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as a non-emergency because others are remaining calm and not taking action. 
If, say, I am walking down a road and I see smoke (or could it be steam?) 
coming from a building, do I shout ‘Fire!’ straight away? It is more likely that I 
proceed coolly and look at the behaviour of other observers. They are proceed-
ing coolly so therefore it must be steam and not smoke. I go home comforted 
and only feel concerned when I hear on the radio that the building has burnt 
down.

The study

A series of incidents were staged on the New York subway between the hours 
of 11 a.m. and 3 p.m. over a period of two months in 1968. About 4450 travel-
lers on the trains witnessed the incidents. The trains travelled through a range 
of areas in the city and the average racial mix of the passengers on the trains 
was 45 per cent Black and 55 per cent White. The average number of people 
in each train carriage was 43, and the average number of people in the critical 
area where the incident was staged was 8.5. Figure 1.5 shows a diagram of the 
carriage and the designated critical area.

Figure 1.5 Layout of adjacent and critical areas of subway car
Source: Piliavin et al. (1969)

Two particular trains were selected for the study because they did not make 
any stops (between 59th Street and 125th Street) for about seven or eight min-
utes. On each trial, a team of four students (two males and two females) got on 
the train using different doors. There were four different teams of four, and 
overall they conducted 103 trials. The females were observers and they took 
up seats outside the critical area and recorded the events as unobtrusively as 
possible.

As the train passed through the fi rst station (70 seconds after the journey 
started) the ‘victim’, who was standing in the critical area, staggered forward 
and collapsed. Until he received help, the victim stayed on the fl oor looking up 
at the ceiling. If no one offered any help he stayed on the fl oor until the other 
male experimenter (the ‘model’) helped him to his feet and then off the train 
at the fi rst stop. The observers would also leave the train, and they would all 

�diffusion of responsibility  
The idea that people are 
less likely to intervene to 
help someone who seems 
to need it if there are others 
present, because they 
perceive responsibility as 
being shared between all 
present, and therefore see 
themselves as being less 
responsible personally.
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20 SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

get on the next train going back the other way and repeat the procedure. About 
six to eight trials were run in any one day.

The victims were male, aged between 26 and 35; three were White and 
one was Black. On 38 trials the victim smelled of alcohol and carried a bottle 
wrapped in a brown paper bag (drunk condition), and in the other 65 trials he 
appeared sober and carried a cane (cane condition). The reason for the differ-
ent numbers of trials in the two conditions was the reluctance of the students 
to carry out the drunk condition.

The models were all male, aged between 24 and 29, and all were White. For 
some of the trials the model was instructed to offer help to the victim, and a 
note was made on whether the model helped early (approximately 70 seconds 
after the collapse) or late (approximately 150 seconds after the collapse), and 
also whether he had been standing in the critical area or the adjacent area.

The observers recorded the race, age, sex and location of every passenger 
in the critical area of the carriage who helped, and how many helped. They 
also recorded the same information on the people in the adjacent area, and the 
time it took before someone started to offer help.

Results

The passengers were far more helpful than predicted by the experimenters, so 
that it was not possible to look at the effects of the model’s help because the 
victims had already been helped before the model was supposed to act. The 
cane victim received spontaneous help on 62 out of 65 trials, and the drunk 
victim received spontaneous help on 19 out of 38 trials. And on 60 per cent 
of the 81 trials on which the victim received spontaneous help, he received it 
from two or more helpers. Once one person had started to help, there were 
no differences for different victim conditions (Black/White, cane/drunk) on 
the number of extra helpers that appeared. When the characteristics of the 
fi rst helpers were analysed it showed that males were more likely to help than 
females, and there was a slight tendency towards ‘same-race helping’ (p. 293), 
though only in the drunk condition.

The other passengers were observed and although nobody left the carriage 
during the incident (mainly because the train was moving), on 21 of the 103 
trials a total of 34 people left the critical area. They were more likely to leave in 
the drunk condition than the cane condition. Among the comments recorded, 
the following came from the women passengers:

� ‘It’s for men to help him’;
� ‘I wish I could help him – I’m not strong enough’;
�  ‘I never saw this kind of thing before – I don’t know where to look’. 

(p. 295)

The diffusion of responsibility hypothesis predicts that as the number 
of bystanders increases, then the likelihood that any individual will help 
decreases. From the data gathered by the researchers, Piliavin et al. were 
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able to compare the speed of the response of the helpers with the number of 
potential helpers in the critical area. The fastest response, in fact, came from 
the largest groups, which at fi rst glance refutes the diffusion of responsibility 
hypothesis. However, unlike the laboratory experiments where there was only 
one subject in each group and the rest were confederates of the experimenter, 
in this case, the more people there were in the group, the more potential 
helpers there were.

Discussion

Piliavin et al. conclude their paper by outlining a model of response to emer-
gency situations. The model includes the following assumptions: observation 
of an emergency creates an emotional arousal state in the bystander; this 
state will be interpreted in different situations (see the study by Schachter 
and Singer, 1962, Chapter 6 of this volume) as fear, disgust, sympathy and 
so forth.

The state of arousal is heightened by:

(a) empathy with the victim;
(b) being close to the emergency;
(c) the length of time the emergency continues for.

The arousal can be reduced by:

(a)  helping;
(b)  going to get help;
(c)  leaving the scene;
(d)  believing the victim does not deserve help.

The response depends on a cost–reward analysis by the individual which 
includes the costs associated with helping (for example, embarrassment), the 
costs associated with not helping (for example, self-blame), rewards associ-
ated with helping (for example, praise), and the rewards associated with not  
helping. The motivation for helping, according to this model, is not based on 
altruism but on a desire to remove a negative emotional state.

The study highlights the problems of conducting research in an everyday 
setting, and also shows the inadequacy of data derived from laboratory studies. 
In addition, it shows the negative way that social psychology viewed people 
at that time, by denying that they can show any altruistic behaviour or act 
according to their values.

If we go back to the stimulus for the studies, it is interesting to note that 
not all psychologists believe that the behaviour of bystanders is the most 
important issue to look at in the murder of the young woman. Piliavin et al., 
and a number of other psychologists, chose to investigate the inactivity of the 
bystanders, but not why women are violently and sexually attacked by men 

�arousal A general 
physiological state in which 
the sympathetic division 
of the autonomic nervous 
system is activated.

�empathy In client-centred 
therapy, the accepting and 
clarifying of the client’s 
expressed emotions.

�arousal A general 
physiological state in which 
the sympathetic division 
of the autonomic nervous 
system is activated.

�empathy In client-centred 
therapy, the accepting and 
clarifying of the client’s 
expressed emotions.

�cost–reward analysis  
Cognitive judgement based 
on assessment of the 
relative rewards or costs of 
following a particular course 
of behaviour.

�altruism Acting in the 
interests of other people and 
not of oneself.

�cost–reward analysis  
Cognitive judgement based 
on assessment of the 
relative rewards or costs of 
following a particular course 
of behaviour.

�altruism Acting in the 
interests of other people and 
not of oneself.
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22 SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

regardless of the presence or absence of bystanders. They seem to have gone 
to the theatre and described the audience without ever looking at the play.

The murderer in this case had killed three other women, raped at least four 
more, and attempted rape on others. Surely the central problem that needs to 
be addressed is not the behaviour of the bystanders, but the behaviour of the 
murderer, and the construction of male sexuality that encourages grotesque 
acts of violence against women. Why, then, did the psychologists choose to 
study the behaviour of bystanders? Perhaps rape was not regarded as a signifi -
cant social problem at that time. Howitt (1991) suggests that the general view 
at the time of the murder and the development of the psychological theories 
was that rape was carried out by deviant men, and that certain women (usually 
of ‘questionable morality’) were more prone to attack. Ironically, the psycholo-
gists became passive bystanders themselves to the crime, looking the other 
way and avoiding the reality of male violence.

Another issue with the focus of this research concerns the accuracy of the 
initial news report which has come to defi ne the incident and also the behav-
iour of bystanders. The report was largely structured by the police account of 
the event, which put the responsibility on the local residents. In fact most of 
the 38 people had not seen the assault and many interpreted what they had 
witnessed as a lovers’ argument. The young woman initially escaped from the 
attacker and made her way towards her front door where she collapsed out of 
sight of anyone else. It was here that she was found by her attacker and mur-
dered. There is also the matter of the general police behaviour at that time. 
One resident wrote to the New York Times after the story appeared saying:

Have you ever reported anything to the police? If you did, you would 
know that you are subjected to insults and abuse from annoyed unduti-
ful police such as ‘Why don’t you move out of the area’ or ‘Why bother 
us, this is a bad area’ or ‘You will have a call answered in 45 min’. 
(Rosenthal, 1999, p. 46)

So the story about the apathetic bystanders was just not true. Mostly they did 
not see the assault, and even if they had there may have been a variety of rea-
sons for not contacting the police.

Oh, and as a fi nal thought, you might have noticed that we haven’t men-
tioned the name of the victim even though it appears in most psychology texts 
and many other articles on this topic (including some of our own). We are not 
trying to be ‘holier than thou’ but we are uncomfortable with further victim-
izing the young woman and also, of course, her family. On refl ection, if it was 
our mother, or sister or child we would want them to be remembered for more 
than the way in which they died.
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Ques
tio

ns

suggested 

answers 

�
 p. 474

1. What are the problems of conducting this study 
in the everyday world?

2. What are the advantages of conducting an 
investigation like this in the everyday world?

3. Why were students recruited to conduct the study, and 
why did the authors not do it themselves?

4. What ethical evaluation can you make of this study?

5. What other aspects of social life in the city could 
be investigated by psychologists?
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Introduction

One of the enduring stories told about urban life is that people 
will not help strangers in distress. In social psychology such help 
is commonly referred to as bystander intervention. The original 
research on this topic was stimulated by newspaper reports of 

the murder of a young woman in a New York street. The social 
psychology research concentrated on the behaviour of people who 

saw or heard emergency events and looked at their responses.
It is now more than 40 years since this research started and it has 

become a classic area of social psychology that still attracts research and 
comment. It is argued that the bystander effect (that people are more likely to 
receive help if there is only a single bystander rather than a number of them) is 
one of the most robust fi ndings of social psychology (Latané and Nida, 1981). 
Despite this we do not seem to have found how to change people’s behaviour 
and in their review of the research Latané and Nida (1981) comment: ‘to our 
knowledge, the research has not contributed to the development of practical 
strategies for increasing bystander intervention’ (p. 322).

Levine’s article revisits the bystander research to see why social psychology 
has been so unsuccessful in coming up with useful interventions to increase 
the chances of bystanders offering help. As we described in the summary of 
the study by Piliavin et al. (1969; the previous summary in this chapter), the 
original news report on which the research was based gave a misleading picture 
of the behaviour of people in a critical incident, and a more accurate account 
allows us to see a number of other factors that might infl uence behaviour. 
Levine notes that the bystander research concentrated on situational factors 
to explain behaviour and deliberately ignored personal factors. The research 
studies were largely carried out in laboratories where the behaviour that the 
bystander’s witnessed was largely out of any social context, which therefore 
made it diffi cult to interpret and respond to. This alone might well explain the 
lack of response by the bystanders.

The study

The original bystander research was stimulated by a news story that captured 
the public imagination, and Levine uses another dramatic news story to look 
at the behaviour of bystanders and suggest some new explanations. The story 
he chose is the abduction and murder of James Bulger, which shocked the 
general public in 1993 and raised similar issues to those raised by the New 
York murder.1 Levine uses the evidence given by witnesses at the trial of James 
Bulger’s killers to suggest that it is more useful to look at social categories and 
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what circumstances passers-
by or other uninvolved 
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help to those who look as 
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thought of as the private 
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1. Those of you who have read the previous article might well be puzzled why we have named James 
Bulger while making a point of not naming the other murder victim. We don’t claim to be consist-
ent though this study is actually about the trial of his murderers whereas the other event was just 
used in the studies for illustrative purposes. It’s not easy to get these things right, so this is just 
our best suggestion.
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the sense we make of them rather than counting the number of people who 
are also at the scene.

James Bulger was 2 1/2 when he was abducted from a shopping centre in 
Liverpool on the afternoon of Friday 12 February 1993 by Jon Thompson and 
Robert Venables (both aged 10). The abduction was captured on CCTV and 
the still images have become iconic (see Figure 1.6). The abductors walked 
the toddler around Liverpool for around 2 1/2 hours before murdering him 
several miles away alongside a railway line. In the time between the abduction 
and the murder they came into contact with a number of people, of whom 38 
gave evidence at the trial. The witnesses were used to establish whether the 
boys knew they were doing something seriously wrong and that their actions 
were premeditated. In the course of their questioning in court some of the 
witnesses were asked to explain why they did not intervene.

Figure 1.6 The grainy image that has become iconic

The fi rst-hand accounts of the decision to intervene or not give us a new and 
more personal view of the behaviour of bystanders. The earlier bystander stud-
ies concentrated on the situation and the event and largely ignored the fi rst-
hand accounts of the bystanders themselves. Levine used the court transcripts 
and looked at the content of the witnesses’ testimony and, in particular, their 
use of social categories to explain their behaviour.

Results

Levine selects from the court records to consider a number of questions about 
the behaviour of the bystanders. First, did they notice that something was 
amiss that might require their intervention? One factor that some witnesses 
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commented on was the youth of the boys and their lack of adult supervision. 
This did not seem to be suffi cient grounds for intervention. Something that 
caused more concern was the visible facial injury to James Bulger which 
occurred soon after his abduction. Some witnesses described the injury as a 
graze and some as a bump, but it was very visible. A number of witnesses also 
described the distress of the child and saw that he was crying.

The evidence suggests that the bystanders (witnesses) were aware that 
there was something wrong with the situation, that there was an injury to 
James Bulger and that he was in some visible distress. So, what were the fac-
tors that prevented them from intervening? One explanation might be to do 
with the relationship that the witnesses believed to exist between the boys. We 
know from other work and our own experience that people are reluctant to 
intervene in disputes if they believe they are ‘domestic’, that is, between family 
members.

In the course of their evidence most of the witnesses made it clear that 
they viewed the three boys as being together. So what did they think about the 
relationship of the boys? Commonly they assumed they were from the same 
family and most likely brothers. For example one witness said:

I saw a little boy apparently two and a half to three years of age. ... He 
was holding, it looked to be a teenager’s hand which I presumed was his 
older brother. (p. 1143)

Another witness, when asked to explain how the group looked to him, said:

older brothers taking him home. (p. 1143)

This assumption of family connection has some consequences in that the wit-
nesses might then assume that the young child had been left in the care of the 
older boys who were then acting in loco parentis (in the place of the parents). 
This was commented on by some of the witnesses, for example:

The taller of the two boys had hold of the toddler in a way that a parent 
may keep hold of a child. (p. 1144)

And if the older boys were acting as parents, they would have responsibilities 
to look after the younger child and, if required, restrain and discipline him 
in the way that a parent would. This was used as an explanation by some 
witnesses for why they did not intervene, for example:

It was just the way they were holding him, maybe he might have run out 
into the road or run off. I thought that the way they were holding him, 
they mightn’t have wanted him to run around the shop. (p. 1145)

Once the boys had been assigned to the category of ‘family’, that seemed to 
inhibit the bystanders from intervening in a situation they clearly identifi ed 
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as being wrong. One witness spoke to the boys and described part of her 
conversation as follows:

so I walked to them and said, ‘Now look, where are you going now?’ 
‘We are going home.’ So at that stage I noticed a huge lump on top of 
the baby’s head, so I said, ‘You are going home? Well now, look, 
hurry up and get home and show his mum his head because it’s sore.’ 
(p. 1146)

The older boys appeared to recognize the effect of this category membership 
and defl ected contact with some of the bystanders by pretending that James 
Bulger was related to them. For example one witness reported this exchange 
with one of the boys:

‘I’m fed up of having my little brother.’ He says, ‘It’s always the same 
from school,’ and he said, ‘I’m going to tell me mum, I’m not going to 
have him no more.’ (p. 1147)

Levine uses a number of quotes from the witness testimony to examine the 
way the bystanders interpreted the event and how they explained their own 
behaviour. The above examples give a brief fl avour of the sources used in the 
article.

Discussion

Levine presents a very different explanation of bystander behaviour from the 
traditional view of social psychology. He suggests that the critical factor is the 
assumption that the boys were brothers and that this categorization inhibited 
‘non-family’ members from acting, a perception that was used by the older 
boys to defl ect intervention from bystanders. The traditional view from social 
psychology is that it is the number of people at the scene that is the critical fac-
tor. Levine considers this factor, though inevitably the data are patchy because 
the witnesses were not asked direct questions about this. However we know 
that some bystanders encountered the boys in high streets where there were 
presumably other people and some encountered them on waste ground or 
in alleys where there was nobody else present. In all situations, none of the 
bystanders were able to successfully intervene to secure the safety of James 
Bulger. Furthermore, not one of the witnesses commented on the presence of 
other people as an infl uence on their behaviour.

It appears that the evidence from the trial records challenges the tradi-
tional view of bystanders as being most infl uenced by situational factors 
like the presence of others. It also challenges the concepts of diffusion of 
responsibility and pluralistic ignorance as further explanations of this behav-
iour. Instead it is our category of ‘family’ and our expectation about behaviour 
inside and outside that category that best explains what happened in this 
case. Levine argues that recent political moves to prioritize the rights and 
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for example, an individual 
might defi ne an emergency 
as a non-emergency because 
others are remaining calm 
and not taking action.
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responsibilities of families above the rights and responsibilities of the wider 
community has made us more reluctant to intervene in situations such as 
this.

The data presented in this study come from witness statements in a very 
high-profi le court case. It is inevitable that the witnesses presented their 
account in a way that would not put them in a bad light. It would have been 
very diffi cult for someone to stand in that court and say that they did not inter-
vene because they could not be bothered or because they thought someone 
else would. Notwithstanding this reservation, Levine’s paper still presents a 
strong case for rethinking traditional social psychological explanations of 
bystander behaviour.

1. What are the advantages and disadvantages of using 
court transcripts as a record of real-life events?

2. Why are people reluctant to intervene in situations 
they interpret as ‘domestic’?

3. Make a list of the features of an event such as an 
argument that would make you think it was a ‘domestic’ 
and hence make you less likely to intervene?

4. In the last study we raised the concern about using real 
events as the focus for psychological studies and whether 
they further victimize people after the crime. Should we 
use these events and name the people involved?
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