READING 12

Crowded Minds: The Implicit Bystander Effect  by Garcia, Weaver, Moskowitz, & Darley (2002)

Please refer to the printed reader, Readings in Social Psychology 3/e, for the text of this article.

Overview

Five studies merged the priming methodology with the bystander apathy literature and demonstrate how merely priming a social context at Time 1 leads to less helping behavior on a subsequent, completely unrelated task at Time 2. In Study 1, participants who imagined being with a group at Time 1 pledged significantly fewer dollars on a charity-giving measure at Time 2 than did those who imagined being alone with one other person. Studies 2–5 build converging evidence with hypothetical and real helping behavior measures and demonstrate that participants who imagine the presence of others show facilitation to words associated with unaccountable on a lexical decision task. Implications for social group research and the priming methodology are discussed.

Critical Thinking Questions

1.  The present research provides a new explanation for why the bystander effect occurs.  Can this explanation account for the behavior of the witnesses in the Kitty Genovese murder (Chapter 10)?  Can it account for the findings of Latané and Darley (1968; Reading 10)?

2.  What are some of the similarities between the design and findings of the present reading and the studies reported by Chartrand and Bargh (1999; Reading 6) on the chameleon effect?

3.  Studies 1 and 2 require participants to report how much money they would donate in a hypothetical situation.  How does the design of Study 3 improve upon these earlier studies?  What are its main findings?  Why is this an important advance over Studies 1 and 2?

4.  Summarize the reaction time data of Studies 4 and 5.  How do these findings help explain the results of Studies 1-3?

5.  In general, how do you think learning about the bystander effect (e.g., reading articles such as this one) could affect an individual’s future behavior in an emergency situation?  How might such knowledge affect the likelihood of diffusion of responsibility?  Pluralistic ignorance?  The implicit bystander effect described in the Garcia et al. study?

6.  In the General Discussion, Garcia and colleagues mention that priming individuals with thoughts of certain groups could actually make helping behavior less likely.  Why would this occur?  What would such a finding suggest for efforts to combat the implicit bystander effect in real life? 

Answers to Critical Thinking Questions

1.  Latané, Darley, and others suggest that the inaction of Kitty Genovese’s neighbors can be explained via the bystander effect, which is the theory that the presence of other people makes an individual less likely to intervene in an emergency.  The present studies take this idea a step further by suggesting that merely priming people with a group context is sufficient to decrease subsequent helping behavior.  The authors would suggest that these processes could account for witnesses’ behavior in the Genovese case.  Even if her neighbors did not actively consider the reactions of other neighbors (pluralistic ignorance) or consciously decide that someone else would intervene (diffusion of responsibility), simply having any thoughts at all related to a group would have been enough to render them less likely to take action.  Similarly, the group setting of the Latané and Darley experiment would have been sufficient to decrease the likelihood of intervention, regardless of how the other group members reacted to the smoke.  

2.  Chartrand and Bargh make the case for the automaticity of the perception-behavior link.  In their study, participants mimicked the nonverbal behavior of their interaction partners, even though they reported no awareness of these behaviors.  In the present study, simply priming participants with group-related thoughts was enough to influence their prosocial tendencies.  Once again, the link between perception and behavior is thought to be automatic, as participants had no awareness that thinking about groups impacted their behavior in any way.  Both of these studies demonstrate how perception can influence behavior outside of conscious awareness.

3.  In Studies 1 and 2, helping behavior was operationalized in terms of participants’ self-reported pledges to a future fundraising drive.  As many psychologists have demonstrated, self-report measures such as these are limited in that participants do not always wish to (and are not always able to) provide accurate responses.  Study 3 addresses this limitation by observing participants’ actual behavior.  After the priming manipulation in this study, participants were asked to donate time to another experiment in another room.  Unlike the donation pledge of the previous two studies, in this case participants actually believed they would be called upon to follow through with their promise.  The results of this study indicated that group-related thoughts affected actual helping behavior just as they affected self-reported, hypothetical helping.  In this manner, Study 3 improved upon the previous two experiments by considering participants’ actual and immediate willingness to help.

4.  Studies 4 and 5 utilized a reaction time methodology to identify the processes by which thoughts about groups affect individuals.  In these studies, participants who were asked to think of themselves in a group setting were significantly quicker to respond to words related to unaccountability than were participants who had been asked to picture themselves with one other person (or participants who had been given no instructions at all).  No between-group differences were found for participants’ reaction times to neutral words.  These findings demonstrate that thoughts about a group activate specific thoughts about unaccountability.  This helps explain the results of the previous studies by suggesting that group-related thoughts led participants to have more subsequent thoughts related to unaccountability.

5.  Learning about influences on helping behavior could very well have an influence on an individual’s future behavior during emergencies.  Realizing that there are situational obstacles to interpreting an event as emergency may make people less likely to fall victim to pluralistic ignorance.  Similarly, awareness of the bystander effect might lead people to resist diffusion of responsibility.  It is less clear, though, how knowledge about social psychological research would affect the implicit processes described by Garcia et al.  If people tend to have an implicit link between the concepts of “groups” and “unaccountability,” it may be difficult to prevent the presence of one from activating the other.  Attempts to train the self to associate the concept of “group” with other thoughts related to “accountability” would be one way to combat this automatic thought activation.  In addition, conscious motivations can often override automatic processes, so an active desire to be a more helpful person could also lead to increases in prosocial behavior.

6.  The authors suggest that contrary to the present findings, thoughts about some groups could actually lead to increases in helping behavior.  Groups of certain types of people—including doctors, lifeguards, and firefighters—are not associated with unaccountability, but rather with ideas such as bravery, heroism, and selflessness.  Thinking about groups of these types of people could very well activate a completely different set of thoughts than the present manipulations, which consisted of having participants think about groups of unrelated strangers.  One implication of this conclusion is that pervasive images of heroic individuals or actions could comprise a means for increasing helping at a societal level.  Bombarding people with scenes of heroism should activate thoughts of accountability and prosocial behavior, rendering helping behavior more likely among the general populace.

Links For Further Investigation

Research on the bystander effect has come a long way in the 40 years since social psychologists first started writing about it.  Recent work suggests that you do not actually have to be in a group in order to experience the effect—just thinking that you are in a group is sufficient, as is just thinking about the general concept of groups.  

The Internet is the site of many interesting contemporary groups.  Chat rooms, listservers, and other cyber groups provide the opportunity for researchers to study behavior among virtual crowds.  For a site devoted to behavior and the web in general, including information on cybercommunication and cybercommunities, go to http://www.cio.com/research/behavior/webbehavior.html.  You can find the Research Center for Cyberculture Studies—including links related to courses, research, and book reviews—at http://www.com.washington.edu/rccs/.  Another relevant, and very detailed website, is Professor John Suler’s Psychology of Cyberspace page: http://www.rider.edu/~suler/psycyber/psycyber.html.
