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Through an analysis of real disaster relief data and three experiments we show that private disaster aid is driven by the number of

dead, and not the number of affected, who are actually the beneficiaries of disaster relief. We further discuss the underlying
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
“In Peru, the rainy weather and flooding have caused 15 

deaths across the country, and affected another 30,000 residents”.
Natural disasters often result in severe death tolls and economic 

damage. In an effort to help those who require immediate assistance, 
fund-raising activities often follow such catastrophes. In this paper 
we investigate how numerical information (i.e., the number of dead 
and the number of affected people) influences decision-making about 
disaster aid.

When the United Nations compile a Humanitarian Action Plan 
to support victims of a disaster, they estimate the appropriate amount 
of donation by multiplying the number of affected with a minimum 
amount.  Indeed, the ideal size of donation depends on the number 
of people affected, and not on the number of dead people, since the 
affected people represent the beneficiaries of disaster aid.

Nevertheless, past work on prosocial behavior has documented 
numerous biases in decision-making, such as the identifiable victim 
effect (Kogut and Ritov 2005; Small and Loewenstein 2003), psy-
chophysical numbing (Friedrich et al. 1999; Slovic 2007), and scope 
insensitivity (Desvousges et al. 1993). This evidence suggests that 
decision-making is subjected to inherent limitations in the way we 
process information (Kahneman 2003).  As a consequence, donors 
may not always react in the way the United Nations hopes. Indeed, 
donors may use the number of dead, rather than the number of af-
fected people, to determine the extent to which financial aid must 
be provided.

In our first study, we analyzed real disaster relief data about 381 
natural disasters using a two-stage model. We find that the number of 
dead, and not the number of people affected in a disaster, is a signifi-
cant predictor of the probability to grant financial aid (Heckman z = 
3.54, p < .001), as well as of the size of the financial aid (Heckman z 
= 13.25, p < .001). Donors are both more likely to donate and more 
likely to donate more money to a natural disaster as the number of 
dead people increases, whereas they are insensitive to the number of 
affected.

Because correlational studies are not always reliable and do not 
allow causal inferences, we experimentally manipulated the number 
of affected (Study 2A) and the number of dead (Study 2B). Using 
an imaginary earthquake in Asia, we found that people donate more 
money when the number of dead people increases [t(47) = -2.45, p 
= .018], but remain insensitive to the number of people affected in a 
disaster [t(35) = -.38, NS].

We place the dead people bias in the category of one-reason 
heuristic decision-making (Gigerenzer and Gaissmaier 2011) in 
which a single cue (e.g., number of affected people, number of dead 
people) drives decisions. The validity rule asserts that the use of a 
cue is based on its validity, that is, the relative frequency with which 
the cue allows for correct inferences (Gigerenzer and Goldstein 
1996). Other work highlights the importance of a cue’s reliability. 
This account suggests that individuals are more likely to rely on a 
cue when they perceive its values as reliable regardless of cue valid-
ity (York et al. 1987). We argue that although the number of affected 
is a more “valid” driver of financial donations, the number of dead is 
more “reliable”. Further studies provide evidence that individuals do 
not consider cue validity, but use a cue as long as it is seen as reliable.

In a third experiment, we test whether people’s sensitivity to 
the number of dead is attenuated when they are primed to think in 

terms of validity. In addition to manipulating the number of dead 
and the number of affected, we also manipulated validity (control vs. 
primed). In the primed validity condition, respondents were instruct-
ed to “think about who will receive the donation” prior to deciding 
on how much should be donated. We found a significant two-way 
interaction between the number of dead and validity [F(1, 228) = 
4.32, p < .04]. At the control level of validity, we replicate the dead 
people bias: People donated more to a fictitious earthquake in Asia 
when the number of dead people is high rather than low [F(1, 228) 
= 4.01, p < .05]. However, this bias is eliminated when validity is 
primed [F(1, 228) = .77, NS]. This study provides evidence for the 
use of a discrimination rule in responses to disasters and that priming 
validity of cues eliminates the dead people bias.

The final study consisted of two parts. In the first part, we ma-
nipulate the number of dead and affected people between-subjects 
and replicate the dead people bias: People feel that more money 
should be donated when the number of dead people due to a tropi-
cal cyclone in the Caribbean was high rather than low (Heckman z 
= 2.87, p = .004), but not when the number of affected is high rather 
than low (p > .16). In the second part, we manipulated the number 
of dead and affected people within-subjects and asked participants to 
rank-order four disasters in terms of appropriate size of donation. We 
predicted that when people are forced to use one cue at the expense 
of the other, such as when rank-ordering, cue usage would be based 
on validity rather than discrimination ability. Confirming our predic-
tions, we found that the majority of the participants used a validity 
rule, thus ranking a disaster with a high number of affected higher 
than a disaster with a high number of dead (Friedman’s χ2 = 200.42, 
p < .001).

Our research contributes to theory on heuristic decision-making 
by showing how cue selection critically depends on the decision con-
text. In addition, we examined event severity, and attribute evalu-
ability as potential alternative explanations, but none of these mecha-
nisms seemed to drive donation decisions. The potential implications 
of the present research are broad and important as we provide novel 
insights on how communications of fund raising agencies, journal-
ists or humanitarian organizations should be optimally designed. Our 
ultimate goal is to improve aid towards future disaster victims.
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