The Letter-Drop Experiment: a Study of Altruism in Small Villages versus Towns and Cities

Introduction

Altruism, the "willingness to do things that bring advantages to others, even if it results in a disadvantage to yourself" (Cambridge Online Dictionary) is a long-standing topic of academic debate, and the subject of a myriad social studies, particularly studies undertaken in the 20th Century. Some notable contributors to the ongoing debate include Batson et al. (1981), Cialdini et al. (1987), and Schroeder (1995).

The "Lost Letter Technique" was first developed by Dr. Stanley Milgram in 1965 as a method to measure altruistic tendencies towards certain groups of people. A total of 400 letters addressed to four different parties (two political parties, a medical research group and a private address), but to the same location, were dropped in public spaces to be "found". The percentage of letters which were returned for each party indicated the level of altruistic tendency the public had towards the intended recipient. Milgram went on to conduct further studies implementing this technique, including a study in which he was able to correctly predict the 1964 Presidential Election results per ward, by dropping letters addressed to "The Committee to Elect/Defeat (Presidential Candidate)" and recording the amount of letters returned from each ward to determine which were more pro/anti a certain candidate (Milgram 1969). The technique is easily adaptable to study public tendencies towards a vast number of variables and this, along with its setting as a field experiment rather than one conducted in a laboratory giving merit to its ecological validity, makes it an interesting and reliable method of social study; there have been many contemporary adaptations of this technique, of note one 1997 study in which the letter was swapped for an email (Stern and Faber 1997), and a study conducted by Holland et al. in 2010 and published in 2012 which aimed to measure the levels of altruism in different communities distinguished by level of average economic income (Holland et al. 2012). 

In our own adaptation of this technique, we hoped to determine whether populations of small villages were more or less altruistic than larger populations in towns and cities, and it was conducted from the University of Wales Trinity Saint David in Lampeter, Ceredigion (hereby referred to as "the university").


Methodology

In order to ensure that our own experiment would deliver the information we intended to study, we first had to make some adaptations to the original technique, and set some parameters to ensure continuity and ecological validity. The technique takes a naturalistic approach, i.e. conducted in a natural or public setting as opposed to a laboratory, with very little situational manipulation from the experimenter. Our independent variable was the setting in which the letters would be dropped (villages or towns/cities), rather than the addressee as in Milgram's original experiment, with our independent variable being the amount of letters returned from each setting. Ours was a relatively small study with 15 letters being dropped in each setting, a total of 30 letters, addressed to "J. Elsom" in Lawford Dale, Essex[i].  The consensus was not to include a title for the addressee, as we felt that an indication towards the gender of the addressee may have an effect on whether letters were returned. The return address was to be checked approximately twice per week for returned letters. In order to decipher which setting the letters were returning from we decided to add a middle initial to the addressee's name, with the middle initial "V" indicating letters dropped in villages, and "T" indicating those dropped in towns and cities. For the purposes of our study, we defined a village as having a population of under 2000 residents. Locations with a population of 2000 and above were therefore defined as towns and cities. 

We were agreed that there should be a physical letter in each envelope in case the finder was inclined to tamper with it; keeping in mind that our aim was for letters to be returned, we firstly narrowed down our options to a faux invitation which required an RSVP, or a letter of condolence. We ultimately decided on a condolence letter in the hope that the influence of empathy would ensure any readers of the letter would be further inclined to return it. We found an online template for a condolence letter (Writing Help Central) which was then minimally adapted for our own usage[ii]; the name of the addressee was changed to "Jo" to correlate with the address and gender neutrality used on the envelope, and any words with a US English spelling were changed to British versions. The name of the signee was also altered to be more generic. 

Once we had decided how to present our letters, we set some parameters for dropping them, again to ensure that the study was as consistent and ecologically valid as possible. Letters were to be dropped in daylight hours only, in a public space but not inside a building, and on a hard surface such as a pavement or bench. Beaches and mud were to be avoided in case the letters became dirty or wet and finders were then less inclined to pick them up, and roads were to be avoided for safety reasons. They were to be dropped on dry days only unless being left somewhere covered such as a bus stop; telephone boxes were to be avoided due to potential low usage levels. Drop locations were to be at least 50 metres from, and out of sight of, any post box in the area to ensure that finders needed to make some form of effort in order to return letters. Lastly, it was decided that no letters would be dropped in the town of Lampeter, as drops so close to the university itself could jeopardise the validity of not only our own experiment, but any similar studies carried out by the university in the future. 

Because the West Wales area is so rural with many communities being intertwined, we were keen for letters to be dropped as far afield as possible to minimise the risk that a person could find more than one letter or that our study could be talked about and thus unravelled. For this reason, we utilised the help of family and friends to distribute some letters as far afield as Cardiff, and the West Midlands, making sure accomplices were informed of the dropping parameters. We also ensured that only one letter was dropped in each included village; this was due to concerns that more than one letter may be found by a single person in a location with such a low population. Due to the university's assignment deadline for submitting this report, the results below are of letters returned before midnight of the 20th December 2018, to allow time for analysis of the results and inclusion of accurate data in this report. 

Results



Treatment of Results

Of the 30 total letters dropped, 5/15 (33.3%) dropped in villages were returned, compared to 12/15 (80%) dropped in towns and cities. In total, 56.7% of letters dropped were posted to the return address.

Discussion

Overall, just over half of letter finders displayed an altruistic trait by returning the letter; from our results it would appear that larger populations are more altruistic than those living in smaller locations. However, there are several factors which need to be addressed with regards to the results.

Firstly, ours was a very small study with a total of just 30 letters being "lost". Due to the larger potential for statistical anomalies with small studies, dropping an increased number of letters (more similar to Milgram's original study, in which a total of 400 letters were dropped) would have provided a more reliable set of results. 

A larger location and population usually means busier public spaces and therefore higher footfall, giving more opportunity for letters to be found in a town or city. Post boxes tend to be more frequently placed in larger settlements and thus it may prove easier to post a letter found in a town, whereas there may only be one post box in a small village. 

Another factor which could have contributed to the results is the time of year in which the study was conducted; with our experiment being carried out in December the weather was decidedly wet during the time that we were attempting to drop letters, making it difficult to fulfil our parameter that letters should be dropped on dry days to ensure they weren't soiled. Due to this, and difficulty reaching suitable locations, the majority of letters dropped later in the timeframe were village letters, making it less likely that they would be returned in time for the results to be recorded. Conducting the study so close to Christmas could also have had an impact on peoples' willingness to return letters; prior studies (Ekström 2018; Greenberg 2014) have suggested that altruism and charitable giving increases during the festive season, meaning that the "Christmas spirit" could have increased willingness of finders to go out of their way to return letters at this time of year as opposed to if we had carried out the experiment at a different time. Furthermore, it could be argued that people are more likely to be visiting a post box this time of year anyway, increasing the potential opportunity for return. In contrast however, Christmas is a busy time for many of the population, meaning that an unnecessary trip to a post box could be a difficult task to fit in, particularly for those living in more rural locations. Potential delays in post delivery due to the increase of post at Christmas might also have meant that some letters were returned, but not in time to be included in our results. Therefore, the time of year in which the study was carried out could potentially have had both positive and negative impacts on our results.

I believe it is also pertinent to note that public attitude towards "suspicious packages" in an age of increasing terrorism, and indeed media coverage of such atrocities, could have influenced willingness to pick up an envelope left in a public space without knowledge of its contents. This was a definite factor in my personal concerns around dropping letters, due to a number of publicised “suspicious package” scares in the area in recent months (Sinclair 2018; Thompson 2018)

Lastly, due to deadlines set by the university and the structure in which modules are delivered, our total timeframe in which to set up and conduct this study was 4 weeks. Factoring in the time it took to drop letters in varied locations, this left a relatively small window of opportunity for letters to be returned. Our results may have increased had we had more time to wait for returns before submitting the report.

Similar studies utilising this technique (Milgram et al. 1965; Holland et al. 2012) appeared to produce similar results, with median return rates for the studies ranging between around 40-60%.

Conclusion

In conclusion, although there are several factors to be aware of which may have impacted results, our study seems to suggest that town/city populations are more altruistic than smaller villages. The technique itself is a useful one but produces more solid results in larger studies. It would be interesting to repeat the study at a different time of year to determine whether our conclusion is consistent year round. 
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Appendix i
Addresses used to determine from where the letters had returned (middle initial "V" indicated a letter dropped in a village and middle initial "T" indicated one dropped in a town or city):

Student No. 1801935

J.V. Elsom						J.T. Elsom
35, Gainsborough Drive					35, Gainsborough Drive
Lawford Dale						Lawford Dale
Essex							Essex
CO11 2LF						CO11 2LF



Appendix ii
Transcript of the letter sent:

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
Number of returned letters from 2 opposing settings: Villages versus towns/cities (out of 15 dropped per setting)
5	12	10	3	Villages		       Towns/Cities
Setting in which letters were dropped (Villages, Towns/Cities)
Number of letters returned (out of max. 15)


