Zurich Open Repository and
Archive
University of Zurich
Main Library
Strickhofstrasse 39
CH-8057 Zurich
www.zora.uzh.ch

Year: 2015

”A letter for Dr. Outgroup”: on the effects of an indicator of competence
and chances for altruism toward a member of a stigmatized out-group
Hellmann, Jens H ; Berthold, Anne ; Rees, Jonas H ; Hellmann, Deborah F

Abstract: The lost letter technique is an unobtrusive method to investigate attitudes in a particular
population. Ostensibly lost letters from senders who apparently belong to different groups or addressed
to recipients from apparently different groups are dispersed in public places, and return rates represent
a measure of altruistic or discriminatory behavior toward one group or another. In two field experiments
using the lost letter technique, we investigated the influence of group membership and the presence
or absence of a doctorate degree as an indicator of competence on the likelihood of receiving helping
behavior. Experiment 1 showed that a generic member of a low-status ethnic out-group (Turks living
in Germany) was the target of discrimination, while a generic member of a non-stigmatized out-group
(French in Germany) was not. Moreover, when the name of the member from the stigmatized out-group
was (vs. was not) preceded by a doctorate degree, more of the allegedly lost letters were returned.
There were no such differential effects for recipients who were members of the in-group (Germans) or
the non-stigmatized out-group (French). Experiment 2 showed that a recipient from the stigmatized
out-group (Turk) with a doctorate degree received more letters when the sender was German versus
Turkish (i.e., from the recipient’s own group). Overall, the sender’s ethnic group membership was an
important factor for the likelihood of receiving an ostensibly lost letter, in that fewer letters arrived from
a sender with a Turkish (vs. German) name. We conclude that the likelihood of altruistic behavior
toward out-group members can increase when in-group members intend to communicate with competent
out-group members. Therefore, under certain conditions, the presentation of a highly competent member
of an otherwise stigmatized out-group may serve as a discrimination buffer.
DOI: https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01422

Posted at the Zurich Open Repository and Archive, University of Zurich
ZORA URL: https://doi.org/10.5167/uzh-115563
Journal Article
Published Version

The following work is licensed under a Creative Commons: Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0)
License.
Originally published at:
Hellmann, Jens H; Berthold, Anne; Rees, Jonas H; Hellmann, Deborah F (2015). ”A letter for Dr.
Outgroup”: on the effects of an indicator of competence and chances for altruism toward a member of a
stigmatized out-group. Frontiers in Psychology, 6:1422.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01422

2

ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 25 September 2015
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01422

“A letter for Dr. Outgroup”: on the
effects of an indicator of competence
and chances for altruism toward a
member of a stigmatized out-group
Jens H. Hellmann1* , Anne Berthold 2 , Jonas H. Rees3 and Deborah F. Hellmann4
1

Center of Teaching in Higher Education, University of Münster, Münster, Germany, 2 Department of Psychology, University
of Zurich, Zurich, Switzerland, 3 Department of Social Psychology and Center for Interdisciplinary Research, University of
Bielefeld, Bielefeld, Germany, 4 Criminological Research Institute of Lower Saxony, Hannover, Germany

Edited by:
Robert Böhm,
RWTH Aachen University, Germany
Reviewed by:
Michele Denise Birtel,
University of Surrey, UK
Niklas K. Steffens,
University of Queensland, Australia
*Correspondence:
Jens H. Hellmann,
Center of Teaching in Higher
Education, University of Münster,
Fliednerstraße 21, D-48149 Münster,
Germany
jens.hellmann@uni-muenster.de
Specialty section:
This article was submitted to
Evolutionary Psychology
and Neuroscience,
a section of the journal
Frontiers in Psychology
Received: 30 May 2015
Accepted: 07 September 2015
Published: 25 September 2015
Citation:
Hellmann JH, Berthold A, Rees JH
and Hellmann DF (2015) “A letter
for Dr. Outgroup”: on the effects of an
indicator of competence and chances
for altruism toward a member of a
stigmatized out-group.
Front. Psychol. 6:1422.
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01422

The lost letter technique is an unobtrusive method to investigate attitudes in a particular
population. Ostensibly lost letters from senders who apparently belong to different
groups or addressed to recipients from apparently different groups are dispersed in
public places, and return rates represent a measure of altruistic or discriminatory
behavior toward one group or another. In two field experiments using the lost letter
technique, we investigated the influence of group membership and the presence or
absence of a doctorate degree as an indicator of competence on the likelihood of
receiving helping behavior. Experiment 1 showed that a generic member of a lowstatus ethnic out-group (Turks living in Germany) was the target of discrimination,
while a generic member of a non-stigmatized out-group (French in Germany) was not.
Moreover, when the name of the member from the stigmatized out-group was (vs. was
not) preceded by a doctorate degree, more of the allegedly lost letters were returned.
There were no such differential effects for recipients who were members of the ingroup (Germans) or the non-stigmatized out-group (French). Experiment 2 showed that
a recipient from the stigmatized out-group (Turk) with a doctorate degree received more
letters when the sender was German versus Turkish (i.e., from the recipient’s own group).
Overall, the sender’s ethnic group membership was an important factor for the likelihood
of receiving an ostensibly lost letter, in that fewer letters arrived from a sender with a
Turkish (vs. German) name. We conclude that the likelihood of altruistic behavior toward
out-group members can increase when in-group members intend to communicate with
competent out-group members. Therefore, under certain conditions, the presentation
of a highly competent member of an otherwise stigmatized out-group may serve as a
discrimination buffer.
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Introduction

studies used an established ﬁeld-setting to study altruism under
less controlled but highly realistic conditions.
Field studies are particularly helpful if researchers aim to
investigate helping behavior toward diﬀerent groups in an
unobtrusive way. Additionally, they do not exclusively rely on
student samples, but more ecologically valid samples drawn from
the general population. Therefore, ﬁeld studies are an important
instrument to explore moderators of intergroup-discrimination
eﬀects under real-world conditions. The two ﬁeld experiments
reported in this article were conducted in order to contribute
to previous research on altruism and intergroup behavior. In a
nutshell, we tested if helping behavior diﬀers depending on the
perceived competence of in-group versus out-group members
using the lost-letter technique (Milgram et al., 1965).
In-group favoritism as one of two aspects of parochial altruism
(also see Dorrough et al., 2015), when, for example, expressed
through helping behavior preferably dedicated to an in-group
over an out-group member, should be stronger when the outgroup is stigmatized in some way than when the reference is a
non-stigmatized out-group (for an overview see Penner et al.,
2005). Although some conceptualizations of such diﬀerential
intergroup discrimination appear to be widely accepted (e.g.,
Fiske et al., 2002; also see Hofstede and Bond, 1984), empirical
demonstrations of diﬀerential levels of altruism toward members
of out-groups with versus without the stigma of incompetence are
extremely rare (for an overview regarding stigma and prejudice,
see Phelan et al., 2008).

The investigation and analysis of conﬂicts between groups
has been among the core interests of many, if not all, social
sciences since their inception. This is particularly true for social
psychology where studies on the dynamics of prejudice and
intergroup conﬂict have arguably been the discipline’s single
most deﬁning research topic over many decades (e.g., Allport,
1954; Sherif et al., 1961). A host of classic studies document
reliably that individuals tend to treat members of their in-group
more favorably than out-group members (Tajfel et al., 1971;
Mullen et al., 1992), and various theories build on this ingroup preference to explain intergroup conﬂict from diﬀerent
perspectives such as the Social Identity Theory (SIT; Tajfel and
Turner, 1979) or the Realistic Intergroup Conflict perspective
(RIC; e.g., Sherif et al., 1961). This in-group favoritism or ingroup bias has been found in many diﬀerent domains such as the
assignment of more positive traits to an in-group (vs. out-group)
member (Cadinu and Rothbart, 1996). Particularly in the domain
of helping behavior, the group membership of a person has been
identiﬁed as a crucial determinant of the likelihood of providing
and receiving help: Belonging to a common group increases help
for individuals (see Flippen et al., 1996; Levine et al., 2005).
More recently, research has set out to study how such
diﬀerential treatment of in-group and out-group members may
have evolved in humans in the ﬁrst place (Choi and Bowles,
2007; for reviews see De Dreu et al., 2014; Rusch, 2014). Drawing
on Darwin’s basic notion that behaviors beneﬁting the in-group
and harming the out-group should have co-evolved, studies
on such parochial altruism have used diﬀerent paradigms and
approaches. Prominent studies have used complex mathematical
models to gauge the evolutionary advantage of diﬀerent patterns
of behaviors such as mutually beneﬁcial, selﬁsh, spiteful, or
altruistic behaviors, where parochial altruism can be deﬁned as
a combination of altruism directed at the in-group and spite
directed at the out-group (see Rusch, 2014). Following this logic,
for example, García and van den Bergh (2011, p. 277) simulated
diﬀerent strategies in a prisoner’s dilemma situation, deﬁning
parochial altruism as instances of altruism “limited to donors and
recipients belonging to the same group.” These authors found
that such parochial altruism will generally be favored by selection.
Given this apparent evolutionary advantage through parochial
altruism, however, incidents of out-group directed altruism need
to be explored further. One way of circumventing the universality
of parochial altruism in humans may be to provide counterstereotypical information about an out-group member, which can
be an indicator of competence for a member of an out-group that
is otherwise stigmatized as incompetent (e.g., Sinclair and Kunda,
1999).
We suggest that research on altruism may beneﬁt from
methods developed in other research areas, such as classic
research on prejudice (cf. Everett et al., 2015). Mathematical
modeling, idealized game theoretical situations, or even
paradigms exploring the eﬀects of neuropeptides and hormones
on parochial altruism (e.g., De Dreu et al., 2010; Reimers and
Diekhof, 2015) allow researchers to study the phenomenon
under thoroughly controlled laboratory conditions. The present
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Helping Behavior and Out-Group Member
Characteristics
Groups and stereotypes can be classiﬁed by means of the
Behaviors from Intergroup Aﬀect and Stereotypes-map (BIAS,
Cuddy et al., 2007). According to this approach, groups are
treated diﬀerently depending on how they are perceived on
the two dimensions of competence and warmth. For example,
members of a less competent group are likely discriminated
through harmful behaviors, while members of competent groups
are deserving of facilitating behaviors. Thus, altruistic behavior
such as posting a lost letter should be more probable when it
is addressed toward a member of the presumably competent ingroup compared to the likelihood of altruistic behavior toward a
member of an out-group stigmatized as less competent. However,
such diﬀerences should be less likely when comparing the ingroup and a non-stigmatized out-group.
One goal of the present research was to demonstrate
that out-groups are not uniformly targets of discrimination,
but intergroup discrimination regarding helping behavior may
vary as a function of out-group stigma. In Germany, Turks
represent the largest ethnic minority out-group (see Klink and
Wagner, 1999), and are generally regarded as less competent
than members of the German in-group (Asbrock, 2010). In
other words, the most salient stigma of Turks in Germany is
their ascribed lack of competence. To cautiously foreshadow
a result from our own pilot study (see below), other ethnic
out-groups such as the French do not suﬀer from this stigma
of relatively inferior competence compared to the German ingroup. Accordingly, we expected diﬀerences in helping behavior
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recipient’s competence serves as a discrimination buﬀer only
when the sender is a member of the in-group. More precisely,
we predicted that fewer letters would arrive for the out-group
member with doctorate degree when the sender apparently
belongs to the out-group (vs. in-group). We designed Experiment
1 to test Hypotheses 1 and 2, Experiment 2 was conducted to
address Hypothesis 3.
The experiments were carried out in accordance with the
recommendations and the approval of the Ethics Committee of
the Department of Psychology and Sport and Exercise Sciences at
the University of Münster, Germany.
Additionally, in a pilot study, we asked participants to indicate
socially shared consensual stereotypes about the German ingroup and about Turks as well as the French as out-groups. For
this pilot study, we expected to ﬁnd diﬀerential ratings, especially
on the dimension of competence, toward the diﬀerent out-group
nationalities mentioned above.

between in-group and out-group to depend on the quality of
stigmatization of the out-group.
While a host of research has addressed discriminatory
behavior resulting from diﬀerential stereotyping; only few
ﬁeld studies have explored potential ways of buﬀering such
discrimination. In a ﬁeld experiment, Kaas and Manger (2012)
identiﬁed one possibility of tackling intergroup discrimination on
the job market: These researchers sent out application letters to
German companies from applicants with a German vs. Turkishsounding name. The typical intergroup discrimination eﬀect, that
is, more frequent interview invitations for the in-group member
(also see Bertrand and Mullainathan, 2004), disappeared once
the out-group member’s application included a reference letter
from a former employer. Such letters of recommendation are
likely the most frequently used source of ﬁnding out about a
job candidate’s competence (Kaslow et al., 2007). Thus, there
is some evidence that, under certain conditions, indicators
of competence can moderate the intergroup discrimination
eﬀect. Another possibility to subtly implement an indicator
of competence is to simply add a doctorate degree to an
individual’s name (cf. Gregory, 1995; Sinclair and Kunda,
1999).
The present research also aimed at examining whether
such an indicator of the group members’ competence (i.e., a
doctorate degree) represents one condition, under which the
discrimination eﬀect can be attenuated or even be discontinued.
In line with our above reasoning, we expected altruistic behavior
in terms of posting a lost letter addressed to an ostensibly
competent member of an otherwise stigmatized out-group but
not to a generic member of the stigmatized out-group. In this
context, the term generic refers to a member of the respective
group who does not hold a doctorate degree.

Pilot Study
In addition to previous research (Asbrock, 2010), this pilot
study sought to obtain ratings of consensually shared stereotypes
toward a stigmatized out-group, namely Turks, in relation to a
culturally more proximate out-group, namely the French, and the
German in-group.

Method
Participants and Procedure

Respondents were N = 72 undergraduate students (56 female,
11 male, 5 did not report their gender) at the University of
Münster, Germany, with a mean age of 20.68 years (SD = 3.56).
Seven participants did not indicate their age. All participants were
tested during a break within two parts of an introductory lecture
on statistics. Participation took about 5 min, was completely
voluntary, and was not compensated.
Participants received a single sheet of paper that constituted
the questionnaire, on which they were asked to provide
evaluations of diﬀerent groups based on what they believed most
people in Germany thought about the respective group. The
instructions stressed that the study was not about the participants’
individual evaluation of the presented groups (see Asbrock,
2010).

The Lost-Letter Technique
In the lost-letter paradigm (Milgram et al., 1965), letters are
dispersed in speciﬁc areas. These letters appear to be lost by
their sender. Because these fully stamped letters are basically
identical and only variations in the name of the recipient or of
the sender or both hints at their particular group memberships,
actual intergroup discrimination can then be operationalized as
the relative number of letters that are returned for each recipient
or sender. When the name of the recipient on an apparently lost
letter indicates a diﬀerent cultural background than the sender’s
name, the ﬁnder of such a letter can actively promote or impede
a basic form of intergroup communication.

Measures
Participants were asked to indicate to what extent most people
in Germany ascribe the subsequent adjectives to the respective
group. For the dimension of competence, these items were
competent, competitive, and independent, for warmth, these
items were likeable, warm, and good-natured. All items were
assessed on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (completely) and
were presented in an order alternating between competence and
warmth. The presented groups were Germans, Turks, and the
French.
The internal consistencies of the dimensions per group were
as follows: Warmth Germans, Cronbach’s α = 0.80, warmth
Turks, α = 0.85, warmth French, α = 0.84, competence Germans,

The Present Research
We focused on three hypotheses: (1) We expected that a
generic member of a stigmatized out-group would receive help
less frequently compared to a generic in-group member. More
precisely, the stigmatized out-group member should receive
fewer letters than a member of the in-group. (2) An indicator
of the recipient’s competence can serve as a buﬀer against such
diﬀerences in altruistic behavior, because it may work against the
stigma of the out-group. Thus, a member of a stigmatized outgroup who is perceived as competent should receive more letters
than a generic member of the stigmatized out-group. (3) The
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α = 0.67, competence Turks, α = 0.58, competence French,
α = 0.74. For each of the two dimensions, competence and
warmth, the corresponding three items were averaged per group
so that higher values indicate higher ascriptions on the respective
dimension for the respective group.

to be consistent with previous ﬁndings (Cuddy et al., 2009). Still,
regarding the dimension of competence, Germans are seen as
the relatively most competent group. Even more importantly, the
Turkish out-group was clearly perceived as less competent than
both the German in-group and the French out-group.

Results

Experiment 1

Means and standard deviations for the three groups’ scores on
the two dimensions are presented in Table 1, which also includes
comparisons between the warmth and competence ratings within
each of the three groups, Germans, Turks, and the French.

Design and Procedure
Experiment 1 consisted of a 3 (recipient’s group: German
vs. Turkish vs. French) × 2 (indicator of high competence:
doctorate degree present vs. not present) design. In total, we
dispersed N = 180 letters, n = 30 letters per condition, in
Bremen, Germany. Consistent with the established procedure
for lost-letter-studies (Milgram et al., 1965), all letters were
fully stamped and included hand-written addresses for the
recipient and the sender and a note on the back of each
letter “found next to your car” written in German (“neben
Ihrem Auto gefunden”) by a research assistant with a diﬀerent
pen to ensure the dispersed letters would be perceived as
genuinely lost. Each letter was attached behind a car’s windshield.
Previous studies with various locations of dispersion have shown
that this procedure resulted in especially high return rates as
compared to, for example, placing letters on the pavement
(Milgram et al., 1965). The letters were shuﬄed in advance
to secure random attachment per area and street. Great care
was taken to make sure that no other letter was visible from
the position around any car, to which another letter was
attached.
The names of the ostensible recipients were Nils Schönfeld
(German), Antoine Dupont (French), and Ali Yildirim (Turkish).
The sender’s name on all letters was Jens Hellmann (German).
Each letter contained an invitation to a birthday party, which
was included in case any ﬁnder opened the letter. The content
of the note could not be seen through the envelope. The
sender’s address was a local address in Bremen, Germany, where
the letters were distributed. The dependent variable was the
number of letters per condition that arrived at the recipients’
address where a letter box displayed the names of all three
recipients.

Competence
Overall, the three groups diﬀered signiﬁcantly from each other
regarding ascribed competence, F(2,142) = 131.49, p < 0.001,
η2p = 0.65. Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons revealed
that the competence ascribed to Germans was estimated as being
higher than the competence ascribed to Turks, t(70) = 15.02,
p < 0.001, d = 1.77, and to the French, t(70) = 10.00, p < 0.001,
d = 1.19. Additionally, the competence ascribed to the French
was signiﬁcantly higher than the competence ascribed to Turks,
t(70) = 6.66, p < 0.001, d = 0.79.

Warmth
Overall, the three groups diﬀered signiﬁcantly from each other
in terms of ascribed warmth, F(2,142) = 11.60, p < 0.001,
η2p = 0.14. Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons revealed
that the warmth ascribed to Germans did not signiﬁcantly diﬀer
from the warmth ascribed to Turks, t(70) = −1.78, p = 0.24,
d = −0.21. The French received ratings on the dimension of
warmth that were higher than those for Germans, t(70) = 4.94,
p < 0.001, d = 0.60, and for Turks, t(70) = 2.83, p = 0.02,
d = 0.33.

Discussion
This pilot study sought to replicate crucial aspects of previous
research by Asbrock (2010) by assessing consensually shared
cultural stereotypes toward the German in-group and the Turks
as a stigmatized out-group. Furthermore, it was designed to
extend previous research by adding a non-stigmatized out-group
nationality to the list, namely the French.
Regarding warmth, the French are regarded as warmer than
Germans and Turks. On this dimension, the present data did not
reveal a bias in favor of the in-group nationality, which appears

Results and Discussion
We performed χ2 –tests for diﬀerential return rates of the letters.
Statistical tests reported for the resulting 2 × 2 contingency tables
are one-tailed (see Preacher, 2001).
The return rates for in-group members (the German recipient)
and members of the non-stigmatized out-group (the French
recipient) were each independent of presence of doctorate degree
(see Table 2). Importantly, however, for the stigmatized outgroup (the Turkish recipient), signiﬁcantly more letters arrived
when a doctorate degree preceded his name (Dr. Ali Yildirim)
than if no such academic title was present (Ali Yildirim),
χ2 (1, N = 60) = 3.35, p = 0.03, ϕ = 0.24. For the Turkish
recipient without doctorate degree (Ali Yildirim), marginally
fewer letters were returned than for the in-group recipient,
regardless of presence of a doctorate degree of the in-group

TABLE 1 | Pilot study: standard deviations and means of ratings of warmth
and competence regarding three groups.
Group

Competence
M (SD)

Warmth
M (SD)

t

p

Germans

4.07 (0.54)

2.72 (0.60)

Turks

2.54 (0.61)

2.92 (0.76)

−4.36

French

3.13 (0.68)

3.28 (0.89)

−1.11

d

18.42

<0.001

2.18

<0.001

−0.52

0.27

−0.13

Means and standard deviations are based on three items per dimension that were
assessed using 5-point Likert-type scales. Statistical values in this table refer to
tests of differences between the dimensions of competence and warmth within the
respective groups.
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Experiment 2

TABLE 2 | Experiment 1: return rates of letters as function of the
recipient’s group membership and presence of a doctorate degree.

Design and Procedure

Recipient’s group membership
In-group
(German)

Stigmatized
out-group
(Turk)

Non-Stigmatized
out-group
(French)

Doctorate degree
present

25 (83%)

26 (87%)

24 (80%)

Doctorate degree
not present

25 (83%)

20 (67%)

24 (80%)

In Experiment 2, we investigated whether the increase in
helping behavior toward the competent member of the
stigmatized out-group was due to the in-group membership
of the sender who always belonged to the German ingroup in Experiment 1. We addressed letters to a doctor
whose name was either indicative of an in-group recipient
(German) or of a recipient belonging to the stigmatized outgroup (Turkish). We also varied the name of the sender
that signaled his group membership (in-group vs. outgroup). There were no recipients without doctorate degree
in Experiment 2.
In total, N = 100 stamped letters were dispersed, n = 25
letters per condition in a 2 (sender’s group: in-group vs. outgroup) × 2 (recipient’s group: in-group vs. out-group) ﬁeld
study. As per Experiment 1, each letter was attached behind
a car’s windshield. All letters included hand-written addresses
of recipient and sender. The sender’s address was a local one
in Bielefeld, Germany, where the letters were distributed. The
names of the recipients were Markus Schäfer (German) and
Ali Yildirim (Turkish). The senders were named Fatih Celic
(Turkish) or Frank Meier (German). We included a short note in
each envelope that was an invitation to a party in case any ﬁnder
opened the letter. The content of the invitation could not be read
through the envelope.

Absolute number of returned letters and respective percentages in parentheses per
condition. Percentages are rounded. Dispersed letters per cell were n = 30. The
sender was consistently a member of the German in-group.

recipient (Nils Schönfeld or Dr. Nils Schönfeld, respectively),
each χ2 (1, N = 60) = 2.22, p = 0.07, ϕ = 0.19. This
ﬁnding conceptually replicates previous ﬁeld demonstrations
of discrimination against stigmatized out-group members (e.g.,
Klink and Wagner, 1999) and is in line with previous research
on parochial altruism (e.g., Choi and Bowles, 2007) in showing
that altruistic helping behavior is more readily displayed for
(generic) in-group members. For the French recipient (Antoine
Dupont or Dr. Antoine Dupont, respectively), there were no
diﬀerences in return rates, indicating that there was no general
tendency to discriminate against a member of an out-group
that is not generally stigmatized and no diﬀerential return
rates dependent on the presence of a doctorate degree for this
group.
To sum up, the results of Experiment 1 show that whether
the German or the French recipient held a doctorate degree
did not make any diﬀerence with regard to the respective
return rates. When the member of the stigmatized Turkish outgroup held a doctorate degree, he received signiﬁcantly more
letters than when the address on the letter did not include the
doctorate.
However, from the results found in Experiment 1, it was
not entirely clear for whom ﬁnders of a letter provided help
by posting it: in fact, one could argue that ﬁnders of a
letter who also posted it might have intended to help the
sender, who apparently lost the letter, rather than the recipient
who might even be unaware of the letter’s existence. In
this case, it would be possible that ﬁnders simply did not
want to help a sender from the German in-group, who had
apparently lost a letter intended for a generic member of
the stigmatized Turkish out-group. Still, when an in-group
member lost a letter addressed to a person holding a doctorate
degree, ﬁnders may have been motivated to post it to help
his or her fellow in-group member communicating with a
doctor. We explored this latter notion, which is also in line
with predictions derived from views of parochial altruism, in
Experiment 2.
We kept the presence of the doctorate degree for the recipient
constant in Experiment 2 and designed it to investigate more
closely the question of whom ﬁnders actually direct their help to,
the sender or the recipient of a lost letter.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

Results and Discussion
As in Experiment 1, statistical tests based on the resulting
2 × 2 contingency tables are one-tailed. As Table 3 indicates,
fewer letters arrived when the sender was from the stigmatized
Turkish out-group rather than from the German in-group,
χ2 (1, N = 100) = 4.11, p = 0.02, ϕ = 0.20. Importantly, for the
Turkish recipient, signiﬁcantly less letters were returned when
the sender had a Turkish name than when the sender had a
German name, χ2 (1, N = 50) = 2.92, p = 0.04, ϕ = 0.24. When
the recipient of the letter belonged to the German in-group, this
diﬀerence was not statistically signiﬁcant, χ2 (1, N = 50) = 1.33,
p = 0.12. The overall return rate for the German recipient
did not signiﬁcantly diﬀer from that for the Turkish recipient,
χ2 (1, N = 100) = 0.16, p = 0.34. This ﬁnding is in line with
TABLE 3 | Experiment 2: return rates of letters as function of the recipient’s
and the sender’s group membership as written on the lost letters.
Recipient’s group membership
In-group (German)

Stigmatized
out-group (Turk)

In-group sender
(German)

17 (68%)

17 (68%)

Stigmatized out-group
sender (Turk)

13 (52%)

11 (44%)

Absolute number of returned letters and respective percentages in parentheses
per condition. Dispersed letters per cell were n = 25. The recipient’s name was
consistently preceded by a doctorate.
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practice: While previous research mostly focused on identifying
stereotypes and stigmatization of one single out-group based
on ethnic background (e.g., Lin et al., 2005), the evidence
for diﬀerent degrees or patterns of stereotyping regarding
members of diﬀerent out-group nationalities may enable
researchers to articulate more nuanced predictions regarding
intergroup perceptions and behavior toward diﬀerent out-group
nationalities and their members.
According to SIT (Tajfel and Turner, 1979), encountering
highly competent out-group members might be perceived as
threat to the in-group’s high status. Dovidio and Gaertner (1981)
found empirical support for this assumption. In their classic
investigation on helping behavior in an intergroup setting, they
showed that White participants were less helpful toward a Black
individual, when the Black person was introduced as supervisor
(versus subordinate). The perceived stability of intergroup status
hierarchy has consequently been studied as an important factor
in providing support for empowerment help toward members of
a low-status out-group (Cunningham and Platow, 2007): When
in-group members perceive that their group’s superiority over
an out-group might become unstable, they show less helping
behavior toward members of the out-group than when they
perceive stability in the hierarchy in favor of their own group.
However, it is rather unlikely that encountering one single
competent individual from an otherwise stigmatized out-group
represents a serious threat to the stability of an entire society’s
socio-economic hierarchy. According to the present results, the
letters addressed to a competent out-group member did not
lead to a threatened identity, because the return rates of these
letters were higher compared to letters addressed to a generic
member of the stigmatized out-group. Still, it seems promising to
investigate potential underlying processes of parochial altruism
linked to threat perceptions (cf. De Dreu et al., 2010), since
previous research has provided substantial evidence for the
relation of threat and social discrimination (Branscombe et al.,
1999).
There is another process that might have inﬂuenced our
results: In both experiments, all letters contained recipient
addresses located in Germany. Accordingly, it might be possible
that the superordinate identity of “people living in Germany”
became salient, and previous research has demonstrated that a
shared identity can explain helping behavior toward members
of an out-group (Levine et al., 2005). Independently of a
potential salience of a common identity, the present research
showed diﬀerential return rates depending on the stigma of
the out-group. Thus, the results indicate that despite the
potential presence of a shared identity via country of residence,
diﬀerences in helping behavior can be found in a lost letter
paradigm.
Many researchers have reasoned that stereotypes make parts
of our lives a lot easier (e.g., Macrae and Bodenhausen, 2000).
With the indicator of competence, the mechanism that leads
to discrimination against members of an otherwise stigmatized
out-group was attenuated. It is important to acknowledge that
subtyping processes may have contributed to the diﬀerences
in helping behavior between the members of the stigmatized
out-group with versus without the doctorate degree. A subtyping

Experiment 1, in which we also did not ﬁnd any diﬀerence in
return rates when each of the German and Turkish recipients held
a doctorate degree.
The motivation to facilitate the correspondence between a
letter’s sender and a competent member of the stigmatized
out-group, or to even make such a communication possible,
apparently depends upon the sender’s group membership. That
an in-group member seeks to interact with a highly competent
member of the stigmatized out-group seems to be a key factor in
this attenuation of intergroup discrimination.

General Discussion
Together with the pilot study, the results from our two ﬁeld
experiments substantiate claims from previous studies, and
importantly, also yield novel insights for research on in-group
favoritism as one of two aspects of parochial altruism on various
levels (also see Dorrough et al., 2015). Firstly, discrimination
in favor of one’s in-group over diﬀerent out-groups apparently
depends on the evaluation of these out-groups (cf. Cuddy
et al., 2009). In the present research, diﬀerences in helping
behavior (i.e., posting a letter) directed at in-group and outgroup members were only observed when a stigmatized (vs.
non-stigmatized) out-group was compared with the in-group.
Secondly, the results show that the perceived competence of
the respective member of the stigmatized out-group was a
moderator of this in-group favoritism; When a member of a
stigmatized out-group was perceived as competent (i.e., holding
a doctorate degree), he received a number of letters that did
not deviate from the amount the in-group member received.
Thus, we assumed that an indicator of competence can serve as
buﬀer against discrimination of a stigmatized out-group member
under certain conditions (Experiment 1). Thirdly, while our ﬁrst
experiment could not clearly diﬀerentiate whether in-group love
exclusively accounted for the discrimination eﬀect against the
generic member of the stigmatized out-group, Experiment 2
revealed the contribution of out-group spite. Return rates were
particularly low when a member of the stigmatized out-group
had ostensibly lost a letter that was addressed to a recipient
of the same stigmatized out-group, even though the recipient
was highly competent. Thus, it was not only the recipient
of the letter per se that received help when he was a highly
competent individual. Importantly, help in form of posting
that letter was granted only when the sender who intended to
communicate with an out-group doctor belonged to the ingroup. This notion is in line with theoretical conceptions of
parochial altruism (De Dreu et al., 2014; Rusch, 2014) because
it might well be of evolutionary advantage to help in-group
members when they intend to interact with highly competent
out-group members.
As demonstrated in our pilot study, Germans apparently
regard the French as more competent than Turks. To our
knowledge, this diﬀerentiation in stereotyping between two
out-group nationalities has not been reported in the German
context yet (cf. Asbrock et al., 2014). Crucially, such diﬀerential
stereotyping has important implications for research and
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groups were of interest for the present research. In a recent
investigation of diﬀerences between culturally diverse districts
in the city of Berlin, Germany, Koopmans and Veit (2014)
have shown that return rates can vary very strongly even across
neighborhoods, namely, between 32 and 88% in their study.

process becomes probable when group members disconﬁrm a
group stereotype. In order to maintain the stereotypes, such
exceptions to the rule are clustered together and set aside (Maurer
et al., 1995). Thus, adding a doctorate degree to the name of the
out-group member could have (mis)lead the ﬁnders of the letters
to believe that the recipient is a rather atypical member of the
out-group that is otherwise stigmatized as incompetent.
We argue that, together with the information that a member
of the in-group intended to deliver a message to the outgroup member, the negative stereotype against the particular
out-group was disconﬁrmed and the positive stereotype about
highly competent exemplars guided the ﬁnders’ behavior (also
see Sinclair and Kunda, 1999). In other contexts, disconﬁrming a
stereotype about an out-group otherwise stigmatized as cold may
also lead to an increase in helping behavior. The dimension of
warmth also seems to play an important role in providing help
for members of an out-group because in-group members may
want to deliver a positive, warm picture of their own group (van
Leeuwen and Täuber, 2012).

Conclusion
Assumptions about deﬁcient competence in members of
stigmatized out-groups can lead to subtle forms of intergroup
discrimination. One potential practical implication of the present
research is that highly competent exemplars of stigmatized outgroups should not be presented as outstanding, incidental, and
atypical instances of this out-group in order to overcome simple
subtyping (see Maurer et al., 1995). Instead, interactions between
in-group members and competent individuals from stigmatized
out-groups should be treated as typical and regular instances.
For example, on television programs, members of the in-group
could interview particularly competent experts who are members
of an otherwise stigmatized out-group. This procedure could
be a promising and highly non-reactive avenue in promoting
intergroup acceptance by refuting subtle yet socially shared
stereotypes against minority out-groups. Future research should
explore eﬀects of such media exposure on diminishing intergroup
discrimination.

Limitations
We assumed that the vast majority, if not all, of the dispersed
letters were found and posted by members of the German ingroup and not by members of the out-groups. Due to the nature
of lost-letter studies, we do not have any data to support this
assumption. However, we note that if letters were found and
posted to a large extent by members of an out-group, this
would have worked against our hypotheses and the present
data patterns. As Turks constitute the largest ethnic minority
in Germany, a potential ﬁnder that did not belong to the
German in-group would have most likely belonged to this
largest out-group. These ﬁnders would presumably not have
discriminated against a generic sender or recipient of their own
in-group.
Future replications of the present studies might consider
using larger samples, that is, distribute more letters to increase
statistical power. Especially in our second ﬁeld experiment,
a larger statistical power may have, for example, revealed a
signiﬁcant diﬀerence in letter return rates for the in-group
recipient between the out-group-sender versus the in-groupsender conditions.
We note that the return rates of letters were lower in
Experiment 2 than in Experiment 1. However, more than the
absolute return rates; the relative rates between the experimental

Author Contributions
JH, AB, JR, and DH planned the research. JH, AB, and JR
conducted the studies. JH and AB analyzed the data. JH, AB,
and JR drafted the manuscript. DH provided comments and
revisions. All authors approved the submission of the ﬁnal
version of this manuscript.

Acknowledgments
We are indebted to Christina Hanna for her help in conducting
the pilot study, and to Sarah Bebermeier, Hannah Sophie Eich,
and Ines Orwaldi for their assistance in letter preparation and
distribution. We would also like to thank Laura Fröhlich and
Ulrich Wagner for providing invaluable comments on a previous
draft.

References

Branscombe, N. R., Ellemers, N., Spears, R., and Doosje, B. (1999). “The context
and content of social identity threat,” in Social Identity: Context, Commitment,
Content, eds N. Ellemers, R. Spears, and B. Doosje (Oxford: Blackwell),
35–58.
Cadinu, M. R., and Rothbart, M. (1996). Self-anchoring and diﬀerentiation
processes in the minimal group setting. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 70, 661–677. doi:
10.1037/0022-3514.70.4.661
Choi, J. K., and Bowles, S. (2007). The coevolution of parochial altruism and war.
Science 318, 636–640. doi: 10.1126/science.1144237
Cuddy, A. J. C., Fiske, S. T., and Glick, P. (2007). The BIAS map: behaviors
from intergroup aﬀect and stereotypes. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 92, 631–648. doi:
10.1037/0022-3514.92.4.631

Allport, G. W. (1954). The Nature of Prejudice. Cambridge, MA: Perseus Books.
Asbrock, F. (2010). Stereotypes of social groups in Germany in terms of
warmth and competence. Soc. Psychol. 41, 76–81. doi: 10.1027/1864-9335/a0
00011
Asbrock, F., Lemmer, G., Becker, J., Koller, J., and Wagner, U. (2014). “Who are
these foreigners anyway?” The content of the term foreigner and its impact on
prejudice. Sage Open 4, 1–8. doi: 10.1177/2158244014532819
Bertrand, M., and Mullainathan, S. (2004). Are Emily and Greg more employable
than Lakisha and Jamal? A ﬁeld experiment on labor market discrimination.
Am. Econ. Rev. 94, 991–1013. doi: 10.1257/0002828042002561

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

7

September 2015 | Volume 6 | Article 1422

Hellmann et al.

Dr. Outgroup

Cuddy, A. J. C., Fiske, S. T., Kwan, V. S. Y., Glick, P., Demoulin, S., Leyens, J.P., et al. (2009). Stereotype content model across cultures: universal similarities
and some diﬀerences. Br. J. Soc. Psychol. 48, 1–33. doi: 10.1348/014466608X3
14935
Cunningham, E., and Platow, M. J. (2007). On helping lower status outgroups: the nature of the help and the stability of the intergroup status
hierarchy. Asian J. Soc. Psychol. 10, 258–264. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-839X.2007.0
0234.x
De Dreu, C. K. W., Balliet, D., and Halevy, N. (2014). Parochial cooperation in
humans: forms and functions of self-sacriﬁce in intergroup conﬂict. Adv. Motiv.
Sci. 1, 1–47. doi: 10.1016/bs.adms.2014.08.001
De Dreu, C. K. W., Greer, L. L., Handgraaf, M. J., Shalvi, S., Van Kleef,
G. A., Baas, M., et al. (2010). The neuropeptide oxytocin regulates parochial
altruism in intergroup conﬂict among humans. Science 328, 1408–1411. doi:
10.1126/science.1189047
Dorrough, A. R., Glöckner, A., Hellmann, D. M., and Ebert, I. (2015). The
development of ingroup favoritism in repeated social dilemmas. Front. Psychol.
6:476. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00476
Dovidio, J. F., and Gaertner, S. L. (1981). The eﬀects of race, status, and
ability on helping behavior. Soc. Psychol. Q. 44, 192–203. doi: 10.2307/30
33833
Everett, J. A. C., Faber, N. S., Crockett, M. J., and De Dreu, C. K. W.
(2015). Economic games and social neuroscience methods can help
elucidate the psychology of parochial altruism. Front. Psychol. 6:861. doi:
10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00861
Fiske, S. T., Cuddy, A. J. C., Glick, P., and Xu, J. (2002). A model of (often mixed)
stereotype content: competence and warmth respectively follow from perceived
status and competition. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 82, 878–902. doi: 10.1037/00223514.82.6.878
Flippen, A. R., Hornstein, H. A., Siegal, W. E., and Weitzman, E. A. (1996).
A comparison of similarity and interdependence as triggers for in-group
formation. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 22, 882–893. doi: 10.1177/01461672962
29003
García, J., and van den Bergh, J. C. J. M. (2011). Evolution of parochial
altruism by multilevel selection. Evol. Hum. Behav. 32, 277–287. doi:
10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2010.07.007
Gregory, M. (1995). Implications of the introduction of the Doctor of Education
degree in British universities: can the EdD reach parts the PhD cannot? Vocat.
Asp. Educ. 47, 177–188. doi: 10.1080/0305787950470206
Hofstede, G., and Bond, M. H. (1984). Hofstede’s culture dimensions: an
independent validation using Rokeach’s value survey. J. Cross Cult. Psychol. 15,
417–433. doi: 10.1177/0022002184015004003
Kaas, L., and Manger, C. (2012). Ethnic discrimination in Germany’s labour
market: a ﬁeld experiment. Germ. Econ. Rev. 13, 1–20. doi: 10.1111/j.14680475.2011.00538.x
Kaslow, N. J., Rubin, N. J., Forrest, L., Elman, N. S., Van Horne, B. A., Jacobs,
S. C., et al. (2007). Recognizing, assessing, and intervening with problems of
professional competence. Prof. Psychol. Res. Pr. 38, 479–492. doi: 10.1037/07357028.38.5.479
Klink, A., and Wagner, U. (1999). Discrimination against ethnic minorities in
Germany: going back to the ﬁeld. J. Appl. Soc. Psychol. 29, 402–423. doi:
10.1111/j.1559-1816.1999.tb01394.x
Koopmans, R., and Veit, S. (2014). Cooperation in ethnically diverse
neighborhoods: a lost-letter experiment. Polit. Psychol. 35, 379–400. doi:
10.1111/pops.12037
Levine, M., Prosser, A., Evans, D., and Reicher, S. (2005). Identity and emergency
intervention: how social group membership and inclusiveness of group

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

boundaries shape helping behavior. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 31, 443–453. doi:
10.1177/0146167204271651
Lin, M. H., Kwan, V. S., Cheung, A., and Fiske, S. T. (2005). Stereotype content
model explains prejudice for an envied outgroup: scale of anti-Asian American
stereotypes. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 31, 34–47. doi: 10.1177/01461672042
71320
Macrae, C. N., and Bodenhausen, G. V. (2000). Social cognition: thinking
categorically about others. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 51, 93–120. doi:
10.1146/annurev.psych.51.1.93
Maurer, K. L., Park, B., and Rothbart, M. (1995). Subtyping versus subgrouping
processes in stereotype representation. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 69, 812–824. doi:
10.1037/0022-3514.69.5.812
Milgram, S., Mann, L., and Harter, S. (1965). The lost-letter technique: a tool of
social research. Public Opin. Q. 29, 437–438. doi: 10.1086/267344
Mullen, B., Brown, R., and Smith, C. (1992). Ingroup bias as a function of salience,
relevance, and status: an integration. Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 22, 103–122. doi:
10.1002/ejsp.2420220202
Penner, L. A., Dovidio, J. F., Piliavin, J. A., and Schroeder, D. A. (2005).
Prosocial behavior: multilevel perspectives. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 56, 365–392.
doi: 10.1146/annurev.psych.56.091103.070141
Phelan, J. C., Link, B. G., and Dovidio, J. F. (2008). Stigma and prejudice: one
animal or two? Soc. Sci. Med. 67, 358–367. doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2008.03.022
Preacher, K. J. (2001). Calculation for the Chi-Square Test: An Interactive
Calculation Tool for Chi-Square Tests of Goodness of Fit and Independence
[Computer Software]. Available at: http://quantpsy.org
Reimers, L., and Diekhof, E. K. (2015). Testosterone is associated with cooperation
during intergroup competition by enhancing parochial altruism. Front.
Neurosci. 9:183. doi: 10.3389/fnins.2015.00183
Rusch, H. (2014). The evolutionary interplay of intergroup conﬂict and altruism in
humans: a review of parochial altruism theory and prospects for its extension.
Proc. Biol. Sci. 281, 20141539. doi: 10.1098/rspb.2014.1539
Sherif, M., Harvey, O. J., White, B. J., Hood, W. R., and Sherif, C. W. (1961).
Intergroup Conflict and Cooperation: The Robber’s Cave Experiment. Norman,
OK: University Book Exchange.
Sinclair, S., and Kunda, Z. (1999). Reactions to a black professional: motivated
inhibition and activation of conﬂicting stereotypes. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 77,
885–904. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.77.5.885
Tajfel, H., Billig, M. G., Bundy, R. P., and Flament, C. (1971). Social
categorization and intergroup behaviour. Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 1, 149–178. doi:
10.1002/ejsp.2420010202
Tajfel, H., and Turner, J. C. (1979). “An integrative theory of intergroup conﬂict,” in
The Social Psychology of Intergroup Relations, eds S. Worchel and W. G. Austin
(Monterey, CA: Brooks-Cole), 33–47.
van Leeuwen, E., and Täuber, S. (2012). Outgroup helping as a tool to
communicate ingroup warmth. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 38, 772–783. doi:
10.1177/0146167211436253
Conflict of Interest Statement: The authors declare that the research was
conducted in the absence of any commercial or ﬁnancial relationships that could
be construed as a potential conﬂict of interest.
Copyright © 2015 Hellmann, Berthold, Rees and Hellmann. This is an open-access
article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License
(CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided
the original author(s) or licensor are credited and that the original publication in this
journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution
or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

8

September 2015 | Volume 6 | Article 1422

