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Lost Letter Experiment: Altruism in Towns Compared to Villages
Introduction
The lost letter technique is one invented by Stanley Milgram in 1965. This experiment attempts to replicate it on a smaller scale. One difference in this experiment compared to Milgram’s original is the feature of comparison. In this experiment, we are noting how many letters are returned from one place in comparison to another, in this case, towns or villages. However, in Milgram’s experiment, the interest was with who the letter was being sent to, for example, he sent letters to “friends of the Nazis”, “Friends of the Communists”, “Medical Research Associates” and “Mr Walter Carnap” (Experimenter, 2015). An advantage for this experiment is that it has potential for many variations to test altruism under many different circumstances. The aim of this experiment is, therefore, to conclude whether towns are more altruistic than villages or vice versa. Altruism is defined as “help performed for the benefit of others with no expectation of personal gain” (Gross, 2015: 503). Holland et al (2012) found that letters dropped in wealthier neighbourhoods in London had 91% higher odds of being returned than letters dropped in poorer neighbourhoods. From this study we can take factors such as walking distance to work, distance from letter drop locations to post boxes and crime rates into account.
Method
To start, all the letters were made with the same address on them and, to some extent, the same person. The only difference on the address was the name. Letters to be dropped in towns where address to “J. T. Elson” and letters to be dropped in villages were addressed to “J. V. Elson”. There were 30 letters in total, 15 to be dropped in towns and the other 15 to be dropped in villages. For the purposes of this experiment, we are defining villages as places with a population of under 2,000 and towns as places with at least 2,000. The contents of the letter all contained the same message of condolence from “Dave” to “Jo”. All the letters were the same size and had a generic first-class stamp to make sure there would be no significant incentive for somebody to not post the letter, therefore giving them a reason to not behave altruistically.
The letters were dropped around locations in Wales: Carmarthen, Newcastle Emlyn, Cardiff and Aberaeron, and some were dropped in South Birmingham, England. The rules used on the time and location when dropping the letters were as follows: Letters must be left in a public area and on a hard surface such as a pavement or a bench. They must be dropped on a dry day unless it is under shelter, for example, a bus stop and left address side up. There should not be a post box is sight of where the letter has been dropped with a minimum approximate distance of 50m. No letters are to be dropped in Lampeter.
Because of this method, the participants for the experiment are of opportunity and are completely anonymous. The independent variable, therefore, is the location of where the letters are dropped, and the dependent variable is the amount letter which are posted.
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

Results

In total 17 out of 30 letters were posted, 12 coming from towns and 5 coming from villages. From this, it can be interpreted that most people in towns behave more altruistically than people in villages. As the results clearly show, almost all the letters came back from towns (12 out of 15) and only a third came back from villages (5 out of 15). This means that 13 of the letters are unaccounted for, predominantly in villages (where 10 didn’t come back) rather than towns (where 3 didn’t come back). On return, some letters were tampered with, pone being opened at the side and taped back down again. This can suggest that some of the participants, especially this example, had the initial intention of looking for something to benefit them in concerns with the letter, or perhaps some intrigue as to what the contents of the letter contained. However, it can be noted that they used their own sticky tape and time to post the letter on, now knowing what was inside. This may suggest that some participants were not behaving altruistically, but rather egoistically as it is possible that they empathise or feel emotion for reading a letter of condolence and matching it with their primary intentions. Therefore, re-sealing and sending the letter would relieve them of any negative emotions they may be feeling such as guilt or sorrow.
Discussion
When looking at the strengths of this study, points can be made. Firstly, the letters were sent to a range of different areas, meaning a diverse sample could have been used. Furthermore, this works in favour of generalising the results from this experiment. Another strength of this study worth noting was the content of the letter. As a letter of condolence, in todays society it would seem more fitting to send it on than it would be to send off a more generic message such as a rushed, meaningless Christmas or birthday message. However, this can also be a weakness. As discussed in the results, to know that this is indeed a letter of condolence, one must open the letter first. Now with this knowledge it is more likely that empathy now plays a part in reasoning for the letter to be sent on. Cialdini (1987) suggests that somebody may help a stranger to make themselves feel better, therefore acting on egoism rather than altruism.
Ecological validity is also in check. As the letter are dropped around natural setting and the participant are unwitting, this can seem to them like an everyday occurrence meaning factors such as demand characteristics and social desirability’s are less likely to play into it. It is also good for ethics as participants are kept anonymous, meaning there is more respect for privacy and little invasion of their everyday life.
This all being said, there are significant issues with this experiment. The sample size and details are impossible to know. As the letters were dropped and left, it is difficult to know how many people walked past and didn’t bother to do anything about it. It is also impossible to know how long each letter was left there before somebody posted it. What can be taken from this is that the sample size is highly likely to be smaller than it has been in other experiments as significantly less letters were dropped. For instance, Milgram (1965) dropped 400 letters and Holland et al (2012) dropped 300 letters. Another issue with not being able to observe the participant is that it is unclear as to the reasons behind the letters either being posted or not posted. It is possible that the person who found it may have not been alone and, therefore, the significance of a second, third or fourth opinion could have manipulated the reason for the fate of the letter. As 13 of the letters are unaccounted for, it is impossible to know exactly what happened to them. This means the letter could have been swept up by a gust of wind or been placed for such a long period of time that it was destroyed by the weather making it illegible. In other words, we cannot assume letters that did not arrive were the result of reluctant participants. All these issues make it difficult to calculate the level of altruism needed in the experiment.
Ethical issues of the experiment firstly concern deceit. The participant did not know that the letter was a fake and had no knowledge that they were being part of the experiment. As they were not observed, and they were kept anonymous, this issue therefore turns to issues of consent. No consent was given by any of the participant and it is impossible to do so. In detail, this means participants did not give permission for their actions to be analysed and they did not give permission for usage of there time. Also due to the anonymity as well as the proximity of the experiment, it is impossible for there to be a debrief, telling participants of their involvement. This can also be a research issue as if it was possible to talk to the participants, qualitative data could have been collected, giving reason to their actions and making it easier to analyse the amount of altruism.
There is also an issue with the definitions of towns and villages. The definition used for towns and villages used for this experiment only takes population into account. Other factors such as, facilities, land area and accessibility have been ignored. According to “DifferenceBetween.net” there are several differences between a village and a town including the examples already given. This means that some of the locations where letters were dropped in this experiment were recorded as villages but were officially classed as towns, or vice versa. This jeopardises the validity of the experiment.
For improvements, this study could use more letters scattered around more places to make the results more generalisable. As variations, we could investigate the class of the area or the population density of different parts of a city. In terms of ethics and improvements to data collection, a researcher could linger away but in view of the location where the letter was dropped, this means that they can note how many people walk past the letter and, if the letter is posted and what state it is posted in and why, and most importantly, obtain consent for participants and tell them the truth. This would make results more detailed, accurate and ethical. 
Conclusion
Looking at the results of this experiment is can be seen that people living in towns are more altruistic than people living in villages. However, due to a multitude of unknown factors, it is difficult to make these results valid. 
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