateful to us. Sometimes, this is the case. Cook and Pelfry 
(1985) found that participants who were struggling with their workload during a group task 
evaluated a confederate who offered to help them more positively than a confederate who 
failed to help them, and confederates who offered help voluntarily were liked more than 
those who only offered help after being instructed to.

It is, however, by no means certain that the help-recipient will always respond with 
relief and gratitude. Just as a bystander has a range of thoughts and feelings as they decide 
whether or not to help, the help-recipient also has a range of emotional reactions to being 
helped. Being helped may make the recipient feel embarrassed and inferior, resulting in their 
reacting negatively. This is especially the case in individualistic societies, such as the UK 
and the USA, where self-reliance is a highly regarded attribute. The negative reactions of 
recipients of help might be explained by the concept of reciprocity and equity (see equity 
theory, Chapter 13). We prefer our relationships with others to be well balanced, with those 
involved making equal contributions to the relationship. If a help-recipient cannot recipro-
cate, they may feel distressed.

Nadler and Fisher (1986) proposed the threat-to-self-esteem model to explain why 
people have different reactions to being helped. They argued that donor characteristics 
(e.g. the donor’s motive for helping – self-interest, empathy), recipient characteristics 
(e.g. self-esteem, feeling threatened), aid characteristics (e.g. amount of help given) and 
context characteristics (e.g. opportunity to reciprocate help) interact with one another to 
influence whether the recipient feels self-threat or self-support. If the help given conveys 
caring for the recipient and provides real benefits, it will be seen as self-supporting, and 
should result in the help-recipient feeling positive about themselves and expressing grat-
itude to the help-giver. If, however, the help given implies that the recipient is inferior 
to the helper and conflicts with values of self-reliance and independence, it will be seen 
as self-threatening. In this context, the recipient is likely to have negative feelings about 
themselves and be highly motivated to improve themselves in the future so they no longer 
need to rely on help. They are also likely to evaluate negatively the helper and the aid they 
received. This was succinctly demonstrated by Blaine, Crocker, and Major (1995), who 
had participants imagine that they were a stigmatized person who received a job either 
because of their qualifications or because the employer felt sympathy for their stigmatized 
condition. Participants reported lower self-esteem, more negative affect and lowered work 
motivation when the job was offered out of sympathy than when it was offered based on 
qualifications.
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Chapter Summary
In this chapter, we have provided an overview of the social psychology research on pro-
social behaviour. We have explained why we have a general tendency to help others in 
the first place, when we are most likely to offer help, and how prosocial behaviour affects 
the recipients of help. Although there are negative aspects of human social behaviour, for 
example prejudice and aggression, our propensity to help others gives us reason for opti-
mism. There are a number of reasons why we help others. Sociobiologists argue that our 
tendency to help others has been passed down from generation to generation, in order for 
us to protect those who are related to us to ensure the survival of our genes. However, this 
does not explain why we help friends and even strangers. Social psychologists argue, alter-
natively, that helping behaviour is learned by observing and copying the helping behaviour 
of others, or by adhering to social norms of helping that are held in high regard in most 
cultures, or because we experience empathic emotions that help us take the perspective of 
the person in need of help.

Despite having a basic predisposition to help others, we do not always help, as the 
case of Kitty Genovese tragically illustrated. Latané and Darley proposed a cognitive 
model to explain what determines whether a bystander will help when they observe an 
emergency situation. The more bystanders present during an emergency, the less likely 
it is that any individual will offer help, a phenomenon known as the bystander apathy 
effect. Three processes were shown to inhibit helping behaviour: diffusion of respon-
sibility, normative social influence and informational social influence. Alternatively, 
Piliavin proposed the bystander-calculus model to explain why people do not always 
help. People assess the costs of helping and the costs of not helping when deciding 
whether to help.

In addition to these situational factors, the characteristics of the help-giver influence 
whether or not help is offered. The personality and mood state of the perceiver are important 
here. People who have a dispositional inclination towards empathy and social responsibility 
are most likely to help. People who believe they are competent are also more likely to help. 
We are more likely to help people who are similar to us, who belong to the same group as 
us, who help us to maintain the intergroup status quo, whom we find attractive, and who we 
believe are deserving of our help.

When a bystander does decide to help, they tend to feel good about their actions and 
expect the recipients of their help not only to feel good, but also to feel gratitude for receiv-
ing the help. However, research which considers the perspective of the help-recipient shows 
that this is not always the case. In individualistic societies, self-reliance is highly regarded 
and, according to the norms of reciprocity and equity, we like to have a balanced relation-
ship with others, with no one person contributing more than any other. If a help-recipient 
cannot reciprocate, they may feel threatened. According to the threat-to-self-esteem model, 
the help-recipient’s reaction will depend on whether the help they receive results in feelings 
of self-threat or self-support.
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TAKING IT FURTHER

TRY THIS
Think of one or two times in your life when you’ve acted in a prosocial way. This could be anything 
from helping out a friend in a time of need to donating to charity. Can you identify in these exam-
ples of your own behaviour any recipient-centred characteristics that may have contributed to your 
decision to help? So, were you similar to the recipient or did you share a social categorization? 
Did you find them attractive or did you perceive them to have no responsibility for their misfortune?

DEBATE THIS
There is now a large body of research focusing on the role of observed behaviour, and in particu-
lar the mass media, in affecting whether we behave in a positive, prosocial manner or a negative, 
anti-social manner. Do the mass media really have that powerful an effect on how we behave? Do 
we really have such little control over our own actions? And which side of the media is winning the 
war to influence our behaviour: the positive, prosocial side or the aggressive, violent side? Based 
on what the psychological research is showing us (not only about media and prosocial behaviour, 
but also about the media and aggression), what advice would you offer a government committee 
investigating this issue?

SOMETHING FOR THE WEEKEND
Following the incident involving Kitty Genovese, who infamously received no help from bystanders 
as she was being murdered, there was much recrimination about the less than positive behaviour 
that people in general seem to show towards one another. But on the other hand, we often read 
about people who do step in to protect others, sometimes even at the expense of their own safety 
(think about Frank De Martini and Pablo Ortiz, whom you read about at the start of this chapter). 
Try finding one or two recent newspaper reports featuring people helping others in need. Can you 
identify, from these stories, the factors outlined in Latané and Darley’s (1968) cognitive model that 
would make helping behaviour more likely?

FURTHER READING

THE ESSENTIALS
Latané, B., & Darley, J. M. (1968). Group inhibition of bystander intervention in emergencies. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 10, 215–221.

This is one of the classics of social psychology – a must.
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NEXT STEPS
Batson, C. D. (1998). Altruism and prosocial behaviour. In D. T. Gilbert, S. T. Fiske, & G. Lindzey 
(Eds.), The handbook of social psychology (Vol. 2, 4th ed., pp. 282–316).

If you want to know about prosocial behaviour in more depth, here is a more detailed review arti-
cle on the topic, written by a leader in the field.

DELVING DEEPER
Dovidio, J. F., Piliavin, J. A., Schroeder, D. A., & Penner, L. A. (2006). The social psychology of 
prosocial behaviour. New York: Psychology Press.

In this book on the topic of prosocial behaviour you’ll get a clear, lively account of the classic 
approaches to helping. Whether you’re interested in studying more on prosocial behaviour later 
on, or whether you think what you’ve read about in this chapter will be useful to you in your future 
career, this will be a great book to cement your understanding.

Still want more? For links to online resources relevant to this chapter and 
a quiz to test your understanding, visit the companion website at  

https://study.sagepub.com/crispandturner4e
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