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Procedures used in empathy-helping studies suggest that results may be due to demand 

characteristics. Two studies were run to investigate especially the mood induction process. The 

first reproduced the Aderman-Berkowitz (1970) main mood effects. The second showed that after 

seeing a help-nonhelp incident, mood effects could be demonstrated only when Ss knew the 

purpose of the research, thus supporting the demand characteristics hypothesis. As predicted, 

awareness did not interact with Ss’ helping behaviour. The most helpful Ss were those who 

attended to the young woman-in-need-of-help when she was helped. 
 

Moods and empathy have been suggested as mediating factors in helping behavior. 
Aderman-Berkowitz (1970) made one of the more serious attempts to explore this relationship. 
Undergraduate males heard a 90-second tape about a student who needed help, and was helped 
or not, while empathizing or “thinking about” how the student felt. A mood questionnaire was 
given after the tapes, and then the Ss had the opportunity to help the E. Ss who attended to the 
“unhelped student” showed more Aggression and Sadness, those who attended to the “thanked 
helper” showed more Elation, and both groups helped the E more. The empathy and “think 
about” sets were not significant for either moods or helping. 

The Aderman-Berkowitz empathy explanation remains unconvincing. First, their 

instructions belabored the S about “feelings”, so that one cannot be sure whether their results 

were due to empathy, to suggestion, or to an awareness of the purpose of the experiment from 

the affective cues. Second, hearing an atypical request for help followed by a questionnaire that 

allowed for expressions of affect leads to the possibility that Ss might have surmised that the 

tape and questionnaire were related, and thus to a demand characteristics alternative 
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explanation (Orne, 1962). In support of this second possibility, for example, we found in Study 

I, below, that nearly 75% of the Ss “suspected that the films and the questionnaire were 

related”. Although the Aderman-Berkowitz study was innovative, it raised questions about 

demand characteristics and thus about the Ss’ empathy. We tried, therefore, to replicate 

especially their mood results, which were the crux of the empathy explanation 

We began this research with the assumption that visual presentations would be better for 

empathy (Posner et al., 1976). Since Aderman-Berkowitz used auditory materials, it was first 

necessary to show that our visual stimuli were comparable to theirs. This was Study I. Study II 

added a deception and a nondeception condition to test the demand characteristics hypothesis. 

The deception condition modified the Aderman-Berkowitz procedures and instructions only as 

necessary to reduce demand characteristics. The nondeception condition offered a positive 

explanation for the results; where the Ss knew the purpose of the experiment, they would make 

the appropriate mood responses. Male and female Ss were used to explore sex differences in the 

mood induction process. 

 

STUDY I 

 

METHOD 

Ss were 64 University of Washington undergraduates in the introductory social psychology 

course. They were run in same sex pairs, randomly assigned to experimental conditions with 

equal sexes in all conditions. Design was a 2 x 2 x 2 factorial: help-nonhelp film outcomes, 

imagine the woman-in-need-of-help or the potential helper-nonhelper, and sex of Ss. 

The filmstrips showed a young woman leaving a supermarket carrying two large bags of 

groceries. In the attempt to put them in her car, one of the bags breaks, and the groceries roll all 

over the immediate vicinity. The young woman (“the dropper”) stares at the confusion around 

her, and then begins to pick up her groceries. While doing so, a young (woman) (man) enters 

the scene and either helps her (Helping condition) or walks by her without helping (Nonhelping 

condition); thus, a male helper, male nonhelper, female helper, female nonhelper. Pretesting 

suggested that since the filmstrips lasted only 90 seconds, two presentations of the same 

condition were preferable for mood induction. 

There were two forms of the “How I Feel Now” mood instrument, presenting two different 

random orders of 27 mood adjectives derived from the Nowlis MACL, Wessman-Ricks (1966), 

and Gouaux (1971). Three buffer items were included. Each mood adjective was presented on a 

10-point scale. The questionnaire contained all the mood adjectives for the Nowlis Aggression, 

Sadness, and Elation factors as used in the Aderman-Berkowitz study. 
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PROCEDURES 

The two Ss were told they were observers in a pilot project. The E randomly selected two of 

the six instruction cards and handed them to the Ss. Ss read there would be two short films and 

they were “to imagine” they were either the “young woman with the bag of groceries or the 

person who became the helper or nonhelper. The rest of the instructions were the same as the 

“imagine self” set in Aderman-Berkowitz, modified only as necessary for the present 

materials.1 An equal number of male and female Ss saw either (a) the helping or nonhelping 

film incident, while (b) imagining they were the young woman-in-need-of-help or the person 

who became the helper or nonhelper, (c) who was male or female. After the second film 

presentation they were given the mood questionnaire. Then E explained he would like to talk 

with them individually, and he asked the person nearest the door to accompany him to another 

room. When they got there, pretending to have forgotten that S’s instructions, the E asked 

whom the S was supposed to have imagined and whether the young lady in the film was helped 

or not. These questions provided a check on the experimental manipulations. All Ss answered 

correctly. The E then explained he was going to interview the other person first. Before leaving 

he showed the S a stack of data sheets and asked if the S would be willing to do him a favour 

and add the columns while waiting. The same procedure was followed with the other S. After 

10 minutes the work was terminated, Ss were briefly interviewed, debriefed, and thanked. 

 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Three analyses of variance for the summed ratings for Aggression, Sadness, and Elation 

yielded significant main effects for the help-non-help outcomes and for the help outcomes x sex 

of S interaction. After seeing the helping films, the Ss expressed more Elation (F = 6.8,  

p < 0.025), and after seeing the nonhelp films they indicated more Aggression (F = 52.05,  

p < 0.001) and Sadness (F = 36, p < 0.00 1) (all df = 1,56). The significant interaction between 

helping outcomes x Ss’ sex indicated only that after seeing the nonhelping incident, women 

expressed more aggression and sadness than men, but for both males and females the help-

nonhelp means for these moods were significantly different. 

The helping score was the total columns added during the 10-minute work period. The 

analysis of variance of the helping scores yielded only a significant main effect for sex of Ss  

(F = 11.59, df = 1,56, p < 0.005). The women helped more than the men. 

Study I replicated the Aderman-Berkowitz main mood effects for  

all three moods, but we were not able to reproduce their important 

 

 
 
1Aderman-Berkowitz (1970) used “imagine-him” and “imagine-self” sets, but since they did not 

give significantly different results, only the imagine-self instruction was used. 
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interactions. Our main mood results were somewhat stronger than in the Aderman-Berkowitz 

study where only two moods, Aggression and Sadness, emerged significant. It appeared, 

therefore, that our stimulus materials were roughly comparable to theirs, so these materials were 

used in Study II. 

The failure to reproduce the Aderman-Berkowitz helping outcomes x attention sets 

interactions was not surprising, given the unreliability of interactions and the fact that in the 

original study only three of the eight mood interactions emerged significant, anyhow. It may 

well be that these were not particularly vigorous findings. 

 

STUDY II 

Two different sets of instructions were used. One set was nondeceptive, relating the mood 

questionnaire explicitly to the films; the other set was intended to mask the true purpose of the 

mood measures. The latter (deception) condition paralleled the Aderman-Berkowitz procedures 

while making every effort to dissociate the ongoing experiment from the administration of the 

mood instrument. For this deception condition we reasoned that, given the Ss’ motivation to 

make sense out of any experimental situation, they could easily guess that where they saw 

violations of everyday helpfulness they ought to respond disapprovingly with negative affect, so 

we tried to make the mood questionnaire something apart from the films. 

For the demand characteristics hypothesis to be supported, a between-groups design was 

necessary in which (a) one group had the chance to respond correctly to the demand 

characteristics, while for the other group the demand characteristics were eliminated as 

effectively as possible (Earn and Kroger, 1976), and (b) there would be a significant interaction 

between the demand characteristics and the treatment conditions (Page and Kahle, 1976). 

The inferential chain for this experimental design, however, was a complicated one. 

Awareness produced by demand characteristics was a necessary but not a sufficient condition 

of cooperation - where “cooperation” meant to check the proper moods. Ss could not cooperate 

without being aware, but they could be aware and uncooperative. Cooperation, on the other 

hand, by definition, was a sufficient condition for the “correct” mood response. Therefore our 

reasoning ran: if Ss were aware of demand characteristics and cooperative, they would check 

positive moods with helping and negative moods with nonhelping incidents. It is important to 

note that the converse does not follow. It is possible only to demonstrate that where the Ss are 

aware of the purpose (nondeception) they will check the appropriate moods, and where the 

demand characteristics have been controlled (deception condition) there will be no mood 

reactions. 

 
METHOD 

Ss were 64 male and female University of Oklahoma  

introductory psychology students. The design was a 2 x 2 x 2 x 2 x 2 factorial, 
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with help-nonhelp films, deception-nondeception instructions, sets to attend to the dropper or 

the helper-nonhelper, sex of helper-nonhelper, and sex of Ss. The dependent variables were (a) 

positive and negative moods scores and (b) coded helping scores for the number of ques-

tionnaires sorted. 

From the mood questionnaire, two independent mood factors were derived: the Ss’ summed 

ratings for the Negative Mood factor (angry, rebellious, defiant; guilty, sorry, regretful; sad, 

blue, downhearted; fearful, clutched-up; depressed, rejected), and the Positive Mood factor 

(elated, overjoyed, pleased; good, happy, pleasant, great). 

 
PROCEDURE 

Ss were individually tested by a mature female unaware of the hypothesis. She explained the 

absence of the graduate student “who usually runs this study” and remained uninvolved. The 

study was presented as “attitudes in the absence of first-hand experience”. Prior to giving S the 

appropriate instruction card, the E did not know the condition to which that S would be 

assigned. and thereafter there was no eye contact and little conversation. 

The nondeception instructions explained that after a couple of short films there would be a 

mood questionnaire to be filled out the way the person felt as a result of seeing the films. The 

deception instructions said there would be a post-experimental questionnaire about the films 

and the experiment. Crosscutting the instructions were two attentional sets. Half the Ss were 

told to attend to the woman who became “the dropper”, while the other half were told to attend 

to the person who became the helper or nonhelper. Film presentations were balanced as in 

Study I. The mood scales were given to all groups after the second film presentation. For the 

nondeception condition, the E merely repeated the instructions. In the deception condition she 

interrupted her preparation for a third presentation (not shown) to ask the Ss casually if they 

would mind filling out this questionnaire while she rewound the film, explaining that it was for 

a new study. She indicated that the Ss should respond as they “feel right now”. 

A post-experimental questionnaire was given to all groups following the mood scales. It 

contained, among modified Bryne IJS items (to lend credibility to the cover story), two items to 

check the demand characteristics manipulations: whether the mood scales were for the present 

or a future study, and whether the young woman who had the accident was helped or not. The 

Ss were also asked whether they had heard about this study. 

At the end of the study the Ss were given the opportunity to do a favor for the E which “was 

voluntary and had nothing to do with the study”. The favor consisted of unstapling and 

resorting a 12-page questionnaire. The Ss were allowed 30 minutes to work, after which they 

were thanked and debriefed. 
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Ten Ss were eliminated, randomly distributed through the experimental conditions. 

Additional Ss were run under exactly the same procedures until all cells were equal. 

 
RESULTS 

There were no significant sex of actors or Ss interactions, so these factors were combined 

for the final analyses of variance for the moods data. The demand characteristics hypothesis 

requires, and we obtained, an interaction between the deception instructions and the helping 

outcomes. For our Negative Mood factor, F = 7.63, p < 0.008, for Aggression, F = 8.87, p < 

0.004, for Elation, F = 4.28, p < 0.04, and for our Positive Mood factor, F = 3.66, p < 0.06 (all 

df = 1,56), Thus, as predicted, Ss who were aware of the experimental purpose (nondeception 

instructions) checked higher positive mood scores when they saw the helping, and higher 

negative mood scores when they saw the nonhelping films. When Ss did not know the purpose 

of the experiment (deception instructions), there was no relationship between helping outcomes 

and moods. The same pattern held for the Nowlis Aggression and Elation factors, but not for 

Sadness.2 

We found that neither the deception instructions nor helping outcomes alone influenced Ss’ 

helping behavior. There was, however, an interaction, helping outcomes x attentional sets (F = 

7.64, df = 1,56, p < 0.008). The most questionnaires were sorted by the Ss who attended to the 

dropper when she was helped; the least, by those who attended to the dropper when she was not 

helped. These results, contrary to Aderman-Berkowitz, do not support an empathy 

interpretation. We can offer no simple explanation for these results. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Our main concern was with mood induction rather than helping. We were unable to 

reproduce mood responses to perceived helping outcomes in the absence of demand 

characteristics. Other studies (Aderman et al., 1974; Hornstein et al., 1976; Kidd and 

Berkowitz, 1976) have also had limited or no success producing moods in the absence of 

awareness or attention. These results suggest that the relationship between the perceptions of 

helping-nonhelping incidents and moods is weak, or nonexistent, and that awareness of the 

experimental purpose due to demand characteristics offers a simpler explanation. 

Note that these results do not speak to the relationship between moods and helping. Neither 

Study II nor Kazdin and Bryan (1971) found significant correlations between moods and 

helping. Still, moods may relate to helping, and the perception of helping-nonhelping incidents 

may relate to positive and negative moods. That question awaits further investigation. 

 
 
2Aggression gave a triple interaction (F= 4.49, p < 0.04). A few Ss in the deception condition, 

for whatever reasons, checked less aggression after the nonhelp films. 
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