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Abstract 
A study was conducted to examine if people’s sensitivity to the magnitude to which somebody 

helps depends on how the help is framed. To test this, participants read vignettes about moral 

agents whose help had one of three different magnitudes: a base level, a medium level (the base 

level times 5) and a high level (the base level times 10). The moral agents’ help was also framed 

in one of three ways. They either helped victims, volunteered a number of hours, or donated an 

amount to charity. To measure the sensitivity, participants rated how likeable they found the 

agent. It turned out that if the help was framed as helping victims, the participants were not at all 

sensitive to the different magnitudes of help. That is, an agent was not liked more if they helped 

a high or medium number of victims than if they helped a low number; neither were they liked 

more if they helped a high number than if they helped a medium number. However, in the two 

other types of framing, participants were more sensitive. When help was framed as volunteering 

a number of hours, participants liked an agent more if they volunteered a medium or high 

number of hours than if they only volunteered a low number of hours. But they did not like a 

participant more if they volunteered a high number of hours than if they volunteered a medium 

number of hours. The same exact pattern was found when framing help as donating to charity. A 

possible explanation for the result is given in the discussion. 

 

Keywords: evaluability, helping, impression formation, liking, moral judgment, scope 

insensitivity 
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1. Introduction 
When meeting a new person, you rarely feel the need to think deeply about whether you like the 

person or not; on the contrary, in many cases it just takes a brief encounter with somebody to 

ascertain whether the person is likeable. And that initial opinion about this person is usually 

fairly stable — that is, you will probably like, or dislike, the person the same amount after your 

initial meeting as you will two or three weeks later. While all of this might be seen as obvious, 

maybe even blatantly so, it is less obvious why we decide that one person is an egoistic prick, 

another person really sympathetic, a third one reliable and so on. One way to evaluate people is 

to look at their actions and what consequences they entail. If Anna, for example, donates 20 

dollars to charity every month, we would probably like her, at least partly, because donating the 

money helps people in need. And it also seems reasonable to assume that if she donated 100 

dollars each month instead, we would like her even more. But is this really the case? Do we 

distinguish between donating 20 dollars and 100 dollars, or is the amount fairly irrelevant as long 

as she donates at all? Another open question is whether we distinguish between amounts if she 

helps in some ways and not in others. It is possible that we do not distinguish between donating 

20 and 100 dollars, but do distinguish between volunteering 1 hour each week and volunteering 5 

hours each week for a charity organization. 

Does our sensitivity to different magnitudes of help depend on how people help? That is the 

research question of this thesis. But before we dwell into the particulars, some background might 

be appropriate. 
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2. Background 

 

2.1 Liking or disliking other people 
As mentioned before, people often evaluate others in an effortless fashion. As it turns out, people 

really do not need a lot of time to form reliable impression; in some cases a tenth of a second is 

enough (Willis, & Todorov, 2006). The study of this kind of evaluation is often called 

impression formation (Fiske & Neuberg, 1990) and has been a topic of interest since Asch 

published his seminal paper in 1946. In that paper, he brought to attention a number of key 

points concerning the way people form impressions. Examples of such key points are the way in 

which a plethora of traits somehow smoothly converges to a single impression of a person, and 

that some traits weigh more heavily than others. 

This weighing of different traits was further examined by Nisbett and Wilson (1977). They 

examined how a psychology instructor was evaluated depending on if he lectured in a warm and 

likeable manner or in a cold and unlikeable one. The key point was that the participants in the 

study were asked to rate how they perceived the other traits of the lecturer, aside from how warm 

and likeable he was. These traits were his accent, appearance and mannerisms. What Nisbett and 

Wilson found was that participants who were instructed in a warm and likeable manner rated the 

instructor’s traits as more positive than those who were instructed in a cold and unlikeable way. 

Interestingly enough, the participants thus did not only care more about one trait, they 

furthermore rated the other traits on the basis of a moral global trait — that is, how warm and 

likeable he was. This kind of reasoning, where one interprets information according to what one 

wants to believe (in the instructor case: wanting to see his traits as good or bad), is often called 

motivated reasoning (Kunda, 1990) and appears in numerous other instances, for example when 

people with low expertise in an area believe they are more skilled than they in reality are 

(Dunning, 2011). In the case of the instructor, the participants probably stopped looking for 

information when they felt they had a sufficient enough reason to dislike him; this kind of 

strategy is often said to be affected by a confirmation bias (Nickerson, 1998). 

The weighing of different personal traits in impression information is also a subject of interest in 

moral psychology. A view much concerned with the weight of certain traits is the person-

centered approach by Uhlmann, Pizarro, and Diermeier (2015). According to them the trait 

moral character is often the focal point in moral judgments. They posit that this entails that 

moral acts often are judged depending on how informative they are regarding the actors' moral 

character, and that the reason this trait is important is because it signals future safety and 

cooperation. Similarly to the case with the psychology instructor, less relevant elements may be 

influenced by a more relevant element, in this case moral character. 

Uhlmann et al. (2015) give a concrete example of such a situation by citing a study by Sripada 

and Konrath (2011) in which the authors found that the perceived intentionality behind a CEO’s 

action depended on whether he was egoistic or altruistic. If he was egoistic, those of his actions 

which led to a positive outcome were seen as unintentional and the actions that led to a negative 

outcome were seen as intentional; if he was altruistic, however, those of his actions which led to 

a positive outcome were seen as intentional and the actions which led to a negative outcome 

were seen as unintentional. As Uhlmann et al. postulate, this is exactly the kind of pattern you 
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might expect if moral character is perceived as the most important factor in moral judgments, 

exceeding the importance of, for example, the consequence of the acts themselves. A study 

which further highlights the importance of moral character in person-evaluation was conducted 

by Goodwin, Piazza and Rozin (2014). They found that moral character predominated over both 

competence and warmth, two other character traits.  

Another subject of interest to moral psychology is which traits and factors influence how we 

perceive people who help. What kind of factors influence, for example, whether a helper is 

perceived as praise- or blameworthy? The study of this thesis concerns this point; therefore it 

feels natural to specifically present impression formation in the prosocial domain. 

 

2.2 Liking or disliking helpers 
As one might expect, people generally like those who help. In a study by Bereczkei, Birkas and 

Kerekes, (2007), for example, it was found that those who offered to volunteer for a charitable 

cause were seen as better persons than those who did not. Interestingly enough, the intention to 

help was in and of itself sufficient enough for people to be perceived more positively. In a 

similar vein, Griskevicius and Tybur (2010) found that priming people with status made them 

more likely to behave altruistically. 

Since helping leads to one being perceived as likeable at the same time as it benefits others, it 

would make sense if this was a kind of evolutionarily valid strategy. This idea was put forward 

by Hardy and Van Vugt (2006) and further fleshed out by the authors conducting a study in 

which they let participants play a public good game. This is a kind of game where a person can 

either receive a sum for themselves (for example, 2 dollars) or split a slightly larger sum (for 

example, 3 dollars) between everybody involved in the game; the whole point behind the game 

being that if everybody chose to split then everybody would benefit in the end. In addition to 

playing this game, the participants voted to select the person in the group they thought was most 

suitable to be leader of it. It turned out that those who consistently split the sum where the ones 

that ended up being voted leaders of the group. This suggests that people who help, besides being 

liked, also seem to climb the existing hierarchy of the group.  

But since help is so highly valued within a group, it is also important to know if a person helps 

by goodwill or because of an ulterior motive; the latter would almost seem to be something akin 

to cheating the system. In other words, people should be suspicious of help that does not seem 

genuine. This premise was tested by Barasch, Levine, Berman and Small (2014) who found that 

a person´s help was discounted if it reaped a material benefit as compared to help which did not; 

exactly what one would expect if people are sensitive to the intentions behind the help. In a 

similar vein, Berman, Levine, Barasch and Small (2015) found that people who brag about help 

that is already known, (for example, bragging that you donated 200 dollars, the listeners already 

being aware of that fact) made participants see the person in a less positive light than somebody 

who did not brag. Berman et al. speculated that this is because bragging signals that somebody 

helps because they want affirmation, not because they genuinely want to help. 

Not to say that people only dislike those who help out of an ulterior motive. In a study by Parks 

and Stone (2010), participants who acted unselfishly were as disliked as those who acted 

selfishly. The authors speculate that this was due to the unselfish members breaking a norm by 
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introducing a higher standard (that is, being really benevolent) causing the other members to 

look bad in comparison, which is why they in their turn disliked them. A similar kind of 

phenomena can be seen in a study by Monin, Sawyer and Marquez (2007) where people either 

praised or condemned a person’s action depending on whether they had partaken in the action 

themselves. This was true even though their partaking in the action was decided by 

randomization; the praising or condemning of the action was in other words a kind of motivated 

reasoning (Kunda, 1990). Monin (2007) systemizes these kinds of situations in a review where 

he posits that moral behavior can be seen as negative for at least three reasons: because people 

feel morally inferior, because people do not want to start questioning their own morality, or 

because people fear potential moral reproach. According to Monin, this leads people to employ 

defensive strategies, for example by trivializing moral deeds. In other words, people employ a 

kind of self-affirmation (Steele, 1988) when they maintain a positive self-image by utilizing 

different strategies, for example by denouncing a moral act or person. 

Thus it has been shown that people are sensitive to certain kinds of information when it comes to 

acts of help, and, as mentioned before, this is what the study of this thesis will examine. More 

specifically, it intends to examine people’s sensitivity to different magnitudes of help depending 

upon how the help is framed (presented). These two different ways in which help differs in the 

study will now be elaborated upon.  

 

2.3 The magnitude of help 
Intuitively people should be sensitive to different magnitudes of help. It seems obvious, for 

example, that donating 200 dollars each week to charity is better than donating 20 dollars each 

week. This strong intuition has, among other things, given rise to a popular ethical system called 

consequentialism which entails that a moral act is judged on basis of the good and bad 

consequences of the act (Smart, & Williams, 1973). If you follow this ethical system to its 

extreme, donating 200 dollars, for example, should be 10 times as praiseworthy as donating 20. 

But, as it turns out it turns out, people are in some situations insensitive to the varying 

magnitudes of help. For example, in a study by Klein and Epley (2014) it was found that 

participants disliked people who did not donate an expected amount for to a free concert; 

however, donating more than the expected amount did not lead to them being perceived more 

positively.  

In a similar vein, participants in a study by Desvousges, Johnson, Dunford, Hudson and Wilson 

(1997) were willing to pay 80 dollars to save 2 000 birds from dying because of pollution, but 

were only willing to pay 78 dollars for saving 20 000 birds and 88 dollars for saving 200 000 

birds.  

This insensitivity also extends to human lives. In a study by Nordgren, McDonell (2011) 

participants recommended less punishment for executives if they inadvertently poisoned 20 

people than if the executives inadvertently poisoned one person. Similarly, in another study 

participants read about a doctor who rescheduled patients in need of help just to go fishing and a 

financial advisor who made his clients lose substantial amounts of money because of negligence; 

in both cases participants perceived the severity of the harm as more serious if it harmed a single 

person than multiple people (Konis, Haran, Saporta, & Ayal, 2014).  
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This kind of insensitivity to magnitude is often called scope insensitivity, and there are numerous 

possible explanations for behaviors like this, but at least two sorts of non-exclusive explanations 

are given regularly. The first one is an explanation originally given by Hsee (1996) and further 

developed by Hsee and Zhang (2010) which states that some things are harder to evaluate, for 

example, if they lack reference to other things with similar attributes. Klein and Epley (2014) 

found support for this in their study. They had participants rate how generous a professor that 

donated a sum of money was. Participants were told that either he donated a single one of nine 

amounts (for example 10 000 dollars or 30 000 dollars) or rated how generous he would be if he 

donated each of the nine sums. The participants who only rated one donation were not sensitive 

to the varying degrees of magnitude, but those who rated all the donations were sensitive to the 

varying degrees. 

The other popular explanation is that people do not have the capacity to feel empathy for a large 

group of people (e.g. Slovic, 2010; Slovic, & Västfjäll 2010; Nordgren, McDonell, 2011; 

Dickert, Västfjäll, Kleber, & Slovic 2012; Evangelidis, & Bergh, Van Den, 2013) The studies by 

Nordgren and Mcdonell (2011) and Konis et al. (2014) support this kind of explanation, since 

they only experimentally manipulated the number of people harmed and not the number of 

reference points.  

The study of this thesis aims to further examine the effect of scope insensitivity, but not in its 

usual form. Normally it is studied in instances where a person´s inclination to help is not 

sensitive to the amount of good the help could potentially do (e.g. Kahneman, & Knetsch 1992; 

Desvousges, et al., 1997; Jenni, & Loewenstein, 1997). This study, however, will examine how 

sensitive people are to the amount to which another person helps, and will be done by presenting 

descriptions of moral agents helping, where the help varies in magnitude in three possible ways. 

First there will be a base level, for example donating 20 dollars each week to charity. There will 

also be a medium level which is the base level times five and a high level which is the base level 

times 10. The sensitivity itself will be measured by letting people rate how likeable the moral 

agents are in each condition. 

The study aims to systematically make scope insensitivity occur in a higher degree under some 

conditions and make it occur in a lesser degree under others. And as mentioned before, it aims to 

do this by framing the help in different ways. The next section elaborates on how the help will be 

framed. 

 

2.4 The framing of help 
The term framing was originally coined by Tversky and Kahneman (1981) to describe the 

phenomenon were two choices with identical outcomes are presented in ways that makes 

the two choices appear as if they are different. For example, a choice between saving 100 

out of 1 000 people probably sounds like a more positive alternative compared to letting 

900 out of 1 000 people die, even though the outcome naturally is the same. 

Initially the study of framing was conducted in the economic and decision-making sciences 

(e.g. Bettman, & Sujan, 1987; Monroe, & Chapman, 1987; Tversky, & Kahneman, 1989; 

Maheswaran, & Meyers-Levy, 1990), but has since then spread to other areas of research, 

for example to the study of prosocial behavior. A lot of the studies within this domain 
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focus on what kind of factors make people more likely to help people in need. An example 

of this kind of study was done by Liu and Aaker (2008). In this study participants were 

asked how interested they were in volunteering for a specific charity and how interested 

they were in donating to the same charity. If the participants were asked about volunteering 

before being asked about donating, they donated more to the charity than if they first were 

asked about donating. The authors speculate that the cause for this outcome might be that 

when the participants initially are asked about volunteering, they enter an emotional 

mindset in which they feel happier and more engaged, which in turn increases the 

donations. 

Sussman, Sharma and Alter (2015) also tried to influence people to be more likely to 

donate to charity. To do this, they let participants donate to a charity which either was 

framed as occurring only once a year or framed as occurring every year; participants 

donated more the former one, and this effect also extended to outside of the laboratory. The 

authors suggest that this is because perceiving a cause as infrequent disrupts how one’s 

mental budgeting normally works. 

Following a similar theme, Cao (2016) found that people who felt that they knew somebody 

close to them might be affected by cancer were more likely to donate towards cancer research if 

the charity appeal was framed as preventing people from dying, opposed to framed as saving 

people. The author suggests this is because people who know somebody who may in the future 

be affected by cancer are more prone to be risk-averse about the fact and therefore more affected 

by the appeal. 

But the study of framing also encompasses the focus of the study of this thesis — that is, how 

framing affects how we perceive people who help. An example of a study of this kind is by 

Krull, Seger and Silvera (2008) who found that people liked a helper more if the helper was 

framed as helping willingly than if framed as helping reluctantly. Krull et al. suggests that this is 

because the degree of willingness signals how authentic the help in reality is. 

Similarly, Ames and Johar (2009) showed that somebody who is framed to smile while helping 

is more likeable than somebody who is framed as helping while showing a neutral facial 

expression. They, too, suspect this is because the smiling confirms the intent behind the action. 

A third example comes from Pizarro, Uhlmann and Salovey (2003) who either framed help as 

occurring because of deliberation or because of impulse. They were able to show that 

participants found actions more praiseworthy if they occurred because of deliberation than if 

they occurred because of impulse. In line with the examples above, Pizarro et al. suspect, as well, 

that this has to do with the degree of perceived intent behind the action.  

Like the latter examples of studies, the study of this thesis intends to examine situations where 

people are perceived as more or less likeable because of  framing, but more specifically it aims to 

make people sensitive to the magnitude of help in some type of framings and less sensitive in 

others. It will strive to accomplish this by building on the idea of Hsee (1996) and Hsee and 

Zhang (2010), i.e. that some attributes are easier to evaluate than others, in order to form 

scenarios in which it is believed that the different types of framing differ from each other by how 
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evaluable they are. The first way in which help will be framed is called the victim-frame, and the 

help will be presented as helping a number of victims. An example from the study is: 

Because of John’s involvement in the organization, 10 additional homeless people receive a 

bag of food every week. 

The second type of framing is called the hour-frame, where the help will be framed as 

volunteering a number of hours for a charitable cause, e.g.: 

John supports the organization by collecting and packing bags of foods and by delivering 

these bags to the homeless. John volunteers for 1 hour each week. 

The third, and final, type of framing is the money-frame, where participants donate an 

amount of money to charity, e.g.: 

John supports the organization by donating 20 dollars every week. 
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3. Purpose and hypotheses 
Now since both of the manipulations have been presented properly, the aim of the study can 

therefore be stated more clearly. The purpose of the study is to see if people’s sensitivity to the 

degrees of magnitude, with a certain base level (for example 20 dollars), the base level times five 

(for example 50 dollars) and base level times 10 (for example 200 dollars), varies depending on 

three types of framing: the victim-frame, hour-frame and money-frame. 

As noted before, this study is based on the idea of evaluability (Hsee, 1996, Hsee, & Zhang, 

2010), but the theory should be further specified so the hypothesis of the study will make more 

sense. In their paper Hsee and Zhang posit that a person finds something evaluable for three 

possible reasons: (1) because the person has knowledge about the thing to evaluate, (2) because it 

has comparisons or (3) because it is inherently easy to evaluate. What is expected in the study of 

this thesis is that participants will be more sensitive to different magnitudes of help in some types 

of framing than in others because the former have some of these attributes. 

Following this premise, it is assumed that people will be most sensitive to varying degrees of 

magnitude in the victim-frame, since it is the only type of framing which clearly states how 

many people are helped and therefore makes it the most evaluable. It is also assumed that people 

will be more sensitive to varying degrees of help in the hour-frame than in the money-frame. 

This is expected since experiencing and imagining time is something inherently human. This 

naturally means that the money-frame is expected to be the type of framing in which participants 

are the least sensitive to changes in magnitude. Not to suggest that participants will not be at all 

sensitive to the different magnitudes in the money-frame; on the contrary, they most likely will 

be so, since they are given comparisons (i.e. they are shown all the different conditions), 

something that has been shown to make people sensitive to the amount of a donation (Klein, & 

Epley, 2014). What is expected, however, is that participants will be least sensitive in this 

condition. 

What further strengthens the hypotheses is a former study by the author (Wingren, 2019). The 

study examined whether people cared more about the way a moral agent helps (for example, 

feeling sympathy while helping or not feeling sympathy) than about the concrete consequence of 

the help (donating 20 or 100 dollars to charity). There were multiple scenarios in this study, 

some had the consequence measured in money donated, others in volunteering a number of hours 

and still some others in saving an amount of lives. The effect of the consequence appeared to be 

largest in the scenarios in which lives were saved, which seemed to indicate that people were 

more sensitive to this kind of help than the other two. It also seemed that people were more 

sensitive to volunteering a number of hours than to donating an amount of money. Because of 

this, it is believed that people will be more sensitive to differing magnitudes in the victim-frame 

than in the hour-frame, and least sensitive to changes in the money-frame. Also worth pointing 

out, is that donating money lead to an effect in this study, which further indicates that 

participants will not be completely insensitive to magnitude in the money-frame. 
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4. Methodology 
 

4.1 Design 
The study was of a 3 (framing: victim-frame, hours-frame and money-frame) x 3 (magnitude of 

help: low (the base level), medium (the base level times 5 and high (the base level times 10)) 

repeated measures design, with likeability as the dependent variable. Each participant in the 

study was randomized to a description of one out of nine moral agents. The moral agent in each 

description was randomized to help according to one of the nine conditions. Multiple moral 

agents were used, as opposed to only one, to avoid having participants read about the same agent 

nine times. 

 

4.2 Participants 

359 (male = 201, female = 142, age: M = 37.4, SD = 11,4) American participants were recruited 

from Amazon mTurk and were payed 0.80 US dollars for completing the study. Using G*Power, 

version 3.1.92, (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009) it was revealed that this sample size 

resulted in a power of about 0.95. for the statistical tests given Cohen’s 𝑑𝑧 = 0.2 (a very low 

effect size). 

 

4.3 Materials and procedure 
A web-based survey made in Qualtrics was used. The first page was a short description of the 

study and read as follows. 

This study examines how we perceive and evaluate people. You will be presented with ten 

short descriptions of hypothetical persons.  

Your task is to carefully read every description, and after each description evaluate the 

person by responding to three questions. Assume that all information in the descriptions is 

true.  

Try to not compare the different persons with each other, but instead evaluate each one 

separately. Do not think too hard about your answers, but trust your gut feeling.  

The data collected from this study will be used only for research and you will remain 

completely anonymous. If you are okay with your answers being used for research, then 

mark the button below and go to the next page to start the survey. If not, then feel free to exit 

the survey by closing this browser window 

If the participant continued on with the study, they were randomized to a moral agent helping in 

one of nine total ways. An example of the victim, hour and money-frame with a low magnitude 

of help is given below. As mentioned above, the medium magnitude condition (indicated by 

brackets) is simply the low condition times 5, and the high magnitude condition (indicated by 

curly brackets) is the low condition times 10. 
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Background text (same for all participants): James is 46 years old and happily married. 

He has a stable, well-paid job and works as a university teacher. A year ago, James decided 

that he wanted to help children that were not so well off. He therefore became an active 

member of Teachers United, which is a charity organization helping children from poor 

families to succeed in school. 

Victim-frame: James’ engagement in Teachers United means that 2 [10] {20} additional 

children from very poor families can now meet a private tutor for one additional hour each 

week. 

Hour-frame: James volunteers as a tutor for Teachers United. He spends 1 [5] {10} hour(s) 

each week providing free tuition to children from very poor families 

Money-frame: James makes a weekly payment to Teachers United. He donates 20 [100] 

{200} dollars each week 

After reading each description, participants were asked to answer three questions regarding 

the moral agent: what their first impression of them was, how sympathetic they seemed 

and how moral they seemed. The questions were answered through a Likert scale ranging 

from -2 (for example: I got a rather bad first impression of James) to 5 (for example: I got 

an extremely good first impression of James). An asymmetrical scale was used, since it 

was expected people would find the agents likeable in general. The answers from the three 

questions were aggregated and then divided to form the construct likeability (Cronbach’s α 

= 0.93) 

An attention check was also included in the study. It was an additional description of a 

moral agent which at first glance looked like one of the other ones. It contained 

instructions to answer the questions following that description in a specific way. Those 

who did not answer in the way that was asked were excluded from the analysis, which 

resulted in 41 participants being excluded. At the end of the survey, participants also filled 

in their gender and age. 
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5. Analysis 
The data collected in the study consists of participants being assigned to multiple conditions. 

Usually one would use a repeated measures ANOVA to analyze this kind of data; the problem, 

however, is that in this data set every participant was not assigned to every possible condition, 

which means that a repeated measures ANOVA is not a suitable analysis. Fortunately, there are 

other methods available; one of them, and the one which was used, is linear regression with fixed 

effects. 

It is intuitive how the model works when it is compared to normal linear regression. Since the 

equation would be unnecessarily cluttered if the study’s intended model is used as an example 

(there would be 8 dummy variables in the equation), a simpler model will be used instead: a 

model where only the effect of the magnitude variable is examined. If the data would be 

analyzed with a normal linear regression, the equation would look as follows: 

𝐿𝑖𝑘𝑒𝑎𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦𝑖 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1medium +  𝛽2higℎ +  𝜀𝑖 

There is an apparent problem that would occur if this model was used for the data of the study, 

which is that the model does not distinguish between within- and between-participant variation. 

This issue can be resolved by introducing multiple intercepts into the model, one for each 

participant. A participant’s specific intercept and therefore their overall tendency to like or 

dislike people will be represented by the variable Individual. What also needs to be signified is 

that likeability can be subject to change; that is, it is not constant. This can be done by adding an 

expression (t) to this variable. The equation will now look like this: 

𝐿𝑖𝑘𝑒𝑎𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦𝑖𝑡 =  𝛽1medium +  𝛽2higℎ +  (𝛽0 +  𝛽3𝐼𝑛𝑑𝑖𝑣𝑖𝑑𝑢𝑎𝑙𝑖)  +  𝜀𝑖𝑡 

It might seem unclear how this new equation can solve the apparent problem, so let us make it 

more concrete. Say that two participants, participant 1 and 2, were measured three times 

(limiting to three times, in order to make things simpler to illustrate). The fictitious results of 

these two participants can be read in table 1. 

 

Table 1. 

 Low Med High 

Participant 1 -2 -1 0 

Participant 2 3 4 5 

 

Averaging across participants, the results of the three conditions is 0.5, 1.5 and 2.5 for low, 

medium and high, respectively. But this kind of averaging seems problematic since both 

participant 1 and 2 increase their liking by 1 for each condition, yet the calculation is not 

sensitive to this information. A fixed effects regression solves this problem since it takes into 

account at what value the intercept is located at for each individual. And since the intercept in 

this case is the average of one participant’s all conditions, this would lead to participant 1’s 

answers in each condition to be subtracted by -1 and participants 2’s to be subtracted by 4. So 



22 
 

their results would look like the results in table 2 instead; and, as one can see, the between-

participant variation has been eliminated and only within-participant variation is now left.  

 

Table 2. 

 Low Med High 

Participant 1 -1 0 1 

Participant 2 -1 0 1 

 

The formal way of describing this estimation process would look like this. Likeability and one 

independent variable will be denoted by Y and X respectively, to make the equation a bit shorter. 

(𝑌𝑖𝑡 − �̅�𝑖) =  β1(𝑋𝑖𝑡 − �̅�𝑖 ) + ( εit − ε̅𝑖 ) 

After the demeaning of participants scores, the rest of the calculation of the model follows a 

traditional ordinary least squares regression (Stock, & Watson, 2015). Now, since the method of 

analysis has been presented and illustrated, it is time to move on to the results. 
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6. Results 
The fixed effects regression analysis was conducted by using the R package plm (Croissant, & 

Millo, 2008). A within model was used, which entails a model which controls for the variation 

between participants. Framing and magnitude of help were used as the independent variables and 

likeability as the dependent variable. In total two types of models were built. The first type only 

included the main effects, whereas the second type included the interactions; more than one of 

each type was constructed to examine all the relevant comparisons. 

The first type of models revealed that there was no effect of framing. The moral agents were not 

seen as more likeable in the victim-frame (M = 3.40, SD = 1.01) compared to the money-frame 

(M = 3.40, SD = 1.01, t = 1.03, p = 0.30). The same kind of result was found when comparing the 

victim-frame to the hour-frame (M = 3.47, SD = 1.01, t = 0.44, p = 0.70) and comparing the 

money-frame to the hour-frame (t = 1.47, p = 0.14). 

The magnitude of the help, however, had an effect on the outcome. Helping a medium amount 

(M = 3.50, SD = 1.00, t = 5.4, p < 0.01) was perceived as more likeable than helping a low 

amount  (M = 3.25, SD = 1.00), and helping a high amount (M = 3.57, SD = 1.00, t = 6.8, p < 

0.01) was also seen as more likeable than helping a low amount. But there was no difference 

between helping a medium and high amount (t = 1.45, p = 0.15). 

The second type of models revealed an interaction effect (see figure 1 for a line graph which 

displays the means of all the different conditions). A Moral agent in the money-frame was 

perceived as more likeable if they donated a medium (M = 3.46, SD = 1.00, t = 3.6, p < 0.01) and 

high amount (M = 3.58, SD =  1.00, t = 5.3, p < 0.01) compared to a low amount (M = 3.17, SD = 

1.00). The same was true for the hour-frame (low magnitude: M = 3.22, SD = 1.00; medium 

magnitude: M = 3.56, SD = 1.00, t = 4.2, p < 0.01; high magnitude: M = 3.63, SD = 1.00, t = 

5.05, p < 0.01). But an agent in the victim-frame was not perceived as more likeable if they 

helped a medium (M = 3.49, SD = 1.00, t = 1.48, p = 0.14) and high number of victims (M = 

3.49, SD = 1.00, t = 1.44, p = 0.15) compared to a low number of victims (M = 3.36, SD = 1.00). 
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Figure 1. The participants rating of the moral agents depending on the condition. 
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7. Discussion 
Evidently, the results were fairly unexpected. The first thing that should be considered is that 

moral agents in the victim-frame were not perceived as more likeable when they helped more. 

This seems to indicate that the information was not at all as evaluable as was believed 

beforehand, and because of this, participants had problems seeing any significant differences 

between the magnitudes of help. This is a bit strange since, as mentioned before, the previous 

study by the author (Wingren, 2019) seemed to indicate that people would be sensitive to 

different magnitudes within this framing. A possible explanation for this anomaly may be that 

the differences in likeability in the study was a result of how likeable the agent’s character was, 

thus not stemming from the consequence of the help. This would make sense, since these 

specific agents were presented as very moral; and since it has been shown that people interpret 

people’s actions based on their character (Sripada and Konrath, 2011), it would not be strange if 

their character in this case attenuated the perceived magnitude of the help. The result does, 

however, seem to coincide with earlier research that has shown that people tend to have 

problems feeling more empathy for larger groups than for a single individual, which in turn leads 

to scope insensitivity (Slovic, 2007; Slovic, & Västfjäll 2010; Nordgren, McDonel, 2011; 

Dickert et al, 2012; Evangelidis, & Bergh, Van Den, 2013). 

Another unexpected result was that the effect of the money-frame. Participants were as sensitive 

to the varying degrees of magnitude as in the hour-frame and more sensitive to them than in the 

victim-frame. This might be because participants perceived the framing as very evaluable. 

Money is, after all, used constantly in people’s daily lives, so it does not seem farfetched to 

assume that this is a metric which people are very comfortable using, even in a situation like this. 

This is an interesting result since it has been shown that people who are primed to think about 

money are less likely to donate money towards a charity (Liu, & Aaker 2008) and engage in 

environmental behavior (Whillans, & Dunn, 2015), a finding that seems to suggest that thinking 

about money makes you less altruistic. An important distinction, however, between these two 

examples is that in the examples mentioned above people were primed to think about their own 

money, whereas in this study the money mentioned belonged to a hypothetical person, which 

probably leads to a different mindset altogether. 

In line with expectations, however, the hour-frame made participants sensitive to the different 

magnitudes. It would make sense if this was, as hypothesized in beforehand, due to participants’ 

familiarity with hours as a metric, since experiencing time is an inherent part of human nature. 

A possible objection to assuming that the result is because of some types of framing being more 

evaluable than others, is that the results could be explained by emotional factors instead; some 

types of framing might evoke much emotion and therefore appear salient to people. There are at 

least three problems with this kind of explanation. The first being that it seems fairly unlikely 

that the short text that was used to describe help would elicit strong emotions. It would have been 

another case if the study used pictures, or some other vivid medium. The second reason is that if 

the help is hard to evaluate, it does not matter how emotionally salient the type of framing is, 

since people in that case would not be able to distinguish more help from less. Consider the study 

by Desvousges et al (1997) presented earlier. When participants read that they could save 20 000 
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birds they might have felt some kind of emotional reaction, but this does not make them 

automatically sensitive to the magnitude, since they do not know how much birds could 

potentially be saved. The last reason why this explanation is unlikely is that prior research has 

shown that if you show participants a picture of a person in need, they are more willing to donate 

than if they are shown a picture of a group of people (Kogut, & Ritov, 2005a). What this 

indicates is that, in least in this case, strong emotions actually make it harder to be sensitive to 

the different magnitudes of help, which is supported by other studies as well (e.g. Hsee, & 

Rottenstreich, 2004; Kogut, & Ritov, 2005b; Erlandsson, Björklund, & Bäckström, 2015). It 

does seem likely that strong emotions would lead to a similar phenomenon if they were present 

in this study.  

The last thing that should be noted concerning the result is that there was no significant 

difference between the medium and high magnitude in the hour-frame and the money-frame. 

Participants did have some kind of sensitivity for differing between the conditions, however, 

since the likeability in the high magnitude condition was higher in both types of framing (hour-

frame: M = 3.56 vs. M = 3.63, t = 1.00, p = 0.32 and money-frame: M = 3.46 vs. M = 3.58, t = 

1.58, p = 0.11); the difference, however, was not large enough to be significant. 

But all in all, even if the results were largely unexpected, participants sensitivity to magnitude 

still depended on how the help was framed. It is not absolutely certain as to why the results 

turned out like they did, but that framing clearly does matter in regard to sensitivity to the 

differing magnitudes is still an interesting result, nevertheless. 
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8. Limitations and future studies 
Even if the results were interesting there are some limitations that should be considered. Firstly, 

it should be mentioned that many of the ratings seem to have been remarkably high. This could 

indicate that there was some form of ceiling effect present. If there was a ceiling effect this 

would explain two things: (1) It would explain the relatively small differences in likeability 

between the conditions overall. The difference between helping a low and high amount was 0.41 

in both the victim- and hour-frame, which is quite modest considering that it was measured on a 

seven-point scale. (2) It would also explain why the medium magnitude condition was not 

significantly different from the high magnitude condition.  

If this was because of a ceiling effect, it could be avoided by making the agents less likeable 

overall (Goodwin et al., 2014) or using an unbounded dependent measure, for example how 

much the person usually donates to charity (Klein, & Epley, 2014). The latter is probably the 

better alternative since it is fairly hard to construct a scenario in which somebody who helps 

seems neutral or unlikeable; and if the person is described as really unlikeable while still wanting 

to help, the scenario will probably seem very artificial.  

Another possible limitation is that the study used multiple versions of the same condition. As 

mentioned before, to avoid having participants reading about the same moral agent three times 

(since it was a repeated measures design), every condition had nine versions which were close to 

identical (all the versions can be found in the appendix). It was hoped for that this would make 

reading the different conditions more natural. It was, however, too cumbersome to balance all the 

81 (since every condition had nine) versions, so participants were randomized to one condition 

per agent. This led to the design being unbalanced, but this was solved by utilizing a fixed effects 

regression model, thus the unbalanced data should not be an issue. What could be an issue, 

however, is that even if versions within the same condition were close to identical, they were 

naturally not entirely identical, which in turn could lead to an increased amount of random error. 

However, designing the study the way it was done has two distinct advantages. (1)  If an effect 

persists through this random noise, it is probably a fairly robust effect. (2) It also made it 

deliberately hard for participants to realize what the purpose of the study was. 

It should also be noted that these results occurred in a repeated measures design. It is possible 

that participants may perceive a condition very differently if they only see one condition as 

opposed to seeing nine conditions. The reason for believing that there might be a difference is 

based on the fact that it has been shown before that alternatives are judged differently when 

evaluated jointly versus separately (Bazerman, Loewenstein & White 1992). From this one can 

draw the logical conclusion that it is not impossible that differing results would have occurred in 

a between-subject design. The effects in this study were, however, fairly small, so it is not 

impossible that some effects may disappear if a between-subject design is used; and this would 

likely be due to the lower power, not necessarily because there is a decisive difference between 

evaluating one condition as opposed to nine conditions. 

Lastly, if the design of the study is used in another one, but with the magnitudes of help being 

higher in general, the results may differ greatly from this study. Imagine, for example that 

instead of donating 20, 100 or 200 dollars to charity an agent donates 100 000, 500 000 and 



28 
 

1 000 000. It is probable that people would be less sensitive to the scope in the latter kind of 

design, since people are known to be less value sensitive at higher magnitudes (Tversky, & 

Kahneman, 1979; Kahneman, & Tversky, 1992).  
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9. Conclusion 
In the end it seems like people’s sensitivity to differing magnitudes of help does depend on how 

the help is framed. In this case people were more sensitive to varying magnitudes of help when it 

was framed as volunteering a number of hours and donating money, as compared to help being 

framed as helping a number of victims. Even if the results did not follow the hypotheses entirely, 

it is still interesting to be able to show that people’s sensitivity to differing magnitudes of help 

actually can be dependent upon how the help is framed. This has to be studied more to actually 

further ascertain this effect, but if it is a robust one, it could have serious implications. For 

example, being able to make people appreciate help more and maybe even make them want to 

help more just by wording help differently seems like something that could be of interest to 

many, especially organizations who depend on peoples’ good will. 

The study seems to suggest that if one tells others about one's prosocial actions, it would be wise 

to think about how one frames them. If you only help a little, tell others how many people you 

helped, but if you help much, tell them how much time it took or how much money you donated 

if possible; if you do people might like you more. 
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Appendix 
Below is a list of all scenarios. As before, no brackets indicate the low condition, brackets the 

medium condition and curly brackets the high condition. 

 

Anna 
Background text: Anna is 50 years, happily married and is the mother of two sons. Overall, she is very 

content with the life she is living. Ever since the youngest son moved out, she feels like she has nothing to 

do outside her job. To busy herself, she decides to involve herself in an organization that visits elderly in 

their homes, helping them with some of the daily chores that they themselves can no longer do.  

Victim-frame: Because of Anna’s involvement in the organization, 5 [25] {50} additional elderly receive 

help from the organization each week. 

Hour-frame: Anna supports the organization by visiting elderly who need it. She volunteers for 1 [5] 

{10} hour(s) each week. 

Money-frame: Anna supports the organization by donating 20 [50] {100} dollars every week. 

 

Clara 
Background text: Clara is 40 years old and holds a high and well-paid position in an employment 

agency. She likes her job a lot as seeing her clients finding their dream jobs makes her really happy. 

Recently, though, she has begun to feel a growing need to help those who have a harder life than her 

normal clients. In order to do so, she joined A New Start, an organization which helps recovered drug 

addicts all over the US find jobs after recovery.  

Victim-frame: Because of Clara’s involvement in the organization, 2 [10] {20} additional 

recovered drug addicts receive job offers every week 

Hour-frame: Clara involves herself in the organization by volunteering as an employment adviser for the 

recovered drug addicts. She volunteers for 1 [5] {10} hour(s) every week. 

Money-frame: Clara supports the organization by donating 20 [100] {200} dollars every week. 

 

James 
Background text: James is 46 years old and happily married. He has a stable, well-paid job and 

works as a university teacher. A year ago, James decided that he wanted to help children that were 

not so well off. He therefore became an active member of Teachers United, which is a charity 

organization helping children from poor families to succeed in school. 

Victim-frame: James’ engagement in Teachers United means that 2 [10] {20} additional children 

from very poor families can now meet a private tutor for one additional hour each week. 

Hour-frame: James volunteers as a tutor for Teachers United. He spends 1 [5] {10} hour(s) each 

week providing free tuition to children from very poor families 
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Money-frame: James makes a weekly payment to Teachers United. He donates 20 [100] {200} 

dollars each week 

 

Jessica 
Background text: Jessica has performed in several musicals but now works as head of reception at a 

hotel, and has no problem regarding her finances. Jessica has no children of her own, but has always felt 

for children suffering from diseases. Therefore, she recently became a devoted member of the non-profit 

organization The Superhero Crew. The organization is made up of people dressing up as Superheroes, 

each day visiting a specific child with leukemia, giving them a day they never will forget.  

Victim-frame: Thanks to Jessica’s support, The Superhero Crew can now meet 1 [5] {10} additional sick 

child each week. 

Hour-frame: Jessica helps by volunteering as a superhero and visits sick children. She volunteers about 1 

[5] {10} hour(s) each week. 

Money-frame: Jessica helps by donating money to The Superhero Crew. She donates about 20 [50] 

{100} dollars each week. 

 

Jim 
Background text: Jim is a chemical engineer who in his youth played a lot of soccer and got good 

enough to play in the college league. He feels fortunate that he was able to play soccer and feels 

that anybody who wants to play soccer should be able to do so. Because of this belief, he decides to 

involve himself in Soccer for Everyone, which is a non-profit organization giving poor children the 

opportunity to play in a soccer team with all expenses paid for, including soccer gear, coaching and 

more. By doing this, the organization makes team soccer available also for those unable to afford it.   

Victim-frame: Because of Jim’s involvement in the organization, 5 [25] {50} additional children are able 

to play in a soccer team once every week without any cost. 

Hour-frame: Jim helps by volunteering as a coach for one of the soccer teams. He coaches the team for 1 

[5] {100} hour(s) every week for free. 

Money-frame: Jim supports the organization by donating 20 [100] {200} dollars every week. 

 

John 
Background text: John lives in New York and works as a software developer at a successful IT 

company. Waiting to catch a subway ride home after work, he sometimes sees homeless people scavenge 

the subway station garbage bins for leftovers. When he sees them, he feels sorry for them and experiences 

an urge to help them and others in the same situation. Therefore, he decides to support a charity 

organization which provides poor and homeless people with bags of free food.   

Victim-frame: Because of John’s involvement in the organization, 10 [50] {100} additional homeless 

people receive a bag of food every week. 
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Hour-frame: John supports the organization by collecting and packing bags of foods and by delivering 

these bags to the homeless. John volunteers for 1 [5] {10} hour(s) each week. 

Money-frame: John supports the organization by donating 20 [100] {200} dollars every week. 

 

Kevin 
Background text: Kevin is 22 years old and a senior university student. His main interest is developing 

video games, but he is also good at bowling. Kevin has a secret crush on his classmate Nathalie. Nathalie 

is very engaged in philanthropy, and she has started her own homeless shelter which provides food, bed 

and shower for the many homeless in the city. Kevin decides to support Nathalie in her philanthropic 

work. 

Victim-frame: Kevin’s support to the homeless shelter means that 10 [50] {100} additional homeless 

people can have a proper meal and take a shower each week. 

Hour-frame: Kevin supports the homeless shelter by doing volunteer work there. He spends 1 [5] 

{10} hour(s) each week preparing and handing out meals to homeless people 

Money-frame: Kevin supports the homeless shelter by making a weekly payment to it. He donates 20 

[50] {200} dollars each week. 

 

Linda 
Background text: Linda is 35 years old, married, has one daughter and is from Utah. She works as a 

veterinarian and recently moved to New York because of a very nice job offer. The majority of her new 

colleagues are philanthropic, and during breaks they often discuss various charitable causes that they are 

involved in. To better fit in, Linda decides to also engage in a non-profit organization. Since her late 

mother suffered from Alzheimer’s disease, she decides to support a local organization that provides social 

activities to old people with dementia.  

Victim-frame: Linda’s support means that the organization can arrange more activities, meaning that 15 

[75] {150} additional old people with dementia can participate in a social activity each week. 

Hour-frame: Linda volunteers as an organizer and participates in social activities for old people with 

dementia. She volunteers about 1 [5] {10} hour(s) each week. 

Money-frame: Linda has set up an automated payment to the organization. She donates 20 [50] {200} 

dollars each week. The money is used to fund the social activities. 

 

Luke 
Background text: Luke lives in Florida and has worked there for about 20 years. In the part of the state 

that Luke lives in, there are a lot of houses in bad condition which are inhabited by people too poor to 

renovate them. Since he wants to help these people, he decided to become a member of Joy Builders, a 

huge charity organization that renovates old houses and builds new houses for people who really need it.  

Victim-frame: Because of Luke’s involvement in the organization, 1 [5] {10} additional family gets their 

home renovated each week. 
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Hour-frame: Since Luke is a carpenter, he can support the organization by renovating homes for people 

who are too poor to afford it themselves. He volunteers by renovating homes for 1 [5] {10} hour(s) each 

week. 

Money-frame: Luke supports the organization by donating 20 [100] {200} dollars every week. 


