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Abstract
There had been raging controversies on the effect o f bystanders/onlookers 

on altruistic behaviour. While results show no significant effect o f  size o f 
onlookers others show significant effect. This study, which focuses on altruistic 
behaviour o f the Nigerian students is quite apposite. One hundred and eighty 
tertiary institution students in Ogun State were used with the same number of 
male and female. The instrument used was Self- Report Altruism Scale(SRAS) 
which was adapted from Rushton Et. A1 (1981) scale. The time taken for a subject 
to respond was also used. It was found that lone subject helped more than when 
in company of others. Also the less the number of onlookers the more the 
likelihood of helping.

Introduction
In Africa (especially in Nigeria) no help is too small or big to be rendered to 

a beneficiary. It is usually believed that when you help a short man a tall man 
might reciprocate. This assertion sometimes rules out that a help giver will 
anticipate being paid back by the same person (i.e. the beneficiary). This culture 
of assisting others, especially those in need is being used by both print and 
electronic media to make clarion call on spirited individuals in the society to 
contribute generously to alleviate the plight of some individuals in the society.

Students are naturally responsive to the plight of their colleagues. They go 
out of their way to sharing money, cloths, food, lecture notes, ideas, assignments, 
and even assisting, at their own risk, in examination halls. In this way many 
students have put themselves at the risk of being expelled from school for giving a 
helping hand to colleagues. According to Alao (1990) etiquette (unwritten rules of 
behaviour among polite people) demands that apart from control of antisocial 
impulses “the concerns about the welfare and feeling for others are also 
involved”. People are pro-social for the existence of the society.

Many definitions have been provided by several scholars (Roven and 
Rubin. 1983; Boehn, 1996; Adekoya, 1999 etc) but the following definitions are 
quite appropriate to this study. Hayes (1993) in Hewstone et al (1996) sees
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altruism as “an individual’s voluntary effort benefiting a recipient, with no 
expectation of reward”. Altruism is also referred to as an act of helping others at 
a cost to the participant but without expecting personal gain (Roven and Rubin, 
1983). According to these scholars, altruism and cooperation share the same 
properties of involving costs to the participants but differ from one another in that 
altruism does not involve expecting any personal gain or gratification. Altruism is 
seen here, therefore, as a complex voluntary helping behaviour involving actions 
such as generosity, helping others, volunteering to carry out an act without 
thinking of any gratification to self.

The perception and interpretation of a situation as an emergency will 
instigate helping behaviour in an individual. The onlookers are the people present 
at the scene of an event or incident. The number or type of persons present may 
determine the kind of action that may be initiated by an altruistic person. It is 
widely observed that the more the number of bystanders the less the probability of 
giving or receiving help (Latane & Darley, 1968 in Hewstone, et al 1996). 
Several experiments were earned out by many scholars after the brutally murder 
of Kitty Genovese in New York.

Why do people fail to render help even when they have the capacity to do 
so? Certain factors must be responsible apart from the presence of others. Latane 
and Darley (1970) in Hewstone, et. al.( 1996) suggested complex model of factors 
that inhibit or tends to “bias the onlookers towards inaction”. To react an 
individual must:
(i) Perceive that unusual thing is really happening.
(ii) Interpret the incident as an emergency that requires assistance or help.
(iii) See the situation as his personal responsibility to react, assist or help.
(iv) Accept his competence in talcing the necessary or appropriate action i.e. 

assess his skills or knowledge in rendering help or assistance.
(v) Decide to carry out the action irrespective of possible social cost or 

physical danger.
For an individual to help, all these five elements must be in the affirmative 
otherwise if one is negative, the onlooker will not intervene. Not all situations are 
considered as emergences by people.

Onlookers are prompted to assist in an emergency even when there are 
many of them at the site of the incident (Shortland and Huston 1979). If the 
situation is ambiguous, pluralistic ignorance may occur i.e. when no one takes 
action other onlookers will take cue and assume a collective misinterpretation 
hence will not help ( Clark and Word. 1974.)

There are some arguments against the onlooker's effect on altruism as put 
forward by Latane and Darley. The proponents are of the opinion that group
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increases altruism than individual. However, (Darley, Teger and Lewis, 1973), 
opined that there is a vast difference between laboratory experiments and face-to- 
face proximity with the reality on the field. The inhibiting effect is attenuated 
when individual is in “direct face-to-face setting”. Teger and Lewis (1973) 
argued that rather than others inaction, emotional response/startled reaction to an 
emergency inhibits an altruist in helping a victim. It will help the altruist redefine 
the situation as an emergency and hence offer help, one person’s action prompts 
others taking altruistic action. To support this argument, Darley and Co (1973) 
earned out an experiment whereby subjects were physically exposed to a situation 
of distress, screaming and groaning of a workman after a heavy screen fell on 
him. They discovered that 80% of subjects in face-to-face group responded while 
only 20% responded in non-face-to-face group.

Clark and Word (1974) also argued that the "degree of ambiguity of the 
emergency situation” affect group intervention. They were of the opinion that the 
emergency situation used by Latane and Darley were relatively ambiguous hence 
predisposes the group to be passive. They investigated this using three levels of 
ambiguity and found out that whether a subject is alone or in group, individual 
renders assistance more of low than high ambiguity. Also subjects in group 
(made of two persons) responded more (100%) than alone subject (99) in a non- 
ambiguous situation. However.highly ambiguous situation. Those in group still 
offer help more (33%) than those alone (18%)

The aim of this study is to investigate the effect of onlookers on altruistic 
behaviour of the Nigerian students with particular reference to Ogun State, see if 
the number of onlookers will initiate or inhibit helping (an altruistic act) one 
another on campus and find a standing point in the controversies on onlooker 
effect. It is therefore hypothesized that The size of the group of onlookers has no 
significant predictor of the likelihood of helping among students in tertiary 

- - institutions of Ogun State.

Research design
Post test-only, equivalent-group design was used in the study. This design 

was used because administering pretest to the subject was impossible. The 
shortcoming of this design was circumvented by randomly assigning subjects to 
groups. In actual fact, the subjects were not aware that they were taking part in a 
research.
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Population, and sam pling P rocedure
Students in the six tertiary institutions n Ogun State were the target 

population for this study. Random sampling was used in determining which of the 
tertiary institutions that was used. The tertiary institutions that were picked are; - 
(i) Federal college of Education, Osiele, Abeokuta. (ii) Olabisi 
Onabanjo University (OOU) Ago -  Iwoye,

One hundred and eighty six students were sampled for the study 
comprising of ninety three male and ninety three female. The subjects were 
selected using stratified sampling technique. This is to include subjects walking or 
sitting alone, two or more subjects and both sexes. Subjects were selected in the 
natural setting i.e. subjects who were sitting or walking alone or in two or more. 
All those met in these situations were potential participants while some were 
assigned to participate others were not. The subject alone was assigned the 
alphabet X while the subjects in the company of one other subject was assigned Y 
and in company of more than one other subjects was assigned Z. These students 
were randomly assigned to single (when alone), two (when they paired), and more 
than two (when they are in group of three and more). They were exposed to both 
the treatment and filling of self-report scale on altruism (SRSA).

M ethodology
Three people were employed to participate in the field study . These three 

worked hand in hand. They positioned themselves in a designated place and 
waited for the subject to emerge. If the subject came alone, one person walked to 
meet him or her, with a little distance from the subject, the person stumbled and 
dropped or scattered some packs of cards (telephone/smart cards) he/she was 
holding. If the subject assisted in picking the cards another request was made 
“kindly help me arrange the cards” . The same person noted if he or she helped in 
picking and or arranging the cards or did not help at all. The second person 
recorded the time for reactance with a stopwatch; the third person administered 
the questionnaire marked with R (to subjects that responded) or N (to subjects that 
did not respond). The same procedure was repeated if the subjects were two or 
more. Only the second person recorded the time taking for the subject to assist. 
The employed persons moved to take their original position after the subjects had 
left.

There were three sets of these employed people each set consisted of three 
people and earned out the same functions .
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f:Instrumentation1 osia lo  taefb sell io nol239tg3$I io jlu?.3>l :i aldssl
  The main Instrument of thisstudyjs^Setf-R epori'A lridiirnScale(SR A S).

The scale was designed by Rushton and Otheifi '(1981) and adapte/Twrih'iidms j1 
& 10 slightly modified in order to make theriidpp'Jicable to Nigerian Sbtitfl^s'J In 
Nigeria,; elevators are no t1 common | hence the. aspect wai reirib'vedb'-This 
instrument measurbs “expected antecedents of altruistic behaviour’’ (Rushtodand 
Others, 1.981). SRAS is a twenty-item q u ^ M i ^ i r e  asking respmndfefM{t&re§ei: bo 
the frequency of: what they have donMn the pasf siiclvas “ Thdvb'donated-bh§t?df, 
“I have allowed sojneone to go ahead’Of me in a line up’ffitft|M&rp»x madKlrigiffi'thje 
super itiarketf.Mc.S TheVf&s'pbnsek).Wbrejmeasured on a fivb1-point LiterRScorinp 
pattern liange front “never” |tol ! ojften”^ NfeVbN Wasyd^Slgned onfc@ ap^xlt 
while very often fife  (5) poinjts. 58!J_ 0Q0.8QVSS ~] _ _ hiJoT j

The number of items in the original scale was increased from twenty, to 
twenty-five by this researcher. The additional items were related to egoism. Its 

..rdeytmce; to., the .present istudy: - was; however,, determined: b y : nine Experts from 
neighbouring.university,iThpse experts rated each item on a nine-point scale. The 
highest (9) shows, high relevance to ,altruism whi 1 e the.lowest:(if)i indicate:none 
relevance.. Items with total sum of,45(i.e. 50%) and above;werei considered to be 
relevant and were; selected,while, thoser below,45 w ere,considered;to be irrelevant 
and -were, .not selected,.: Tw enty; o f fhe. items were, finally selected the remaining 
item sfhat were related to ;egoismiwerejseored; very :low.-'j>ioo!i !■;• V> ssia . bbrlqu 

The original designer assessed the reliability of the instrument using split- 
half reliability test. To determine, the reliability of the.instrument:for this study the
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likelihoodof helping among, students\in tertiaryinstitutions o f  Ogun State.
.avjfi builiinabi Jon

Regression analysis was used to find the predictive nature of the size of group of 
bystanders on likelihood of helping.
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Table I: Result of Regression of the effect of size of bystanders on
li (elihood of lelping.

Multiple R = .167
Multiple R2 = .028
Adjusted R2 
Std Error of

0.22

the Estimate 10.92440
Source of Sum of df Mean Fc P Remark
variation squares square
Regression 629.653 1 629.653 5.276 .023a S
Residual 22078.347 185 119.342
Total 22708.000 186

a. predictors: (Constant). SIZE

Table 1 is the regression analysis of the prediction of the size of onlookers 
on likelihood of helping. The adjusted R2 is very small(i.i. .022) showing 2.2% of 
predicting helping situation. The size of onlooker therefore, is a weak predictor of 
helping. The calculated f- value is 5.276 which is higher than the critical value 
(3.89). The calculated alpha value (.023) is significant. Thus at 5% level of 
significance, the null hypothesis is rejected and the alternative hypothesis is 
upheld i.e. size of onlooker is a significant predictor of likelihood of helping.

Table II: The result of regression of predictor of size of onlookers on
likelihood of helping

Variable Unstandardised
coefficients

Standardized
coefficients

t P Remark

B Std Error Beta
Constant 58.730 2.619 22.423 .000 S
Size -2.539 1.05 -.167 -2.297 .023 S

From table II, we observed that the P-value for size of onlooker is 0.023 at 
P < 0.05 and the beta value is negative(-2.539) therefore, it is statistically 
significant. It is concluded that size is a significant predictor of likelihood of 
helping. The negative value of B (B = -2.539) informs that from this study, the 
more the number of bystanders, the less likelihood of help being forthcoming. The 
significant value of the constant means that other factors are inherent which are 
not identified here.
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Since it has been established that the size of bystanders predicted the 
likelihood of helping, it is imperative therefore, to find if there was any difference 
among the sizes(i.e. subject alone, with another, and with more than two others). 
Scheffe test was used to find this difference.

Table 111: Scheffe analysis of likelihood of helping among bystanders.
Onlooker N Subset for alpha = .05

1 2
Subject wish more them one other 79 51.3544
Subject with one other 77 53.1558 53.1558
Subject alone 31 56.8065
Significance .705 .239

Table 111 is the Scheffe analysis of likelihood of helping among bystanders. 
Subset for alpha at 0.05 are computed for subject alone(56.8065), two subjects 
(53.1558) and more than two subjects (51.3544). The computed significance at a 
= 0.05 are shown i.e. 0.705 and 0.239. This shows a diminishing value as the size 
of onlookers increases. Therefore, subject alone has a higher tendency to help and 
this higher likelihood of helping is significantly different from that of subject with 
more than one other (i.e. with two or more bystanders)

Discussion
The size o f the group o f bystanders has no significant impact on the 

likelihood o f  helping among students in tertiary institutions o f  Ogun State.

The null hypothesis above was rejected because it was statistically proved 
that the size of onlookers at the scene of an incident influenced the helping 
situation. This finding is in conformity with earlier studies earned out on the field 
(Wilson, 1980; Batson, 1991;Bemstein et al, 1994) and in the laboratory settings 
(Latune & Darley, 1968., Hewstone, 1996). From table II and III it is clear that 
the number of people at the scenes created difference reactance or response. That 
is, there exist significant difference in helping situation as the number of 
onlookers increased. It was apparent that the likelihood of helping by a lone 
student was higher than when two or more were present.

Human being, no matter the creed or race, are the same all over the world 
as for as altruism is concerned. Nigerians are not exception to altruism. As stated 
earlier, it was found that the size of on lookers affected helping situation just as 
this study has confirmed. The time lag between those studies and the present one

77



i . \ w A mVE, !w'n«\\un\ i ' w A x v i X  % \ \ < M \ \ h \dga,\xIvb)zpkKwybile\} •'uVaVmH !■  z t >  r^yA^ft\uO'\p xVi »i\Y

s§§fn§4.inOt‘J<3![inatt®foStadetits,'.ilifce those: iin tlhelsoieiety, were! not different in their 
attjtudeiM,issues'.: /.They!(students) are/thesmiorotjosrprbfthe society; iTHey>ti*^■ 
help one another sat. the  tirne o f:distressm. A! lone: strident helped rilore thah when 
they were more than one because they usually, portrait the spirit of comradeship or 
do things in the spirit of being their brother’s keeper. This spirit existed when 
they were intftMatjtfrpnQflPs bwtf ̂ heir : difference i in action "coiildibe attributed-hpf 
audience inhibition, (each: person do not. want to be embarrassed by his/her action : 
if he/she first help or that others might thirik of him / her as being two forward).

As suggest by Latane and D arley: (1968) :in .Hewstone (1996)the passive'1 i 
behaviour of the \ onlookers in the group experiment might also be due to . 
pluralistic ignorance and diffusion of responsibility. The time lag between the.; ! 
incident of falling and helping might have been used by the bystanders, to study. : 
the reaction of other bystanders, hence the more the number of bystander the 
longer for the group to help. Each of the student:felt less personal* responsible. 
Most Nigerian students moved in company ..o f one or. two jOtherjS especially 
female. These group that.moved or, walked together, are usually friends. Each of 
the group rpember n iigh tbelooking  towards his/her,friends to first initiate: the.apt - 
of helping before he/she also, comply. ,The implication of-these is that none of the 
group members ... initiated;.the vfirst.mpYement an d : when .they did the;, fallen ' : 
experimenter might have stood.up. Each p.epson .was, given up to twenty seqonds,, 
to react after which the person was adjudged not to help.

The major finding of this study is that it was statistically proved that,then 
number ofbys.tandpt's ftffpfited the. responses, gsfmv.as ahruistip.acts are concerned. 
When a student, js„alp.o,e, the ,.rate p f .response ish igher than when one or more 
other students are present. The more the number of bystanders (students), the 
logger it tppk ,for pne of ,them tq respond, (p.thep factors, npt identified in this study 
al^Q, ppntribj^tcdc.tq.the, Jijcelihppd of, helping. Therefore,. from this study,, the le ss f1, 
thdjPdm ^pqjFJ^tapders Jiff^ljhood of; ;lpelpiptg.; t>nibfrfl ziriT ifloitnuiia

ago ills?. Y'lolB'iodnl aril nr brur (hQQl In la niatarnafl: IdQ 1 .noalnH ;0.'iv’i .noauv/ ,>
i h III bus II oidm motT .(dQQl .anoJav/aH ,.8dQl .yehsQ & anulftJ) 

,..rly Sqcjal^infl.uence^is.sqmetimes, responsible for,,the;diyerse behaviour;that,;)
are. w i^ s ^ s d  in; p u r society, . ,NptTp,,iS| ope p^,th^i'3ttribwte(i:fieason^ $pr :s,gqtal>.i
influence (herpsteip,. 1994),, .These norms, are passed on from ppe..gepprptipfo-tia.< •.
another through culture, peer^, clergy,,.teac.hqj;s apd hPRPEantly,the.pare liJSuja
These, s c ^ a l , (jf #§4) t ,§rwe(times
“minimize, thq.rqlejipf ..the, jjnldiyj.di1iaj!’s, personality: in , a ; sftiLijatipri”,- :.It, ,shpuld-;be..;i,
noted tha |,,not,,all.People .y/oulid .respond similarly, when placed in , the same
situation';i.e-.phdhyijdp.aj. ,djiffpjertc,ej ,spts ,ip, fhe..dijferenpe rnigjit, b e , as a .resuftj,pfj fjj
motives(Batson, 1994) or benefit accrued(amortz,1998). The presence of others
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around us (onlookers) will atlect the way we think, act, feel even without being j
told to do anything (Goodwin, 1992., Hayes and Orrell, 1993). This study
statistically established this assertion,, The presence, of others inhibited the
. . a w M / i  '{ASOi :D o o tJ  o u a u q ,o ru  S to  iu f t  t j s v / .  . r e v r t , n u « K a  
likelihood of helping among students o f tertiary 1 institutions in Ogun state,

RecommendationsiJnfjiuEQOo.YuaqftioO.(hVAlij ,-■! ,,i •bJ'ioY/ bofi ‘S 8  (d u d D
‘ ’ 1 Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations ar9

made:
Since it was established that the number of bystanders affect negatively 

likelihood o f helping, therefore,’ when institutions are seeking help from highly 
spirited individuals in the society it must be discussed on one on one basis 
especially at the first contact. This will facilitate quick decision-making. Other 
people’s presence might inhibit positive response from the philanthropist,

When seeking volunteers for any event that is critically beneficial to. all, it 
is recommended that individual volunteer should be consulted alone in writing or 
through other means. This will help in personal decision without undue influence 
of others. In donating to charity however, appeal is better made openly first before 
personal consultations are made. Efforts should be geared towards finding the 
inherent factors that was not found in this study in subsequent studies.

References,t , , . ,, , • ,rW)n si ,,,v.<>'•!m oijioa £) vjsolonovaM hueoo ,( to x t)  i l , l  ,niduM dhk ll l w*»/i
Jii-F - cUf '• ’.ini ..tfioe/bnt; /viiW siitf •(. 

Adekoya, N. (1999): Development of Altruism Through Modeling. A
better attitudinal Change For National reconstruction. A paper presented during
the NaiiQnm Counselling 'Association of Nigeria^CASJSQN), held . at the ..
University of Lagos Akoka.

orls’iiraLA erlT .0  .nejiibT ban  Cl J f  .n d o jam O  ..‘I .1, n< > UnM.  ̂ Ajao,'A .A. (1990): Strategies for handling moral, behaviour problems .of . j
adolescent’s youths. Journal o f  research in counseling psychology 2« 96-10.1,

American Heritage Dictionary pf , English Language(2000): 4th Edition.
tton bne stft-vsnj icnw  :?orjnuS'isffi3 t / .  $ (b<»k b h  «  n  foin»uoiici 
Houghton.Mitflm.. ,, . ,, ...vwDVi'c r.nv> 'nuuwv,.iY\ \p minuoV :ertevioJhi oJ ijbtUJtfVd ..•jUJi.iihu ( juj

M'.tt i -2281 .(OS rib .'/v.'-'iivViVy/v,1 \ 
Amortz, Z.(1998) Altruism; The Unrecognised Selfish Traits. Journal of

C onsciousness,.7 ,,253 -256 . ,  , ..... . n  n in r i  - / r t w i u  s •VinouR.rjE'iijoJ ‘.!iir. aiuli.;/! jnarnqo itw av j nun > ,*~v • s
1 •- V. \ - V-V \ .00 . WMVVH I'i' iG

Bernstein, D.A., Clark-Stewart, A.E J., Srull, T. K., Wickens, C.D. 
(1994): Psychology 3ld (ed). Boston: Houghton Mifflin.



Ige, Joseph Kayode

Batson, C. D.(1991): The Altruistic Question; Toward a Social- 
Psychological Answer. Hillsdale, N.J. : L. Erlbaum.

Batson, C. D.(1994): Why Act For the public Good? Four Answers. 
Personality and Social Psychological Bulletin, 20, 603-610.

Clark, R. D and World, L. E (1974) Company consumption. Journal o f  
Consumer Psychology, 1, 261-284.

Darley, Teger and Lewis (1973): Dispositional variable in helping 
behaviour. Journal o f  Personality and Social Psychology, 27, 100-108.

Goodwin, C.(1992): A Conceptualization of Motives to Seek Privacy for 
non-Deviant Consumption. Journal o f  Cosumer Psychology, 1, 261-284

Hayes, N. & Orrell, S. (1998): Psychology. An Introduction(3rd Ed) 
England, Addison Wesley Longman Ltd.

Hewstone, M., Stroebe, W. & Stephenson, G. M (1996). Introduction 
to Social Psychology. Oxford; Blackwell.

Roven, B. H and Rubin, J.E (1983), Social Psychology (2nd Edition) 
John Wiley and Sons, Inc P 305 -  344.

Rushton J. P (1981); Altruism, socialization and Society. Englewood 
Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall.

Rushton J. P., Chrisjohn, R. D and Fekken, G. C (1981); The Altruistic 
Personality and The Self-Report Altruism Scale. Personality and individual 
Differences,2,292-302.

Shotland, R. L & Huston, T. (1979): Emergencies: What they are and do 
they influence bystander to intervene? Journal o f Personality and Social 
Psychology. 37(10), 1822-1834.

Stroufe, L.A(1992): Child Development; Its Nature and Course. Child 
Development, 66, 1346-1359.

80



The Size O f Onlookers As A Predictor O fA ltru istic Behaviour Among Tertiary Institution Students
In Ogun State

Wilson, D. W.(1980): Ambiguity and Helping Behaviour. The Journal o f  
Social Psychology, 112, 155-156.


