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Abstract

Helping behavior is a ubiquitous prosocial phenomenon we are interested in
understanding. We argue that the status of the person being helped affects our helping

behavior towards others.

In this study, we examine our major concern that whether the bystanders are
more likely to help the less powered/privileged than the one who appears to possess
greater power/privilege. We manipulate the violation of social norm as having a
quarrel in public, and the power/privilege gradient in that one person in the quarrel is
apparently a winner and the other person is a clear loser. The winner (of greater power
and privilege), in our manipulation, is considered to violate the social norm more
severely than the loser (of less power and privilege) as her behaviors in the quarrel

involved personal attacks and showed contempt over her partner.

We conducted a field experiment on the platform of the Taipei Metro Rapid
Transit Stations and in front of a targeted bystander, randomly chosen on the spot. A
quarrel occurs between a pair of experimenters as the two experimental group, and the
same pair of experimenters waited normally for the MRT to arrive as the control
group. Experimenters accidentally dropped some coins on the floor and we measure

the likelihood that the targeted bystander would reach out and help the experimenter.

The bystander’s probabilities of helping are all below 50% in all groups, with the
control group having the highest likelihood to be helped. This finding is consistent
with the hypothesis that violation of social norms (in our study, a quarrel in public)
leads to indirect punishment from the bystanders in the earlier study and provides
evidence to support the validity of our experimental design and manipulation. Among
the experimental groups, the “powerful/privileged” group has a higher rate of helping
than the “powerless/underprivileged” group. We provide some speculations based on
theories and an extensive literature review for why the powerless/underprivileged
image of the people in need seems to lower the bystander’s likelihood to help them

than the powerful/privileged image.
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