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ABSTRACT 

Social exchange theory suggests that after receiving help, people reciprocate by helping the 

original help giver. However, we propose that help recipients may respond negatively and 

harm the help giver when they perceive helping as a status threat and experience envy. 

Integrating the helping as status relations framework and the social functional perspective of 

envy, we examine when and why receiving help may prompt help recipients to undermine 

help givers. Across four studies, we find progressive support for our results which show that 

when individuals receive task-related help from help givers who are perceived to be more, 

rather than less, competent than them, they experience greater status threat and envy. As help 

recipients experience envy toward help givers, they are likely to undermine help givers, and 

this positive relationship becomes stronger for help recipients who have higher status striving 

motivation. Our findings underscore the status dynamics implicated in helping interactions by 

highlighting that help recipients, especially those with higher status striving motivation, may 

paradoxically undermine help givers when they perceive status threat from and feel envious 

of help givers, as a result of receiving help from more competent help givers. 

Keywords: receiving help; status threat; envy; relative competence; social undermining; 

status striving motivation 
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Biting the Hand That Feeds: A Status-Based Model of When and Why Receiving Help 

Motivates Social Undermining 

Organizational life requires that employees engage in help exchanges that support 

coworkers and enhance work relationships and work performance (Van Dyne et al., 1995). 

Given that helping is conceptualized as “actions by which individuals positively affect others” 

(Mossholder et al., 2011, p.33), researchers have largely anchored on social exchange theory 

(Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Konovsky & Pugh, 1994) and focused on the beneficial 

impact of being helped, including perceptions of being supported, which facilitate reciprocal 

helping (Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2015; Spence et al., 2014).  

Despite the universal norm of reciprocity that one ought to reciprocate what they have 

received (Gouldner, 1960), help recipients do not always return the favor, especially when 

they develop negative perceptions of the help givers (Thompson & Bolino, 2018). Worse yet, 

as the old saying goes, “No good deed goes unpunished,” help givers are sometimes even 

punished for helping. For example, employees who benefit from a supportive relationship 

might sabotage the person who supports them in the relationship (Eby et al., 2008; Eby & 

McManus, 2004). Despite the prevalence of this “biting the hand that feeds” phenomenon, it 

is unclear when and why receiving help may induce recipients to behave negatively toward 

help givers. This is an important issue to address, given that coworker helping is the most 

prevalent form of helping interactions at work (Lim et al., 2020) and negative consequences 

of helping interactions may affect critical functions in organizations, including resources 

distributions (Blau, 1963; Kaplan, 1984) and cooperation (Kollock, 1994). By providing an 

answer to this question, we can glean deeper theoretical insights into the boundary conditions 

and core psychological mechanisms that explain when and why receiving help may ironically 

prompt negative interpersonal treatment directed toward help givers. 



5 
 

Specifically, we integrate the helping as status relations framework (Nadler et al., 

2010) and the social functional perspective of emotions (Fischer & Manstead, 2008; Keltner 

& Haidt, 1999) to develop a status-based model of receiving help. The helping as status 

relations framework suggests that helping interactions reflect potential status imbalances 

between the help recipient and the help giver (Nadler, 2015; Nadler et al., 2010). By 

receiving help, one may potentially experience diminished status, especially when receiving 

help highlights the recipient’s negative self-image. Help recipients’ perception of status threat 

further influences their willingness to receive help and reduces their tendency to seek help to 

avoid subsequent status loss (Nadler, 2020). While prior research has built on this model to 

understand help receiving, giving, and seeking dynamics (e.g., Nadler & Halabi, 2006), we 

propose that the notions of potential status threat and subsequent status maintenance reactions 

underlying this model are particularly useful for understanding the “biting the hand that 

feeds” phenomenon. This is because negative interpersonal treatment often stems from status 

threatening situations as a means to regain status (Greco et al., 2019; Reh et al., 2018).  

Extending the helping as status relations model, we argue that relative competence of 

the help giver, defined as recipient’s perception of help giver’s work competence in relation 

to themselves (Fiske et al., 2002), serves as critical social comparison information that 

increases the salience of status differences and influences the relation between receiving task-

related help1 and status threat—the help recipient’s perception of prominence, prestige, and 

respect in a team being threatened by the help giver (Anderson et al., 2015). Consequently, 

status threat may trigger envy, a painful emotion resulting from a threat to social status in 

which an individual desires to have superior qualities and achievements (Lange et al., 2018).  

According to the social functional perspective of emotions, emotions evolve to help 

humans maintain their positions in the social hierarchy and coordinate the maintenance of 

social relationships (Fischer & Manstead, 2008; Keltner & Haidt, 1999). From this 
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perspective, envy serves a social function by signaling to individuals that they may suffer a 

loss in social standing and directing resources toward the potential status threat to resolve it 

(Smith & Kim, 2007). However, envy may prompt maladaptive behavioral responses, in 

particular social undermining behaviors directed toward the envied help giver, as a 

spontaneous and short-term strategy to diminish the status discrepancy between themselves 

and the envied help giver. This is because social undermining behaviors reduce a target’s 

ability to create and maintain positive relationships with others, achieve work-related success, 

and gain favorable reputation (Duffy et al., 2002).  

We further argue that the tendency of help recipients to undermine their help givers to 

cope with envy and close the status gap might vary across individuals. Building on the social 

functional perspective of envy, factors associated with status maintenance and acquisition 

should significantly affect how envious help recipients behave toward envied help givers as a 

response to the status threat and maintain their relative status. Specifically, we propose that 

envious help recipients who have higher status striving motivation—the motivation to obtain 

power and dominance within a status hierarchy at work (Barrick et al., 2002)—are more 

likely to undermine their status-threatening help givers. In other words, the pain of envy is 

likely to be amplified for these individuals, such that they are more motivated to reduce their 

envy and status of envied help givers and close the status gap by socially undermining help 

givers. Figure 1 illustrates our theoretical model. 

------------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 1 about here 

-------------------------------------- 
Our research extends the helping and envy literatures in three ways. First, we 

challenge the predominant notion that receiving help evokes positive reciprocity 

(Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2015) by demonstrating that receiving help may prompt help 

recipients to undermine help givers. We offer a new perspective to the helping literature by 

going beyond traditional social exchange dynamics and highlighting the negative 
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interpersonal consequences for the help givers, in particular, providing support for the 

phenomenon of “biting the hand that feeds.” Second, we integrate the helping as status 

relations framework and the social functional perspective of envy to explain when and why 

help recipients may undermine help givers. This model allows us to expand the scope of 

inquiry and uncover key cognitive, emotional, and behavioral reactions to receiving task-

related help from a more competent coworker. Relatedly, we test whether our theoretical 

model only pertains to receiving task-related help, rather than receiving person-related help. 

In doing so, we underscore the importance of examining distinct types of help in 

organizational research (Dalal & Sheng, 2019). Third, our research contributes to the envy 

literature by highlighting that envy may be elicited in cooperative contexts. Given that envy 

tends to be associated with competition, empirical studies largely focus on how competitive 

contexts and situations (e.g., promotions, organizational rewards) may elicit envy (Bamberger 

& Belogolovsky, 2017; Schaubroeck & Lam, 2004). Although helping interactions signal 

cooperative and benevolent intentions (Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2015), our research 

demonstrates that receiving task-related help from a more competent help giver may induce 

help recipients to experience status threat and subsequent feelings of envy.  

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESES 

Receiving Help from a More Competent Coworker and Status Threat 

The helping as status relations model suggests that helping relations are inherently 

imbalanced social relations, such that the help giver has sufficient resources to direct toward 

the help recipient who is dependent on the help giver’s benevolence (Nadler, 2020). On one 

hand, receiving task-related help may enable individuals to tackle work problems and get 

ahead of others (Lim et al., 2020). On the other hand, receiving task-related help may signal 

dependency (Fisher et al., 1982). The mixed experience of receiving task-related help may 

prompt the help recipient to compare themselves with the help giver and search for 
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information to reevaluate one’s status (Nadler, 2015, 2020). Therefore, social comparison 

information is a critical contingent factor that influences the linkage between receiving task-

related help and status threat.  

Implicated in the helping as status relations model, receiving task-related help is more 

likely to evoke status threat when the recipient perceives unfavorable social comparison 

information (Nadler, 2020). One primary contingency of whether receiving task-related help 

conveys such unfavorable social comparison information and results in status threat is the 

help recipient’s perceived relative competence of the help giver (Suls et al., 2002). In 

organizational settings where coworkers share similar backgrounds and perform similar tasks, 

employees are likely to regard them as social comparison targets (Festinger, 1954) and 

compare themselves with coworkers in terms of competence (Greenberg et al., 2007). In a 

helping interaction, this comparison of perceived competence can influence how the recipient 

makes sense of and responds to the task-related help received from the help giver. Overall, 

this suggests that receiving task-related help from coworkers of varying perceived relative 

competence2 may trigger different social comparison processes that influence whether 

receiving help may prompt help recipients to experience status threat. 

When the help recipient perceives the help giver as more competent than themselves, 

it indicates that the help giver may be an upward comparison target. Upward comparison may 

threaten one’s self-image and self-esteem (Major et al., 1993). In our context, the status 

threatening effect of receiving task-related help is more salient when the help is from a more 

competent help giver because upward comparison highlights a negative self-image to the 

recipient. Furthermore, the combination of receiving help and upward comparison indicates 

the recipient’s inferior position not only in the social relations between the two parties, but 

also in their influence within the team (Bowler & Brass, 2006; Anderson & Kilduff, 2009). 

Such double whammy of negative self-evaluations may amplify the help recipient’s status 
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threat perceptions. Overall, we propose that when help recipients perceive help givers to be 

more competent than themselves, they are more likely to perceive the task-related help 

received as unfavorable to their self-evaluations and threaten their status.  

When the help recipient perceives the help giver as less competent than themselves, 

he/she is likely to engage in downward comparison as he/she receives help. Downward 

comparison enhances one’s self-worth and perceived status (Collins, 1996). The help 

recipient may perceive task-related help from a less competent coworker as status 

affirmation, rather than as status threat. This is because task-related help provided from less 

competent individuals to more competent others tends to be considered as an ingratiation 

strategy (Turnley & Bolino, 2001), as well as an attempt to impress the competent help 

recipients and concur with the high status that these individuals possess in the asymmetric 

relationship (Bowler & Brass, 2006). In this respect, receiving help from a less competent 

help giver reflects a recognition of the recipient’s status and influence, which is unlikely to 

evoke the recipient’s status threat. Furthermore, there are implicit group norms where 

employees should help those who are perceived to be experts (Van der Vegt et al., 2006). 

Since receiving task-related help from less competent help givers tends to be regarded as 

normative behavior, help recipients are less likely to experience status threat.  

Hypothesis 1: Help recipient’s perceived relative competence between help giver and 

help recipient moderates the relationship between receiving task-related help and 

recipient’s perceived status threat, such that this relationship is more (less) positive 

when one receives task-related help from a more (less) competent help giver.  

Receiving Help from a More Competent Coworker and Envy via Status Threat 

We further theorize that the perception of status threat triggered by receiving task-

related help from a more competent coworker is likely to increase help recipient’s envious 

feelings. Whereas some scholars view envy as a singular emotion that may result in both 
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positive and negative outcomes contingent on key moderators (e.g., Cohen-Charash & 

Larson, 2017; Tai et al., 2012), some scholars view envy as having two distinct forms—

benign and malicious envy (e.g., Lange & Crusius, 2015; Van de Ven et al., 2009)—that can 

explain its diverse outcomes. In our research, we adopt the position and conceptualization of 

envy as a singular emotion as it is more parsimonious and aligned with the original as well as 

recent conceptualizations of envy (Cohen-Charash & Larson, 2017; Lange et al., 2018; Plato 

2007/360 BCE) in management research (e.g., Duffy et al., 2012; Lee & Duffy, 2019).  

We propose that when people perceive that their status is threatened, they are likely to 

experience strong affective reactions, in particular, envy. Scholars suggest that people have 

an innate desire for status as there are numerous benefits to having high status and people are 

averse to losing status (Anderson et al., 2015; Marr & Thau, 2014). Studies have shown that 

employees report higher levels of envy when the object of envy connotes higher status, such 

as task performance (Kim & Glomb, 2014) and job promotion (Schaubroeck & Lam, 2004). 

Hence, envy may be an affective response to status threat and alert people of the need to 

regain status (Crusius & Lange, 2017). Supporting this perspective, Reh and colleagues 

(2018) find that future status threat, operationalized as the perception of relative status 

difference in the future, is related to higher envy. Overall, research evidence suggests that as 

help recipients experience heightened status threat, they may feel more envious. Hence, we 

further theorize that receiving task-related help from a more competent coworker is likely to 

increase the help recipient’s status threat and envy toward the help giver.  

Hypothesis 2: Help recipient’s perceived relative competence moderates the indirect 

effect between receiving task-related help and recipient’s envy via recipient’s 

perceived status threat, such that this indirect effect is more (less) positive when one 

receives task-related help from a more (less) competent help giver.  

Envy and Social Undermining 
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Envy further influences help recipients’ behavioral reactions toward their help givers. 

We suggest that help recipients may attempt to cope with envy through social undermining 

that thwarts the success and unsettles the positions of their help givers (Lee & Duffy, 2019, 

Tai et al., 2012). As social undermining involves behaviors such as sabotaging someone’s 

effort to be successful on the job and giving someone the “silent treatment”, it is an 

instrumental form of aggressive behavior to aggrandize the self at the expense of the target. 

Furthermore, social undermining is a particularly attractive strategy to cope with envy as it is 

covert and insidious, and hence entails less interpersonal costs for envious individuals as 

compared to more overt negative interpersonal behaviors (Duffy et al., 2002). In addition, 

social undermining can impair the target’s task performance (Duffy et al., 2006) and social 

connections (Duffy et al., 2002). By socially undermining envied targets and hence 

decreasing their overall effectiveness, envious individuals aim to bring down envied targets 

and reduce their status, and to that end, resolve their feelings of envy. Replicating past 

research documenting the positive relationship between envy and social undermining (Duffy 

et al., 2012; Lee & Duffy, 2019), we hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 3: Help recipient’s envy is positively related to social undermining 

directed toward the help giver. 

The Moderating Role of Status Striving Motivation 

Although envious help recipients might attempt to sabotage the envied help givers’ 

status through social undermining, some recipients might be more motivated to do so. In 

particular, we propose that status striving motivation may influence how likely envious 

recipients would close the perceived social status gap between themselves and the envied 

help giver by bringing down the envied help giver.3 When envious help recipients are higher 

on status striving motivation, we suggest that they are more likely to display threat-oriented 

action tendencies focused on undermining others. This is because individuals with higher 
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status striving motivation are more attuned to status related cues and status dynamics in social 

interactions (Blader & Chen, 2011), have a stronger behavioral tendency to get ahead of 

others and have others defer to them (Foulk et al., 2019), and are more likely to take control 

and be dominant (Barrick et al., 2003). Taken together, this suggests that envious help 

recipients with higher status striving motivation are even more likely to reduce the status 

threat induced by envy and close the perceived social status gap between themselves and the 

envied help giver by undermining envied help givers. In contrast, when envious help 

recipients have lower status striving motivation, they are less concerned about and motivated 

to regain status. Therefore, envy is less likely to motivate these individuals to engage in 

social undermining to reduce help givers’ status.  

Hypothesis 4: Help recipient’s status striving motivation moderates the relationship 

between recipient’s envy and social undermining directed toward the help giver, such 

that the positive relationship is stronger for help recipients with higher status striving 

motivation, compared to those with lower status striving motivation.   

In sum, our theoretical model explains when and why receiving task-related help may 

prompt help recipients to undermine help givers. Overall, our arguments point to a moderated 

mediation model where help recipient’s perceived relative competence accentuates the 

relationship between receiving task-related help and their perceived status threat, and 

recipient’s status striving motivation strengthens the relationship between their envy and 

social undermining directed toward the help giver. Therefore, we hypothesize:  

Hypothesis 5: Help recipient’s perceived relative competence and status striving 

motivation moderate the indirect effect between receiving task-related help and social 

undermining directed toward the help giver via recipient’s perceived status threat and 

envy sequentially. In particular, this indirect effect is the strongest when a help 
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recipient with higher status striving motivation receives task-related help from a more 

competent help giver. 

OVERVIEW OF STUDIES 

We conducted four studies to investigate when receiving task-related help induces 

status threat and triggers envy, and whether envy subsequently results in social undermining. 

Study 1 used a sample of student teams with a round robin design. We examined whether 

receiving task-related help would result in help recipient’s status threat when the help giver is 

perceived to be more competent than the help recipient, and whether status threat in turn 

would induce envy (Hypotheses 1 and 2). Study 2, a four-wave study of employees across 

various companies, sought to constructively replicate Study 1 and test the overall proposed 

theoretical model. We further examined (1) whether envious recipients were more likely to 

undermine help givers (Hypothesis 3), (2) whether the relationship was stronger for help 

recipients with higher status striving motivation (Hypothesis 4), and (3) the overall 

moderated mediation model (Hypothesis 5). To replicate these results and provide support for 

causal relations, we conducted two pre-registered experiments using an experimental causal 

chain design (Spencer et al., 2005), in which we manipulated our independent, mediating and 

moderating variables in separate studies (e.g., Hill et al., 2021) to test different parts of our 

theoretical model. In Study 3A, we tested Hypotheses 1 and 2 by manipulating the type of 

help receipt and relative competence, and measuring status threat and envy. In Study 3B, we 

examined Hypotheses 3 and 4 by manipulating envy and measuring status striving motivation 

as well as the intention to engage in social undermining.4 Finally, we conducted four 

supplementary studies to provide more robust evidence of our findings (see online 

supplementary materials for more information). Our studies were approved by The Hong 

Kong Polytechnic University Institutional Review Board (Project title: “The consequences of 
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receiving help”; Protocol #HSEARS20171214004-01 for Study 2 and 

#HSEARS20201011005 for Study 1, Study 3A, and Study 3B). 

Transparency and Openness 

 We described our sampling plan, data exclusions, manipulations, measurements and 

statistical software packages used in each study’s respective sections, and we adhere to the 

Journal of Applied Psychology methodological checklist. Research materials are detailed in 

the appendixes. Data and analysis codes are available from the authors upon request. Studies 

1 and 2 were not pre-registered. Studies 3A and 3B were pre-registered (Study 3A:  

https://aspredicted.org/s8c5u.pdf; Study 3B: https://aspredicted.org/dj7mq.pdf). 

STUDY 1 

Method: Sample and Procedure 

We collected data from second or third-year undergraduate business students at a 

major university in Hong Kong. Working in teams of five to seven members, the students had 

to complete a team project in one semester as part of the evaluation component in a business 

module. Similar to work teams in organizations where team performance has a significant 

impact on individual performance, helping interactions in student project teams are necessary 

to ensure the progress of the project and the quality of work each member puts in. Students 

are invited to participate in a two-wave study. In the first survey, which was administered in 

the eighth week of the thirteen-week semester, we measured their demographic information, 

receipt of task-related help from team members since the start of the semester, and perceived 

relative competence. We administered the second survey one month later (i.e., in the last 

week of the semester), where we measured perceptions of status threat from and feelings of 

envy toward each team member. We measured all key variables at the dyadic level. 

Before we collected data, one of the authors introduced the study, assuring students 

that participation was voluntary and confidential, and that participation was unrelated to 
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performance evaluations. We sent out online surveys to 85 students across 14 teams from two 

classes, and reminded the students to complete the survey within one week. Fifty-six students 

(response rate = 66%) submitted the first survey, and fifty-nine students (response rate = 

69%) submitted the second survey. After listwise deletion to remove participants who 

submitted only one survey and dropping incomplete dyads (e.g., in an A-B dyad, A filled in 

the survey but B did not), our final sample included 255 dyads from 52 students within 14 

teams. Participants averaged 19.69 years old; 64.3% were women. Team members had 

known one another for an average of 7.75 months. 

Measures 

Since the original survey items were in English, we followed the translation/back-

translation procedure (Brislin, 1980). In particular, one bilingual speaker translated the 

measures into Chinese and another bilingual speaker translated the Chinese items back into 

English. Upon translation and back translation, they discussed and resolved discrepancy in 

wordings to ensure equivalence. We then sent the translated surveys to several undergraduate 

research assistants to ensure they could understand the measurement items. We report the full 

items of our study variables (including anchors) in all four studies in Appendix A.  

Receiving task-related help (Time 1). To measure task-related help, we used four 

items with the highest factor loadings from the task-focused dimension of the interpersonal 

citizenship behavior scale developed by Settoon and Mossholder (2002). We asked each 

participant to assess the frequency of each team member’s task-related helping behaviors 

directed toward him/her (α = .96).   

Relative competence (Time 1). We adapted three items from Ouyang et al. (2018) to 

capture participants’ (i.e., help recipients’) perception of each team member’s (i.e., help 

giver’s) competence in comparison to their own competence on three dimensions, including 

efficiency, capability, and skills (α = .92). A higher score on relative competence indicates 
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that the help giver’s competence is higher than that of the help recipient’s based on the help 

recipient’s perception.  

Status threat (Time 2). We measured status threat by adapting two items from 

Djurdjevic and colleagues (2017). We asked participants to evaluate the extent to which each 

team member posed a threat to their status and prominence in the team (α = .98). We initially 

selected three items based on the highest factor loadings. However, the Chinese translation 

for prestige is very similar to prominence. Therefore, we did not include this item.  

Envy (Time 2). We measured target-specific envy with nine items from the episodic 

envy scale developed by Cohen-Charash (2009) based on participants’ interactions with their 

team members (α = .88).  

Control variables (Time 1). Following prior studies, we controlled for gender and 

length of acquaintance because these demographic variables may influence peer helping 

interactions as well as their perceptions of social status and envy (Flynn, 2003; Lam et al., 

2016; Ouyang et al., 2018). We also controlled for class membership and team size because 

data were collected from two sessions, which might have different class dynamics and affect 

interpersonal interactions. Team size has also been shown to influence group processes 

(Richter et al., 2006; Zenger & Lawrence, 1989). It is conceivable, for example, that the 

interpersonal consequences of receiving task-related help differ between smaller and larger 

teams because members may generally have closer, more personal contact in smaller teams, 

and social comparison among peers is more likely to occur in smaller teams (Hu et al., 2015; 

Thomas & Fink, 1963). In addition, we controlled for the effect of receiving person-related 

help to demonstrate the unique effect of receiving task-related help in our model. We 

measured receiving person-related help with four items with the highest factor loadings from 

the person-focused dimension of the interpersonal citizenship behavior scale (Settoon & 

Mossholder, 2002; α = .98). We also controlled for relationship quality, which was measured 
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using one item asking participants to evaluate their relationship with each team member (Liu 

et al., 2015), because it has been shown to influence individual’s perceptions of relative status 

and envy (Lam et al., 2016; Liu et al., 2015). As a caveat, we note that the results for 

Hypothesis 1 were different when including versus excluding these control variables. We 

discuss these findings in more details below. 

Analytical Strategy 

The individual data were nested both within dyads and within teams. Following past 

studies using a similar design (e.g., Liu et al., 2015), we tested Hypotheses 1 and 2 using a 

multilevel social relations modeling (SRM, Kenny, 1994) approach with a MLwiN software 

package (Snijders & Kenny, 1999). The methodology allows us to partition variance of the 

mediator (status threat) and dependent variable (envy) attributed to the characteristics of the 

actor (help recipient), the target (help giver), the dyadic relationship, and the team. For 

example, we are able to partition the total variance in the help recipient’s envy toward the 

help giver that may be attributed to the help recipient’s characteristics (i.e., A tends to envy 

other coworkers), the help giver’s characteristics (i.e., B is often envied by other coworkers), 

the relationship between the help recipient and the help giver (i.e., A always envies B), and 

the team (i.e., A and B work in a team where envy is prevalent among team members).  

To test the moderating effect of relative competence (Hypothesis 1), we first 

standardized the independent variable and the moderator (i.e., receiving task-related help and 

relative competence), and computed the interaction term by multiplying the two standardized 

terms. We plotted the interaction at high and low levels of the standardized independent 

variable and the standardized moderator (i.e., 1 and -1) and covered the full range of the 

dependent variable reported in the data. We estimated a series of models to test the 

moderating effect on status threat and computed the difference of two chi-square scores from 

nested models to evaluate whether additional predictors improved the model fit. To test the 
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conditional indirect effect (Hypothesis 2) of receiving task-related help on envy through 

status threat (conditional on relative competence), we followed Selig & Preacher’s (2008) 

Monte Carlo procedure and used R to compute indirect effects and generate 95% confidence 

intervals (CIs) around the estimated indirect effects based on 20,000 re-samples.  

Results 

Before we tested our hypotheses, we assessed whether our study variables are 

empirically distinct from each other by running confirmatory factor analysis (CFA; see Table 

1). Given the small sample size relative to the large number of items (Landis et al., 2000), we 

used a parceling strategy to create item parcels for episodic envy based on the feeling 

component and the comparison component (e.g., Sass & Smith, 2006). Results showed that 

our hypothesized four-factor model fit the data significantly better (χ2 = 128.48, p < .001, df 

= 47, CFI = .98, TLI = .97, SRMR = .07, RMSEA = .08) than any alternative models (the 

best fitting alternative is a three-factor model combining status threat and envy; △χ2 = 28.35, 

△df = 4, p < .001, CFI = .97, TLI = .96, SRMR = .09, RMSEA = .09).    

------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 1 about here 

-------------------------------------- 
Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations among the study 

variables. Individuals were more likely to envy interaction partners who threatened their 

status in the work team (r = .51, p < .001). As shown in Table 3, 33.3% of the total variance 

in status threat and 23.3% of the variance in envy resided at the dyadic level. These findings 

indicate that a substantial portion of the variance in status threat and envy were explained by 

the characteristics of the dyadic relationship. Thus, it is meaningful and appropriate to use 

SRM to understand how dyadic interactions influence status threat and envy. 

------------------------------------- 
Insert Tables 2 & 3 about here 
-------------------------------------- 
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Table 4 presents the results of our hypothesis test. Hypothesis 1 predicted that relative 

competence would moderate the relationship between receiving task-related help and help 

recipient’s perceived status threat from the help giver. Results from Table 4 (Model 1b) 

showed that the interaction between receiving task-related help and relative competence 

significantly predicted status threat (B = .09, SE = .04, p = .04). Simple slope analyses 

showed that when one received help from a more competent team member, receiving task-

related help was positively related to status threat (simple slope = .19, p = .04). In contrast, 

when one received help from a less competent team member, receiving task-related help was 

not related to status threat (simple slope = .01, p = .95; see Figure 2a). Thus, Hypothesis 1 

was supported. Notably, however, this interaction was not significant when we excluded all 

of the control variables (B = .06, SE = .04, p = .13). Hence, our findings for Hypothesis 1 

should be considered preliminary and regarded with caution. 

-------------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 4 & Figure 2a about here 
-------------------------------------------- 

As shown in Table 4 (Model 2b), status threat was positively related to envy (B =.24, 

SE = .03, p < .001). We examined the indirect relation between receiving task-related help 

and envy via status threat at higher and lower levels of relative competence. Supporting 

Hypothesis 2, results showed that the indirect effect of receiving task-related help on envy 

through status threat was .05 (SE = .02, 95% CI: [.004, .092]) when the help giver was 

perceived to be more competent than the help recipient. In contrast, this indirect relationship 

was not significant when the help giver was perceived to be less competent than the help 

recipient (indirect effect = .002, SE = .02, 95% CI: [-.043, .046]).5 

Exploratory Analyses 

 To examine whether our status-based model only applies to receiving task-related 

help that might jeopardize one’s social status, we conducted exploratory analyses to test 

whether relative competence would moderate the effect of receiving person-related help on 
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status threat. Results showed that receiving person-related help was not related to status threat 

(B = -.06, SE = .09, p = .54); however, relative competence moderated this relationship (B = 

.12, SE = .05, p = .01). Simple slope analyses revealed that the relationship between receiving 

person-related help and status threat approached significance (simple slope = -.19, p = .08) 

when the help giver was perceived as less competent. However, this relationship was not 

significant (simple slope = .04, p = .94) when help giver was perceived as more competent. 

Although receiving person-related help from a less competent peer may result in lower status 

threat, we are cautious with this interpretation given that the receiving person-related help–

status threat linkage only trended toward statistical significance when relative competence 

was perceived as lower. Furthermore, the indirect relationship between receiving person-

related help and envy via status threat was not significant in either conditions of lower 

(indirect effect = -.05, SE = .03, 95% CI: [-.102, .006]) or higher relative competence 

(indirect effect = .01, SE = .02, 95% CI: [-.044, .071]). Thus, our results showed that the 

interactive pattern of relative competence with receiving person-related help is different from 

its interaction pattern with receiving task-related help. Overall, this suggests that only 

receiving task-related help, but not receiving person-related help, from a more competent 

peer elicits status threat. 

 In addition, one may argue that the moderating effect of relative competence is driven 

by the possibility that more competent team members are likely to provide more unsolicited 

help, which induces the status threat effect. To test this idea, participants rated the extent to 

which the task-related help they received from each team member was unsolicited or solicited 

(1 = all unsolicited to 5 = all solicited). Participants did not receive more unsolicited help 

from a more competent coworker (r = -.00, p = .95). Furthermore, the level of help 

solicitation did not moderate the relationship between receiving task-related help and status 

threat (B = .05, SE = .05, p = .34). Importantly, the hypothesized interaction between 
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receiving task-related help and perceived relative competence remained significant (B = .09, 

SE = .04, p = .04) after controlling for the interaction between receiving task-related help and 

help solicitation. Taken together, we did not find empirical support for the ideas that help 

solicitation could explain the moderating effect of relative competence, or the stronger status 

threatening effect of receiving unsolicited help (versus receiving solicited help). 

Discussion 

The findings from Study 1 supported Hypotheses 1 and 2. Specifically, receiving task-

related help was more likely to elicit help recipient’s status threat when one received task-

related help from a more competent team member. In addition, relative competence 

moderated the indirect effect between receiving task-related help and envy via status threat, 

such that the indirect effect was stronger in dyads when the help recipient perceived the help 

giver to be more competent than themself. Furthermore, results from our exploratory analyses 

showed that relative competence moderated the relationship between receiving person-related 

help and status threat. However, the interactive pattern of receiving person-related help with 

relative competence was different from that of receiving task-related help.  

While these findings were encouraging, we note several limitations. First, although 

results from Study 1 showed that relative competence moderated the relationship between 

receiving task-related help and status threat, we loath to conclude as such because this 

relationship was only significant when we included the control variables. Hence, further 

examination of this interaction would be informative. Second, the findings may have been 

limited to the specific student team setting where students are organized in a social hierarchy 

reinforced by a forced ranking system, which typically reflects a student’s status in the 

comparison of one’s relative competence. That is, our obtained effects might be more 

pronounced due to the specific setting. Third, it is theoretically and practically important to 

examine the downstream behavioral consequences of receiving task-related help from a more 



22 
 

competent coworker and the resultant perceived status threat and envy. Therefore, we 

conducted Study 2 to address these issues and test the full model. In particular, using a time-

lagged design, we collected data from employees working in various companies.  

STUDY 2 

Method: Sample and Procedure 

We recruited participants who reside in the United Kingdom through Prolific 

Academic, an online crowdsourcing community which produces data that are comparable to 

other online research platforms, such as Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk; Peer et al., 

2017). Participants were invited to take part in a four-wave study within a period of two 

weeks spanning three weekends (see Appendix B for a flowchart of data collection). We 

followed Lin and colleagues (2016) and measured the baseline evaluations, predictor, 

mediators, and outcome at different time points to minimize common method biases. Rather 

than administering the surveys on consecutive days, we measured behaviors in consecutive 

weeks to allow helping interaction with and social undermining directed toward a specific 

coworker to emerge. To be eligible for this study, participants have to (1) work full-time, (2) 

work closely with coworkers in a team, and (3) work mostly in office during our study period 

to ensure sufficient coworker interaction. We posted a recruitment survey four days before 

the main study, in which we introduced the detailed procedure of our study and measured 

basic demographic and work information. We also instructed participants to provide the 

initials or nicknames of up to 10 coworkers, which is approximately the average number of 

coworkers Prolific participants have in their work teams (M = 9.5, SD = 7.7). Four hundred 

and seventy-two participants were eligible, expressed their interest in the subsequent four-

wave study, and provided coworker information. Participants would receive up to £3.6 

(US$5) upon completing all of the surveys. 



23 
 

Time 1 survey was administered to the participants at 5PM on Friday. Participants 

accessed their customized surveys using their Prolific IDs and were allowed to complete the 

surveys over the weekend (by Sunday midnight). As the questions pertain to the dyadic 

interaction between participants and one of their coworkers, we randomly selected one 

coworker from the initials/nicknames they provided in the recruitment survey and piped the 

name of the coworker in the questions. We took precautions to ensure the validity of the data.  

First, we asked participants if they could identify the selected coworker by the 

initial/nickname. Second, we asked if the selected coworker was a subordinate or a peer 

(same level).6 Given that the effect on status threat, potentially elicited by receiving help from 

a more competent subordinate, might be confounded by the hierarchical difference between a 

supervisor and a subordinate, participants who were matched with a subordinate or could not 

identify the initial of the selected coworker were not allowed to proceed. For those who were 

qualified, we measured their status striving motivation, relationship quality with the selected 

coworker, relative competence, and baseline levels of status threat, envy, and social 

undermining. Three hundred and nineteen participants completed Time 1 survey. 

Time 2 survey was administered at 5PM on the subsequent Friday and participants 

were again allowed to complete the survey before Sunday midnight. We measured receiving 

task- and person-related help from the selected coworker in the past one week. On the 

Monday that followed, we administered Time 3 survey at 6AM and required participants to 

complete the survey before 3PM on the same day. In this survey, we measured participants’ 

perceived status threat and envy based on their interaction with the selected coworker in the 

past one week. We set the time window to minimize the impact of Time 3 survey on 

participants’ work as well as their interaction with the selected coworker on that day, while 

allowing sufficient time (e.g., including the lunch break) for them to complete the survey. 

The last survey, Time 4 survey, was sent to participants on the following Friday using the 
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same protocol as Time 2 survey. In this survey, we measured social undermining toward the 

selected coworker in the past one week.7  

Of the 319 participants who completed Time 1 survey, 301 completed T2 survey, 226 

completed T3 survey, and 284 completed T4 survey (response rate = 94%, 71%, and 89%). 

After listwise deletion of cases who failed to complete any of the survey, we had a sample of 

213 participants who completed all four surveys (an overall 67% response rate that is 

comparable to that in a previous study with a similar design; Lin et al., 2016). To assess 

whether our data are subjected to response and self-selection biases, we compared 

participants who failed to complete all four surveys with those who completed all four 

surveys on demographic variables (age, gender, organizational tenure) and all study variables 

measured at Time 1. There were no significant differences between these two samples on 

these variables, suggesting that participant attrition is less of a concern. In our final sample, 

61.5% were women, with an average age of 36.2 years old (SD = 8.9). Majority were 

Caucasian (93.4%). They have been working in their current organizations for an average of 

5.9 years (SD = 5.8) and have 9.5 coworkers (SD = 7.7) in their teams. Around half of the 

participants (54%) joined the team later than the selected coworker, 36% of them joined the 

team earlier than the selected coworker, and 10% joined the team at about the same time.  

Measures 

Receiving task-related help (Time 2) and relative competence (Time 1). We assessed 

these two constructs using the same measures as in Study 1 (receiving task-related help: α = 

.93; relative competence: α = .80).  

Status threat (Time 1 & Time 3). Similar to Study 1, we used three items to measure 

participants’ perceived status threat from the selected coworker. As mentioned earlier, 

participants rated their levels of perceived status threat in both Time 1 survey (α = .96), 

which served as the baseline level of status threat, and Time 3 survey (α = .96). We used 
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different reference points for each survey. In Time 1 survey, participants responded to the 

items that were anchored in general terms, whereas in Time 3 survey, participants responded 

to the items that were anchored in the past one week. 

Envy (Time 1 & Time 3). We measured envy with the same scale as in Study 1.  

Similar to status threat, we measured envy twice using two different reference points (α = 

.82/.85). Participants rated their levels of agreement on each item.  

Status striving motivation (Time 1). Status striving motivation was measured with 

eleven items from the Motivation Orientation Inventory (Barrick et al., 2002; α = .93). We 

adapted the items to fit our research context by replacing words related to sales in the items to 

those representing performance in general.  

Social undermining (Time 1 & Time 4). We selected five items with the highest 

factor loadings from Duffy et al.’s (2002) scale. Participants rated how often they 

undermined the selected coworker in general (Time 1: α = .67) or in the past one week (Time 

4: α = .63).  

Control variables. We controlled for the baseline levels of the dependent variables 

mentioned above because this method can provide insights on the incremental variance in the 

endogenous variables over and beyond individuals’ general feelings, perceptions, and 

behavioral patterns. As in Study 1, we also controlled for receiving person-related help, 

which was measured using the same four items in the Time 2 survey (α = .91), as well as 

relationship quality between the participants and the coworker. We note that the overall 

pattern and interpretation of our findings remained unchanged, albeit with lower statistical 

significance levels, when we excluded all of the control variables. 

Results 

 We conducted CFA following the same procedure as in Study 1. For status striving 

motivation, we created five empirically balanced parcels (Hall et al., 1999). Results in Table 
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1 showed that our hypothesized six-factor model fit the data better (χ2 = 353.38, p < .001, df 

=194, CFI = .95, TLI = .94, SRMR = .06, RMSEA = .06) than any alternative models (the 

best fitting alternative is a five-factor model combining envy and social undermining; △χ2 = 

31.84, △df = 5, p < .001, CFI = .94, TLI = .93, SRMR = .07, RMSEA = .07).   

Table 5 shows the descriptive statistics associated with our study variables. We found 

some preliminary support for our hypotheses. Status threat was positively related to envy (r = 

.34, p < .001), which further correlates with social undermining (r = .43, p < .001). 

------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 5 about here 

-------------------------------------- 
Table 6 shows the results of hypotheses tests from path analysis using Mplus 7 

(Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2012), where we tested all the hypotheses simultaneously. We first 

present a baseline model where we regressed the dependent variables on the control variables. 

Second, we tested all of our hypotheses by adding additional predictors to the baseline model. 

We followed the same method used in Study 1 to test and plot the interaction effects. 

Supporting Hypothesis 1, relative competence moderated the relationship between 

receiving task-related help and the help recipient’s perceived status threat from the help giver 

(B = .14, SE = .06, p = .03; Figure 2b). Simple slope analyses showed that when one received 

task-related help from a more competent help giver, receiving task-related help was 

positively related to perceived status threat from the help giver (simple slope = .32, p < .001). 

In contrast, when one received task-related help from a less competent help giver, receiving 

task-related help was not related to status threat (simple slope = .05, p = .65).  

------------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 6 & Figure 2b about here 
------------------------------------------- 

Hypothesis 2 indicated a conditional indirect effect, such that relative competence 

moderated the indirect effect between receiving task-related help and envy via status threat. 

First, as shown in Table 6, after controlling for baseline envy, status threat still positively 
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predicted envy towards the help giver measured at Time 3 (B = .15, SE = .05, p = .004). 

Second, we tested the conditional indirect effect via Monte Carlo simulation using R to create 

the 95% confidence intervals (CI) for the estimated effects based on 20,000 re-samples. 

Results showed that when one received task-related help from a more competent help giver, 

the indirect effect of receiving task-related help on envy via status threat was stronger 

(indirect effect = .049, SE = .02, 95% CI: [.012, .099]) as compared to when one received 

task-related help from a less competent help giver (indirect effect = .007, SE = .02, 95% CI: 

[-.026, .044]). Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was supported. 

Hypothesis 3 stated a positive relationship between envy and social undermining. We 

found support for this hypothesis, as envy was positively related to social undermining even 

after controlling for baseline social undermining (B = .06, SE = .01, p < .001). Furthermore, 

status striving motivation moderated the positive relationship between envy and social 

undermining (B = .03, SE = .01, p = .02; Figure 3a). Results from simple slope analyses 

showed that envy was positively related to social undermining directed toward the envied 

help giver only among help recipients with higher status striving motivation (simple slope = 

.08, p < .001), but not among those with lower status striving motivation (simple slope = .03, 

p = .10). Thus, Hypothesis 4 was supported.  

------------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 3a about here 

------------------------------------- 
Hypothesis 5 stated a conditional indirect effect of receiving task-related help on 

social undermining towards the help giver via status threat and envy sequentially when one 

with higher status striving motivation received task-related help from a more competent help 

giver. Supporting Hypothesis 5, results showed that the serial indirect effect of receiving 

task-related help on social undermining through status threat and envy is .004 (SE = .002, 

95% CI: [.001, .009]) when the help giver was perceived to be more competent than the help 

recipient and the help recipient had higher status striving motivation. For the indirect effects 
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associated with all other combinations of relative competence and status striving motivation, 

their respective 95% CIs included zero, indicating a lack of indirect effect (i.e., high relative 

competence and low status striving motivation: 0.002, SE = .001, 95% CI: [0,0.005]; low 

relative competence and high status striving motivation: 0.001, SE = .001, 95% CI: [-0.002, 

0.004]; and low relative competence and low status striving motivation: 0.0002, SE = .001, 

95% CI: [-0.001, 0.002]). 

Exploratory Analyses 

 As in Study 1, we performed exploratory analyses to examine whether relative 

competence moderated the effect of receiving person-related help on status threat. In contrast 

to the significant moderating effect found in Study 1, we did not replicate this effect in Study 

2 (B = -.03, SE = .08, p = .74). Therefore, it remains equivocal whether receiving person-

related help from a less competent coworker results in lower perceived status threat, as shown 

in Study 1. Nevertheless, the overall pattern of these additional analyses is in line with our 

expectation that the status threatening effect of receiving help from a more competent 

coworker only applies to task-related help, but not person-related help. 

We also examined whether status striving motivation may condition the link between 

receiving task-related help and status threat because receiving task-related help signals 

inferiority and dependency and may pose more of a status threat for individuals with higher 

status striving motivation. However, status striving motivation did not moderate the 

relationship between receiving task-related help and status threat (B = .03, SE = .07, p = .70), 

or the hypothesized interaction between receiving task-related help and relative competence 

on status threat (for the three-way interaction product term: B = -.01, SE = .07, p = .89). We 

also tested whether status striving motivation may moderate the relationship between status 

threat and envy and did not find support for the moderation (B = -.07, SE = .06, p = .22).   

Discussion 
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Study 2 conceptually replicated the findings of Study 1 using a sample of employees 

with a time-lagged design. Furthermore, we found that envious help recipients were more 

likely to engage in social undermining directed toward the help giver and this relationship is 

stronger among help recipients with higher status striving motivation. Overall, our proposed 

moderated mediation model is also supported. Importantly, our results held after accounting 

for baseline control variables. In addition, we did not find a moderating effect of relative 

competence on the link between receiving person-related help on status threat.  

   We note that our social undermining measure has relatively low reliability. However, 

it is not uncommon to observe low reliabilities in abbreviated measures of instigated deviant 

behaviors (e.g., Koopman et al., 2020; Restubog et al., 2011) due to some assumptions, such 

as the normal distribution of item scores and tau equivalence, being violated in applied 

research (McNeish, 2018). We followed McNeish’s recommendation to calculate Omega and 

Coefficient H as alternative reliability indicators and found higher reliability scores (T1: .78 

and .85; T4: .76 and .88). To address this limitation more directly, we used the original social 

undermining measure in our follow-up study (Study 3B). Although we also note the low 

means for social undermining and small effect size in our study, they are comparable to 

previous research (e.g., Duffy et al., 2006; Duffy et al., 2012). Despite social undermining 

being a low-base rate phenomenon, it has notable effects on employee well-being and job-

related outcomes (Duffy et al., 2002). Finally, given that Study 2 is correlational in nature, we 

attempted to enhance the internal validity of our findings and demonstrate causal relations by 

conducting two experiments in an experimental causal chain design (Spencer et al., 2005).  

STUDY 3A 

Employing an experimental causal chain design, we tested our research model in parts 

across Studies 3A and 3B and aimed to provide causal evidence for our model. In this study, 
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we manipulated the type of help received and relative competence, and tested whether their 

interaction predicted higher status threat and ultimately higher envy (Hypotheses 1 and 2).  

Methods 

Participants 

A total of 1502 British citizens from Prolific Academic participated in this experiment 

in exchange for financial compensation of £0.4 (US$0.55). After excluding 39 participants 

who failed two attention check questions (see Appendix A), we had a final sample of 1463 

participants (842 women; Mage = 38.11, SDage = 11.74; 91.87% White).  

Materials and Procedure  

We had a 3 (type of help received: task-related help, person-related help, no help 

received) x 2 (relative competence: high vs. low) between-participant factorial design. 

Participants were randomly assigned to read one of six scenarios which were modified from 

scenarios on receiving advice developed by Landis and colleagues (2022). All participants 

read a scenario (see Appendix C) that asked them to assume the role of an employee working 

in a media agency. They also read that they had just finished a meeting with a client after 

which they interacted with a peer coworker who shared the same job title and similar rank.  

Relative Competence Manipulation. In the high (low) perceived competence 

condition, the coworker is usually more (less) organized and efficient than them.  

Type of Help Received Manipulation. In the received task-related help condition, 

the focal participant then asked this coworker for help to finish a report. In the received 

person-related help condition, the focal participant asked this coworker to hear them out and 

shared their frustration about the client. In the no help received (control) condition, the focal 

participant asked the coworker to join them for a coffee break.  

After reading the scenario, participants completed the same measures of perceived 

status threat (α = .96), envy (α = .88), and relative competence (as a manipulation check, α = 
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.90) as in Study 2. They then rated their levels of agreement on three other statements, which 

served as the manipulation checks for the type of help received, anchored on a 5-point scale. 

Specifically, they rated whether the coworker “provided help with my work,” “listened to my 

frustration about the client,” and “joined me for a coffee break.” 

Results  

Manipulation Check 

Two-way analyses of variance (ANOVAs) on the manipulation check items showed 

significant main effects of the manipulations in the expected directions (on perceived relative 

competence: F(1, 1457) = 1193.40, p < .001, ηp
2 = .45; on perceived receipt of task-related 

help: F(2, 1439) = 407.03, p < .001, ηp
2 = .36; on perceived receipt of person-related help: 

F(2, 1443) = 520.58, p < .001, ηp
2 = .42; on perceived receipt of no help: F(2, 1441) = 

565.10, p < .001, ηp
2 = .44).8 Overall, our manipulations are effective. Table 7 summarizes 

the results of the post hoc comparisons.  

------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 7 about here 

------------------------------------- 
Main Analyses 

 Table 8 shows the descriptive statistics and intercorrelations for the study variables. A 

two-way ANOVA on status threat revealed a significant main effect of type of help received 

F(2, 1457) = 42.73, p < .001, ηp
2 = .06. Specifically, perceived status threat was the highest in 

the received task-related help condition (M = 2.28, SD = 0.88), followed by the no-help 

received condition (M = 1.95, SD = 0.79), t(969) = 6.31, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.40, and the 

received person-related help condition (M = 1.82, SD = 0.77), t(970) = 8.69, p < .001, 

Cohen’s d = 0.56. There was also a main effect of relative competence F(1, 1457) = 33.62, p 

< .001, ηp
2 = .02, such that perceived status threat was higher in the high relative competence 

condition (M = 2.14, SD = 0.92) as compared to the low relative competence condition (M = 

1.90, SD = 0.73), t(1461) = 5.59, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.29. Importantly, there was a 
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significant interaction between type of help received and relative competence, F(2, 1457) = 

3.18, p = .04, ηp
2 = .004 (see Figure 2c). Simple effect analyses showed that within the high 

relative competence group (i.e., more competent helper), participants in the received task-

related help condition (M = 2.47, SD = 0.97) perceived greater status threat from the helper 

compared to those in the no-help received condition (M = 2.00, SD = 0.85), t(481) = 5.67, p < 

.001, Cohen’s d = 0.52. However, within the low relative competence group (i.e., less 

competent helper), the difference in perceived status threat between participants in the 

received task-related help condition (M = 2.10, SD = 0.73) and those in the no-help received 

condition (M = 1.89, SD = 0.73) was smaller, t(486) = 3.17, p = .002, Cohen’s d = 0.29. 

Hence, Hypothesis 1 was supported.  

------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 8 and Figure 2c about here 

------------------------------------- 
As in Studies 1 and 2, we conducted post hoc comparisons to examine whether 

receiving person-related help from a more competent coworker would result in a higher 

perception of status threat. Within the high relative competence group, there was no 

difference in perceived status threat between the received person-related help condition (M = 

1.95, SD = 0.84) and the no-help received condition (M = 2.00, SD = 0.85), t(488) = -0.70, p 

= .49, Cohen’s d = 0.06. However, within the low relative competence group, participants in 

the received person-related help condition (M = 1.70, SD = 0.67) perceived lower status 

threat compared to those in the no-help received condition (M = 1.89), SD = 0.73, t(491) = -

2.97, p = .003, Cohen’s d = 0.27. Therefore, consistent with Studies 1 and 2, our results 

showed that the status threatening effect of receiving help from a more competent coworker 

applied to task-related help, but not person-related help.  

We tested Hypothesis 2 using the PROCESS macro with 20,000 bootstrap samples 

(Model 7; Hayes, 2017) and multicategorical indicator coding. As predicted, status threat was 

positively related to envy (B = .52, SE = .02, p < .001) and relative competence moderated 
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the indirect effect between receiving task-related help and envy via status threat (index of 

moderated mediation = .13, SE = .06, 95% CI [.02, .24]). The overall positive indirect effect 

was stronger when one received task-related help from a more competent coworker (indirect 

effect = .24, SE =.04, 95%CI [.16, .33]) as compared to when one received task-related help 

from a less competent coworker (indirect effect = .11, SE =.03, 95%CI [.04, .18]). Thus, 

Hypothesis 2 was supported. In contrast, relative competence did not moderate the indirect 

effect between receiving person-related help and envy via status threat (index of moderated 

mediation = .07, SE = .05, 95% CI [-.03, .17]) 

STUDY 3B 

 In this study, we measured status striving motivation and manipulated envy to test (1) 

whether envy affected the intention of social undermining (Hypothesis 3) and (2) whether 

status striving motivation moderated this effect (Hypothesis 4). 

Methods 

Participants 

We recruited 600 British citizens via Prolific Academic who participated in our 

experiment in exchange for financial compensation of £0.4 (US$0.55). After excluding five 

participants who failed the attention check and another sixteen participants who failed the 

comprehension check (see Appendix A for the items), we had a final sample of 579 

participants (289 women; Mage = 36.46, SDage = 9.85; 91.7% White).  

Materials and Procedure   

Participants first filled in the same status striving motivation scale as in Study 2 (α = 

.91). They were then randomly assigned to one of two scenarios which we modified from a 

workplace situation developed by Montal-Rosenberg and Moran (2022). All participants read 

a scenario (see Appendix D) that asked them to assume the role of an employee working in 

an IT company, “S. K. Franklins”, as a sales executive responsible for generating net new 
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business as well as maintaining and growing relationships with existing accounts. They also 

read that they had a coworker, Chris, who was working on the same team and both of them 

were on the same career track with similar interests and opportunities.  

Envy Manipulation. In the high envy condition, the division head decided to give the 

promotion to Chris whereas the participant came in second. In the low envy condition, the 

division head decided to give the promotion to one of the other three candidates, whereas the 

participant came in second and Chris came in third.  

After reading the scenario, participants rated the extent to which they would engage in 

social undermining behaviors toward Chris, measured by the social undermining scale (Duffy 

et al., 2002; α = .91). As a manipulation check, participants also completed the same envy 

scale used in Studies 1 to 3A (α = .92). 

Results 

Manipulation Check 

 Results from independent-samples t test showed that participants in the high envy 

condition (N = 296, M = 2.75, SD = 0.75) felt more envious as compared to those in the low 

envy condition (N = 283, M = 1.83, SD = 0.63), t(577) = 15.95, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.33.9 

Therefore, our manipulation was successful. 

Main Analyses 

 Table 9 shows the descriptive statistics and intercorrelations for our study variables. 

Supporting Hypothesis 3, an independent-samples t test showed that participants in the high 

envy condition (M = 1.51, SD = 0.57) reported a greater intention to undermine Chris than 

participants in the low envy condition (M = 1.26, SD = 0.34), t(577) = 6.32, p < .001, 

Cohen’s d = 0.53. We tested Hypothesis 4 using the PROCESS macro with 20,000 bootstrap 

samples (Model 1; Hayes, 2017). We found significant main effects of envy (B = .23, SE = 

.04, p < .001) and status striving motivation (B = .12, SE = .02, p < .001) as well as a 
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significant interaction (B = .10, SE = .05, p = .045; see Figure 3b). Simple slope analyses 

showed that the relationship between envy and social undermining was stronger among 

participants with a higher status striving motivation (simple slope = .31, p < .001), than 

among those with a lower status striving motivation (simple slope = .16, p = .004). Therefore, 

Hypothesis 4 was supported.  

------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 9 & Figure 3b about here 

------------------------------------- 
GENERAL DISCUSSION 

Across four studies, we find progressive support for our proposed relationships based 

on the integration of helping as status relations framework and the social functional 

perspective of envy. That is, we show that receiving task-related help can evoke status threat 

when one receives help from a more competent help giver, and status threat in turn induces 

envy. To cope with envy and maintain their status, help recipients, especially those with 

higher status striving motivation, react negatively by socially undermining the help givers.  

Theoretical Implications 

Our research makes several major contributions to the helping and envy literatures. 

While existing research mostly anchors on social exchange theory and identifies reciprocity 

as a common interpersonal dynamic after one receives help, our study is amongst the first 

empirical studies to demonstrate that receiving help may paradoxically prompt social 

undermining from the help recipient directed toward the help giver, supporting the notion that 

one might bite the hand that feeds. Although prior research has found that receiving help 

might not be unequivocally positive and beneficial for recipients (e.g., Deelstra et al., 2003; 

Nadler, 2015), our understanding regarding how it may induce negative consequences for 

help givers is still somewhat limited. Our study thus broadens this line of research by 

uncovering the negative interpersonal consequence of receiving help for help givers. This 

extension is important because social undermining harms help givers’ psychological well-
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being (Duffy et al., 2002), potentially triggers negative reciprocal exchanges and spirals that 

impair the dyadic relationship (Andersson & Pearson 1999), and ultimately impedes the 

development of a positive helping climate in organizations in the long term. To that end, our 

research sheds light on the dark side of helping (Bolino & Grant, 2016), by considering the 

interpersonal dynamics between help giver and help recipient, and detailing the 

characteristics of the help recipient (i.e., relative competence and status striving motivation) 

which would prompt negative interpersonal reactions toward the help giver. 

Our study also offers a novel status-based model to understand how individuals react 

to receiving help by integrating the helping as status relations framework and the social 

functional perspective of envy. While the status dynamic between help giver and help 

recipient has been implicated in theory and research (Nadler, 2015, 2020; Nadler et al., 

2010), organizational studies mostly focus on whether and how giving help influences help 

givers’ social status (Flynn, 2003; Ouyang et al., 2018). In contrast, our status-based model 

provides another piece of the puzzle by focusing on receiving help and examining how 

receiving help influences recipients’ status-related cognitive, emotional, and behavioral 

reactions to restore their status at the cost of the help givers, as well as the critical boundary 

condition of relative competence that implies social comparison to underlie the purported 

relationships. Our finding that envy is an emotional response to status threat that is elicited by 

receiving help from a more competent coworker also adds to the predominant view that 

receiving help evokes gratitude (Lawler & Thye, 1999), and the limited research 

documenting that receiving help triggers general negative affect (Deelstra et al., 2003).  

Relatedly, our exploratory findings in Studies 1 and 2 and findings in Study 3A lend 

credence to our status-based explanation that only receiving task-related help, and not person-

related help, from a more competent coworker is likely to induce help recipient’s status threat 

and envy. These findings echo Nadler’s (2020) observations that the characteristics of the 
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help giver and help recipient as well as the nature of the help are critical to resolving the 

inconsistencies between the social support and comparison stress research in predicting 

individual reactions to seeking and receiving help. Specifically, people may react more 

positively when they receive social support or person-related help, but react more negatively 

when they receive task-related help because unfavorable social comparison becomes more 

salient. To that end, our research also answers the call for studies on distinct types of help in 

understanding helping interactions in organizational settings (Dalal & Sheng, 2019).  

Furthermore, our study also extends the envy literature by demonstrating that envy 

may not only be elicited in competitive contexts (Bamberger & Belogolovsky, 2017; 

Schaubroeck & Lam, 2004), but also in cooperative contexts. Although helping interactions 

promote cooperation and specifically receiving help induces reciprocity, our findings show 

that receiving task-related help from a more competent help giver may trigger status threat 

and subsequent envy. It appears that envy is ubiquitous in social interactions, even if those 

interactions are supposedly positive in nature. Given that contemporary organizations 

typically operate on the basis of team collaborations, it is of theoretical and practical 

significance to understand how to limit the occurrences of envy and its repercussions in 

helping interactions. We also add to the research showing that envy is associated with greater 

social undermining (Duffy et al., 2012; Lee & Duffy, 2019) by highlighting status striving 

motivation as a critical moderator that strengthens the relationship between envy and social 

undermining.  

Limitations and Future Research 

As with all studies, our studies have limitations that point to promising ideas for 

future research. We assess status threat and envy at the same time point in Studies 1-3A, 

which raises potential concerns for common method variance (CMV) bias (Podsakoff et al., 

2012). However, given that prior research (Reh et al., 2018) and our online supplementary 
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Study S3 (see online supplemental material Study S3) find that status threat triggers envy, 

this suggests that our findings may not be solely attributable to CMV. We also acknowledge 

our small sample size at the individual level in Study 1 (N = 52). Nonetheless, we note that 

the level of our analyses in Study 1 is at the dyadic level (N = 255 dyads). Our sample size at 

the dyadic level is comparable to other studies that examined coworker interpersonal 

behavior at the dyadic level using a similar design (e.g., N = 132 in De Jong et al., 2007; N = 

278 in Van der Vegt et al., 2006). In addition, although we demonstrated causal relations 

among our hypothesized relationships in Studies 3A and 3B, we relied on participants’ 

reactions to hypothetical scenarios, which may raise concerns about external validity. 

Although our studies complement one another to address these concerns, we recommend 

future research to replicate our findings using a multiwave and multisource design with a 

larger sample and including behavioral measures. 

Although we find that relative competence moderates the effect of receiving task-

related help on status threat across our studies, one might argue that other characteristics of 

the help, such as help solicitation, may explain this moderating effect. Compared to solicited 

help, unsolicited help might be more likely to signal that the help recipient is dependent and 

inferior (Deelstra et al., 2003; Harari et al., 2021) and prompt help recipients to view help 

givers more as a foe, rather than as a friend. In turn, this may elicit higher status threat and 

envy. To test this possibility, we collected data on help solicitation in Study 1, but did not 

find support for the moderating effect of help solicitation on the relationship between 

receiving task-related help and status threat. If we did find that receiving unsolicited (versus 

solicited) task-related help from a more competent help giver resulted in higher status threat, 

then our studies would represent a conservative test of our status-based model. Given that 

help is mostly solicited at work (Burke et al., 1976), it is likely that our field studies captured 

more receipt of solicited help than receipt of unsolicited help. Study 3A also focuses on the 
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less status threatening but more common type of help - solicited help. Future research could 

directly measure the frequency of solicited versus unsolicited help (Harari et al., 2021; Lee et 

al., 2019) and examine whether help recipients tend to perceive help givers as a friend (foe) 

when they receive solicited (unsolicited) task-related help and their downstream impacts.  

Future studies could also examine other potential moderators of the link between 

receiving task-related help and status threat, such as the characteristics of the help giver. The 

stereotype content model suggests that people are less likely to feel threatened and envious of 

targets who are perceived to be both warm and competent (Fiske et al., 2007). Thus, in our 

context, the combination of warmth and competence may affect the relationship between 

receiving task-related help and status threat. For example, when the help recipient perceives 

the help giver to be warm (cold), it may weaken (strengthen) the status threatening effect of 

receiving task-related help from a more competent help giver. We recommend future research 

to explore how help giver’s characteristics may influence the help recipient’s cognitive, 

emotional, and behavioral reactions toward the receipt of task-related help.  

Furthermore, future studies could also investigate the psychological mechanisms 

underlying the interactive effect of receiving task-related help and relative competence on 

status threat. For example, one potential mechanism could be perceived status distance. 

Receiving help from a more competent help giver increases the salience of upward social 

comparison by highlighting the perceived status distance between the help recipient and help 

giver (Doyle et al., 2016). To the extent that the perceived status distance becomes 

moderately large, the help recipient is more likely to experience status threat.  

Finally, the “biting the hand that feeds” effect documented in our studies opens doors 

to new areas of inquiries about the paradoxical implications of giving and receiving help. 

Recent research finds that employees may be motivated to both help and harm their 

coworkers (Melwani & Rothman, 2021). Similarly, receiving task-related help from a more 
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competent help giver may prompt the envious help recipient to help and undermine the 

envied help giver, suggesting that people may “bite and hold the hand that feeds.” By helping 

back, help recipients show that they have sufficient resources to share (Ouyang et al., 2018). 

Such reciprocal help signals competence, deters feelings of inferiority and envy, and 

reestablishes the dyadic status balance. However, status striving motivation might determine 

whether the envious help recipient provides dependency-oriented help or autonomy-oriented 

help (Montal-Rosenberg & Moran, 2022). Given that envious help recipients with higher 

status striving motivation are more motivated to exercise power and influence over others 

(Barrick et al., 2002), they are more likely to return the favor with dependency-oriented help 

to foster future dependence from the envied targets, signal their superiority, and effectively 

close the status gap. In contrast, envious help recipients with lower status striving motivation 

may be less concerned about rebalancing the status relation and hence more likely to provide 

autonomous-oriented help to enable the envied targets. Future studies may explore whether 

status striving motivation may affect how envious help recipients balance their status 

relations and cope with envy by helping the source of the threat in different ways. 

Practical Implications  

New technologies and information science have increased the dynamic nature of work 

and pushed organizations to cultivate collaborative and helping cultures (Amabile et al., 

2014). Employees should recognize that when they receive task-related help from a coworker 

who is perceived to be more competent, they may experience status threat and envy only 

because the help received was from a more competent coworker. Thus, to limit the 

paradoxical “biting the hand that feeds” effect, help recipients have to overcome their 

tendency of competence comparison and instead focus on processing the value of the help 

received. In addition, managers could offer more training opportunities, support, and 

resources for less competent employees to strengthen their expectations of improving their 
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competence in the future (Lam, et al., 2011). By effectively managing factors that highlight 

relative competence, organizations may reduce the likelihood that receiving help elicits status 

threat and envy. Finally, although employees may be implicitly encouraged by managers to 

adopt higher levels of status striving motivation because employees with higher levels of 

status striving motivation are likely to achieve better job performance (Barrick et al., 2002) 

and perceive greater meaningfulness in their jobs (Barrick et al., 2013), we suggest that 

envious help recipients with higher status striving motivations should be mindful of how they 

may socially undermine envied help givers and potentially invite negative reciprocity that 

harms the dyadic relationship in the long run. 

CONCLUSION 

Integrating the helping as status relations framework and social functional perspective 

of envy, we provide a fresh and nuanced understanding of helping dynamics by showing 

when recipients of task-related help will experience status threat and envy, which 

paradoxically motivates help recipients to respond negatively toward help givers. We find 

that individuals who receive task-related help perceive that their status is threatened when 

they receive help from a more competent help giver, and status threat in turn triggers feelings 

of envy. Envy further motivates greater social undermining directed at the help givers, 

especially among recipients with higher status striving motivation. Despite a relative paucity 

of empirical research examining the dark side of giving and receiving help, we hope that our 

theoretical and empirical approach provides a starting point for future research on the 

complex effects and critical implications of helping interactions.   
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Footnotes 

1. In our research, we focus on task-related help because it presumably solves task-related 
issues and highlights help givers’ task expertise—an indicator of status (Bunderson, 2003). 
As such, we design our studies to demonstrate that our status-based model only pertains to 
receiving task-related help, instead of receiving person-related help. 
 
2. Organizations may expect employees to receive help from more, rather than less, 
competent coworkers, although research suggests otherwise. For example, Van der Vegt et al. 
(2006) find that individuals are more likely to help those who are perceived to have higher 
expertise. Similarly, Doyle and colleagues (2016) show that employees are more likely to 
help higher-performing team members. Consistent with these findings, the helping literature 
also suggests that in asymmetric/imbalanced social relationships, less influential individuals 
tend to engage in more interpersonal helping directed toward more influential others (Bowler 
& Brass, 2006). Therefore, it is as likely in the workplace that one may receive help from a 
less (versus more) competent coworker. 
 
3. We test whether status striving motivation moderates the relationship between envy and 
social undermining in our studies. However, we also report alternative models in our 
exploratory analyses in Study 2, looking at different placements of status striving motivation 
in our theoretical model. 
 
4. We also conducted two supplementary pre-registered experiments. In the first 
supplementary study (https://aspredicted.org/ZBJ_PMC), we manipulated status threat and 
measured envy using a recall design. Our results showed that participants in the high status 
threat condition reported higher levels of envy than participants in the low status threat 
condition (see online supplemental material Study S3). In the second supplementary study 
(https://aspredicted.org/CYU_VJF), we manipulated both envy and status striving motivation 
and measured social undermining intention and obtained support for our hypothesis (see 
online supplemental material Study S4). 
 
5. We conducted another round-robin study to test Hypotheses 1 and 2 using the polynomial 
approach. In this study, we operationalized relative competence by using the incongruence 
between the help recipient’s and giver’s academic performance score and examined whether 
receiving help moderated this incongruence. Results of this study provide further support for 
our hypotheses (see online supplemental material Study S1 for details). 
 
6. Coworker typically refers to a person whom one works with, especially someone with a 
similar job or level of responsibility. Therefore, we did not anticipate participants to nominate 
their supervisors or subordinates. We included this additional question because some 
participants indicated their occupations as supervisor, director, or manager in the recruitment 
survey, and this implied that they might have nominated their subordinates. Thus, we only 
asked if the nominated coworker was a subordinate or a peer. To further rule out the 
possibility that one might have nominated their supervisors, we contacted the participants 
again and asked if the selected coworker was their supervisor during the study period. Among 
the 213 participants contacted, 9 did not return the survey and 3 had nominated their 
supervisors, leaving us with a sample size of 201 participants. Our findings remained the 
same when we excluded these 12 participants from the data analysis. 
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7. To ensure data quality, we included an attention check question in all four surveys (where 
we asked participants to select a designated anchor). All the participants passed this attention 
check question in the first three surveys, but three failed this attention check question in T4 
survey. We did not exclude them from our data analyses. However, our results remained the 
same when we excluded these three participants. 
 
8. We note that results from the full factorial analyses of the manipulation checks showed 
three unexpected significant effects. First, the type of help received manipulation had a main 
effect on perceived relative competence, F(2, 1457) = 9.43, p < .001, ηp

2 = .01. There was 
also an interaction effect between the two manipulations on perceived relative competence, 
F(2, 1457) = 6.64, p < .001, ηp

2 = .01. Post hoc comparisons (see Table 7) showed that 
participants in the received task-related help from a more competent coworker condition 
reported the highest level of perceived relative competence, which seemed to suggest that our 
manipulations are not orthogonal. However, we note that this may be attributed to our 
research design where participants answered the manipulation check items after the status 
threat and envy measures, the perceptions of which could have spilled over to influence their 
evaluations of the help giver’s relative competence. Second, perceived relative competence 
manipulation had a main effect on perceived receipt of task-related help, F(1, 1439) = 34.82, 
p < .001, ηp

2 = .02. However, results from post hoc comparisons showed that this effect was 
driven by the received person-related help condition and the no-help received condition. To 
further establish that our manipulations of type of help received and relative competence are 
orthogonal, we conducted a separate manipulation check study. In this study, participants 
filled in manipulation check items right after being exposed to the manipulations without 
rating status threat and envy items. Therefore, this served as a cleaner test of our 
manipulations. Results showed that there is no main effect of type of help received or 
interaction effect, thus allaying concerns of our manipulations. Please see online 
supplemental material Study S2 for more details.  
 
9. We used PROCESS macro with 20,000 bootstrap samples (Model 1; Hayes, 2017) to test 
whether status striving motivation would moderate the relationship between the envy 
manipulation and perceived envy. The interaction effect of status striving motivation and 
envy was non-significant (B =.08, SE = .07, p = .25), suggesting that our envy manipulation 
was not perceived differently by participants with lower versus higher scores on status 
striving motivation.
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Table 1 
Main Results of Confirmatory Factor Analyses 
Models χ2 df △χ2 △df CFI TLI SRMR RMSEA 
Study 1         
4-factor model 128.48 47   .98 .97 .07 .08 
3-factor model (combining status threat and envy) 156.83 51 28.35** 4 .97 .96 .09 .09 
3-factor model (combining receiving task-related help and relative competence) 715.45 51 586.97** 4 .80 .74 .09 .23 
2-factor model (combining status threat and envy,  
as well as receiving task-related help and relative competence)  721.39 53 592.91** 6 .80 .75 .10 .22 

Study 2         
6-factor model 353.38 194   .95 .94 .06 .06 
5-factor model (combining envy and social undermining) 385.22 199 31.84** 5 .94 .93 .07 .07 
5-factor model (combining status threat and envy) 426.98 199 73.60** 5 .93 .91 .09 .07 
5-factor model (combining receiving task-related help and status threat) 1102.96 199 749.58** 5 .71 .67 .12 .15 
4-factor model (combining status threat, envy, and social undermining) 652.80 203 299.43** 9 .85 .83 .11 .10 
4-factor model (combining receiving task-related help, status threat, and envy) 1173.01 203 819.63** 9 .69 .64 .13 .15 
4-factor model (combining receiving task-related help and status threat, as well as 
envy and social undermining) 1110.91 203 757.53** 9 .71 .67 .12 .15 

3-factor model (combining receiving task-related help, status threat, envy,  
and social undermining) 1389.60 206 1036.22** 12 .62 .57 .14 .16 
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Table 2 
Study 1: Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations among Study Variables 

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 
1 Class 0.24 0.43 -              
2 Team size 6.21 0.80 -.85** -             
3 R’s gender 1.36 0.48 -.13* .02 -            
4 H’s gender 1.34 0.37 -.15* .06 .08 -           
5 R’s age 19.69 1.17 .26** -.29** .29** .11† -          
6 H’s age 19.62 0.94 .40** -.37** .08 .12* .23** -         
7 Length of acquaintance 7.75 10.95 .15* -.23** -.05 -.11† -.12† -.05 -        
8 Relationship quality 3.40 0.66 .28** -.26** -.19** -.20** -.05 -.03 .35** -       

9 R receiving person-
related help from H 1.87 1.11 .11† -.11† -.17** -.17** -.10 -.04 .42** .69** (.98)      

10 R receiving task-related 
help from H (RTH) 2.12 1.02 .37** -.32** -.15* -.14* .07 .11† .35** .59** .75** (.96)     

11 Relative competence 
(RC) 3.16 0.59 .24** -.17** -.11† -.17** .05 .03 -.11† .27** .16* .28** (.92)    

12 RTH*RC 0.20 1.05 .17** -.10 -.08 -.10 -.05 -.06 .001 .36** .21** .25** .26** -   
13 R’s status threat from H 1.87 0.99 -.19** .07 .33** .04 -.07 -.05 .05 -.03 -.02 .02 -.01 .11† (.98)  
14 R’s envy toward H 1.73 0.67 -.02 -.11† .27** .03 .10 .06 .11† -.04 .06 .07 -.09 .05 .51** (.88) 

 
Note. N = 255 dyads from 52 individuals within 14 teams. † p ≤ .10, * p ≤ .05, ** p ≤ .01. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are presented on the diagonal in bold. 
For class, 0 = class 1, 1 = class 2. For gender, 1 = woman, 2 = man. R = help recipient, H = help giver. 
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Table 3 
Study 1: Variance Partitioning for R’s Status Threat from and Envy toward H 

Variables  R’s status threat from H  R’s envy toward H 
Source of variance  B (%) SE  B (%) SE 
Group variance  .03 (3.1%) .08  .00 (0%) .00 
Actor (R) variance  .54 (56.3%) .14  .31 (72.0%) .06 
Partner (H) variance  .07 (7.3%) .03  .02 (4.7%) .01 
Dyadic variance  .32 (33.3%) .04  .10 (23.3%) .01 
Deviance  580.79  303.44 

Note. N = 255 dyads from 52 individuals within 14 teams; R = help recipient, H = help giver. 
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Table 4 
Study 1: Results of Social Relations Model Analyses 
Dependent variables R’s status threat from H  R’s envy toward H 
 Model 1a  Model 1b  Model 2a  Model 2b 
Predictors Estimate SE  Estimate SE  Estimate SE  Estimate SE 
Control variables            
  Class -.75 .45  -.78 .44  -.48 .35  -.29 .30 
  Team size -.25 .25  -.27 .25  -.35 .20  -.28 .17 
  R’s gender .64*** .22  .63*** .22  .30 .17  .15 .15 
  H’s gender .08 .12  .10 .12  -.04 .07  -.07 .06 
  Length of acquaintance -.00 .01  .00 .01  -.01 .00  -.01 .00 
  Relationship quality -.05 .11  -.12 .11  -.14* .06  -.14* .06 
  R receiving person-related help from H -.04 .09  -.01 .09  .09 .05  .11 .04 
Main effects            
  R receiving task-related help from H  
  (RTH) .11 .08  .10 .08  .06 .04  .02 .04 

  Relative competence (RC) .08 .06  .07 .06  -.00 .03  -.02 .03 
  R’s status threat from H          .24*** .03 
Interaction            
  RTH*RC    .09* .04       
            
χ2 561.21  556.95  283.77  236.48 
Δχ2 (df) 19.58*(9)  4.26*(1)  19.69*(8)  47.29***(1) 
ΔR2 .03  .01  .07  .17 

Note. N = 255 dyads from 52 individuals within 14 teams; * p ≤ .05, ** p ≤ .01. ΔR2 values were calculated following Snijders & Bosker (2011). For gender, 1 
= woman, 2 = man. For class, 0 = class 1, 1 = class 2. SE = standard error, R = help recipient, H = help giver 
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Table 5 
Study 2: Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations among Study Variables 
 

Note. N = 213; † p ≤ .10, * p ≤ .05, ** p ≤ .01.  Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are presented on the diagonal in bold. For gender, 0 = non-woman, 1 = woman. 
For race, 0 = non-white, 1 = white. For relative team tenure, -1 = “I joined the team earlier than X did”, 0 = “We joined the team at about the same time”, 1 = “I 
joined the team later than X did.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 
1 Team size 9.53 7.67 -                   
2 Gender 0.62 0.49 -.05 -                  
3 Age 36.24 8.88 .03 -.02 -                 
4 Race 0.93 0.25 .04 .06 .14* -                
5 Organizational tenure 5.89 5.82 -.04 -.08 .50** .03 -               
6 Relative team tenure 0.18 0.94 .02 .14* -.10 .05 -.37** -              
7 Relationship quality 4.33 0.76 .02 .17* -.07 -.08 -.03 .06 -             

8 Status striving 
motivation (SSM) 3.06 0.82 .03 -.01 -.22** .08 -.08 -.002 -.19** (.93)            

9 Relative competence 
(RC) 2.91 0.83 .05 .12† -.12† -.08 -.21** .32** .29** -.27** (.80)           

10 Status threatT1 1.65 0.66 -.06 .07 -.09 .004 -.05 -.04 -.09 -.02 .07 (.96)          
11 EnvyT1 1.67 0.63 .004 -.08 -.04 .09 -.05 .03 -.46** .16* .18** .34** (.82)         
12 Social underminingT1 1.10 0.25 -.03 -.12† -.004 .04 .02 .06 -.48** .20** -.22** .03 .49** (.67)        

13 Received person-
related help 3.06 1.15 .05 .24** -.11 -.02 -.10 .06 .54** -.01 .23** -.10 -.18* -.15* (.91)       

14 Received task-related 
help (RTH) 2.02 1.02 -.04 .16* -.21** .06 -.13† -.06 .38** .06 .21** -.004 -.14* -.16* .56** (.93)      

15 RTH*RC 0.18 0.84 -.08 .07 .04 .02 -.03 -.03 -.18* .09 .001 -.15* .06 .15* -.07 .05 -     
16 Status threatT3 1.52 0.65 -.02 .07 -.05 .09 -.06 -.02 -.14* .03 .06 .38** .28** .09 .01 .15* .12† (.96)    
17 EnvyT3 1.55 0.61 .06 .01 -.02 .04 -.09 .10 -.34** .16* .16* .21** .67** .43** -.08 -.03 .05 .34** (.85)   
18 EnvyT3 * SSM 0.08 0.53 .09 -.18* .09 .02 -.04 .03 -.19** -.06 -.05 -.13† .22** .34** -.07 -.04 .05 .001 .26** -  
19 Social underminingT4 1.06 0.19 -.07 -.03 -.14* -.02 -.13† -.03 -.36** .12† -.13† -.003 .39** .47** -.20** -.12† .09 .06 .43** .33** (.63) 
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Table 6 
Study 2: Results of Hypothesis Tests 
 Baseline model with control variables  Final model 

Dependent variables Status threatT3  EnvyT3  Social 
underminingT4  Status threatT3  EnvyT3  Social 

underminingT4 
Predictors Estimate SE  Estimate SE  Estimate SE  Estimate SE  Estimate SE  Estimate SE 
Control variables                  
  Status threatT1 .57** .09        .59** .09       
  EnvyT1    .94** .09        .93** .10    
  Social underminingT1       .27** .05        .18** .05 
  Relationship quality -.23* .10  -.15† .09  -.04* .02  -.23* .10  -.15 .09  -.02 .02 
  Received person-related help .12† .06  .08 .05  -.01 .01  .03 .07  .05 .06  -.02 .01 
Main effects                  
  Received task-related help (RTH)          .18* .08  .02 .06  .01 .01 
  Relative competence (RC)          .04 .06  .06 .06  -.02 .01 
  Status threatT3             .15** .05  -.01 .01 
  EnvyT3                .06** .01 
  Status striving motivation                -.001 .01 
Interactions                  
  RTH*RC          .14* .06       
  EnvyT3 * Status striving motivation                .03* .01 
                  
R2 .17  .42  .23  .22  .47  .32 
ΔR2 (compared to baseline model)       .05  .05  .09 

Note. N = 213; SE = standard error; † p ≤ .10, * p ≤ .05, ** p ≤ .01. 
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Table 7 
Study 3A: Mean Scores for Manipulation Checks Across Experimental Conditions 
 
Dependent 
variables 

   Manipulation check: 
Relative competence 

 Manipulation check: 
Received task-related help 

 Manipulation check: 
Received person-related help 

 Manipulation check: 
Received no help 

Manipulations 
 More 

competent 
coworker 

Less 
competent 
coworker 

 More 
competent 
coworker 

Less 
competent 
coworker 

 More 
competent 
coworker 

Less 
competent 
coworker 

 More 
competent 
coworker 

Less 
competent 
coworker 

 More 
competent 
coworker 

Less 
competent 
coworker 

Received task-
related help 

 Condition 
1 

Condition 
2 

 3.6623456 
(0.55) 

2.391356 
(0.69) 

 4.333456 
(0.64) 

4.183456 
(0.70) 

 2.853456 
(1.17) 

2.913456 
(1.12) 

 2.593456 
(1.14) 

2.563456 
(1.13) 

Received person-
related help 

 Condition 
3 

Condition 
4 

 3.441246 
(0.55) 

2.451356 
(0.63) 

 3.2712456 
(1.11) 

2.8812356 
(1.07) 

 4.491256 
(0.67) 

4.451256 
(0.64) 

 2.881256 
(1.25) 

2.821256 
(1.21) 

Received no help  Condition 
5 

Condition 
6 

 3.451246 
(0.66) 

2.2312345 
(0.76) 

 2.6912346 
(1.14) 

2.3412345 
(0.99) 

 2.551234 
(1.19) 

2.491234 
(1.08) 

 4.671234 
(0.58) 

4.581234 
(0.64) 

Note. Superscripts indicate which conditions are significantly different (p < .05) from the focal condition in post hoc comparisons. Condition 1 (N = 238) refers 
to “received task-related help from a more competent coworker;” Condition 2 (N = 242) refers to “received task-related help from a less competent coworker;” 
Condition 3 (N = 245) refers to “received person-related help from a more competent coworker;” Condition 4 (N = 247) refers to “received person-related help 
from a less competent coworker;” Condition 5 (N = 245) refers to “received no help from a more competent coworker;” Condition 6 (N = 246) refers to 
“received no help from a less competent coworker.” 
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Table 8 
Study 3A: Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations among Study Variables 
Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 1  
1 Age 38.11 11.74 -              
2 Gender 0.56 0.50 -.13** -             
3 Race 0.92 0.27 .12** .03 -            

4 Manipulation: Received  
task-related help (RTH) 0.33 0.47 .01 .03 .04 -           

5 Manipulation: Received  
person-related help (RPH) 0.34 0.47 -.02 -.03 -.06* -.50** -          

6 Manipulation: Relative competence (RC) 0.50 0.50 .03 .004 .01 -.002 .001 -         
7 Interaction: RTH*RC -0.00 0.23 -.06* .004 -.01 -.002 .001 .000 -        
8 Interaction: RPH*RC 0.00 0.24 .02 .01 .01 .001 .000 .000 -.50** -       
9 Status threat 2.02 0.84 .03 -.03 .03 .22** -.16** .15** .05* .002 (.96)      
10 Envy 1.98 0.66 -.05† .02 .03 .15** -.11** .27** .07** .03 .65** (.88)     
11 MC: Received task-related help 3.27 1.21 -.004 .04 -.02 .57** -.12** .12** -.05† .03 .06* .06* -    
12 MC: Received person-related help 3.30 1.31 -.03 .005 -.06* -.22** .64** .004 -.02 .01 -.15** -.09** .14** -   
13 MC: Received no help 3.35 1.37 -.001 .02 -.05* -.40** -.26** .03 -.01 -.003 -.08** -.05† -.24** -.13** -  
14 MC: Perceived relative competence 2.93 0.87 -.02 .01 -.03 .07* .01 .67** .05† -.07** .19** .29** .16** .02 -.06* - 

Note. N = 1463; † p ≤ .10, * p ≤ .05, ** p ≤ .01.  Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are presented on the diagonal in bold. For gender, 0 = non-woman, 1 = woman. 
For race, 0 = non-white, 1 = white. For manipulation of received task-related help (RTH), 0 = received person-related help or received no help, 1 = received 
task-related help. For manipulation of received person-related help (RPH), 0 = received task-related help or received no help, 1 = received person-related help. 
For manipulation of relative competence (RC), 0 = less competent helper/interaction partner, 1 = more competent helper/interaction partner. 
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Table 9 
Study 3B: Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations among Study Variables 
Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
1 Age 36.46 9.85 -        
2 Gender 0.50 0.50 -.23** -       
3 Race 0.92 0.28 .10* -.01 -      
4 Manipulation: Envy 0.51 0.50 -.03 -.05 .08* -     
5 Status striving motivation (SSM) 3.10 0.77 -.19** -.06 -.01 .07† (.91)    
6 Interaction: Envy * SSM 0.03 0.38 .003 -.02 .001 -.003 -.07† -   
7 Social undermining 1.38 0.48 -.05 -.13** .02 .25** .20** .07 (.91)  
8 MC: Perceived envy 2.30 0.83 -.14** .01 .03 .55** .24** .02 .55** (.92) 

Note. N = 579; † p ≤ .10, * p ≤ .05, ** p ≤ .01.  Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are presented on the diagonal in bold.  
MC = manipulation check. For gender, 0 = non-woman, 1 = woman. For race, 0 = non-white, 1 = white.  
For Manipulation: Envy, 0 = low envy, 1 = high envy. 
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Figure 1 
Proposed Theoretical Model 
 

 
 
Note. Variables at the dyadic level refer to help recipient’s perceptions of, and emotion and behavior toward help giver. 
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Figures 2 
Interaction between Receiving Task-related Help and Relative Competence on Status Threat 

 

 
 

 

Figure 2a Study 1 Figure 2b Study 2 

 
Figure 2c Study 3A 
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Figures 3 
Interaction between Envy and Status Striving Motivation on Social Undermining 

 

  
Figure 3A Study 2 Figure 3B Study 3B 
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Appendix A. Study Measurements and Anchors 
 
Variable Study 1 Study 2 Study 3A Study 3B 

Received task-related help 

Anchor: 1-5 (1 = never to 5 = all the time) 
(1) X took on extra responsibilities in order to help me 
when things got demanding at work. 
(2) X helped me with difficult assignments. 
(3) X assisted me with heavy workloads in the team. 
(4) X helped me when I was running behind in my 
work activities. 
Note: Items referred to study or coursework (instead 
of work) in Study 1. 

Manipulation check: 
Anchor: 1-5 (1 = strongly 
disagree to 5= strongly 
agree) 
(1) This coworker 
provides help with my 
work. 
(2) This coworker listens 
to my frustration about the 
client. 
(3) This coworker joins 
me for a coffee break. 

N.A. 

Relative competence 

Anchor: 1-5 (1 = X is much less 
efficient/capable/skilled than I am to 5 = X is much 
more efficient/capable/skilled than I am) 
(1) How is X’s work efficiency compared to yours? 
(2) How is X’s capability at work compared to yours? 
(3) How is X’s work skills compared to yours?  
Note: Items referred to study (instead of work) in 
Study 1. 

Manipulation check: 
Same as Study 2. N.A. 

Status threat 

Anchor: 1-5 (1 = strongly disagree to 5= strongly agree) 
(1) X threatens my status in our team. 
(2) X threatens my prominence in our team. 
(3) X threatens my position of prestige in our team.  
Note: Item 3 was not included in Study 1 because its Chinese translation is the 
same as Item 2. In Study 3A, items started with “This coworker poses a threat to 
my…” 

N.A. 

Envy 

Anchor: 1-5 (1 = strongly disagree to 5= strongly agree)  
(1) I feel some hatred toward X. 
(2) I have a grudge (resentment, bitterness) against X. 
(3) I feel rancor (resentment, ill will) against X. 
(4) I feel bitter toward X. 

Manipulation check: 
Same as Studies 1, 2, and 3A 
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(5) I feel gall (irritated, annoyed) toward X. 
(6) I have a desire to have what X has. 
(7) I feel lacking some of the things X has. 
(8) X has things going better for him/her than I do. 
(9) I feel envious toward X. 

Status striving motivation N.A. 

Anchor: 1-5 (1 = strongly 
disagree to 5= strongly 
agree) 
(1) I frequently think about 
ways to advance and obtain 
better pay or working 
conditions. 
(2) I focus my attention on 
being the best performer in 
my team. 
(3) I set personal goals for 
obtaining higher 
performance than anyone 
else. 
(4) I spend a lot of time 
contemplating ways to get 
ahead of my coworkers. 
(5) I often compare my work 
accomplishments against 
coworkers’ 
accomplishments.  
(6) I never give up trying to 
perform at a level higher 
than others. 
(7) I always try to be the 
highest performer. 
(8) I get excited about the 
prospect of being the most 
successful one in my team. 

N.A. Same as Study 2 
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(9) I feel a thrill when I think 
about getting a higher status 
position at work. 
(10) I am challenged by a 
desire to perform my job 
better than my coworkers. 
(11) I get worked up thinking 
about ways to become the 
highest performer in the 
team. 

Social undermining 

 Anchor: 1-5 (1 = never to 5 = 
all the time) 
(1) I intentionally insulted X. 
(2) I intentionally spread 
rumors about X. 
(3) I intentionally criticized 
the way X handled things on 
the job in a way that was not 
helpful. 
(4) I intentionally gave X the 
silent treatment. 
(5) I intentionally talked bad 
about X behind his/her back. N.A. 

Q: How likely would you 
intentionally engage in the behaviors 
below toward Chris? 
Anchor: 1-5 (1 = extremely unlikely to 
5 = extremely likely) 
(1) Insult Chris.  
(2) Spread rumors about Chris. 
(3) Talk bad about Chris behind 
his/her back. 
(4) Criticize the way Chris handles 
things on the job in a way that is not 
helpful. 
(5) Give Chris the silent treatment. 
(6) Delay work to make Chris look 
bad or slow him/her down. 
(7) Belittle Chris or his/her ideas. 
(8) Hurt Chris' feelings. 
(9) Not defend Chris when people 
speak poorly of him/her. 
(10) Not give Chris as much help as I 
promise. 
(11) Give Chris incorrect or 
misleading information about the job. 
(12) Let Chris know I do not like 
him/her or something about him/her. 
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(13) Compete with Chris for status 
and recognition. 

Received person-related help 

Anchor: 1-5 (1 = never to 5 = all the time)  
(1) X listened to me when I had to get something off 
my chest. 
(2) X took time to listen to my problems and worries. 
(3) X took a personal interest in me. 
(4) X showed concern and courtesy toward me, even 
under the most trying business situations. 

See the manipulation 
check for received task-
related help above. 

N.A. 

Relationship quality 
Anchor: 1-5 (1 = very bad to 5 = very good) 
(1) How would you describe your working 
relationship with X? 

N.A. N.A. 

Attention Check N.A. (1) Please choose "Agree" 
for this item. 

(1) Please choose 
"Strongly Agree" for this 
item. 
(2) Please skip this item. 

(1) Please choose "Agree" for this 
item. 

Comprehension Check N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Did Chris receive promotion in the 
scenario? 
(a) Yes, senior management decided 
to promote Chris. 
(b) No, senior management decided to 
promote another person. 
(c) No, senior management decided to 
promote me.  
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Appendix B. Flowchart of Study 2 data collection 
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Appendix C. Study 3A Scenario 
 
 
Please imagine you are working in a media agency and you just finished a meeting with a 
client. [insert manipulation of relative competence, then manipulation of the type of help 
received here] 
 
Manipulation of relative competence 
 
More competent coworker: After returning to your office, you run into a coworker who is 
usually more organized and efficient than you are at work. 
 
Less competent coworker: After returning to your office, you run into a coworker who is 
usually less organized and efficient than you are at work. 
 
Manipulation of the type of help received 
 
Received task-related help: You then ask this coworker for help to finish the report. This 
coworker says, "Okay, I will help you put together the report for this client, to make sure that 
our recommendations are evidence-based. We should keep the report streamlined and easy to 
follow." 

 
Received person-related help: You then ask this coworker to hear you out and share your 
frustrations about the client. This coworker says, "I am so sorry to hear that. This client gave 
me a hard time before and I was very frustrated for days, so I totally understand your feeling. 
I am always here for you if you need a listening ear. Just let me know.” 

 
No help received: You then ask this coworker to join you for a coffee break. This coworker 
says, “Sure, let's go. We just heard that you closed the deal with our largest client today, 
awesome! With this deal, our team will win the best team award this year for sure."  
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Appendix D. Study 3B Scenario 

 
Imagine yourself in the following scenario: 
 
You work at "S. K. Franklins," a large IT company that provides cloud platform hosting and 
consulting services. You are a sales executive, working at company headquarters in the sales 
department. Your primary responsibility is to help S. K. Franklins generate net new business 
as well as maintain and grow relationships with existing accounts. 
  
You and Chris are working on the same team, at S. K. Franklins, and both of you are on the 
same “career track” (i.e., both of you have similar interests and opportunities).  
  
A few months ago, a position opened up that you find very attractive. It fits perfectly with 
your long-term goals and would increase your annual salary by a significant amount. You 
know Chris has also expressed interest in the position. 
  
Three months after the position opened up, the division head calls you into his office. At this 
meeting, you learn that you, Chris, and three other candidates were considered for the 
promotion. [insert manipulation of envy here] 
 
Manipulation of envy: 
 
High envy: You also learn senior management decided to give the promotion to Chris, 
whereas you came in second. The promotion is effective in one month. 

 
Low envy: You also learn senior management decided to give the promotion to one of the 
other three candidates, whereas you came in second and Chris came in third. The promotion 
is effective in one month. 




