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Perceiving the Good Samaritan

IX Perceiving tho Gooa sAmaritan:

2

Effccte of thc Behavior of othprq

This research investigated attributions of causality inferred from

an factor's behavior in an altruism experiMent.
A typical paradigm for

altruism experiments'involves presenting a subject, who is Either par-

ticipating alone or with a group of passive confederates, with the

option of helping or not helping'a person in distress (see Berkowitz,

1972; Krebs, 1970; Latane & Darley, 19701 MAcauley & Berkowitz, 1970;

Staub, 1974 for reviews). According to attrib ion theory, whether

an actor's behavior in such a setting is perceive as being personally

or situationally caused should be a function of/both the social conse-

quences of the actor's behavior (Jones & Davis, 1965) as well as the

behavior of other persons (Kelley, 19670 1972),

Jones and Davis' (1965) "acts to diSposition" model predicts that

behaviors which result in socially undesireable consequences lead to

the assignment of a personal locus of causality. nerationale under-

\lying this assumption is that most peop e act in socially desireable

ways most of tae time and, therefore, undesireable behavior provides

A great deal of information about an individual's personal characteris-

tics. Using a somewhat different approach, Kelley's (1967, 1972)

"analysis of variance" model predicts that any behavior which is dif-

ferent from that of other persons in the same situation leads to the
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assignment of-a personal locus If causality..

A : em mot J.

that of others in the same situation;-thefe -tan be no-common factor-

inherent in that situation which could have initiated the behavior.

3

Both the'Jones and,Davis and theKelley formulations-make identi-

cal predictions regarding the locus of causality attributed to the be-

havior.of a subject who participates in an altruism experiment alone.

For example, the behavior of esubject who goes to the aid of a person

./<
in distress should not be assigned s:10ersonai locus of causality be-

cause such behavior has both a socially desireable consequence and be-

cause perceivers., probably assume that most subjects woad go to aid the

person. Conversely, the behavior of a subject who did not help the

person should be assigned a personal locus ofcausality because it has

both socially undesireable consequenCes andit is different from what

petCeivers would expect most subjects to do.

However, in those conditions'in which a subject participates in

the altruism experiment along with passive confederates, the two for-

=lotions of attributiOn theory make opposite predictions. For example,

the behavior of a subject who does not kelp the person in distress whiffle

participating with the passive confederates-should he assigned a personal

locus of causality according to the Jame and Davis formulation because'

the observed behavior is low in social desireability. But according to

Kelley's formulation, this behavior should not be assigned a erso

locus of causality beciuse the subject's behavior is id tic to that

4v f

'
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the reve,a3e pLedi,..tions regarding the abaignmaut of n reformat vprRus

a situational locus of vusalit3i 161-theTheliairicir-of -a-subj-ect-wlicr goal

to aid the person in distress while the c ederates sit passively.

That is, the Jones and Davis formulation p diets that such altruistic

behavior should not be attributed a ersonal locus of causality because

of its high social desireability whereas the Kelley formulation predicts

that it should be assigned a personal locus becatise the behavior is

different from that of the other persons in the same setting. Even if

one were to add an additional experimental conditiontb the traditional

altruism paradigm in which the confederates went to the aid of the

person instead of remaining passive, these divergent predictions from

the two formulations would remain.

Therefore, the present research was conducted to examine the patta

of causal attributions about a target person who had participated in a

typical altruism experiment. Subjects were asked to attribute causality

to the behavior of a target Person who had either helped Or nbt helped

a person in distress. In addition, the context in which this behavior

occurred was varied such that the target person (male and female) was

either alone or with-confederates who helped or didn't help.

One additional variable was included which dealt with information

given subjects about overall rates of altruistic behavior. Subjects

were told that either (a) 80% of all persons participating in a par-

ticular experimental condition helped the person in distress, (b) that

5
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1t_.was_expected

that-this information regarding base fart Of-Altruitm-would act=---sa

an anchor for subjects to use when attributing causality to the target

person's behavior.

Method

Sub ects

Subjects were introductory psychology students who Participated

in the experiment as a partial course requirement. Subjects participated

in groups with an approximately equal number of males and females in

each experimental condition.

Design

The study olveda2x2x3x3 completely randomized factorial

design. The independent variables were the sex of the target person

(male, female), the target person's behavior Oelped, did not help),

the experimental condition of the target person in the altruism study.

(alone, with others 9O helped, or with oithers who ,(1.d not help), and the

base rate information subjects received regarding altruistic behavior

,

(no information, 20% helped, or 80% helped). Tenleubjects participated
;

in each of the 3,6 experimental conditions.

Materials,

Series of slides were made depicting the conditions of an altruism

study similar to that of Latang and Rodin.(1969). The first slide in a,

series showed the target person (and four experiment-al confederates)1
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met4adA:Ly_Bn_Attraertive female_

questionnaire that the confederates) were-ostensibly

to complete and the third slide showed the experimenter leaving the

room as the target person (and confederates) worked on the questionnaire.

The fourth slide depicted the target person (and confederates) initially

hearing the experimenter's plea for help after she had supposedly fallen

off a chair and injured her ankle. The remaining slide(s) in the series

showed the target person (and/or confederates) either going to aid the

experimenter or not going to her aid. The particular series of slides

shown was determined by the experimental condition.

Procedure

Subjects were told that the purpose of-the present experiment maS

to evaluate the behavior of a target person who had participated in an

altruism study. They were led to believe that the experimenter had

previously conducted the altruism experiment although the slides that

they were to observe were only a recreation of that study.

For half the subjects; the target person in the slides was a fe-

male who either helped or did not help the person in distress, and for

the other subjects the target person was a male who either helped or

7,
did not help. Further, the target person participating in the altruism

study was either alone, with a group of four confederates who did not

go to the aid of the'person in distress, or with a group of four con-

federates who went to the aid of the person. In those conditions in
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which the confederates were present, theY-were- the same .sex -as-the

target person.

During the preieOuitiOO of-theSlidea; the experimenter read a

description of the experimental condition of an altruism study that

corresponded to the particular series of slides. For those conditions

in which confederates were present, the experimenter pointed out to

1

the subjects the individual who was the target person and the indi-

viduals %;iho were the confederates. The same individual (male or fe-

' male) was always the target person regardless of the experimental con-

dition. It was also during this description that the experimenter

stated several times that either 80% of all persons tested had helped

the person in distress, that 20% of all persons tested had helped, or

said nothing about what percent of all persons, had helped.

Dependent- Measures

,Following the presentation of t e series of slides, subjects were

given booklets containing a n er of items which they were to use in ..

evaluating the behavior o the target person. The dependent measures

involved the subjec attributions of causality of the target person's

behavior, their estimates of the generality of that behavior, and their

evaluative imPressions of the target person's personality.

Attribution of ca iry was measured by asking subjects to indi-

cate the percentage of situational causation and the percentage of

personal-causation for the target person's behavior. This item was

presented such that the total causation attributed would equal lOQ percent'.
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--retiWf.-the---geni.r4-11-ty--of-ther targat-pereenla-laphav4

-Aurett-brasiting-eu jec s lO

to which the target person's behaVior-Ciiiild-b-efselated-ro teal -life-

situations. Evaluative impressions of the target person were measured

by having the subjects rate the person on nine pairs of bipolar adjec-

t

tives.
2 Subjects were instructed to circle the number on a tea point

scale which best indicated their impressions of the target person.

The booklet also contained one additional item which dealt with sub-

jects' estimates of the percentage of all people Who would have helped

the person in distress under similar circumstances. This latter item

was used both as a manipulation check to see if subjects were respond-

ing to the informatton.they, had received regarding base rates of al:

truistic behavior and as a measure of tba effect of the independent

variables on subjects' own estimates of base rates for altruistic be-

havior.

Results

Attributions of Causality

The mean percentages of personal causality attributed to the tar-

get person are presented in Table 1 and the ANOVA summary for this data

is presented in the first column of Table 4. As would be expected,

the altruism condition had a significant effect on aubjects' attribu-

tions of causalitY'ql df 2/324,, p < .001).: When the target

person was. participating in the altruism study alone, subjects assigned

a higher percentage of perdonal causality to the behavior (Mgr 56.99%)
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rhall-lihcri-the target Itereet 41- fircluP -0f-copfederate-L-tluit-did

&V

Insert Tables 1 and 4 about here

The analysis of subjects' attributions of causality also revealed

a significant interaction as a function of the altruism-condition and
,

the target person's behavior ! = 23.64, df = 2/324, 2 < .001). When

(#

the target person participated in the altruism s y alone, subject's'

eattributions of causality varieaccording to ..e target person's be-

havior. That is, a higher percentage of perso 1 causality was attri-

buted to the et person who was alone when he/she did not help the

person in distr se (g - 64.40%) than when he/she helped, q1 = 49.58%).

However, when the target person participated with a group of confed-

erates, subjects' attributions of causality varied as a function of

the similarity/dissimilarity between the target person's behavior and

the confederates' behavior. When the confederates did not help, more

personiel causality was attributed to the target person's behavior when

he /she helped (g - 57.32%) than when he/she,did not help (1 - 37.08%).
V

But when the confederates helped, more personal causality was attributed

to the/target person's behavior when he/she did not, help 51.43%)

than when he/she helped (M . 40. ) In other words, more personal

causality was attributed to the target person's behavior whenever that
1

behavior'ims the opposite of the behavior of the confederates.

10
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en-regarding_base_ratPa fnr

their attributions of-causality_as

denced by the significant threeway

condition, the target person's behavior, and the base rate information

(E1 = 2.64, df = 4/324, 1< .05). Although an identical ordering of

means was obtained for each information condition when averaged across

the sex variable, the altruism condition and the-target person's be-

havior had less of an effect on subjects' attributions of causality

when 'they had been told that 80' of all persons had helped than when

given no information or told hat 20% helped;

Estimates of Generality

The( means for subjects' estimates of the extent to which they

thought the target' person's behavior could be generalized to a real

life situation are presented in Table 2 ancrthe ANOVA summary is pre-

sented in the Lecond column of Table 4. Whether the target person

helped or did not help the person in distr ss had a significant effect

t-Y-15)on subjects' estimates of the generali f the behavior (PI= 20.96, df

1/324,k < .001). The socially undesireable act $24 not helping was

).rated as more generalizable to real life s tuations (i= 3.04) than the

socially desireable act of helping (Li.= 4.28).

Insert Table 2-about here

The effect of helping or not helping the personfin distress was

also influenced by the behavior of the confederates as shown by the
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of this interaction for sulijecfs' -eiiiiinitei-eif-fECTeiferelit'y-of--the-

behayior did not follow exactly the same pattern as the interaction

of these variables for subjects' attributions of causality. Although

not helping was estimated as more generalizable (M = 2.65) than helping'

(g,.= 4.67) when the target person participated alone, estimates of

generality when confederatese
were ptesent with the target person did

not consistently vary as a function of the similarity/dissimilarity

between the target person's behavior and the confederates' behavior.

Behavior by the target person which was opposite that of the confed-

erats' resulted in higheriggtimates of generality only in the altruism

condition in which the confederates helped the person in distress.

That is, when the confederates helped, the behavior of the target per-

son who did not help was rated as more generalizable to real life

situations,(1 = 3.13) than the behavior of the target person who helped

(11= 4.63). But when the confedeiates did not help, there were essen4.

tially no differences in the.estimates of generality for the target,per-

son who helped (M =.3.55) and for the
c,

target person who did not help'

(g = 3.35).

An inspection of the means in TA& tshows that this relationshiR '-'"t'

between the altruism condition and4the target person's tehavior was , ,.

r,
I

influenced to some extent by the information subjects were given re-

garding base rates of altruistic behaVior. Subjects told that 80% of

*1

f.

12'



(

Perceiving the Good Samaritan

12

all persons tested had helped judged the .target person's behavior as

being mote generalizable whenever it was the opposite ldf the behavior

of the confederates, whereas subjects told that 20% had helped or given

no information always judged not helping as more generalizable-than

helping.. This relationship was reflected by the marginally signiti-

,

cant interaction involving base rate information and the target per-

son's behavior (F = 2.52, df = 2/324, 2. < .10).

Base Rate Estimates of Altruism

The means and ANOVA summary for subjects' estimates of the per-

centage of all persons who would have helped under similar circumstances

presented in Table 3 and the third column of Table 4, respectively.

As shown in the tables, the behavior of the target person had a sig-

nificantnificant effect on subjects estimates of the percentage of all people

who would have helped, (F = 26.67, df = 1/324, 2. < .001). This data is

identical to that obtained for the estimates of generality in that sub-

jects who had seen a target person go to the aid of the peraon in dis-

tress estimated that a higher percentage of all persons would help
.',

(1 - 67.39%) than Aubjects who tad seen a target person who did not
!...

.

aid the person (.1 = 56'.44%).

Insert Table 3 about here

The information subjects received regarding rates of altruistic

behavior also had a significait effect on their estimates of the per-

centage of all persons who would help (I = 82.91, df = 2/324,,2. < .001).

1 8
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Subjects told that 80% of the persons who participated in the altruism

study hid helped estimated that a higher percentage of all people uld

help under, similar circumstances Qg - 75.92%) than subjects told that

o1y 20% of the persona in the study had helped QM = 43.42%). Subjects
, 1

If

given no information regardin rates of altruistic behavior gave inter-

mediate estimates QM = 66.42 ).

However, the effect of this base rite information was modified

by the altruism condition, of the target person. The significant in-

teraction of thd base rate informatiOn with the altruism condition

QE = 4 00, df = 4/324, 2. < .05) was the result of a different ordering

k of the mean estimates of the percentage of all persons who Would help

each of the altruism conditions. Subjects given no information re-

garding base rates estimated that a higher percentage of all persons

would help aiter()bserving a target person participate alone Qg - 70.25%)

or with confederates who did help QM= 71.25%) than with confederates

.who helped QM = 57.75%), whereas subjects told that 20% of all persons

had helped gave higlier estimates after observing a target person with

confederates who helped QM = 47.25%) or did not help (g- 46.25%) than

a target person participatingalone - 36.75%). Interestingly, sub-

(

jects told that 80% of all,persnns bad helped gave almost identical

estimates after observing the target person participate alone QM = 78.00%),

with confederates who helped QM = 75.00%), and with confederates who did

not help QM = 74.00%).

14
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There were also two other interactions obtained involving the

base rate information. The first of these is a marginally signifi-

f
cant interaction of the base rate information with the target persen's

behavior ( = 3.00, df = 2/324, 2 < .06). An inspection of the means

presented in Table 3 shows that the effect of helping versus not helping

on subjects' estimates of the percent of all persons who would help

was greater when subjects were given no information regarding base rates

than when told that either 20% or 80% of all persons tested had helped.

The second interaction reached the conventional level of signifitance

and involved all four independent variables (F = 4.00, df = 4/324, 2 <

.01). Unfortunately, the nature of this interaction is uninterpretable
es

acid shows only that the relationship between base rate-information and

the other variables is highly complex.

Evaluative Impressions

Summaries of the univariate and multivariate F ratios used to

analyze subjects' evaluative impressions of the target person are pre-

sented in Table 5.,: Significant multivariate F ratios were obtained for

the altruism condition (lc:J. 1.92, df = 18/632, Q < .05), the target

son's behavior (F = 26.09, df = 9/316, 2 < .001) and the interaction of

these two variables CE = 5.42, df = 18/632, 2 < .001). 4In-addit on, the

sex of the target person resulted in a significant multivariate F ratio

= 4.67, df = 9/316, 2 < .001) as did the interaction of the sex of

the target person, the altruism condition, and the target person's be-

havior = 1.81, df = 18/632, 2 < .05).

-Insert Table 5 about here
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An inspection of the univ late F ratios for this data revealed

that the target person who participated in the altruism study with con-

federates that did not help was ra ed as significant

\
more `active and

stronger than the target person who participated either alone or with
,..

confederates that helped. Furthermore, the target person who helped

the person in distress, in comparison to the target person who did not

help, was judged to be significantly more independent, active, strong,

warm, intelligent, and likeable. The female target person was judged

to be significantly more likeable and attractive than the male target

person.

The univariate F ratios for the significant multivariate interac-

tion of the altruism condition and the target person's behavior re-

vealed that the evaluative impressions were determined by the similarity/

dissimilarity between the target person's behavior and the confederates'

behavior when the confederates were present, but were primarily deter-

mined by the social desireability of the behavior when the target per-

son participated alone. That is, whenever the target person's, behavior

was opposite that of the confederates who were present, the target per-

son warated as more independent, nonconforming, and-harder to in-

fluence than when the target person's behavior was identical to that

of the confederates'. Therefore, helping versus not helping per se

did not influence the evaluative impressions when the target person

participated with confederates. However, when the target person par-

ticipated alone, the target person who performed the socially undesireable

16
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act of not helping was rated as more dependent and easily influenced

than the target person who performed the socially desireable act of

helping. The only inconsistent finding regarding this outcome in the

data was that the target person who helped when alone was rated just

as conforming as the target person who did not help when alone.

The univariate lz ratios for the three-way interaction of the

altruism condition, the target person'gbehavior, and the sex of the

target person showed that subjects' evaluative impressions were de-

termined by the stimulus conditions to a greater extent for the female

target person than the male targit person. That is, the previously

mentioned interaction of the altruism condition with the target person's

behavior for judgments of dependent-independent were more pronounced

when the target person was female than when the target person was male.

Furthermore, ratings of the femme' attractiveness varied according to

the social desireability of her behavior when she was alone, but

varied according to the similarity/dissimilarity between her behavior

and the confederates' behavior in thdse conditions in which confederates

were also present. The ratings of the attractiveness of the male target

person showed no differences as a function of either the social desire-

ability of the behavior or the confederates' behavior.

Discussion

The results show that the effect of the social desireability of

the observed behavior on ributions of causality depended on whether

the target person had participated in the altruism study alone or with

17
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other persons. When the target person d participated alone, judeents

of personal causation were a function of t e social desireability of

the observed behavior, i.e., tht 6ocially desireable at of not help-

ing was judged to be more personally taus d than the socially desireable

act of helping. But iThen the target erson had participated with other

persons, the social desireability of the observed, behavior did no directly

influences causal attributions. Instead,, udgments of personal ca ality

were a function of ildgimilarity/dissimilarity between tlb\targe per-

son's behavior and that of the othef;persons. Behavior by the

person which was different from the behavior of the other persons

judged to be more personally caused than behavior which was ideat tal

to tLoi the other persons.

This finding that. the act of not helping a person in distrehs led

t

to the assignment of increased personal causation when the targ er-,

sot was alone is consistent with both the Jones and Davis (1964 and
fe

the Kelley (1967, 1972) formulations of attribution theory. , he act

tof not helping was expected to be more personally caused bee 3e of

its socially undesireable consequences and it is contrary torwhat most 4r.,

persons would be expected to do under similar circumstances respectively.

However, when other persons were present in the altruism actuation with

the target person, the obtained data support the Kelley f ation of

attribution theory but do not support the Janes and Davi formulation.

In these experimental conditions where the two formulat s made'Oppos-

ing predictions, the behavior of the other persons in t e setting mediated
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subjects' attributi9ns of personal causality but the social desireability

of the target person's behavior had,no direct effect on their attribu-

tions.

This differential support for the. two formulations of attribution

theory as a function of when other persons were present in the situation

was also apparent inthe subjects' estimates of the generality of the

behavior to a real life situation and their evaluative impressions of

the.target person. Although not helping was judged as more general-
,

-t..creal life situations and was generally rated less favorably

than helping4,these data also varied according to whether the target

person had participated alone or with other persons. Subjects' judg-

ments were a function of the social desireability of the behavior when

the target person participated alone, but were a function -of the simi-

larity/dissimilarity between the target person's behavior and the be-

havior of the other persons when the others'were present. However,it

should be noted that the effect of the presence of others was not as

consistent for the estimates of generality as it was for.the evaluative

impressions and the previously Mentioned attributions of causality.

The estimates of generality when other persons were present varied only

when the others had helped, whereas the evaluative impressions and the

attributions of causality varied regardless of whether the others had

helped or not helped.

Furthermore, this relationship between the target person's behavior

and the behavior of the other persons present in the situation was

19
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generally consistent for both female and male target persons. Subjects'

attributions of causality and their estimates of the generality of the

5Q4 difite

behavior did not vary as a function of the target person although sub -

jects' evaluative impressions did vary to some extent for the male and

R4
female target person. The female target person was rated as weaker,

more likeable, and more attractive than the male target person which

seems to reflect cultural stereotypes. The finding that the evaluative

impressions for two of the pairs of bipolar adjectives were determined

by the stimulus conditions more for the female than the male target

person is consistent with previous research suggesting that females are

perceived as being more responsive to situational influences than males

(Miller, 1967).

Telling subjects the percentage of all persons who helped the per-

son in distress under similar circthnstances had been expected to

modify their judgments of the target person. However, th'4 e effect of

this base rate information .waninimal and resulted only in one sig7,

nificant interaction for attributions of causality and one marginally

significant interaction for eliminates of generality. Both these in-

teractions, showed, at the relationship between the target person's

being alone versus being with others and helping versus not helping

was differentwhen subjects were told that 80% of all persons had helped

as-compared to when they were told that only 20% helped or given no in-

',-

formation. Unfortunately, this effect of telling subjects that a large

majority of persons act altruistically was inconsistent be

20
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. -

Linformation tended to increase the relationship between the altruism

condition and the target person's behavior for subjects' estimates of

generality but tended to decrease the relationship of these variables

for attributithis of causality.

Although this effect of the different types of base rate informa-

tion does-not correspond with principles derived from attribution theory,

it is consistent with previous research which has also found that

base rate information has only a slight effect (McArthur, 1972) or no

effect on subjects' judgments of target persons (Miller, Gillen, Schenker,

& Radlove, 1973; Nisbett & Borgida, 1975). The minimal usage of base

rates of altruism in the present research does not appear to be due to

a misunderstanding or forgetting of this information because subjects'

,

own estimates of the percentage of the general population who' would help

accurately reflected the base rate information they had received.' Further-

more, the findings that subjects generally did not utilize the base

rate information for their judgments of a particular target person even

though the target person's actions of helping versus not helping in-

fluenced their judgments of altruism by the general population is con-

sistent with research conducted by Nisbett and Borgida (1975). These

authors investigated subjects' attributions regarding participants in

both an altruism and a Milgram-type obedience experiment and concluded

that "subjects' unwillingness to deduce the particular fr:6m the general

is matched onlyqy their willingness to inier the general from the

particular" (p. 19).
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Therefore, subjects' judgments of a target personin an altruism

situation seem to be based almost entirely on the behavior they observe,

while equally relevant information regarding base rates is generally

ignortd. 'These findings suggest that subjects' usd of information in

making judgments about a target person depends on the nature of the

information itself. Observation of a target person's behavior as it

occurs concurrently with behavior by other individuals influences the

attribution process, but being told the degree of sOlarity/dissimi-

larity between the target person's behavior and the behavior of others

has little effect on the attribution process. At least as far as

altruism situations are concerned, it's as if subjects believe what

they see, not what they hear.

22
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Footnotes
(

1Parentheses indicate that-separate sets of slides were used for

those conditions in which confederates were present in the recreation

of the altruism study.

The pairs of bipolar adjectives were: dependent-independent,'

passive-active, weak -stro, warm-cold, inte4igent-not intelligent,

- conforming -not conforming, likeable-unlikeable, easily influenced-

,
A

.hard to influence, and att ctive-unattractive. t,t4
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