
393

The Journal of Social Psychology, 2010, 150(4), 393–415
Copyright © Taylor & Francis Group, LLC

VSOC0022-4545The Journal of Social Psychology, Vol. 150, No. 4, May 2010: pp. 0–0The Journal of Social Psychology

Lay Beliefs About Developing Countries 
in Relation to Helping Behaviors

The Journal of Social PsychologyPinazo, Peris, & Gámez DANIEL PINAZO
ROSANA PERIS

MARÍA-JOSÉ GÁMEZ
University Jaume I

ABSTRACT. We study the beliefs in a developed country about the attribution of respon-
sibility for the situation in developing countries, in relation to helping behaviors and level
of commitment. Two samples were used: one for the synthesis of knowledge (N = 527)
and a second for the synthesis of beliefs (N = 287). From the results, we analyze the syn-
thesis of beliefs and obtain the structure of beliefs. The synthesis of beliefs sample was
made up of 137 individuals who help developing countries and 150 who do not. ANOVAs
show that developed countries activate three implicit theories as beliefs to explain poverty in
developing countries. Attribution external to the actor is more significant at higher levels of
commitment to help. The implications for social communication campaigns in the devel-
oped world are discussed.
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GIVING HELP DEPENDS to some extent on the social perception of the recipient;
specifically, on the type of explanation the potential giver formulates about
poverty (e.g. Betancourt, 1990; Latané & Darley, 1970; Weiner, 1985, 1986). In
other words, it is a process of social attribution made on the basis of the potential
giver’s beliefs. Lay beliefs about poverty in developing countries are mental rep-
resentations that explain both their need for help and the reason why they are in
this situation of poverty. They prescribe related behaviors (Dweck, Chiu, &
Hong, 1995; Gioia & Sims, 1989; McConnell, 2001; Sternberg, Conway, Ketron,
& Bernstein, 1981; Rodrigo, Rodríguez, & Marrero, 1993). Therefore, from this
perspective, a differentiated mental representation of developing countries is an
underlying factor in whether a person helps or not. The main aim of this study is
to discover how the developed world represents the problem of poverty in devel-
oping countries and its relationship with helping behavior. The first of our more
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specific aims is to develop an instrument to measure the beliefs that individuals in
rich countries formulate to explain poverty in developing countries. Our second
aim is to compare the beliefs formulated by individuals who give help to devel-
oping countries with those of individuals who do not. The third objective is to
analyze whether the type of involvement with the help given explains differences
in the formulation of the beliefs about who or what is responsible for poverty in
developing countries.

What explanations might we expect individuals to give for poverty in devel-
oping countries? To answer this question, we must first have access to an instrument
that measures the perception of the population in the developed world. Existing
scales have certain limitations in this respect. One of the most widely used scales
in this research field is that of Hine and Montiel (1999). These authors replicated
the scale developed by Harper, Wagstaff, Newton, and Harrison (1990) to
construct a new scale based on the literature and on open interviews with a
selected sample of activists and non-activists in a first-world nation and a devel-
oping nation. The resulting scale is based on a sample that included only 40 indi-
viduals from the first world. For its part, Harper colleagues’ (1990) causes of
third-world poverty scale was based on that of Feagin (1972), which concerns
domestic poverty. There is therefore no measurement scale based on the developed
world’s social judgment of poverty in developing countries.

A scale constructed on the basis of the developed world’s lay perceptions
will not be expected to provide new results on the structure of attribution of
responsibility for poverty in poor countries. However, a range of explanatory
factors are found in the literature, whether individualist, societal (government,
conflicts, structural, exploitation) or fatalist (e.g., Hine & Montiel, 1999; Harper,
et al., 1990; Morcol, 1997; Nasser & Abouchedid, 2006). The structure of attri-
butional content in the first world may be different from that of the developing
world. Because there is no scale available that takes its starting point in the developed
world, we do not know what content is taken into account to explain poverty in
the developing world.

Research into the attribution of the causes of poverty indicates that the first
world, as an observer, is more likely to make external attributions of a societal
nature than internal attributions (Carr & MacLachan, 1998; Hine & Montiel,
1999). When the situation is particularly relevant to the perceiver, he or she will
place attribution there, considering aspects of the situation that he or she regards
as most relevant (e.g. Nisbett, Peng, Choi & Norenzayan, 2001). Individuals’
perception of poverty in developing countries, in as far as it is explained by situa-
tional factors, must be different from other types of explanations. But moreover,
from the point of view of lay social judgment, focusing on the situation implies
explaining poverty in the developing world as something that can be modified
(Dweck, et al., 1995). Individuals can attribute poverty to different circum-
stances, depending on historical and cultural contexts. Furthermore, the variety
of explanations suggests that people do not observe a fixed reality, but rather they
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interpret it. In this vein, Hintzman’s (1986) Multiple-Trace Memory Model
enables us to explain how individuals can be exposed to two different information-
processing demands: (1) that of recognizing and discriminating between different
ideas about poverty in developing countries, and (2) that of contributing their
own point of view, which in this case entails carrying out a process of attribution.
These two levels of representation have not been considered in the construction
of questionnaires on poverty in developing countries.

Is helping behavior related to explanations of poverty in developing coun-
tries? Studies suggest that when individualist factors are perceived as the
causes of poverty, in general people are less willing to help (Zucker & Weiner,
1993) and are less likely to accept social aid or support policies, give money
(Campbell, Carr & MacLachan, 2001; Carr & MacLacham, 1998), or partici-
pate in anti-poverty activities (Hine & Montiel, 1999). Research by Hine and Mon-
tiel (1999) shows that attribution to exploitation increases anti-poverty
activities, while individualist attribution inhibits it. These studies analyze lev-
els of help according to the locus of attribution and suggest that a person who
does not help attributes responsibility for poverty to the poor, while a person
who does help attributes responsibility to the rich nations. According to Latané and
Darley’s (1970) decision tree, people must first take responsibility for the situa-
tion before they will offer their help. We might therefore expect that individu-
als who give most help will be more likely to offer explanations in which they
attribute responsibility for poverty either to their own reference group or to
themselves personally.

The type of involvement with helping might also explain the differences in
attribution of responsibility. The role the type of involvement with help plays has
been analyzed in terms of the resources given in helping (Khanna, Posnett & Sandler,
1995; Weisbrod & Domínguez, 1986 Rose-Ackerman). The social movements
literature suggests that donors’ commitment varies according to their level of par-
ticipation (e.g. Snow, Soule & Kriesi, 2003). Financial donors have a more dis-
tant, uninvolved relationship with the receiver than those who are involved in
collective actions or who devote their own time to helping others. However, no
empirical studies have analyzed the differences in beliefs about responsibility for
poverty in relation to the type of involvement with helping. The behavior of help-
ing others has essentially been studied in relation to the bystander. However, help
in relieving poverty in developing countries is set within a context in which the
person who needs help is perceived through the mass media or opinion leaders.
The involvement of an individual who gives his or her help in person differs from
help that is mediated by the media, and it is lower in this latter case (Hannah &
Cafferty, 2006). The individual can either offer help by becoming involved person-
ally (e.g. as a volunteer) or more distantly (e.g. anonymous donations). The study
by Zucker and Weiner (1993) suggests there is a difference in the perception of
the situation of need when an individual becomes involved personally and when
this involvement is limited. Their results show a direct relation between high
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levels of personal involvement and the tendency to attribute responsibility to fac-
tors external to the actor.

The present study analyzes the attributions activated by observers in the
developed world to explain the situation in developing countries and their relation
to helping behaviors. The research was carried out in two stages. In the first, we
aimed to discover the beliefs that act in processes of attribution of responsibility
for the situation in developing countries. In the second stage, we used these
beliefs to analyze whether their activation was related to helping behavior. We
put forward the following hypotheses to this end:

Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1: The explanations the observer makes will include external and
internal as well as societal and individual attributions.

Hypothesis 2: People in the first world will be significantly more likely to
attribute the situation of developing countries to factors external to the
actor than to internal factors.

Hypothesis 3: Individuals who help, as compared to those who do not, will
be significantly more likely to attribute the situation of developing countries
to factors external to the actor than to internal factors.

Hypothesis 4: Individuals who do not help, as compared to those who do,
will be significantly more likely to attribute the situation of developing
countries to factors internal to the actor than to external factors.

Hypothesis 5: Individuals with higher levels of commitment to giving help,
as compared to those with lower levels of commitment, will be significantly
more likely to attribute the situation of developing countries to factors
external to the actor than to internal factors.

Hypothesis 6: Individuals with lower levels of commitment to giving help,
as compared to those with higher levels of commitment, will be significantly
more likely to attribute the situation of developing countries to factors
internal to the actor than to external factors.

Method

Hintzman’s (1986) Multiple-Trace Memory Model distinguishes between
the storing of information, in the form of examples, and its retrieval, in the form
of synthesis or active representations, which can be activated according to
demand by means of interpretive schemas. These interpretive schemas are inac-
cessible to the conscience and operate as inconsistent beliefs (Furnham, 1988;
Wegner & Vallacher, 1977). The dynamism of Hintzman’s (1986) model allows
us to consider the dual function of the representations. The first function draws
on the stored knowledge of the social phenomenon studied, which can be activated
for declarative use (Syntheses of knowledge). The second is a prescriptive function
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in the form of beliefs (Syntheses of beliefs). The Syntheses of knowledge cover
the range of cultural models on poverty in developing countries that are incorpo-
rated into the individual’s cognitive world through social interactions. Thus,
when the demand requires us to distinguish between various ideas or reflect on
the explanation we assume as our own, we activate a synthesis that functions on a
declarative level. At this level of operation, the individual identifies opinions and
ideas but does not own them. Another significant function of syntheses of knowl-
edge is that of enabling change in a subject’s beliefs. The possibility of constructing
syntheses of knowledge other than one’s own will encourage one to question
one’s own beliefs and change them if necessary. On the other hand, the Syntheses
of beliefs represent the particular way in which the individual has assumed some
of the cultural models and also the way we attribute other social agents’ behavior.
In other words, it represents the explanation for poverty in developing countries
that we personally assume, as well as the explanations we attribute to other people.
Therefore, individuals activate their synthesis of beliefs when they are operating
at a pragmatic level in which they have to interpret situations, solve problems,
and plan behaviors. Their content is somewhat conventional as they are formed at
the heart of small groups close to the individual. For this reason, people tend to
share the same beliefs as the other members of their own group. In the first part
of this study, we analyzed the synthesis of knowledge about responsibility for
poverty in developing countries. In the second part, we obtained the synthesis of
beliefs and tested the study hypotheses.

First Part: Synthesis of Knowledge

Procedure and Participants

In accordance with the theoretical proposal, the research process has three
sequential stages: exploratory analysis, analysis of the synthesis of knowledge, and
analysis of the synthesis of beliefs. In the first stage, exploratory analysis, we sought
external a priori knowledge that can become objective, and to this end, we chose the
historical review technique to build an analyzable corpus. The initial choice of state-
ments was made from a variety of written and audiovisual information sources taken
from the mass media. We looked for statements that would express some kind of
explanation for poverty, or an attempt to understand it, in developing countries. From
the material analyzed, a total of 179 statements was selected.

Our next objective was to classify the various statements according to the
similarity and coherence of the opinions they reflect. To this end, we formed a
discussion group of six people, from various sectors of society, to select the state-
ments that best represented social attribution of poverty in developing countries.
Over the space of a week, the six members analyzed and organized the statements
individually. The group members then held a 5-hour discussion to debate their
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analyses of the statements. They were asked to (1) reach a consensus on the
importance and meaning of the statements, (2) eliminate redundant items from
the list, (3) propose their classification into categories (theories to explain the
phenomenon) and (4) name the categories so as to reflect their semantic content.
The discussion resulted in 67 statements (Table 1 ), classified in 5 empirical theories
(Table 2). The synthesis of knowledge questionnaire was then constructed from
these 67 statements.

The second stage consisted of analyzing the synthesis of knowledge. The
aim of this stage was to verify that the five empirical theories selected in the pre-
vious stage actually existed in people’s minds. This task was designed to deter-
mine the structure of the synthesis of knowledge. The study was carried out on a
sample of 521 university students. They were asked to complete a questionnaire
comprising the 67 selected statements. All the students were required to respond
to all the items, not by giving their own opinion, but rather according to the opin-
ion of a third party. Five different questionnaires were prepared for this purpose.
Each of the five questionnaires included a conversation between two people that
clearly reflected one of the five empirical theories. Five groups of randomly cho-
sen students answered each one of the five questionnaires. The students were
required to respond to each of the 67 items as though they were the main speaker
in the conversation.

The data analysis aimed to value the extent to which each item belonged to
the different theories. To this end, we carried out an analysis of the authenticity
and polarity of the items. Items representative of each theory were considered to
fulfill the following conditions: (1) items with significantly high authenticity and
polarity scores in one theory but low in the others; (2) items with an authenticity
score of over 5. This resulted in a final total of 20 items representative of the five
theories identified (Table 3 ), which make up the “Beliefs about Responsibility for
Poverty in Developing Countries” (BRPDC) questionnaire.

Second Part: Synthesis of Beliefs

Procedure and Participants

Participants in the study were asked to complete a three-part questionnaire.
The first part consisted of a demographic survey that included questions pertaining
to sex, level of education, and age. In the second part, they completed the BRPDC,
and the third part asked them to describe the type of help they offer to developing
countries (Table 1). Participants were selected to ensure a composition of a similar
number of individuals who help and others who do not, and also a similar number
of people according to the type of help they give. The study participants were 287
Spanish people, of whom 149 were men (51.9%) and 138 women (48.1%). A total
of 113 had primary education or no formal education (39.4%), 82 (28.0%) had
completed secondary education, and a further 92 (32.1%) had university-level
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studies. Age distribution was as follows: 148 participants (51.6%) were between
17 and 34, 89 (31%) between 35 and 49, and 50 (18.4%) between 50 and 76.

Measures

Helping behavior. This was a dichotomous variable. Participants were asked
whether they helped developing countries in any way. Specifically, the following
question was asked: Do you help the third world in any way? Possible responses
were (1) Yes, (2) No. We selected a group of 150 (52.3%) people who claimed
not to help developing countries in any way, and a group of 137 (47.7%) people
who claimed they gave some type of help to these countries.

Commitment to help. Those who stated that they helped developing countries
were then asked to indicate, from a list of 8 types of help, the way in which they
gave their help. Specifically, they were asked to respond to the following: If you
answered yes, please indicate what type of help you give: (1) I work as a volunteer in
developing countries; (2) I work as a volunteer to help developing countries from
Spain; (3) I sponsor a child in a developing country; (4) I contribute financially to a

TABLE 2. Empirical Theories on the Responsibility of the Situation in 
Developing Countries to Emerge From the Exploratory Analysis

Attribution Category

External to developing 
countries

Powers that Be Theory: responsibility for poverty 
in developing countries lies with the economic and 
political powers in the developed countries.

Self-responsibility Theory: responsibility for 
poverty in developing countries lies with all 
citizens in developed countries: poverty is the 
result of an erroneous social order.

Internal to developing 
countries

Individualist Theory: responsibility for poverty 
in developing countries is attributed to the
developing countries themselves that do nothing to 
rid themselves of poverty.

External to the poor Naturalist Theory: responsibility for poverty in 
developing countries lies in fate and the forces 
of nature; poverty is a natural fact of life, it has 
always existed and it will always exist.

Internal to the poor Cultural Theory: responsibility for poverty in 
developing countries is attributed to the existing 
culture in the developing countries, which prevents 
them from developing.
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development NGO; (5) I donate 0.7% of my income tax return to developmental
cooperation; (6) I shop in fair-trade establishments; (7) I contribute with sporadic
donations to development NGOs; (8) I sign petitions against injustices in develop-
ing countries. These helping behaviors were grouped into three categories accord-
ing to the degree and type of commitment to help they represented. In the context of
studies on anti-poverty social movements, distinctions are made between various par-
ticipation behaviors (Khanna, Posnett & Sandler, 1995; Weisbrod & Domínguez,
1986 Rose-Ackerman, 1996). On one hand, in differentiating according to
resources contributed, participants are classified according to their financial
donations to nonprofit organizations and their physical donations of time
expressed in voluntary activity. On the other hand, there are social movements
that, rather than requesting people to donate their resources, aim to sensitize and
raise ethical awareness in anti-poverty behavior. This occurs by applying political
pressure to governments and economic agents and attempting to change the system
by which resources are distributed by increasing awareness in civil society. Their
activities include demanding that governments donate 0.7% of their GNP to develop-
ing nations, signing petitions supporting fair, anti-poverty causes, or defending fair
trade through personal consumption. Following this classification, the first category
represented the lowest level of commitment (N = 50), and referred to financial help,
which we termed “financial commitment.” This category covered helping behaviors
that gave money without any personal involvement, distanced from the reality in
developing countries.

This first category comprised the following behaviors: sponsoring a child in a
developing country, contributing sporadically through donations, and contributing
financially to an NGO. The second category represented a ethical commitment, as it
not only involved giving money, but also an element of politics or protest was implicit
in the action (N = 50); we termed this category “political commitment.” The following
helping behaviors made up this category: I donate .7% of my income tax return to
developmental cooperation; I shop in fair-trade establishments; I sign petitions against
injustices in developing countries. Finally, the third category represented the highest
commitment, whereby the person contributed through personal effort and time to
developing countries (N = 37), which we termed “personal commitment.” We
included the following actions in this category: I work as a volunteer in developing
countries; I work as a volunteer to help developing countries from Spain.

Beliefs about responsibility for poverty in developing  countries (BRPDC). The
questionnaire consisted of 20 items. Respondents indicated their agreement with the
statements on a 6-point scale from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree) (Table 4 ).

Results

Exploratory factor analysis was performed. Following Hintzman’s (1986)
model research proposal, we assumed fuzziness in the configuration of beliefs.
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The factor analysis therefore assumed non-orthogonality of the factors. The
extraction method used was that of principle axis factoring. Direct oblimin rotation
with Kaiser normalization was chosen, with Delta = 0. The reliability of the
questionnaire was a= .622., following Kaiser’s criterion. The criterion followed
for each factor was to consider the items with a saturation of over .5 in the con-
figuration matrix. The factor solution was structured around four factors, which
taken together explained 51.449% of the variance. Item 1 did not meet the condition
of saturation above .5 in any factor and was therefore eliminated. F4 was made up
of two items, item 5 (factor loading .556) and item 6 (factor loading .739). Because
the reliability of this factor was very low (a= .475), these two items were also elimi-
nated from the questionnaire. Once items 1, 5, and 6 had been removed, the reliabil-
ity of the questionnaire improved to a= .676. The resulting three factor solution
explained 49.921% of the variance. Following Tabachnick and Fidell (2007), we
considered the saturation of the values of the pattern matrix. The descriptive sta-
tistics are presented in Table 5 

The first hypothesis predicted internal and external attributions, based on
both societal and individual factors. The pattern matrix was used as a reference to
interpret the latent significance of the factors. Thus, F1 refers to the responsibility
of developing countries’ cultural limitations for their situation. These limitations
prevent them from confronting their poverty more actively and efficiently, and
consequently, we named this factor “Belief in Cultural Responsibility.” This
factor places the locus of attribution and responsibility for poverty with the actor.
F2 refers to the responsibility for poverty of the powers that be in rich countries,

TABLE 5. Descriptive Statistics

Total sample 
N = 287 Help N = 137

Do not help 
N = 150

Total sample and helping behavior M SD M .SD M SD

F1: Cultural Theory 2.5322 .81546 2.4830 .85254 2.5772 .78019
F2: Powers That Be Theory 3.8498 .78753 3.9693 .77075 3.7407 .78937
F3: Individual Determinist Theory 1.8159 .69063 1.7409 .76987 1.8844 .60385

Financial 
commitment 

N = 50

Political 
commitment 

N = 50

Personal 
commitment 

N = 37

Level of commitment to help M SD M .SD M SD

F1: Cultural Theory 2.6300 .81182 2.6967 .82251 1.9955 .76828
F2: Powers That Be Theory 3.6840 .77837 4.1120 .77213 4.1622 .65462
F3: Individual Determinist Theory 1.9233 .80405 1.8000 .76783 1.4144 .62930
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and attributes poverty to societal factors of the observer. It is these powers that
are responsible for the observed situation; consequently, we named it the “Belief
in Responsibility of the Powers that Be.” Finally, F3 embraces the beliefs related
to a natural law that determines a social order that necessarily requires the existence
of both rich and poor. This would be an inevitable law at the societal level (“the
existence of developing countries is a fact of life”). However, at an individual
level, there is sufficient permeability to access wealth, and yet the poor do nothing
to get out of the situation of poverty (“they are poor because they don’t want to
work”). It therefore reflects a locus of internal individual attribution, as poverty is
explained by a disposition to remain poor, even though the poor are not responsible
for their poverty as a society. We therefore termed this factor “Belief in Individual
Determinist Responsibility.”

Hypothesis 2 proposed that attributions of responsibility external to the actor
based on external factors would be significantly higher than attributions of respon-
sibility internal to the actor. The results partly confirm this hypothesis (Table 6 ).
The factor of internal individual responsibility is not sufficiently consistent. How-
ever, the differences in the scores of the beliefs are significant. The data (Table 5)
confirm that participants found the theory based on external societal factors
(powers that be theory) to be more credible than the other two theories.

The ANOVA between the helping behavior and the beliefs (Table 7)
confirms hypothesis 3, but not hypothesis 4. The results indicate that individuals
who help, as compared with those who do not, attribute poverty to a greater
extent to the observer, specifically, to the powers that be (Table 5). However,
there are no differences in attribution of responsibility for poverty to the actor
according to the type of helping behavior.

This result must be examined in greater depth however. We performed a
variance analysis to check whether there were any differences in the attributions
made by people that do not help and those that do, according to their commitment
to help (Table 8 ).

TABLE 6. T test of the Related Samples Between the Implicit Theories on 
Poverty in Developing Countries

t df Sig. (bilateral)

F2: Powers that be Theory
28.245 286 .000F3: Natural Determinist Theory

F1: Cultural Theory −17.676 286 .000F2: Powers that be Theory
F1: Cultural Theory

16.394 286 .000F3: Individual Determinist Theory
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Results indicate, partially supporting hypothesis 4, that individuals who
make a personal commitment to help, compared to those who do not help, are
significantly less likely to believe in internal theories (Table 5).

Finally, the results confirm both hypotheses 5 and 6 (Table 8): The higher
the commitment to help shown by the questionnaire respondents, the more likely
they are to place responsibility for poverty with the powers that be. Tukey’s post-hoc
test revealed significant differences between the following degrees of commitment
depending on the theories being tested: significant differences between financial
and personal commitment (p = .001), and between political and personal commit-
ment (p = .000), in relation to cultural responsibility. Thus, the less likely respon-
dents were to believe in cultural responsibility, the greater their personal
commitment to helping developing countries. The Tukey test on the belief of the
responsibility of the powers that be indicated differences between the financial
and political commitment groups (p = .013), and between the financial and personal
commitment groups (p = .010). In both cases, a greater personal and political

TABLE 7. ANOVA With Helping Behavior and Commitment to Help

Helping behavior Commitment to help

df F p df F p

F1: Cultural Theory 285 .956 .329 134 9.395 .000
F2: Powers that be Theory 285 6.146 .014 134 5.827 .004
F3: Individual Determinist Theory 285 3.117 .079 134 5.178 .007

TABLE 8. ANOVA Between Those That Do Not Help and Levels of 
Commitment to Help

ANOVA no 
help and 
financial 

commitment

ANOVA no help 
and political 
commitment

ANOVA no help 
and personal 
commitment

df F p df F p df F p

F1: Cultural Theory 198 .168 .682 198 .855 .356 185 16.598 .000
F2: Powers that be Theory 198 .195 .660 198 8.388 .004 185 9.010 .003
F3: Individual Determinist 

Theory
198 .131 .718 198 .636 .426 185 17.686 .000
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commitment to help is significantly related to a greater belief that responsibility
for poverty lies with the powers that be in rich countries.

Finally, Tukey’s post-hoc test on the belief of the responsibility of individual
determinism revealed significant differences between individuals with a financial
commitment and those with a personal commitment (p = .006), and between political
and personal commitment (p = .049). In both cases, personal commitment implied
lower determinist attribution.

Discussion

The main aim of the study was to determine the representation of responsibility
for poverty in the developing world from a first world perspective. To this end,
we constructed a measurement instrument that takes into account the difference
between the configuration represented by what the citizen knows and what he or
she believes about poverty in developing countries. We followed Hintzman’s
(1986) model, which allows the distinction to be made between knowledge and
beliefs. Hence, the results provide a representation of four dimensions at the
knowledge level, and a second configuration of three dimensions at the beliefs
level. We are thus able to verify that individuals’ mental representation is different
in the two spheres. Likewise, it enables us to reflect on the reasons why the mental
configuration related to self-responsibility, present at the knowledge level, is not
present at the beliefs level. The measurement instrument appears to have good
content validity to analyze beliefs on poverty in the western world.

Our results coincide with previous attributional studies in attributing respon-
sibility to factors internal and external to the actor. They therefore correspond
with what was expected from the theory of attribution. In this line, as predicted in
hypothesis 2, the results indicate a tendency to attribute responsibility for poverty
in developing countries to the developed world. However, first world citizens
have not interiorized the belief in their own self-responsibility for other countries’
poverty. Furthermore, although they know that their lifestyle can cause this
poverty, they prefer to believe that responsibility is external to themselves, yet
internal to the societal condition of the developed world. In this way, they
attribute responsibility to the institutions that represent development and welfare
that they do not want to renounce (Belief in Responsibility of the Powers that
Be). These results are in line with the negative-state relief model put forward by
Cialdini, Kenrick, and Baumann (1982). According to this model, even though
people know that the self-responsibility of citizens in the developed world is one
way of explaining the situation in developing countries, they do not believe in
this explanation and choose to place responsibility with another agent, thereby
avoiding feelings of guilt. Our results are similar to findings of other studies
(Hine & Montiel, 1999; Carr & MacLachan, 1998), particularly among people who
help developing countries (Hine & Montiel, 1999; Campbell, Carr & McLachan,
2001). Our study incorporates a new factor, the knowledge of self-responsibility
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as a cause of poverty, and therefore the potential possibility that this may be con-
figured as a belief. Previous studies had not provided evidence of this possibility
of individual internal attribution, partly because the measurement instruments
were mixed (developed world beliefs/developing world beliefs) and partly
because they did not distinguish between the structure of knowledge and the
structure of beliefs.

Our study did not find a pure dispositional belief of responsibility in relation
to Individual Determinism (F3). In contrast, the respondents articulated a belief
in which bad luck and dispositional factors are related to form part of the same
explanation (Belief in Individual Determinist Responsibility). This suggests a
configuration of poverty as inevitable to some extent, something about which the
actor can do nothing but which stems from both luck and individual disposition,
brought together by destiny.

The content and structure of the Belief in Cultural Responsibility (F1), on
the other hand, contrasts with findings from other studies. Harper and colleagues
(1990) and Hine and Montiel (1999) find explanations for attribution of responsi-
bility in wars or in government corruption. Our results do not reveal these mental
representations. This may be due to the way Hine and Montiel constructed their
measurement instrument. By taking into account the mental representation of the
developing world, direct experience of the problem leads to the configuration of
a representation that is different from that obtained when only first world perception
is evaluated. Our study examines these explanations in greater detail. Results
reveal a factor in which poverty is explained by the existence of a culture that is
predisposed to manage resources individually and collectively in a way that is
corrupt, inefficient, or conflictive. Harper’s (1991) results include an attribution
in which domestic poverty is explained by cultural differences between individuals
in the same society. Our study suggests that people maintain these cultural differ-
ences to explain poverty. In this way, by comparing his or her own culture (that
of a developed country) with the culture in developing countries, the actor
explains poverty in terms of the limitations of the culture of the observed country.

The survey respondents are, in general, in agreement in attributing poverty
to the institutional and financial powers in the developed world. However, there
are differences between those who help and those who do not, and between the
levels of commitment to the help they offer. Individuals who help are more likely
to attribute responsibility for poverty to the powers that be than those who do not
help, as posited in hypothesis 3. This result coincides with other studies, such as
that of Campbell and colleagues (2001), who found a greater tendency among
those who help to attribute responsibility to factors of a social nature external to
the actor. The result also corresponds with the idea presented in Latané and Darley’s
(1970) decision tree, and thus the observer’s assumption of responsibility should
be related to a greater probability of offering help. The inverse relation, put forward
in hypothesis 4, was not confirmed. People who do not help do not attribute
responsibility for poverty to factors internal to the actor more intensely than
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those who help. This may be because citizens focus their differences on what
they believe could be the cause of poverty. The surveyed population does not
believe responsibility for poverty lies in the distinguishing factors of citizens in
poor countries. It is important to point out that attribution of poverty to factors
internal to the actor is a belief that is negatively activated in the population studied.
The differences between those who help and those who do not help arise in the
dominant theory explaining the situation of poverty. Those who help have a
stronger belief in the powers-that-be explanation. The results suggest that the
attributions of individuals with a low level of commitment who offer financial
help are no different from those who do not help. Therefore, hypothesis 6, which
predicted significant differences in attributions according to level of commitment, is
not supported.

Hypothesis 5, however, confirms the idea that the difference in commit-
ment and involvement with helping may be due, in part, to the configuration of
the beliefs with which poverty in developing countries is explained. The results
therefore confirm the importance of commitment to help. Level of commitment
has a significantly higher intensity in the attribution of responsibility to societal
factors external to the actor, and significantly lower in the attribution of
responsibility to both societal and individual factors external to the actor.
Personal involvement with help is linked to the mental representation of attri-
bution of the problem. Since the greater the commitment and involvement in
the type of help, the more significant and intense will be the belief in the
responsibility of the developed world, it is worth asking what types of help
would stem from a belief in the developed world’s self-responsibility for poverty in
the developing world.

In summary, our study highlights the need for a measurement instrument
centered on the developed world’s beliefs about responsibility for poverty in the
developing world. It is also important to underline the differentiation between
structure of knowledge and structure of beliefs. This distinction stresses the idea
that beliefs can be modified. Information and educational campaigns could therefore
be addressed to the first world based on potential beliefs that can emerge from
the structure of knowledge, such as the concept of self-responsibility for poverty.
These data may be relevant to social actions of non-governmental organizations
or to leaders of social movements. In this vein, our findings contribute to a better
understanding of how helping behavior and beliefs about responsibility for
poverty are linked. We have seen how the type and degree of commitment to help
are related to greater intensity in the dominant belief in attributions to explain
poverty. What is more outstanding, however, is the fact that there are no differences
in the attributions made by individuals who help financially and those who do
not. This demonstrates that giving financial help is a passive, distanced way of
participating in resolving the problem of poverty.

Future research should examine how to put forward strategies to raise awareness
and cooperation, addressed to achieving greater societal involvement in the problem
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of poverty in developing countries. A further question to explore is whether
strategies designed to encourage citizens to participate financially help to raise
their awareness about the problem of poverty. The present study suggests that
this is not the case, or not sufficiently so, but future studies could examine this
idea in greater depth. Finally, although our objective to construct a questionnaire
to evaluate beliefs about poverty in the developing world has been achieved, further
studies are needed to confirm its validity to satisfy the development of improved
knowledge on how beliefs about responsibility for poverty evolve, and their
relationship with types of help.
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