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The Story of Wilson Ross

Wilson Ross was driving his van when he was struck from behind.  He lost 
control, causing his van to flip over.  As the van caught fire, he was 
suspended upside down by his seat belt.  As he dangled helplessly, 
Jackson Stallcup stopped his truck and risked his own life in an effort to 
save Ross.  Stallcup freed Ross just seconds before the van exploded 

(Taylor et al., 2006)



Pro-social behaviour : 

Has positive social consequences

Contributes to the physical or psychological well being of another person

Helping behaviour:

Pro-social behaviour defined as an intentional act that benefits another living 
being.  

Altruistic behaviour (Altruism)

Subcategory of helping behaviour 

An act which is motivated by the desire to benefit another rather than oneself 

Does altruism exist?



The Murder of Kitty Genovese

At 3am on a night in 1964, Kitty Genovese was murdered in the respectable 
Kew Gardens area of New York City.  The murderer took half an hour to 
accomplish the act, leaving the scene and returning to finish off killing his 
victim, who, crawling toward her apartment door, repeatedly screamed that 
she was being murdered and pleaded for help.  Two weeks after the event, 
The New York Times carried the horrifying news that 38 neighbours of Kitty 
Genovese had witnessed the event from their windows.  Only one person 
phoned the police

“We thought it was a lover’s quarrel!” 

“Frankly, we were afraid,” 

“I didn’t want my husband to get involved.” 

“We went to the window to see what was 

happening, but the light from our bedroom 

made it difficult to see the street.” 

“I was tired.”

Recently this version of events has been challenged 
– but the incident did spur psychological research



The murder of Kitty Genovese spurred the interest of psychologists

Why do some people help and others do not?

What makes a person help? 

What deters a person from helping?



The Biological approach

Campbell (1975)    

Krebs and Miller (1985) 

Altruism might be a trait that has 

evolutionary survival value

Kin Selection - behaviours that help 

genetic relatives are favoured by natural selection

But:

Few strong studies with humans have supported the biological 
explanation of helping behaviour

Lack of consideration of social learning



Social Learning approach

Pro-social behaviour originates in the socialisation process

Classical conditioning

Operant conditioning

Observational learning

Attribution processes

Just-world hypothesis 

(Lerner and Miller, 1978)



Social norms

 The reciprocity norm (Gouldner, 1960)

We should help those who help us.

 The social responsibility norm (Berkowitz, 1972b)

Help should freely be given to those in need without regard to 
rewards



Exchange Perspective

We look to maximise benefits and minimise costs

Help is rewarding because …

• We may need help in future (reciprocity)

• It relieves distress of seeing someone suffer

• We get positive feedback



(Piliavin, Piliavin and Rodin, 1969)

Costs and Rewards

A ‘victim’ 

A model 

Two women observers

Victim with the cane helped in 62 of the 65 trials.

‘Drunk’ was helped on 19 of 38 trials



 If ‘ill’, more likely to be helped than if ‘drunk’

 Race of victim had little effect on the helping

 Expected diffusion of responsibility effect did not occur



(Pilavian, Rodin, and Pilavian, 1969)



Does Pure Altruism Exist?

 Batson (1991)

– helping reflects both self-serving and selfless goals



Characteristics of person in need

More likely to help those who:

- We perceive as being similar to us

- Less able to help themselves 

- We are physically attracted to

Less likely to help those who:

- We see as unattractive 

- Those we see as responsible for their own plight

Men are more likely than women to help a member of the opposite 
sex - but women willing to help other females



BREAK:  15 MINUTES



Characteristics of helper/ Individualistic Approach

Good moods 

- less preoccupied with self

- more sensitive to the needs of others

Good news, pleasant smells, music

Cunningham (1979) - more likely to help (and leave bigger tips) on 
a pleasant day

Baron (1997) - more likely to provide help to a stranger when in 
the presence of fresh cookies 

But – if helping is likely to spoil our good mood, we might not help 
(Isen, 1984)



Bad moods 

– inner-focused 

– less concerned about the welfare of others, help less (Wyatt, 1978)

 Mood management: 

Cialdini et al. (1987) 
Negative-state relief model/hypothesis - helping may relieve a 
bad mood

e.g. if the bad mood is guilt and helping can relieve that – we might 
help 



Alcohol

Consumption of alcohol – reduces inhibitions and awareness of 
potential dangers

Fear of embarrassment

Less likely to help

Need for approval

If people have a high need for approval their more likely to help 
in front of others

Characteristics of the situation

Stimulus overload (Milgram, 1970) - urban-overload hypothesis

– people in cities more likely to keep to themselves to avoid 
being overloaded by information

– not due to their upbringing



Time pressure

Good Samaritan study

 Darley & Batson (1973) 

– seminary students give speech about Good Samaritan OR 
summer job

– either a few minutes late (or on time)

– as they reach building, they see someone slumped in the 
doorway

 RESULTS

– on time, 45% helped

– few minutes late, only 10% helped

– speech content had no effect



Gender

 Males more likely to help when ….

– victim is a stranger
– in the presence of an audience
– there is potential danger
– victim is female 

 Females more likely to help when …

– victim is a friend
– help involves caretaking



Bystander effects  - Decision Model (Darley and Latané)

- Might not notice the situation

- Might not interpret as emergency (ambiguity)

- Might expect someone else to take responsibility

- Might not be trained or competent

- Might be against our interests to help



Noticing the Situation

 Clark & Word (1972)

– man falls off a ladder.  For some participants, the man cries out

– having a cue (i.e., noticing situation) affected behaviour

– Without cue, 35% help

– With cue, 100% help



Is It An Emergency?

 Darley & Latané (1968) 

– students doing study in lab

– an apparent emergency – smoke

– few people took action  did not perceive event as 
emergency

– interpreted as leaky air con., chemistry lab, steam pipes, truth 
gas! 



Taking Responsibility

 Moriarity (1975) 

– while at beach, woman near you goes for a swim

– she asks you to watch her belongings (or not)

– when watching belongings, 95% intervene

– control condition, 20% intervene



Weighing Costs and Benefits

 Shotland & Straw (1976)

– male participants witness staged fight 

– condition 1 – F says “Get away from me ... I never saw you 
before in my life”

– condition 2 - “Get away from me, I don’t know why I married 
you”

 RESULTS

– 3x as much intervention in condition 1



How Can I Help?

 Cramer et al. (1988)

– more likely to help if feel competent

– high competence participants (nurses) helped more than low 
competence participants after hearing person fall from ladder



Latane and Darley’s cognitive model (1968)

Kitty Genovese murder

Witnesses may not have helped because answer was ‘no’ at any of 
these stages

Because there were so many possible witnesses people did not 
help



Diffusion of responsibility

One person present = 100% responsibility to help

Two people – 50%



Lady in distress  (Latane and Rodin, 1969) 

Male subject filling out questionnaire

Heard woman in another room struggle to open a filing cabinet

Loud crash followed by a cry of pain, and moans and groans

Alone – helped 70% of the time

In pairs – only 40%

With a passive confederate who suggested that the situation 
wasn’t critical – only 7%



Pluralistic ignorance

We look to others to make up our minds about helping.

The presence of others can provide us with information as to 
whether to help



Piliavin et al (1981) – Arousal-Cost model

3 stages:

1. Physiological arousal 

2. Labelling the arousal – what kind of arousal? 

3. Evaluating the consequences (costs/benefits)

The greater the victim’s need, the greater the costs of not helping 

(Piliavin et al, 1981)
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