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Social psychology

Key theme: responses to people in need
(A-level only)
Classic study: Piliavin et al. (1969) Subway Samaritan
Introduction and context

Aim and research questions

■

To find out whether diffusion of responsibility does apply in all situations, and what
other factors might inﬂuence helping behaviour.
To test the hypothesis that ‘people who are responsible for their own plight receive
less help’.

Research method

pl

■

e

In 1964 a young woman called Kitty Genovese was fatally stabbed in New York.
The police suggested that there were 38 possible witnesses, but no one did anything
to help until it was too late. Why did no one help? Psychologists suggested that the
lack of help was caused by diffusion of responsibility — no one helps because
everyone thinks someone else will do it, and the more people there are present,
the less responsibility each person feels and therefore the less likely help is to
be forthcoming.

A field experiment having an independent design and 103 trials over 2 months.

Sample

sa
m

The participants were an opportunity sample of nearly 4,500 passengers who
happened to be on the New York subway (between 59th Street and 125th Street) on
weekdays between 11 a.m. and 3 p.m. There were slightly more white people than
black people, and on average there were 43 people in the compartment in any one
trial. Each trial lasted 7½ minutes. On each trial, a team of four students boarded
the train separately. Two female students acted as observers, one male student was
a confederate (role model) and the other acted as a victim. There were four different
teams, with a black ‘victim’ in one of the teams.

Knowledge check 3
Explain why this was an
opportunity sample

Procedure

There were two conditions used to test the hypothesis that ‘people who are
responsible for their own plight receive less help’:
■ The ‘drunk’ condition: the victim smelled of alcohol and carried a bottle wrapped
in a brown paper bag.
■ The cane condition: the victim was limping and carried a cane.

Seventy seconds after the train pulled out of the station, the male victim staggered
and collapsed. If no help was offered the role model stepped in to help after either 70
seconds or 150 seconds. The point of this was to see if a ‘model’ (someone offering
help) affected the behaviour of other passengers.
The two female observers recorded how long it took for passengers to help as
well as information about the race, gender and location of all the passengers in
the compartment and of all those who offered help. The observers also noted any
comments overheard as well as who moved away in each condition.
Component 2: Psychological themes through core studies 11
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Content Guidance
Results
The cane victim received spontaneous help 95% of the time (62/65 trials) whereas the
drunk victim was spontaneously helped 50% of the time (19/38 trials).
The cane victim was helped on average within 5 seconds, whereas the drunk victim was
helped after 109 seconds. Only 24% of drunk victims were helped before the role model
stepped in, whereas 91% of the cane victims were helped before the role model stepped in.
Black victims received less help less quickly, especially in the drunk condition.

Conclusion

Knowledge check 4
What is meant by
the term diffusion of
responsibility?

e

Neither race (black or white) was more helpful, but there was a slight ‘same race’ effect
as whites were slightly more likely to help the ‘white victim’ than the ‘black victim’; 80%
of the first helpers were males. The more passengers there were near the victim the
more likely help was given, thus there was no evidence of ‘diffusion of responsibility’.

Exam tip

Make sure you can
identify two factors
that might explain why
there was no diffusion
of responsibility in the
Piliavin et al study

pl

A two-factor model (or theory) may explain why people help or do not help.
■ Factor 1: an emergency situation creates a sense of empathy (arousal) in a
bystander. This empathic arousal is increased if one feels a sense of identity with
the victim, or if one is physically close to the victim. The arousal can be reduced by
helping (directly or indirectly). It can also be reduced by going away or finding some
way of rationalising why you cannot help.
■ Factor 2: helping behaviour is determined by a cost–reward calculation. If the
possible costs are greater than the possible rewards help is less likely.
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Contemporary study: Levine et al. (2001) Cross-cultural
altruism
Introduction and context

In 1969 when Piliavin et al. carried out their research into helping behaviour in
New York they found that a high rate of immediate help to strangers was given by
passengers on the New York subway. Some evidence suggests that the rate of helping
differs from city to city and that in cities with ‘simpatico’ characteristics the rate of
helping is higher. Simpatico cultures are defined as cultures in which there is proactive concern with the social wellbeing of others.

Research aim and questions
■
■
■

Does whether people help strangers vary cross-culturally?
Do strangers in a non-emergency situation receive more help in some cities than others?
How does the ‘personality’ of a city relate to helping behaviour?

Research method
Field experiments having independent design — 23 field experiments in which there were
three types of spontaneous, non-emergency helping, thus three independent variables:
■ alerting a pedestrian who dropped a pen
■ offering help to a pedestrian with a hurt leg who is trying to reach a pile of dropped
magazines
■ assisting a blind person to cross the street
The dependant variable (DV) is the rate of helping calculated to give each city a ‘helping index’.
12
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Social psychology
Sample
Opportunity samples of adults in 23 cities: Vienna, Rio de Janeiro, Sofia, Shanghai,
San Jose, Prague, Copenhagen, San Salvador, Budapest, Calcutta, Tel Aviv, Rome,
Lilongwe, Kuala Lampur, Mexico City, Amsterdam, Bucharest, Singapore, Madrid,
Stockholm, Taipei, Bangkok, New York.

Procedure

■
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■

The researchers: in most cities, one local individual, usually a student, collected
the data. All experimenters were college age and dressed neatly and casually. To
control for experimenter gender effects and to avoid potential problems in some
cities, all experimenters were men.
Dropped pen: at walking pace experimenters walked towards a pedestrian (214
males and 210 females) walking alone and dropped a pen. Helping was recorded if
the pedestrian alerted the researcher that the pen had been dropped or if the pen
was picked up and handed over.
Hurt leg: walking with a heavy limp and wearing a visible leg brace, experimenters
accidentally dropped and struggled to reach down for a pile of magazines as they
came within 20 feet of a passing pedestrian. A total of 253 men and 240 women
were approached. Helping was defined as offering to help and/or beginning to help.
Helping a blind person cross the street: wearing dark glasses, and carrying
a white cane, the researcher pretended to need help crossing a busy street corner
with traffic lights and a pedestrian crossing. They waited until before the light
turned green and held out their cane as if asking for help. In total, 281 trials were
carried out. Helping was scored if pedestrians, as a minimum, told the researcher
when the light was green. If no one helped within 60 seconds, or by the time the
light turned red, the researcher walked away from the corner.
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■

Results

Knowledge check 5

Explain what is meant
by a ‘simpatico culture’

Knowledge check 6

Outline how Levine et
al investigated helping
behaviour

The table shows the rate of helping in the top 8 and bottom 8 cities.
Rank order (% helping)
Rio de Janeiro

San Jose

Lilongwe

Calcutta

Vienna

Madrid

Copenhagen

Shanghai

933

913

86

827

81

793

777

767

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Tel Aviv

Rome

Bangkok

Taipei

Sofia

Amsterdam

Singapore

New York

68

633

61

59

57

536

48

447

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

There was a significant positive correlation between the help given in each of the
three helping measures in each city.

Conclusion
Richer countries (cities) are less helpful. Cities with simpatico cultures are more
helpful. Fast-paced cities (e.g. New York) are less helpful.
Note: the 23 countries were Austria, Brazil, Bulgaria, China, Costa Rica, Czech
Republic, Denmark, El Salvador, Hungary, India, Israel, Italy, Malawi, Malaysia,
Mexico, The Netherlands, Romania, Singapore, Spain, Sweden, Taiwan, Bangkok, USA.

Exam tip
Make sure you can
explain how this study
relates to the key
theme of ‘responses
to people in need’ and
why this study is ‘social
psychology’

Component 2: Psychological themes through core studies 13
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Questions & Answers

Section C: practical applications
In China, no one will help you after an accident
A recent video of a two-year-old getting hit by a van has stirred up Chinese attention.
The news clip shows a girl in Guangdong being run over by a van, and then 18
onlookers passing by without stopping or calling for help. The clip has revived
the debate on whether bystanders should help accident victims.
The Chinese courts set a precedent in 2006 when a young adult trying to help
an elderly woman who fell was sued for $6,076. According to Bloomberg, two
separate polls in China determined that the majority of bystanders would not
help an accident victim.

e

Since then, the issue of whether or not bystanders should help victims has been
under heated debate. And many victims have not received potentially life-saving
help for fear of lawsuits.

pl

Based on an article by Andrew Chen, 17 October 2011, Business Insider: www.tinyurl.com/qjabd4r
7 a	Identify one psychological issue raised by the above article. Support your
answer with evidence from the article.

(5 marks)
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e The question injunction is ‘identify’ and the question infers that an explanation
is also needed. There are 2 × AO1 marks and 3 × AO2 marks. For the AO1 marks,
you need to demonstrate your understanding by outlining a study from the social
approach, probably the Piliavin et al. study of helping or the Levine cross-cultural
study of helping. You should refer to the method and results of the study. For the
AO2 marks, you need to apply your understanding of the core study explicitly to
the source article and should quote from the source article.
You might suggest:

■

■

the behaviour of the people who do not help can be explained by the two-factor
model of helping
no one helps because of diffusion of responsibility

Or ask:
■
■
■

78

Does fear of possible costs prevent us from helping strangers?
Do bystanders help in countries other than China?
What factors motivate people to help strangers in distress?

OCR Psychology
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Section C: practical applications
Student A

e

One issue raised by the above article is whether fear of possible costs does
prevent us from helping strangers. The article suggests that 18 bystanders did
not help the child because they feared being sued as ‘a young adult trying to
help an elderly woman who fell was sued for $6,076’. Following an experimental
investigation into helping behaviour, Piliavin et al. concluded that two factors
may explain why we do or do not help strangers in distress — empathy and
self-interest. Piliavin suggests that an emergency situation creates empathic
arousal in a bystander and that this arousal can be reduced by helping or by
walking away. Piliavin also concluded that before we help we calculate and
balance the possible cost of helping against the possible benefit of helping and
that if we believe the costs are greater than the reward we will not help. This
seems to suggest the article is correct and people did not help because of fear
of legal costs.

Student B
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e 5/5 marks awarded. The answer shows accurate application of knowledge
and understanding to identify an appropriate issue and this is supported by
evidence from the article.
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One issue raised by the above article is whether diffusion of responsibility
explains why people did not help. The article mentions a girl in Guangdong
being run over by a van, and then 18 onlookers passing by without stopping or
calling for help’. Years ago, in a similar situation a young woman called Kitty
Genovese was fatally stabbed in New York and there were 38 witnesses who did
not help. Psychologists suggested diffusion of responsibility explains why no
one helped — that when there are many potential helpers, no one helps because
everyone thinks someone else will do it, thus no one takes the responsibility to
help and no help is given.

e 4/5 marks awarded. The answer shows good application of knowledge and
understanding to identify an appropriate issue and this is supported by evidence
from the article. A final sentence to relate diffusion of responsibility back to the
article would have improved the answer. The article says there were 18 onlookers,
and had there not been so many diffusion of responsibility would have been less
likely and someone might have helped.

7 b	Briefly outline one piece of psychological research and explain how it could
relate to the issue you have identified in the above article.

(8 marks)

e The question injunctions are ‘outline’ and ‘explain’ and there are 4 × AO1
marks and 4 × AO2 marks. For the AO1 marks you need to demonstrate your
understanding by outlining a study that clearly relates to the issue you raised,
probably Piliavin et al. or Levene. You should refer to the method and results of
the study. For the AO2 marks, you need to apply your understanding of the core
study explicitly to the issue raised by the source article and you should quote from
the source article.
Component 2: Psychological themes through core studies 79
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