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Abstract: In light of the European refugee situation, we investigate how information about others’
support influences individuals’ willingness to help. When individuals see information about other
people supporting refugees, they may either be influenced by a descriptive norm, and act accordingly.
Alternatively, they may perceive that others are already doing the job, and thus engage in social
loafing. In an experiment (N = 132), we tested these competing predictions. Specifically, participants
were exposed to a map of Germany that either indicated many or few helping initiatives across the
country. In a control group, no map was shown. Subsequently, participants were asked about their
willingness to help. While there was no effect between the two map conditions, results revealed that
participants reported lower willingness to help in both map conditions, compared with the control
group. Thus, providing information about helping projects results in social loafing, jeopardizing
widespread communication strategies to increase solidarity.
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1. Introduction

The Syrian and Middle-Eastern refugee crises have generated a significant impact on various
Western societies and their governments. Specifically, political decisions within Europe have led
to both solidarity-based responses to refugees, but also to the denial of responsibilities and even
hostile responses against migrants. For example, in Germany, there was strong solidarity in various
regions of the country, with citizens welcoming refugees with presents, food and welcome events [1].
Media outlets reported extensively about such initiatives, and also displayed maps and figures of
these on the internet (for example, the popular tagesschau used a visual map to indicate known
initiatives [2]). While such maps imply a rather “pro-refugee” attitude (the tagesschau map is titled
with “good ideas nationwide”), the effect on its viewers is unexplored. In the current experiment,
we sought to understand whether information about existing refugee initiatives increases or decreases
individuals’ willingness to help refugees. We believe there is reason for both options.

On the one hand, presenting information about the number and distribution of “people helping
refugees” might be perceived as a descriptive norm. In contrast to prescriptive norms (which refer to
what is commonly approved), descriptive norms refer to what is commonly done, that is, those norms
rather reflect an informational social influence based on the perception what most people actually do in
a given situation [3,4]. Such “norms” indicate what prototypical members of a certain group are like [5]
and affect behavior often unconsciously [6]. For example, informing hotel guests that many previous
guests of their particular room re-used their towels resulted in stronger compliance of towel re-use
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than standard, non-normative information [7,8]. Such findings suggest that descriptive norms can
motivate individuals to act in accordance with them. Thus, it is possible that information about refugee
initiatives might be perceived as a descriptive norm, that is, “people are helping refugees”. The content
of this information might be perceived as a call for action to help refugees, further increasing people’s
motivation to help refugees.

On the other hand, research on social loafing suggests that the same information about existing
refugee initiatives might result in a lower willingness to help refugees. Social loafing [9] (for a meta-
analytic review, see [10]) describes the phenomenon that individuals exert less effort to achieving
a goal when working collectively rather than on their own. In other words, knowing of others already
working towards a certain goal can reduce the motivation to engage towards that goal—for example,
because individuals perceive no value in contributing [11]. In the current context, perceiving that many
individuals and groups within one’s own society are already doing something to help refugees could
thus decrease individuals’ willingness to help.

To summarize, we test two contrasting predictions. If participants were affected by a descriptive
norm of “helping refugees”, they would respond in line with this norm, and indicate a stronger
willingness to help refugees. Conversely, social loafing research predicts that individuals would show
a lower willingness to help, given that others within society already do so. According to previous
findings, we further assumed increasing effects of descriptive norms as well as social loafing with
increasing group size [10]. When testing this idea, we controlled for dispositional empathy [12]—the
concern for others and efforts to understand others’ views—which is strongly related to helping
behavior [13–15].

2. Method

2.1. Ethics Statement

Parallel to previous research [16], we state: The study was conducted in full accordance with the
Ethical Guidelines of the German Association of Psychologists (DGPs) and the American Psychological
Association (APA). The study was evaluated by the authors not to create any harm or distress to
the participants. Under this assumption and in line with the above-mentioned rules and customary
procedures, a formal ethics approval or a waiver of such an approval were not required. The study
exclusively made use of completely anonymous questionnaires; as a result, no identifying information
was obtained from participants.

2.2. Subjects and Design

We report all measures and manipulations in this study. There was no exclusion of participants.
Power was set to 0.80 [17] and sample size to detect a medium effect (f = 0.25) was calculated.
The power analysis revealed a required sample size of N = 158 to detect a significant effect (alpha level
of 0.05, two-tailed) given there is a true effect. However, regarding our undirected hypothesis and
the unknown effect of the information about the group sizes, the assumed medium effect is highly
speculative. The power analysis seems therefore highly error-prone and we thus refrained from a finer
grained planning of the sample size. Participants in this online study were 132 German psychology
students (99 women; Mage = 22.31, SD = 5.26). They were randomly assigned to the experimental
condition in a 1 × 3 (Number of initiatives: low vs. high vs. no information control condition)
between-subjects factorial design.

2.3. Procedure and Measures

First, we assessed the demographic measures, followed by the measure of individual differences
in empathy [12], which consisted of seven items (α = 0.80; e.g., “I often have tender, concerned feelings
for people less fortunate than me”) ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 7 (absolutely true). For explorative
reasons, we also assessed need to belong [18], trait mindfulness [19] and global identity [20]. Then,
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participants were told that the following study part dealt with the current refugee situation in Germany.
They were exposed to a map of Germany that either indicated 25 (low number condition; n = 45)
or 170 (high number condition; n = 42) helping initiatives across the country, or to no map (control
condition; n = 45). Subsequently, participants indicated their motivation to help in the current refugee
situation with three items (α = 0.89; “I feel a strong motivation to voluntarily support refugees”, “I have
a strong need to support refugees”, “My willingness to help refugees is very low”) ranging from
from 1 (not at all true) to 7 (absolutely true). Additionally, we included a binary measure of helping
intention (“If you seriously want to support refugees, click yes”). Finally, participants were thanked
and fully debriefed.

3. Results

First of all, there was a strong positive correlation between helping motivation and intention,
r = 0.63, p = 0.001. To analyze the effect of our experimental manipulation on helping motivation
(linear regression) and intention (binary logistic regression), we generated three dummy variables:
low number (codes: 1 = low number, 0 = otherwise), high number (codes: 1 = high number,
0 = otherwise), control condition (codes: 1 = control, 0 = otherwise). Empathy was included as
a further independent variable. There were no differences on empathy across condition, p = 0.363.
Results are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Regression coefficients of the main analyses (n = 132).

Criterion Predictors B SE B β p OR

Model 1 (Linear Regression)
Helping Motivation

Low number −0.57 0.27 −0.19 0.038
High number −0.67 0.28 −0.22 0.018

Empathy 0.77 0.13 0.46 <0.001
F = 12.95 <0.001
R2 = 0.23

Model 2 (Logistic Regression)
Helping Intention

Low number −0.93 0.49 0.056 0.40
High number −0.97 0.49 0.049 0.38

Empathy 0.86 0.26 0.001 2.37
χ2 = 16.16 0.001

Nagelkerke’s R2 = 0.16

Reference category dummies: control condition; low number (codes: 1 = low number, 0 = otherwise), high number
(codes: 1 = high number, 0 = otherwise).

We first regressed helping motivation on low number, high number, and empathy by using
a General Linear Model (Model 1). Results revealed that empathy, low number as well as high number
significantly predicted helping motivation. That is, helping motivation was positively linked to higher
levels of reported empathy, and was lower in the low number as well as in the high number condition
compared to the control condition. These effects remained significant when additionally including
need to belong, mindfulness, and global identity as further independent variables. None of these
variables significantly predicted helping motivation (need to belong: B = −0.15, p = 0.224; mindfulness:
B = 0.06, p = 0.620; global identity: B = 0.23, p = 0.066). Regressing helping motivation on control
condition and low number revealed no significant effect of low number (p = 0.728), indicating no
significant difference between low and high number conditions. Furthermore, there were no significant
interaction effects between the dummy variables and empathy on motivation, p > 0.524.

Overall, about 32% of all participants indicated serious helping intentions. Regressing helping
intention on low number, high number, and empathy (Model 2), revealed that empathy, low number
as well as high number significantly predicted helping intention. Thus, compared to control condition
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(about 42.2%), significantly less participants intended to help in the high (26.2%) and low (about 26.7%)
number conditions. These effects remained significant when additionally including need to belong,
mindfulness, and global identity as further predictors. None of these variables significantly predicted
helping intention; all ps > 0.082. Again, including control condition instead of high number in the
model revealed no significant effect of low number (p = 0.925), indicating no significant difference
between low and high number conditions. There were no significant interaction effects between the
dummy variables and empathy on intention, p > 0.532.

4. Discussion

In the present study, we tested two opposing hypotheses regarding the effect of information
about existing initiatives on willingness to help: According to a descriptive norm perspective [3],
one would expect individuals to go with the flow, that is, to show an increased willingness to help
when getting the information that others already do so. In contrast, according to a social loafing
perspective [10], assuming that individuals expend less effort when working collectively than when
working individually, such information would lead individuals to show a reduced willingness to
invest effort in supporting refugees. The data of our experiment rather speaks against the descriptive
norm perspective and supports the social loafing approach; willingness to help refugees was lower
when information about existing initiatives was provided.

We further assumed the number of helping initiatives to moderate effects of normative influence
and of social loafing. Compared to the no information control condition, participants reported lower
willingness in the low number as well as in the high number condition. Contrary to our expectations,
however, the number of existing initiatives did not make any difference. Beside the given possibility
of low power, we suggest that the manipulation of the number of initiatives (low vs. high) did not
affect participants’ impression, which may be due to missing knowledge as a reliable anchor for
establishing such an impression. Future research should assess certainty about such knowledge and
also should try more extreme numbers instead of 25 and 170 initiatives. Furthermore, based on the
present experiment, we cannot exclude the possibility that the differences rely on a pure “map effect”.
It could be, for example, that showing a map of their country primes people’s national identity making
them less positive toward refugees from abroad. To address this limitation, future experiments should
include an additional control condition, showing just a map of Germany with no indication about
helping initiatives.

Our results revealed dispositional empathic concern to be a strong predictor for willingness to help
refugees. This is in line with previous research regarding empathy as a relevant factor for prosocial
behavior [13]. Interestingly, given that we assessed willingness to help people from a different
culture, one could conclude that empathic concern does not ask about in- or outgroups [14,15].
For understanding processes of social loafing vis-á-vis helping behavior, the ingroup versus outgroup
distinction needs further empirical work. For example, Earley [21] showed that group performance
was substantially decreased when people performed together with outgroup members (i.e., people
from another nation) rather than ingroup members. Social support from fellow group members,
however, could result in additional group motivation [22]. Thus, helping behavior on a societal level
could also be affected by how strongly people identified with a “society that is helping refugees”,
or a specific subgroup (e.g., activists, regional).

The study was conducted at the beginning of December 2015. In the context of, for example,
the picture of a drowned Syrian child at the beach (published before our conduction) or the sexual
assaults in Cologne on New Year’s Eve (i.e., after our conduction), we want to emphasize that overall
willingness to help refugees is likely to be influenced by such information [23]. Interestingly, our effects
of information about how many people are helping might depend on the occurrence of such events.
For example, if willingness to help was increased to a high level through the above mentioned
picture, a higher number of initiatives is probably needed to induce social loafing. On the other hand,
assuming that this high level of willingness to help is driven by feelings of guilt [24], one might expect
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that already a low number of initiatives might offer people a way to reduce those feelings and further
willingness to help. Based on this reasoning, future research should focus on the underlying processes
and the conditions under which this kind of loafing versus normative social influence occur.

Nevertheless, the present finding is relevant both theoretically as well as for communication
strategies. First, it appears that social loafing is not only a matter of performance and cognitive
effort [10], but also extends to helping behavior. Second, these results show that social loafing might
extend to whole societies, suggesting a process of societal loafing. We define societal loafing as the
phenomenon of citizens exerting less effort to achieve social change when other citizens within a shared
society already do so. In this vein, communication strategies that actually aim to motivate people via
descriptive norms can sometimes lead to reduced motivation.
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