Lost Letter Experiment into Altruism – Village versus Town/City

Introduction
With this experiment we will be looking into the levels of altruism in differently populated areas. Firstly, it is important to outline what altruism is, according to the Cambridge dictionary (2018) it is the “willingness to do things that bring advantages to others, even if it results in a disadvantage for yourself.” A good experimental technique to show levels of altruism is Milgram’s (1965) Lost Letter Technique (LLT), in which several letters with addresses and stamps already put on them are “lost” or dropped in various places. This is in the hopes that people will pick up the letters and post them on, an act which is of no advantage to them but an advantage to the person who “lost” the letter. Milgram’s (1965) original study looked at whether people in certain areas were more likely to post the lost letter but also whether a letter was more likely to be posted depending on who it is addressed to. They dropped a total of 400 letters in 10 different districts of New Haven, Connecticut and used four different addressees but the same address. When a medical research company and an individual’s name were used 70% of the letters were returned, however, when “Friends of the Communist Party” or “Friends of the Nazi Party” was used only 25% of the letters were returned (Bernard, 2006). Holland et al. (2012) also did an LLT in London, where they dropped 300 letters in 20 different neighbourhoods throughout the city. They wanted to test whether wealthier areas would be more likely to return the letters and found this to be the case with 87% of the letters being returned from wealthy areas and only 37% being returned from the poorer areas. 
The Lost Letter Technique is a reliable social research method due to its high level of ecological validity and the ability for it to be easily adapted to research into a vast number of different variables. Within our adaptation of this experiment we want to determine whether population numbers effect the level of altruism, dropping half of our letters in villages and the other half in towns/cities. This experiment was carried out by five experimenters, including myself, out of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David Lampeter Campus, situated on the border of Ceredigion and Carmarthenshire. The letters were dropped throughout Wales and England, being dropped in both settings in each country.
The one tailed hypothesis is that we will receive more letters from the higher population areas. This is due to the higher levels of population there being more likelihood of an altruistic person finding the letter, whereas the lower the population you would expect there to be fewer altruistic people. This is in direct contrast to Forbes and Gromoll’s (1971) hypothesis that lower populated areas would have higher levels of altruism.
Method
Within this study a naturalistic experimental design was used in order to gain as much ecological validity as viably possible. The independent variable is the location in which the letter was dropped, and the dependant variable is the return rate of the letters. 15 letters were dropped in town/city settings and 15 letters were dropped in village settings. 
To avoid any possibility of a gender bias we used a gender-neutral name on the address, only using the first initial and surname of the recipient, J. Elsom. In order to determine what location the letters we received had originally been dropped in we elected to also use a middle initial. We used the middle initial “V” to determine that the letter had been dropped in and returned from a village location, and the middle initial “T” to determine that the letter had been dropped in and returned from a town/city location. This technique was also used by Forbes and Gromoll (1971).
It was decided that a believable letter should be put inside the envelope. We researched into different types of letters, attempting to find a letter that would be both believable and likely to incite someone to send the letter on even after having opened it. We found a letter online (writinghelp-central) and adapted it to fit our criteria. The letter was originally in American English so was changed to British English and the name changed to “Jo” in order to fit with the initials on the envelope and keeping it gender-neutral. The final adaptation in full can be found in the appendix.
List of Agreed Conditions
· The working definition of a village for the purpose of this experiment is a location with a population of less than 2000 people
· The working definition for a town/city setting is a location with a population of over 2000 people. 
· All letters were dropped outdoors in a public area on a hard surface, for example on a bench, with places like roads being avoided.
· The letters were left address side up on a dry day, unless being left under cover, for example bus shelters though we avoided telephone boxes.
· All letters were dropped at least 50 metres away from, and not in line of sight of, a post box. 
· Letters were dropped during daylight hours. 
· No letters were dropped in the town of Lampeter.
The working definitions for whether a location was to be classed as a village or town/city was determined by average sizes of areas that were easily accessible to drop letters in, due to being in a relatively rural area a standardised definition wouldn’t have worked. We decided to put towns and cities into one group due to the lack of cities that we were able to visit to drop letters within the timeframe we were working to. Public areas were decided as the best place to drop the letters as it would eliminate the possibility of someone picking up the letter for work purposes, for example a cleaner, or the letter being placed into lost property. Letters were only dropped on hard surfaces to avoid soiling the envelopes with mud or such like, and safety was taken into consideration when choosing the drop location for example avoiding roads. For similar reasons as dropping the letters on a hard surface letters were only dropped on dry days to avoid the letters being soiled by rain, though allowances were made for leaving letters under a cover such as a bus shelter. Phone boxes were avoided due to the possible infrequency of their use. No letters were dropped within eyeline or 50 metres of a post box, as we felt that this would not be a true test of altruism and there was a possibility that a postal worker would pick the letter up as they would feel obligated to due to their job. Daylight hours were chosen for safety reasons and ease of visibility. Lampeter was ruled out as a viable drop location due to its proximity to the university and possible suspicion from local people with knowledge of the university.  

Results

Treatment of results
As shown in the bar chart above, towns/cities returned more letters than villages. Towns/cities returned a total of 12 letters out of a possible 15 and villages only returned 5 out of a possible 15. The overall response rate for the letters returned is 56.7%. The address on the letters was that of a friend of one of the experimenters who checked in twice a week with a letter count update. It is also noteworthy that one letter was tampered with, having been returned taped up on one side, the address had been re-written and some obvious water damage. The letter itself was unchanged however, but this does show that our choice of letter may have had an impact into this person returning the letter.
Discussion
Our findings state that people from towns/cities are more likely to return a lost letter than people from villages, this supports the original hypothesis that levels of altruism would be higher in towns/cities than in villages. The response rate for our experiment was much lower than that of Milgram’s (1965) with ours being 56.7% and the response rate for the personal letter in Milgram’s study being 71%, this could be explained by the time of year in which we dropped our letters as discussed below. This is also in contrast to Forbes and Gromoll (1971) who’s return rate was 73% overall, and they found that more letters were returned from larger populated areas than lower populated areas. The difference in return rates in their experiment was significantly smaller, with 76% of letters being returned from lower populated areas and 73% from higher populated areas.
[bookmark: _GoBack]There were however many issues with this experiment, most notably the small number of letters that got dropped, in order to get a reliable result, the number of letters dropped would need to be increased tenfold. For example, with the Holland et al. (2012) study 300 letters were dropped, with the Milgram (1965) study 400 letters were dropped, and with the Forbes and Gromoll (1971) study 295 letters were dropped, producing a much larger information pool. It could also be argued that due to the low number of dropped letters there is a chance that the findings could be a statistical anomaly. Another major issue with this experiment was the time of year it took place, late November into early December. The weather at this time of year is rarely dry, which was one of the conditions of the letter drop, regular wind and rain making it difficult to find an appropriate time to drop the letters. There is also an issue with short daylight hours, meaning letters would need to be noticed and posted close to the time they were dropped. It could be argued that the Christmas period could have affected people’s willingness towards an altruistic act, this is due to “Christmas Spirit” whereby people feel the need to do a good deed for others during this time. These issues could be easily resolved by recreating the experiment during the summer months where it is more likely to be dry and longer daylight hours, with a far higher volume of letters. Most towns/cities have at least one post box and it is usually situated in a busy footfall area, whereas not all villages have a post box within easy access and so eliminating the ease of being able to post the letter, this could spur the argument that due to the ease of posting a letter in a town/city setting that this is not a true show of altruism.
There are many ways in which this experiment could be adapted to research into other differences in levels of altruism. Research into whether the type of letter inside the envelope makes a difference could be done by dropping part opened letters, increasing the chances of people opening the envelope to read the letter inside. Another adaptation would be to drop letters in different countries, for example England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland to determine which country in the United Kingdom appears to be the most altruistic. A weatherproof version of this experiment would greatly increase research possibilities as you would be able to drop the item at any time of year and in any weather, for example what weather conditions provide the highest levels of altruism. Forbes and Gromoll (1971) went on to expand the experiment by dropping unstamped letters, which heightens the level of altruism and the person who finds the letter not only has to post it on but also must purchase and apply a stamp.
Conclusion
In conclusion, it appears that higher populated areas (towns/cities) are more altruistic than lower populated areas (villages). Though due to the low number of letters dropped the sample size (i.e. letters) needs to be greatly increased to produce a more valid and thorough result. 
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Appendix
Letter used:
       
November 24, 2018



Dear Jo: 



I would like to express my sincere condolences on the recent passing of your father. Pam and the children also send their thoughts and prayers to you and your family at this difficult time. 

Although I didn't know your dad that well, on the half dozen or so occasions that I spent time in his company over the years, I did come to realise his great kindness and compassion towards those less fortunate than him. And I do know that he was very highly respected throughout this community and profession, and his good works changed the lives of many. 

You were truly fortunate to have such a man as a role model in your life. 

As you know, it was not that long ago that my own father passed away, so I have some idea of what you and your family are going through. I realise that no words of comfort are quite enough to replace the loss. 

Please pass my deepest sympathies on to your mother, brother, and sister, and to all of the grandchildren. 

Yours in sympathy, 


Dave Henderson

This letter was adapted from one found on the following website:
http://www.writinghelp-central.com/condolence-letter.html (Accessed 26th November 2018)

The address used on the envelopes:
J. V/T. Elsom 
35 Gainsborough Drive
Lawford Dale
Essex
CO11 2LF
Chart Depicting the Number of Letters Returned After 15 Letters Were Dropped in Villages and 15 dropped in Towns/Cities (30 letters total)
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