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ECONOMIC DOWNTURNS UNDERMINE WORKPLACE
HELPING BY PROMOTING A ZERO-SUM CONSTRUAL

OF SUCCESS

NINA SIROLA
INSEAD

MARKO PITESA
Singapore Management University

Workplace helping is essential to the success of organizations and economies. Given the
economic benefits of helping, it seems important that, during difficult economic periods,
the amount of helping does not decline. Yet, in this research, we propose and show that it
does. We argue that cues that signal the economy is performing poorly prompt a con-
strual that the success of one person implies less success for others. This zero-sum
construal of success in turn makes employees less inclined to help. Four studies found
evidence consistent with our theory. Study 1 found that worse economic periods are
associated with a more zero-sum construal of success, using data from 59,694 re-
spondents surveyed across 51 countries and 17 years and objective indicators of their
macroeconomic environments. Studies 2 and 3 experimentally induced the perception
that the U.S. economy was performing poorly with a sample of U.S. employees and
found that this perception led employees to have a more zero-sum construal of success
andmade them less inclined to help. Study 4 was an unobtrusive experiment carried out
among freelance professionals from 47 countries, and it found that participants’ per-
ception that the economy in their country was in a downturn was associated with amore
zero-sum construal of success and less helping behavior. This research demonstrates the
importance of bridging the macro–micro divide in organizational sciences and consid-
ering the impact of macroeconomic changes on individual employee psychology and
behavior.

In many everyday situations at work, employees
help coworkers perform better. “Workplace helping”
consists of voluntary behaviors that are aimed at
assisting coworkers attain their work goals in a way
that is not contractually enforced by the organization
(Sparrowe, Soetjipto, & Kraimer, 2006). For example,
employees may get a coworker who has been absent
up to speed with relevant developments in the orga-
nization, or may adjust their work schedule to ac-
commodateanotheremployee’sdesiredschedule (Lee
& Allen, 2002). Although overemphasis on helping
might, in some cases, detract from task performance
(Bergeron, 2007; Rubin, Dierdorff, & Bachrach, 2013),
workplace helping is, on average, positively associ-
ated with performance of teams and organizations
(Podsakoff,Ahearne,&MacKenzie, 1997)andwith the
growth and dynamism of entire economies (Knack &
Keefer, 1997). Given the economic benefits of helping
to broader economic units, it seems important that,

during difficult economic periods, the amount of this
behavior does not decline. Yet, in this research, we
propose and show that it does.

We argue that exposure to cues that signal the
economy is performing poorly prompts a more
“zero-sum construal of success,” defined as a gener-
alized view that success for some implies a loss for
others (Esses, Jackson, & Armstrong, 1998; Foster,
1965). Economic downturns, relative to upturns, are
objectively associated with success being more of an
exclusive good, so exposure to cues of economic
downturns should make a zero-sum construal of
success more salient, which, in turn, will likely in-
fluence how people approach everyday situations at
work in which coworkers need help. People make
sense ofworkplace situations in terms of howothers’
success affects their own. For example, a colleague’s
bonus gainmight mean a personal loss (e.g., bonuses
are given only to the top performer), but, in many
cases, it does not (e.g., bonuses are given to all who
attain a certain performance goal). People are un-
likely to exhaustively scrutinize every situation they
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face (e.g., a situation that affords an opportunity to
help a coworker’s success) and are likely to rely on
a generalized construal of relevant situations (e.g., a
view of whether, in general, helping another per-
son’s success implies less success for others). Thus,
even when the situation offering an opportunity to
help is the same, a salient zero-sum construal of
success (which, we argue, will be more pronounced
during economicdownturns)will,we expect, reduce
an employee’s tendency to help others succeed.

We report four studies testing this theory. Study 1
used data from 59,694 respondents surveyed across
51 countries and 17 years alongside objective in-
dicators of their macroeconomic environments to
test whether worse economic periods are associated
with amore zero-sum construal of success. Studies 2
and 3 were experiments conducted among em-
ployees of U.S. organizations in which we manipu-
lated participants’ perception of the state of the
U.S. economy and tested whether exposure to cues
that the economy was performing poorly made
a zero-sum construal of success salient, and, in turn,
made people less inclined to help. Study 4 was an
unobtrusive experiment carried out among freelance
professionals from 47 countries in which we tested
how participants’ perception of their economic en-
vironment was related to a zero-sum construal of
success and helping behavior. Across these studies,
we focused on situations in which helping did not
comeat a cost to the self, as away toprovide evidence
of the counterproductive nature of the effect.

Economic downturns have always been thought to
be fueled and perpetuated in part by counterpro-
ductive individual reactions to initial cues that the
economy was performing poorly. Examples of such
behavior involve bank runs and panic selling. Our
work identifies what is likely another counterpro-
ductive individual reaction to cues of economic
downturns. As cited at the outset of the paper, past
research has documented benefits of helping for the
success of organizations and economies. By showing
that people reduce their level of helping behavior
when it is needed themost, ourworkmay point to an
organizationally and economically problematic in-
dividual response to difficult economic periods,
with practical implications for managers and poli-
cymakers. This contribution is also theoretically
noteworthybecausepastwork oncounterproductive
individual reactions to economic downturns was
primarily focused on actors other than employees
(e.g., bank customers), or looked at work behaviors
that do not concern the majority of employees
(e.g., professional stock investing). We highlight that

economic downturns can cause counterproductive
individual reactions among the general population
of employees, and with respect to a core workplace
behavior—coworker helping.

By demonstrating that macroeconomic contexts
shape the behavior of individuals, our work opens up
avenues for future research to bridgemicro andmacro
levels of analyses in explaining employee behavior.
The organizational literature has traditionally studied
phenomena at the level of individuals and teams
separately from those at the level of industries and
economies (Buckley,Hamdani,Klotz,&Valcea,2011).
An implicit assumption of this approach is that indi-
vidual behavior is largelyunaffectedby the state of the
broader economic environment. Yet, employees have
much interest in and information about the state of the
economy, making this a very salient feature of their
everyday psychological experience, and, as we show,
an important determinant of how they act at work. On
average, the U.S. economy has fluctuated between
economic downturns and upturns roughly every five
years over the last 150 years (National Bureau of
Economic Research, 2011). Such economic changes
profoundly affect employees’ livelihood (Bureau of
LaborStatistics, 2012;Hurley,Mandl, Storrie,&Ward,
2009). Employees can read about even minor macro-
economic changes in every newspaper, and smart-
phonesprovide instantaneousupdatesabout the stock
market. Given the importance and salience of macro-
economic changes to employees, it is unrealistic to
build models of organizational behavior by assuming
that employees act in a vacuum, oblivious to broader
economic trends. By examining how economic
changes shape a core organizational behavior—
helping—ourwork presents an important step toward
understanding individual employees in the context of
a broader economic environment.

THEORY

We propose that one important psychological
factor that affects employees’ decisions to help their
coworkers is their construal of the extent to which
the success of one person implies less success for
others. Broadly, the generalized construal of success
can fall somewhere along a spectrum ranging from
a zero-sum view, whereby another’s success is con-
strued as exhausting a limited pool of successful
outcomes, to a more integrative view according to
which success is seen more as a good that can grow
so there is enough for everyone. Variation in the
construal of success has been documented in a range
of domains. For example, Esses et al. (1998) found
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substantial variation in the extent to which people
construe gains of one social group to imply losses for
other groups, and a more zero-sum construal of
success was related to more negative attitudes of
natives toward immigrants. Norton and Sommers
(2011) found differences between social groups,
wherein Whites construed improvements in the
outcomes of Blacks in a zero-sum manner and
therefore as threatening their own outcomes, while
Blacks construed successes of other social groups in
less of a zero-sum manner, believing instead that all
social groups can enjoy good outcomes.

Much debate in relation to economic and organi-
zational phenomena can be viewed as a product of
diverging philosophical assumptions about the extent
to which success is a zero-sum good. Malthus (1985/
1798) saw wealth as a zero-sum good, in that im-
provements in the position of some would mean
less wealth remaining for others. Conversely, de
Condorcet (1955/1795) believed that wealth was not
a zero-sum good because of technological innovation,
which he believed had the potential to generate new
wealth and thus ensure that improvements in the
position of some would not necessarily have to come
at the expense of others’ success. In the popular
business strategy literature, there is an effort to alter
people’s construal of success from the one that em-
phasizes defeating one’s competitors in the market
(“red ocean”) to the view thatwealth can be generated
anewand that the success of one firmdoes not have to
come at the expense of others (“blue ocean”; Kim &
Mauborgne, 2015). Popular management and self-
improvement books make a similar point. For exam-
ple, in the book The Seven Habits of Highly Effective
People, Covey (2004: 219) suggested that people often
“see life as a finite pie: If someone gets a big piece of
pie, it means less for everyone else—and, most im-
portantly, for them. Our thinking should be that there
is plenty out there for everybody.” Such anecdotal
evidence is suggestive of the relevance of people’s
construalof success inamoreor lesszero-summanner
in the context of economic and business processes.

We draw on social cognition principles (Baldwin,
1992; Fiske, 1992; Lord, 1982; Niedenthal, Cantor, &
Kihlstrom, 1985; Trzebinski, 1985) to propose that the
salience of a zero-sum construal of success should
make people less inclined to help. One basic principle
of social cognition is that people are influenced in their
approach to a particular situation both by the in-
formation contained in the situation as well as by
their generalized construal of relevant situations. For
example, when making a decision about whether
they should trust a particular individual, people are

influencedby their construalofwhether trustingothers
is risky in general (Colquitt, Scott, & LePine, 2007). In
this example, when a person’s salient generalized
construal is that trusting others is risky, they would be
less likely to trust a particular individual, even
when the information contained in the situation
(e.g., reputational information) is identical. People rely
on a generalized construal of relevant situations when
making decisions about particular situations because
doing so is generally more efficient and less time
and energy consuming than engaging in an ex-
haustive scrutiny of every particular situational
detail (Bodenhausen &Wyer, 1985; Macrae, Milne, &
Bodenhausen, 1994; Macrae, Stangor, & Milne, 1994).
Exhaustive scrutinymaybeparticularlyunlikely in the
work setting,which is oftenmarkedbysubstantial time
pressure and cognitive load (Mintzberg, 1975; Perlow,
1997).

People are thus likely to be influenced in their ap-
proach to a particular situation affording the oppor-
tunity to help (e.g., “Should I help this particular
coworker perform her work successfully?”) both by
the features of the situation as well as the generalized
construal of relevant situations (i.e., “In general, does
another person’s success imply less or more success
for others?”). To the extent that the construal that the
success of some (such as an employee inneedof help)
is something thatmight take away from the success of
others (potentially including themselves) is salient,
people should bemore likely to act as if aiding others’
success is less of a desirable action. Thus, even when
the situation is the same (e.g., helping would involve
little or no personal cost to the self), it might be ex-
pected that a salient zero-sum construal of success
will make people less likely to help.

Consistent with this notion, there is evidence that,
even in situations in which success is by definition
not a zero-sum good, people may still act in accor-
dance with a generalized zero-sum construal of suc-
cess. Negotiation research has found that negotiators
sometimes assume that negotiation outcomes are
zero-sum—that is, that their ownand theother party’s
gains obtained through negotiation are mutually ex-
clusive, even when the situation is defined such that
both parties can attain good outcomes (Bazerman &
Neale, 1983). Educational research has provided fur-
ther demonstration that people can be guided by
a zero-sum construal of success in particular situa-
tions over and beyond specific situational details.
This work found that people often think of grades as
a zero-sumgoodevenwhentheyarenot.Forexample,
people predicted that students graded later would
receive lower grades if students graded earlier
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received high grades, even when grading was abso-
lute andnot relative (Meegan, 2010).These examples
are consistent with the idea that, when a zero-sum
construal of success is salient, it impacts people’s
interpretations of and approach to particular situa-
tions over and above the features of the situation.

We argue that the exposure to cues that the econ-
omy is performing poorly (relative to well) will make
a zero-sum construal of success salient. In worse
economic periods, such as during economic down-
turns, lesswealth isgeneratedanew(Pfeffer,Danziger,
& Schoeni, 2013). Economic success is objectively
more of an exclusive good during more difficult eco-
nomic times. Wealth by definition does not grow
much during economic downturns, so, during eco-
nomically difficult times, it is relatively more correct
that success can only be accrued at the expense of
existing wealth than it is during economically pros-
perous times. For that reason,weexpect that exposure
to cues of economic downturns will make a zero-sum
construal of success salient. While this construal will
be relatively accurate with respect to the general
economic situation, as we argued above, it may lead
people to apply the generalizedconstrual toparticular
situations in which one can decide whether or not to
aid others’ success. In the context of workplace help-
ing, this means that, even when the particular situa-
tion affording the opportunity to help that employees
face is the same,weexpect thatemployeeswill behave
in a less helpful manner, due to a more zero-sum
construal of success, when exposed to cues of eco-
nomic downturns. In fact, to the extent that people
rely on a generalized construal of success rather than
exclusively relying on the information contained in
the situation, exposure to cues of economic down-
turns may reduce helping even when helping would
not come at any cost to the success of others.

Anthropological work by Foster (1965) has sug-
gested the possibility that harsher economic envi-
ronments make a zero-sum construal of success
salient, which in turn makes people less likely to aid
the success of others, evenwhen doing so involves no
personal cost. He argued that the harsh economic
conditions of peasant economies promote an “image
ofa limitedgood,” suchthatpeople“see theiruniverse
as one in which the good things in life are in limited
and unexpandable quantities, and hence personal
gain must be at the expense of others” (Foster, 1965:
301). This zero-sumconstrual of success is believed to
stem from the difficult conditions of laborer econo-
mies: “When thepeasant viewshis economicworld as
one in which Limited Good prevails, and he can
progress only at the expense of another, he is usually

very near the truth” (Foster, 1965: 297). Foster argued
that thezero-sumconstrual of success amongpeasants
made them less likely to benefit others through co-
operative efforts, even when cooperation could po-
tentiallyhavebeenpersonallybeneficial:“If the ‘good’
in life is seen as finite andnonexpandable, and if apart
from luck an individual can progress only at the ex-
pense of others, what does one stand to gain from
a cooperative project?” (Foster, 1965: 308)

Foster’s observations focused on a context that is
very different from business organizations of the
modern economy, but a similar psychological pro-
cess may be one explanation for a variation in
workplace helping as a function of macroeconomic
changes. Because people perceive a lower likelihood
of newwealth generation at the level of the economy,
a more zero-sum generalized construal of success
might be expected to become salient. This, in turn,
should make people less likely to aid the success of
other employees even when the particular situation
in which a coworker is in need of help is the same.
Thus, formally stated, our theory is as follows:

Hypothesis 1. Economic downturns promote
a zero-sum construal of success.

Hypothesis 2. Economic downturns reduce
workplace helping by promoting a zero-sum
construal of success.

OVERVIEW OF STUDIES

We start by reporting a large-scale study across 51
countries and 17 years that examinedhow the extent to
which people construe success in a zero-sum fashion
varies as a function of their objective macroeconomic
environment. Study 1 thus tests Hypothesis 1 only.
Studies 2–4 test both hypotheses and exclude changes
in mood as alternative explanations for the effect of
economic downturns on helping. Specifically, prior
research has shown that both positive and negative
moods, independently, can affect whether people are
willing to help others (Weyant, 1978). Economic
downturns are marked by adverse events such as un-
employment and financial hardship. It is thus possible
that exposure to cues of economic downturns puts
people in a more negative and less positive mood,
which might conceivably explain the effect of eco-
nomic downturns on helping. Although we deemed it
informative to test these alternative explanations, we
thought the explanation focusing on the salience of
a zero-sum construal of success was more likely, as
prior work on the psychological effects of environ-
mental resource scarcity has not found effects on either
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positive or negative moods (e.g., Hill, Rodeheffer,
Griskevicius, Durante, & White, 2012). Figure 1 sum-
marizes the test ofmediators conducted in Studies 2–4.

Studies 2 and 3 use experimental methodology to
manipulate employees’ perception of the state of the
economy, while Study 4 capitalizes on natural vari-
ation in the state of the economy by sampling
workers from 47 countries. In these studies, we
operationalize helping behavior by examining re-
sponses to ahypotheticalworkplace situation (Study
2), by administering an established self-report mea-
sure of workplace helping (Study 3), and by mea-
suring actual helping behavior (Study 4). Thus, taken
together,we test our theoryusing both externally and
internally validmethods, and conceptually replicate
our theory tests through different operationaliza-
tions of the key constructs. Across the studies, we
focus on situations in which helping comes at no
apparent cost to the self. Our reasoning was that
demonstrating that people choose not to help in such
situations provides a particularly powerful demon-
stration of the irrational and counterproductive na-
ture of the response. Except for data that are already
publicly available through the webpages of the rele-
vant institutions (as detailed below), materials, data,
and syntax for all our studies are available at
the following “Economic Downturns Undermine
Helping” project page on the Open Science
Framework website: https://osf.io/shxuc/?view_
only5d1a7eb92003642c7839fbc6e04f8db40. The
web page also contains the syntax for all of the ro-
bustness checks mentioned in the paper.

STUDY 1: LARGE-SCALE FIELD STUDY

Survey Data

Individual-leveldatawereobtained fromtheWorld
Values Survey (WVS) (World Values Survey, 2014,

2015), a research project focusing on sociocultural
changes that has, since 1981, surveyed representative
randomsamples fromnumerouscountries,withmore
than 100 countries being currently represented. The
WVS is conducted in cross-sectionalwaveswith non-
repeat observations several years apart. The data are
available for download at the web page given above.
For the combination of variables that were relevant
to our theory, data were available from 59,694 re-
spondents from 51 countries and responses were
distributed across years ranging from 1995 to 2012.
Respondents were roughly balanced in terms of gen-
der (51.58% were women), were 41.17 years old on
average (SD5 16.24), and 68.47% were employed.

Zero-sum construal of success. The WVS in-
cluded a measure of zero-sum construal of success
that asked participants to indicate how they viewed
success on a scale ranging from 15 “people can only
get rich at the expense of others” to 105 “wealth can
grow so there is enough for everyone.” We reversed
the scale so that higher values indicate a more zero-
sum construal of success.

Controls. We controlled for several individual
characteristics ofWVS respondents. The selection of
control variables was informed by prior research on
a zero-sum construal of success. Specifically, con-
sistent with Bobo and Hutchings (1996), we con-
trolled for respondents’ sex (0 5 “female”, 1 5
“male”), age, whether the respondent was working,
whether the respondent was religious, and re-
spondents’ income level (ranging from 1 to 10, with
10 being the highest income level; for details, see
World Values Survey, 2015). Next, we controlled for
respondents’ occupational status, classified based
on the International Socio-Economic Index of occu-
pational status (Ganzeboom, de Graaf, & Treiman,
1992), and for educational attainment, classified
based on the CASMIN classification of educa-
tional attainment (Braun & Müller, 1997). Both

FIGURE 1
Mediation Model Tested in Studies 2–4

Zero-Sum Mindset

Helping Behavior
at Work

Cues of Economic
Downturns Negative Affect

Positive Affect

2017 1343Sirola and Pitesa

https://osf.io/shxuc/?view_only=d1a7eb92003642c7839fbc6e04f8db40
https://osf.io/shxuc/?view_only=d1a7eb92003642c7839fbc6e04f8db40
https://osf.io/shxuc/?view_only=d1a7eb92003642c7839fbc6e04f8db40


these measures are widely used and are designed
such that higher scores indicate a higher occupa-
tion status and a higher educational attainment,
respectively. The documentation cited above con-
tains additional details. Finally, to more directly
account for psychological responses due to par-
ticipants’ social standing, the indicators of which
were found to be associated with a zero-sum con-
strual of success in Bobo and Hutchings (1996), we
also controlled for self-reported social class. The
scale ranged from 1 5 “upper class” to 5 5 “lower
class” (see also Kraus, Piff, & Keltner, 2009). It was
reversed so that higher scores indicate a higher sub-
jective social class.

Data on Macroeconomic Situation

To examinewhether participants’ viewof success
was shaped by their macroeconomic context, we
merged the WVS with the World Development
Indicators (WDI) database produced by the World
Bank (2015a). The WDI database contains interna-
tionally comparable macroeconomic indicators
covering more than 150 economies. The WDI data
are available for download from the World Bank
web page cited above. We merged the two datasets
so that, for each individual response from theWVS,
there was a corresponding statistic from the WDI
database for the country and year in which the re-
sponse was collected.

As a proxy for the current state of the economy,we
used the unemployment rate in each respondent’s
country in the year in which their response was
collected. Unemployment has been used as a proxy
for economic downturns versus upturns in past or-
ganizational (Bianchi, 2013) and psychological re-
search (Hill et al., 2012). The National Bureau of

Economic Research (2015), an institution that
provides official estimates of economic cycles,
also looks at unemployment to determine when the
economy is in a downturn or upturn. Neverthe-
less, we note that some prior work operationalized
whether an economy was in a downturn versus up-
turn by looking at GDP change rates (e.g., Sobotka,
Skirbekk, & Philipov, 2011). Thus, as described be-
low, we also checked the robustness of our findings
by rerunning the analysis using GDP change rates as
an alternative operationalization of the state of the
economy.

Table 1 delineates details of Study 1’s variables.

STUDY 1: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

To test Hypothesis 1, we conducted a multilevel
regression analysis with cases nested within coun-
tries (see Table 2). The control variables were en-
tered as predictors of zero-sum construal of success
in the first step (Model 1), and the independent
variable (unemployment rate) was added in the
second step (Model 2). We also note that in this and
all other studies reported in the paper, the results
hold without control variables. The results are dis-
played in Table 2 and show that, when the economy
was in a downturn, as indicated by a higher relative
to lower unemployment rate, respondents con-
strued success in amore zero-sum fashion (b5 0.05,
SE , 0.01, p , .001). The results thus support
Hypothesis 1.

Given the large sample, we deemed it informative
to examine the size of the effect of economic cycles
relative to other predictors. First, we note that, while
the variance explained was admittedly not large in
either model, the addition of the unemployment
variable doubled the variance explained over major

TABLE 1
Study 1: Variable Detailsa

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Zero-Sum Construal of Success 4.62 2.77
2. Unemployment 8.80 6.01 .02
3. Male 0.48 0.50 .02 2.01
4. Age 41.17 16.24 2.01 2.03 .00
5. Income Level 4.68 2.31 2.03 2.10 .04 2.09
6. Employed 0.68 0.46 2.02 2.11 2.03 2.15 .13
7. Educational Attainment 4.79 2.20 2.02 2.02 .03 2.18 .29 .07
8. Occupational Status 4.93 2.45 .03 .09 2.09 2.11 2.25 2.20 2.39
9. Subjective Social Class 2.70 0.98 2.04 2.07 .01 2.05 .44 .07 .33 2.28
10. Religiosity 1.31 0.46 .03 2.12 .10 2.02 .05 .03 .07 2.05 .02

a N 5 59,694. All correlations are significant at p , .05, with the exception of the correlations between variable pairs 3–4 and 3–8.
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factors affecting attitudes such as gender, income,
employment, education, occupation, subjective so-
cial class, and religiosity (see Table 2). Second, we
computed standardized coefficients to facilitate ef-
fect size comparisons across predictors (see the
online syntax for details). The standardized co-
efficient for unemployment was .14, which signifi-
cantly surpassed the standardized coefficients of all
other variables. The next largest standardized co-
efficient, that for religiosity, was almost three times
smaller (.05) than the standardized coefficient for
unemployment. Taken together, this analysis sug-
gests that changes in macroeconomic environment
constitute a notable explanation for people’s gener-
alized construal of success.

Robustness Checks

We conducted several robustness checks to probe
the reliability of our findings. First, we group-mean
centered theunemployment rate to reflect deviations
from the average unemployment rate in the given
country (Hofmann & Gavin, 1998), and, in that way,
take into account countries’ historical averages and
trends. Second, as noted above, we also reran the
analysis using GDP change as an alternative in-
dependent variable, which also captures economic
changes in a country relative to that country’s past
economic situation. Third, instead of using multi-
level modeling, we reran the analysis using ordinary
least squares (OLS) with Huber–White (robust)
standard errors (Froot, 1989). Fourth, we tried add-
ing fixed effects for year to this analysis to account for

any time effects. In all cases, the results led to the
same conclusions as in the main analysis.

STUDY 2: FIRST EXPERIMENT AMONG
EMPLOYEES IN ORGANIZATIONS

Study 1 provided a large-scale demonstration that
people construe success in a more zero-summanner
when the economy performs poorly. In Study 2, we
sought to replicate this finding and test its implica-
tions for helping behavior (Hypothesis 2). We used
an experimental approach to test the effect of eco-
nomic downturns on individuals, which ensured
a high degree of internal validity. Specifically, we
recruitedU.S. employeesworking in organizations
and we manipulated their perception of how well
the U.S. economy was performing by asking them
to read an article that purportedly described the
actual state of the economy.Half of the participants
read that the economy was in a downturn, and the
other half that it was in an upturn. Afterward, we
observed whether the manipulation made partici-
pants less inclined to engage in helping behavior at
work, and whether the effect was due to a more
zero-sum construal of success. We also examined
mood as a potential alternative explanation for the
effect.

Participants and Design

We recruited 231 employees (average age5 48.57,
SD5 11.29; 61.47%werewomen)working in various
U.S.-based firms, in exchange for $4.90. Participants

TABLE 2
Study 1: Zero-Sum Construal of Success Regression Analysis Resultsa

Model 1: Controls Model 2: Unemployment

Predictors b SE p b SE p

Constant 4.70 0.14 .000 4.15 0.18 .000
Male 0.12 0.02 .000 0.12 0.02 .000
Age 20.00 0.00 .000 20.00 0.00 .000
Income Level 20.02 0.01 .000 20.02 0.01 .000
Employed 20.02 0.03 .431 20.01 0.03 .652
Educational Attainment 20.00 0.01 .801 0.00 0.01 .992
Occupational Status 0.03 0.01 .000 0.03 0.01 .000
Subjective Social Class 20.14 0.01 .000 20.14 0.01 .000
Religiosity 0.32 0.02 .000 0.32 0.02 .000
Unemployment 0.05 0.01 .000

R2 .0077 .0144

a N 5 59,694. Multilevel linear regression with cases nested within countries. R2 was calculated following the Snijders and Bosker (1999)
formula.
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were recruited through ClearVoice, a market research
and intelligence firm, which confirmed participants’
employment status through a comprehensive verifi-
cation process. On average, participants had 25.74
yearsofworkexperience (SD511.29) andhadworked
in the current organization for the past 11.42 years
(SD 5 9.53). Participants worked in different in-
dustries, with the most concentration in the health
careandsocial assistancesector (12.99%), followedby
professional, scientific, technical services (11.69%),
finance and insurance (8.23%), retail trade (8.23%),
and manufacturing (8.23%). The average size of the
organization in which participants worked was in the
1,701–1,800 range. Participants’ average yearly in-
comewas in the$50,001–$60,000 range.Werandomly
assignedparticipants toeither theeconomicdownturn
condition or the economic upturn condition.

Procedure and Materials

After signing the consent form, participants were
informed that they would be taking part in a study
about economy and workplace decisions, and were
then asked to report their demographic information.
Unless otherwise noted, all measures in this and the
subsequent studies used a five-point scale (1 5
“strongly disagree” to 5 5 “strongly agree”).

Macroeconomic situation manipulation. After
reporting demographic information, participants
were asked to read an article about the state of the
U.S. economy. In reality, the article described the
economy as either in an upturn or a downturn. We
designed the article to appear like a genuine news-
paper article, similar to prior research on psycho-
logical consequences of poor economic conditions
(Griskevicius et al., 2013; Hill et al., 2012). Economic
upturn was used as the natural control condition, as
economic cycles generally consist of periods ofmore
or less pronounced growth that is intermittently
interrupted by economic downturns (World Bank,
2015b). The length (498 vs. 493 words), structure,
style, and wording of both articles were highly
standardized. To minimize the risk of participants’
suspicion about the articles’ authenticity, both arti-
cles relied on actual facts about the U.S. economy to
illustrate its overall state as good or bad. AppendixA
presents the articles.

Manipulation check. The effectiveness of the
manipulation was checked by asking participants to
indicate to what extent they agreed with the follow-
ing three statements: “The state of the economy is
bad,” “The economy is in a downturn,” and “An
economic recession is likely” (a 5 .93).

Hypothesized mediator: zero-sum construal of
success. Next, we administered a six-item measure
of the extent towhich participants construed success
in a zero-sum fashion.We adapted thismeasure from
prior work on a zero-sum construal of success (Esses
et al., 1998). The items were: “When some workers
make economic gains, others lose out economi-
cally,” “People who want to get ahead economically
must do so at the expense of others,” “The more
employees a company employs, the harder it is for
existing employees to advance,” “More good jobs for
some employees means fewer good jobs for other
employees,” “Not everyone can be wealthy,” “For
every rich person, there is usually a person experi-
encing financial hardship.” The items were in-
ternally consistent (a 5 .80).

Alternative mediator: mood.Wemeasuredmood
using the Positive Affect Negative Affect Schedule
(PANAS)measureofmood(Watson,Clark,&Tellegen,
1988). Participants were asked to indicate to what ex-
tent ten positive mood states (e.g., enthusiastic, in-
spired, proud; a 5 .94) and ten negative mood states
(e.g., scared, nervous, upset;a5 .94) describedhow they
felt (15 “very slightly or not at all”; 55 “extremely”).

Dependent variable: helping behavior. Next,
participants were presented with a scenario de-
scribing a work situation in which they could help
a coworker in need without any apparent personal
cost. The scenario read as follows:

At the department meeting, your superiors inform you
that the company is planning to implement a new
marketingstrategy focusedmoreaggressivelyonon-line
platforms. They asked all department members to con-
tribute by formulating their strategy proposals. High-
quality proposals will be rewarded with a standard
bonus. One day, you notice that a colleague from your
department had obviously misunderstood the purpose
of the plan andwas not emphasizing on-line platforms.
Would you point this colleague in the right direction?

The scenario intended to specify that the co-
worker’s success would not mean a lower likelihood
of own success because all proposals that satisfied
a standard of quality would receive a bonus (see
online for details of a supplementary data collection
that verified that people reading the scenario gener-
ally thought that bonuses were determined in an
absolute rather than relative fashion, and that help-
ing in this situation would not come at a cost to the
self). At the same time, as in a real-world workplace
setting, the situation was meant to be subtle and
ambiguous enough for participants to still be able
to impute a zero-sum construal of success in the
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situation. Participants indicated whether or not they
would help the coworker (0 5 “no”; 1 5 “yes”).

Table 3 presents details of Study 2’s variables.

STUDY 2: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Manipulation Check

Participants in the economic downturn condition
indicated believing that the economy was in a worse
state (mean 5 3.64, SD 5 0.99) than participants
in the economic upturn condition (mean 5 2.59,
SD 5 1.08), t229 5 7.69, p , .001. Thus, the manip-
ulation was effective.

Consequences of Economic Downturns

Participants in the economic downturn condition,
compared to participants in the economic upturn con-
dition, reported a more zero-sum construal of success
(economic downturn: mean 5 3.48, SD 5 0.79; eco-
nomicupturn:mean5 3.18,SD5 0.73; t2295 2.95,p5
.004) and were less likely to make a decision to help
(economic downturn: 66.67%; economic upturn:
82.91%; x2 5 8.10, p5 .004). The macroeconomic sit-
uationmanipulationhadnoeffect onmood (ps. .070).

The Role of Zero-Sum Construal of Success

Table 4 (“Study 2: Helping Behavior” column)
presents logistic regression analysis results showing
that a zero-sumconstrual of success (whichwe found
tobe amplified in the economicdownturn condition)
was associated with less helping, controlling for
mood (b 5 21.22, SE 5 0.27, p , .001).

To test whether a zero-sum construal of success
mediated the effect of the economic situation manip-
ulationonhelping,we analyzed themultiplemediator
model depicted in Figure 1 using generalized

structural equation modeling, with paths toward con-
tinuous variables estimated using OLS regression and
paths toward helping decisions estimated using lo-
gistic regression (the online syntax contains details,
including the random seed used). The significance of
indirect effectswas testedbycomputingbias-corrected
confidence intervals of the product of the relevant
paths using the bootstrapmethodwith 5,000 bootstrap
samples (Shrout & Bolger, 2002). The analysis found
that reading that the economy was in a downturn sig-
nificantly reduced the likelihood of helping by
promoting a zero-sum construal of success (95%
confidence interval5 [2.78,2.11]). As summarized
in Table 5, confidence intervals of indirect effects
through positive and negative mood included zero,
ruling out these alternative explanations. The results
thus support Hypotheses 1 and 2.

STUDY 3: SECOND EXPERIMENT AMONG
EMPLOYEES IN ORGANIZATIONS

In Study 2, we found support for our hypotheses
using ameasure of helping that was designed tomap
onto the situational features on which our theory
focuses. Nevertheless, the measure used in Study 2
was developed anew, so we considered it desirable
to replicate the findings by adapting an established,
validated measure of workplace helping in Study 3.
The design of Study 3 is thus similar to the design of
Study 2, with the main difference being that we
adapted an existing measure of the extent to which
people are willing to go beyond their job re-
quirements to help a coworker (Lee & Allen, 2002).

Participants and Design

We recruited 212 employees (mean age 5 52.54,
SD 5 11.55; 53.77% were women) working in

TABLE 3
Studies 2 and 3: Variable Detailsa

Study 2 Study 3

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 Mean SD 1 2 3 4

1. Helping Behavior 0.75 0.43 — 0.77 0.25 (.78)
2. Zero-Sum Construal of Success 3.33 0.77 2.39 (.80) 3.38 0.74 2.24 (.79)
3. Negative Mood 1.38 0.65 2.30 .30 (.94) 2.15 0.81 2.03 .13 (.93)
4. Positive Mood 2.97 0.95 .07 2.13 .02 (.94) 3.55 0.70 .14 2.06 2.34 (.88)
5. Macroeconomic Situation

Manipulationb
0.49 0.50 2.19 .19 .09 2.12 0.49 0.50 2.14 .21 2.04 .04

a Study 2,N5 231; Study 3,N5 212. Correlations above |.13| are significant at p, .05. Cronbach’s alphas are displayed on the diagonal.
b Coded “1” for economic downturn and “0” for economic upturn.
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various U.S.-based firms, again in exchange for $4.90
and through the same organization used to recruit
Study 2’s participants. On average, participants had
28.57 years of work experience (SD5 11.80) and had
worked in the current organization for the past 11.38
years (SD 5 9.22). Participants worked in different
industries, with the most concentration in the health
care and social assistance sector (11.79%), followed
by retail trade (8.49%), manufacturing (7.55%), arts,
entertainment, and recreation (4.72%), and con-
struction (4.72%).Theaverage sizeof theorganization
forwhich participantsworkedwas in the 1,501–1,600
range. Participants’ average yearly income was in the
$50,001–$60,000 range. We randomly assigned par-
ticipants to either the economic downturn condition
or the economic upturn condition.

Procedure and Materials

The study procedure and measures were the same
as those used in Study 2, except for two differences.
One difference was that we measured participant’s
mood using a shorter, ten-item version of PANAS
(Kercher, 1992), to minimize the risk of fatigue and

inattention among participants. We reasoned that
the longer PANAS scalemight have been taxing, as it
asked for introspection concerning 20 states in a se-
quence. Because we had no theoretical basis for
testing the effects of specific emotional states, and
were only interested in the effects of an overall pos-
itive or negative mood, we thought it might be more
efficient to capture these constructs using a shorter
measure. Also, the specific measure has been vali-
dated in prior work (Kercher, 1992).

The second and more important difference be-
tween the designs of Studies 2 and 3 was that, in
Study 3, we used an established scale designed to
measure willingness to help. We adapted a widely
used, eight-item scale of interpersonal organiza-
tional citizenship behavior developed by Lee and
Allen (2002). The measure is designed to capture
voluntary employee behaviors that facilitate organi-
zational functioning and are aimed at coworkers,
“primarily involving helping individuals at work”
(Lee &Allen, 2002). Thus, this operational definition
fitted our theoretical focus on explaining a decline in
helping behavior that would otherwise be useful to
the success of organizations and their employees.

TABLE 4
Studies 2 and 3: Helping Behavior Regression Analysis Resultsa

Study 2: Helping Behavior Study 3: Helping Behavior

Predictors b SE p b SE p

Constant 6.55 1.19 .000 0.83 0.14 .000
Macroeconomic Situation Manipulationb 20.60 0.36 .095 20.05 0.03 .141
Negative Mood 20.70 0.27 .011 0.01 0.02 .553
Positive Mood 0.06 0.18 .756 0.05 0.03 .039
Zero-Sum Construal of Success 21.22 0.27 .000 20.07 0.02 .002

R2 .290 .085

a Study 2, N5 231; Study 3,N5 212. Study 2 helping behavior is binary, so logistic regression results are reported. Study 2 (pseudo) R2 is
computed using the Cragg–Uhler/Nagelkerke formula. Study 3 helping behavior is continuous, so OLS regression results are reported.

b Coded “1” for economic downturn and “0” for economic upturn.

TABLE 5
Studies 2–4: Mediation Analysis Resultsa

Study 2 Study 3
Study 4: Binary

Measure of Helping
Study 4: Continuous
Measure of Helping

Mediators LLCI ULCI LLCI ULCI LLCI ULCI LLCI ULCI

Zero-Sum Construal of Success 20.78 20.11 20.05 20.01 20.27 20.01 20.46 20.03
Negative Mood 20.26 0.02 20.01 0.00 20.04 0.11 20.05 0.23
Positive Mood 20.14 0.06 20.00 0.02 20.05 0.09 20.23 0.03

a Study2,N5231; Study3,N5212; Study4,N5 101. LLCI (ULCI) denotes lower (upper) limit of the 95%confidence interval of the specific
indirect effect of economic downturns on helping through the relevant mediator (listed in the first column on the left).
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We first described a work situation in which there
was no interdependence between the participant and
the person in need of help. Thus, lower levels of
helping as a function of exposure to cues of economic
downturns in this situation would show a decline in
helping, as it occurs in a form in which it is actually
not threatening to one’s success and is thus particu-
larly productive and desirable for organizations. Par-
ticipants read the following text: “The situations
below describe some behaviors you might engage in
with respect to an employee in your organization.
Imagine that this employee is working in another
department, on a different type of work than yours. In
a typical day, neither too busy nor too slow, would
you bewilling to do the following for this employee?”

Participants then responded to items fromLee and
Allen (2002), eachofwhichdescribed a situation that
afforded the opportunity to help another employee.
Sample items included “Help the employee because
s/he has been absent,” “Willingly give your time to
help the employee because s/he has work-related
problems,” “Assist the employee with his/her
duties.” For each situation described, participants
were asked to indicate whether or not they would
help the employee in need of help (0 5 “no”; 1 5
“yes”). We averaged the responses to form a scale of
helping behavior at work (a 5 .79).

Table 3 presents details of Study 3’s variables. As
displayed in the table, in addition to the “helping
behavior” measure, all other measures (which were
the same as in Study 2, with the exception of the
PANASmeasure, as described above) also exhibited
adequate internal consistency.

STUDY 3: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Manipulation Check

Participants in the economic downturn condition
indicated believing that the economy was in a worse
state (mean 5 3.79, SD 5 0.95) than participants in
the economic upturn condition (mean 5 2.64, SD 5
1.07), t(210)58.34,p, .001. Thus, themanipulation
was effective.

Consequences of Economic Downturns

Participants in the economic downturn condition,
compared to participants in the economic upturn
condition, reported a more zero-sum construal of
success (economic downturn: mean 5 3.54, SD 5
0.73;economicupturn:mean53.23,SD50.72; t2105
3.10, p5 .002) and on average helped less (economic

downturn:mean5 0.74,SD50.26; economicupturn:
mean 5 0.81, SD 5 0.24; t210 5 2.07, p 5 .040). The
macroeconomic situationmanipulation had no effect
on mood (ps. .574).

The Role of Zero-Sum Construal of Success

Table 4 (“Study 3: Helping Behavior” column)
presents OLS regression analysis results showing
that a zero-sum construal of success (which was
amplified in the economic downturn condition) was
associated with less helping, controlling for mood
(b 5 20.07, SE 5 0.02, p 5 .002).

We tested the multiple mediator model depicted
in Figure 1 with all paths estimated using OLS re-
gression. The same strategy for testing indirect ef-
fects was used as in Study 2. The analysis found that
reading that the economy was in a downturn signif-
icantly reduced helping decisions by promoting
a zero-sum construal of success (95% confidence
interval 5 [2.05, 2.01]). As summarized in Table 5,
confidence intervals of indirect effects through pos-
itive and negative moods included zero, ruling out
these alternative explanations. The results thus
support Hypotheses 1 and 2.

Robustness Checks

We ran two robustness checks. As noted above, the
dependentvariable consistedof anaverageof a seriesof
either “1” or “0” values (denoting either a decision to
helpornot tohelp, respectively, foreachitem).Assuch,
it could be meaningfully interpreted as the proportion
of times the participant decided to help, in which case
a fractional logit model would be appropriate (Papke &
Wooldridge, 1996). Rerunning the analyses with
a fractional logit model yielded the same results as the
results reported above. In addition, the dependent
variablecanbecomputednotas anaverageofdecisions
to help versus not to help, but as a sum of instances in
which the participant decided to help. Computed this
way, the dependent variable can be meaningfully
interpretedasacount response (thenumberof times the
participant decided to help), in which case a Poisson
model would be appropriate. Rerunning the analyses
with a Poissonmodel also yielded the same results.We
thus concluded that the results are robust.

STUDY 4: FIELD STUDY AMONG FREELANCERS

Studies 2 and 3 provided internally valid tests of
our theory by manipulating participants’ perception
of the state of the economy. In Study 4, we sought to
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bolster the external validity of our conclusions by
once again capitalizing on natural variation in eco-
nomic conditions across countries, as we did in
Study 1, but, adding to Study 1, we were able to test
our full theoretical model because we alsomeasured
helping. We recruited freelance professionals from
47 countries and gave them an opportunity to engage
in helping behavior toward a professional in
the same domain. The study was conducted un-
obtrusively; that is, freelancers were not aware they
were participating in a study, which added to the
psychological realism of this theory test. The final
methodological advantage of Study 4 was that we
were able to measure freelancers’ perception of the
state of the economy, and, in that way, not only
operationalize our independent variable in a more
direct manner, but also test the assumption of our
theory that people are aware of the economic con-
ditions in their country. We accomplished this goal
by examining the relationship between people’s
perceptions of whether the economy was in a
downturn or upturn and objective macroeconomic
indicators (the same ones we used in Study 1, thus
also providing evidence of the convergent validity
for our independent variable operationalizations
across studies).

Participants

The study was conducted through Upwork, a
global platform that facilitates the online hiring of
freelance professionals from different industries.
Upwork is currently used by more than 1 million
businesses and offers access to more than 5 million
freelance professionals. The platform enables busi-
nesses to find, interview, and hire freelance pro-
fessionals who possess specific skills. Freelance
professionals offering their services throughUpwork
are fully identifiable and possess profiles with de-
tails of their professional track record. Many of them
are highly skilled and earn high hourly wages, in-
cluding as software developers, graphic designers,
copywriters, and legal consultants.

We employed 101 freelanceprofessionals from the
domain of marketing and sales. The focus on mar-
keting and sales was in line with our cover story,
which we describe below. All professionals were
highly rated by prior clients and had significant ex-
perience working on jobs related to marketing and
sales. We contacted each of them individually and
offered them a small job from their area of expertise.
We paid special attention to their place of residence,
trying to recruit professionals from asmany different

countries as possible to ensure there was a natural
variation in economic conditions across countries
fromwhichparticipants came. The sample consisted
of freelanceprofessionals from47different countries
across six continents. Countries represented in-
cluded Armenia, Austria, Bangladesh, China,
Colombia, Egypt, France, Malaysia, New Zealand,
Ukraine, and the United States, among others. Those
who accepted the job signed individual contracts
specifying that they would engage in a short task
concerning their area of expertise in exchange for $6.
Participants had 34.67 years on average (SD 5 9.67)
and were roughly balanced in terms of gender
(53.47% were women).

Procedure and Measures

Freelancers were informed that they were hired by
a mid-Atlantic university to work on a real job. Until
the end of the study, they were unaware that the job
was research related. The job they were required to
perform purportedly consisted of assisting the uni-
versity in evaluating the work of a marketing intern
who created a new slogan for the sale of the uni-
versity’s merchandise (apparel, collectibles, etc.). We
explained that the university sometimes seeks exter-
nal input on theworkof its business-sector employees
fromprofessionals in the samedomain to increase the
objectivity of work evaluations and the quality of se-
lection and promotion decisions. Freelancers were
first introduced to themerchandise that the internwas
hired to promote. To strengthen the cover story, we
described the actual name used for the merchandise
and the actual marketing slogan used for its pro-
motion that the marketing intern was ostensibly
working on. After responding to some filler items
about the intern’s work, participants were given an
opportunity to engage in helping behavior toward the
intern, which constituted our dependent variable.

Dependent variable: helping behavior.We gave
participants the option to advise the intern on how to
improve—that is, to give the intern some pro-
fessional advice on how to become a marketing
specialist and succeed in the field. Participants were
told that doing so was optional and would in no way
affect their remuneration.Moreover, to highlight that
helping the intern had no potential to come at the
expense of participants’ own career outcomes, we
explicitly noted that participants could not be con-
sidered for work in a similar position and that we
were merely soliciting external input.

Economic downturn perception measure. Fol-
lowing theoption togive the internadvice,participants
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were informed that it is the standard practice of the
university to inquire about personal demographics,
preferences, outlook on life, etc. It was explained that
the university administers such a battery of measures
aspartof itshumanresourcesprocedure for employees
hired online. Participants were first asked for de-
mographic information, including their country of
residence. After the question about country of resi-
dence, we asked participants about their view of the
current state of the economy in their country. The an-
swers to these questions served as the independent
variable. The measure consisted of the same three
itemsadministered inStudies 2 and3: “The state of the
economy is bad,” “The economy is in a downturn,”
and “An economic recession is likely” (a 5 .90).

Because the freelancers were based in a range of
different countries,wewere able to testwhether their
perception of the macroeconomic situation corre-
lated with the objective state of the economy in their
countries. We extracted data on unemployment and
GDP change rate from theWDI dataset (used in Study
1; this information was missing for almost half of the
sample because the data for the relevant year had not
yet been published). Freelancers’ perceptions that
the economy was in a worse state correlated posi-
tively with the unemployment rate and negatively
with the GDP change rate in their country (rs .
|.20|, ps , .048). These results demonstrate the
convergent validity of our operationalizations of the
independent variable across studies. In addition, this
correlation is relevant for our theory more generally
because it provides support for our assumption that
people are sensitive to the objective state of their
macroeconomic environment.

Hypothesized and alternative mediators. Next,
we administered the same measures of the hypothe-
sized (zero-sum construal of success) and alternative

mediators (positive mood and negative mood) as in
Study 3. By omission, we did not administer one item
(“distressed’) from the negative mood subscale of the
PANAS measure. Nevertheless, the measure exhibi-
ted good internal consistency (a 5 .77). Internal
consistency statistics for all measures are summa-
rized in Table 6.

Controls. Next, we administered several measures
intended as control variables. Specifically, in Studies
2 and 3, we used random assignment to experimental
conditions soanydifferences inzero-sumconstrual of
success and helping behavior between experimental
groupscouldonlyhavebeendue toourmanipulation.
Study 4, like Study 1, relied on passive observational
data, so we sought to account for several potentially
relevant individual differences. The selection of
control variables was guided by the same rationale as
was applied inStudy1.Weaskedparticipant to report
their age, gender, and education level, operational-
ized as total years of schooling (Schneider, 2007). We
administered an item asking about participants’ in-
come, butmore than a third of the sample chose not to
report their income, so we could not use this variable
in the analysis. Nevertheless, we also measured par-
ticipants’ overall socioeconomic status using the
MacArthur Scale of Subjective Social Status (Adler,
Epel, Castellazzo,& Ickovics, 2000). Participantswere
asked to respond to the following question: “Think of
a ladder with 10 steps representing where people
stand in your country. At step 10 are people who are
the best off—those who have the most money, the
most education, and themost respected jobs.At step1
are the peoplewho areworst off—thosewho have the
least money, least education, and the least respected
jobs or no job.Wherewouldyouplaceyourself on this
ladder?” Responses were recorded on a scale ranging
from 1 to 10.

TABLE 6
Study 4: Variable Detailsa

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Helping Behavior (Binary) 0.45 0.50 —

2. Helping Behavior (Continuous) 152.37 233.75 .73 —

3. Economic Downturn Perception 2.98 1.28 2.26 2.25 (.90)
4. Zero-Sum Construal of Success 2.85 0.87 2.31 2.36 .24 (.79)
5. Negative Mood 1.96 0.68 2.08 2.08 2.02 .08 (.77)
6. Positive Mood 3.91 0.59 .06 .13 2.12 2.19 .09 (.72)
7. Male 0.47 0.50 .08 .17 .02 2.11 2.07 2.19 —

8. Age 34.67 9.67 .03 .02 2.17 .06 2.13 2.05 2.04 —

9. Education (Years) 17.02 2.82 .06 .04 .07 2.24 .01 .20 .03 20.02
10. Subjective Social Status 6.70 1.47 .11 .17 2.11 2.20 2.08 .38 .00 20.12 0.31

a N 5 101. Correlations above |.19| are significant at p , .05. Cronbach’s alphas are displayed on the diagonal.
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Finally, we informed participants that they had par-
ticipated in a research study and explained the purpose
of the study and the rationale for the deception. We
asked for a post-hoc consent and gave participants an
option to opt out of the study, in which case their data
would not be used. No participant opted out.

Table6, above,presentsdetailsofStudy4’svariables.

STUDY 4: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

For all analyses below, we report the results of
regression models with robust standard errors
(Froot, 1989). The results hold when multilevel
models with cases nested within countries are used.

Consequences of Economic Downturns

As indicated in the Table 7, a perception that the
economy was in a downturn was associated with
amore zero-sum construal of success (b5 0.18, SE5
0.06,p5 .003) andhadno effect onmood (ps. .522).

Helping behavior consisted of written suggestions.
There were thus two ways to analyze this variable.
The first was to analyze whether participants
attempted to help or not (44.55% did), in which case
a logistic regression analysis is appropriate. Table 8
(Model 1) shows that the perception that the economy
was in a downturn was associated with a lower like-
lihood that participants would help (b520.44, SE5
0.17, p 5 .011). In addition, another way to analyze
helping behavior is to look at the extent of helping;
that is, to analyze how much participants wrote. An-
alyzed this way, the dependent variable is a count
of characters written. Count variables are usually an-
alyzed using Poisson regression, but, in this case,
there was an overdispersion (mean 5 152.36, vari-
ance 5 54638.37), so negative binomial regression
was more appropriate (Long & Freese, 2006). Table 8

(Model 3) shows that the perception that the economy
was in a downturn was associated with less helping
(b520.40,SE5 0.15,p5 .007).We also note that the
results hold when a Poisson model is used.

The Role of Zero-Sum Construal of Success

Table 8 (Models 2 and 4) show that a zero-sum
construal of success (which was amplified when the
participant perceived the economy to be in a down-
turn) was related to a lower likelihood of helping
(b520.65, SE5 0.28, p5 .023; Model 2) as well as
less helping (b 5 20.82, SE 5 0.26, p 5 .001; Model
4), controlling for mood.

We tested the multiple mediator model depicted
inFigure 1with first-stagepaths estimatedusingOLS
regression and second-stage paths estimated using
logistic regression (to predict binary helping re-
sponses) or negative binomial regression (to predict
continuous helping responses). The same strategy
for testing indirect effects was used as in previous
studies. The analysis found that participants’ per-
ceptions that the economy was in a downturn in-
directly reduced the likelihood of helping (95%
confidence interval 5 [2.28, 2.01]) as well as the
extent of helping (95% confidence interval 5 [2.43,
2.02]) by promoting a zero-sumconstrual of success.
As summarized in Table 5, confidence intervals of
indirect effects through positive and negativemoods
included zero, ruling out these alternative explana-
tions. The results thus support Hypotheses 1 and 2.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Four studies found support for the idea that worse
macroeconomic conditions bring about a more zero-
sum construal of success, which, in turn, makes
people less likely to help others at work. In Study 1,

TABLE 7
Study 4: Mediators Regression Analysis Resultsa

Zero-SumConstrual of Success Negative Mood Positive Mood

Predictors b SE p b SE p b SE p

Constant 3.68 0.67 .000 2.69 0.64 .000 2.90 0.50 .000
Male 20.18 0.16 .275 20.10 0.13 .465 20.23 0.11 .043
Age 0.01 0.01 .366 20.01 0.01 .123 0.00 0.01 .789
Education (Years) 20.07 0.03 .039 0.01 0.03 .641 0.02 0.02 .302
Subjective Social Class 20.06 0.07 .398 20.06 0.06 .323 0.14 0.04 .000
Economic Downturn Perception 0.18 0.06 .003 20.04 0.06 .540 20.04 0.04 .361

R2 .149 .040 .197

a N 5 101. OLS regression with robust standard errors (Froot, 1989).

1352 AugustAcademy of Management Journal



we used data from 59,694 respondents surveyed
across 51 countries and 17 years alongside objective
indicators of their macroeconomic environments.
We found worse economic periods to be associated
with a more zero-sum construal of success. Studies
2 and 3 were experiments among employees of
U.S. organizations in which we manipulated partic-
ipants’ perception of the state of the U.S. economy.
We found that,whenparticipantsweremade to think
that the economywas in a downturn, they construed
success in a more zero-sum fashion and were in turn
less inclined to help. Study 4 was an unobtrusive
study among freelance professionals from 47 coun-
tries in which we found that a participants’ percep-
tions that the economy in their country was in
a downturn were associated with a more zero-sum
construal of success and less helping behavior.
Studies 2–4 excluded changes inmood as a potential
alternative explanation. Taken together, these stud-
ies provide both externally and internally valid
evidence for the idea that economic downturns
undermine workplace helping by promoting a zero-
sum construal of success.

Theoretical Contributions, Limitations, and Future
Directions

The most general theoretical contribution of our
work is to demonstrate the importance of consider-
ing individual employee reactions to macroeco-
nomic changes. Anecdotal evidence (e.g., Ip &
Kulish, 2001) as well as work from domains other
than organizational research (e.g., Bacchetta & van

Wincoop, 2013) suggest that people behave differ-
ently, perhaps fundamentally differently, in times of
economic prosperity than in times of economic
downturns. Some of this work highlights that people
respond to cues of economic downturns in ways that
are likely to exacerbate these economic problems
further. For example, in response to cues of economic
downturns, people sometimes fear for the stability of
thebanking system,whichprompts themtowithdraw
money from the bank. Doing so is in itself sufficient to
destabilize the banking system and thus exacerbates
the very issues that prompted individuals’ responses.
Yet,mostwork on such interesting and consequential
individual reactions to macroeconomic changes fo-
cuses on actors outside organizations, such as bank
customers. Less is known about consequences that
macroeconomic changes have for key economic
agents—employees of business organizations. The
complexity of studying organizational phenomena
has led to methodological specialization and di-
visions in organizational sciences that has largely
precluded examining influences of macroeco-
nomic contexts on the psychology and behavior of
individual employees. Because employees work-
ing in organizations are central and the most
represented agents of economic dynamics, coun-
terproductive behaviors in response to cues of
economic downturns among this population are
likely more economically consequential than the
reactions exhibited by less central actors, such as
bank customers.

The current work documents what is likely one
suchcounterproductive response to cuesof economic

TABLE 8
Study 4: Helping Behavior Regression Analysis Resultsa

Model 1: Helping
Behavior (Binary)

Model 2: Helping
Behavior (Binary)

Model 3: Helping
Behavior (Continuous)

Model 4: Helping
Behavior (Continuous)

Predictors b SE p b SE p b SE p b SE p

Constant 20.04 2.18 .986 2.40 2.63 .362 5.06 2.27 .026 6.76 2.33 .004
Negative Mood 20.27 0.30 .369 20.17 0.31 .586 20.43 0.35 .222 20.31 0.33 .340
Positive Mood 0.08 0.40 .850 20.04 0.40 .925 0.32 0.29 .279 0.31 0.34 .364
Male 0.36 0.45 .413 0.26 0.46 .581 0.58 0.32 .067 20.05 0.41 .900
Age 0.00 0.02 .862 0.00 0.03 .958 0.00 0.02 .974 0.00 0.02 .857
Education (Years) 0.05 0.10 .634 0.01 0.09 .934 0.01 0.05 .900 20.02 0.05 .644
Subjective Social Status 0.08 0.17 .663 0.06 0.17 .726 0.03 0.14 .847 0.15 0.14 .267
Economic Downturn Perception 20.44 0.17 .011 20.35 0.18 .047 20.40 0.15 .007 20.36 0.14 .012
Zero-Sum Construal of Success 20.65 0.28 .023 20.82 0.26 .001

R2 .122 .186 .035 .064

a N5 101. Binary responses were analyzed using logistic regression, continuous (count) responses using negative binomial regression.R2 is
computed using the Cragg–Uhler/Nagelkerke formula. All analyses used robust standard errors (Froot, 1989).
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downturns among employees: Economic downturns
undermine workplace helping. As we noted in the
introduction, workplace helping has numerous ben-
efits for organizations and economies. The finding
that workplace helping declines in times when it is
needed themost thus suggests that counterproductive
responses to cues of economic downturns also
occur among employees of business organizations.
Our focus on counterproductive responses to
economic downturns opens up new avenues for
research on the interplay betweenmacroeconomic
environments and the behavior of individual em-
ployees in organizations. At the same time, one
limitation of our present work is that we did not
examine consequences of the decline in helping as
a function of economic downturns for further
macroeconomic performance. Future studies are
needed to investigate how the lower levels of
helping in response to economic downturns ag-
gregate to further aggravate the problematic eco-
nomic conditions that initiated this individual
reaction.

While reduced levels of helping in response to
cues of economic downturns likely further impede
economic performance of broader economic units,
one might wonder whether the reduced helping
presents a functional response for the individual
employee. In our studies,we focused on situations in
which employees had nothing to lose by helping
their coworkers. However, in some cases, helping
does come at the expense of task performance
(Bergeron, 2007; Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2011;
Koopman, Lanaj, & Scott, 2015; Rapp, Bachrach, &
Rapp, 2013; Rubin et al., 2013). In such situations,
employees may intentionally reduce helping in re-
sponse to cues of economic downturns so as to be
able to improve their task performance. However,
across situations, employee helping is related to
better managerial ratings of employee performance
and larger rewards (Podsakoff et al., 1997). Reduced
helping is also, in the longer run, likely to harm in-
dividual employees by jeopardizing the economic
health of the organization forwhich theywork. Thus,
the response we document is likely to be coun-
terproductive not just for the organization as
awhole, but also for individualswithholding help,
except in situations in which the individuals
would be of more value for the firm if they helped
less. Future research is needed to investigate more
systematically what consequences the effect we
document has for individual employees, and thus
the extent to which the reduced helping in re-
sponse to cues of economic downturns constitutes

a rational versus a counterproductive response for
the individual.

Another potential undesirable individual reaction
to cues of economic downturns is that employees
might reduce their cooperativeness. Cooperation is
at the root of economic value creation—people
achievemore byworkingwith others than theycould
on their own (Smith, 1937/1776). Yet, because co-
operation involves interdependence, it also requires
one to make oneself vulnerable to the other party’s
potentially exploitative behavior (Axelrod, 1984).
Difficult economic periods might make people risk
averse (Smart & Vertinsky, 1977) and wary of the
uncertain and potentially threatening implications
of cooperation. Relatedly, it is also possible that
people adopt a more prevention-focused mindset in
response to cues that the economy is performing
poorly, which would likely also make them less
willing to engage in interactions that involve poten-
tial risk but are on average profitable. These pro-
cesses might lead to a decrease in cooperativeness at
the time when it is needed the most.

Another counterproductive reaction to economic
downturns among employees might occur due to an
effect of a generalized construal paralleling the one
documented in our studies, but pertaining to em-
ployees’ view of the extent of control they have over
outcomes. Specifically, because economic down-
turns highlight the inhibiting and unpredictable na-
ture of the environment, a generalized construal that
people in general have less control over outcomes
might become more salient to employees. At a gen-
eral level, the inference that people are less in control
over outcomes is objectively more correct during
economic downturns. However, it is possible that
this generalized construal is also misapplied to spe-
cific situations at work in a manner similar to the
process we found in our studies. Given the exact
same situation and objective chances of success,
a reduced generalized sense of control among em-
ployees might make them less likely to embark on
business endeavors or initiate projects. Prior work
has found that employees’ generalized sense that
they have control over outcomes is a necessary pre-
requisite forwork-related personal initiative (Parker,
Williams, & Turner, 2006). It is thus possible that
another economically counterproductive reaction
to economic downturns among employees is that
their sense of control reduces, undermining ini-
tiative and thereby further hampering economic
prosperity.

The final noteworthy theoretical implication of
our work is that it demonstrates the usefulness of
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considering people’s generalized construal of success
for understanding important organizational phe-
nomena. People’s tendency to construe success in
a zero-sum manner has been recognized as an im-
portant explanation for inefficient and even harmful
behavior in negotiation (Bazerman & Neale, 1983),
but we found virtually no research in other domains
of organizational behavior that examined how
people construe success and how this construal af-
fects their behavior at work. One conceptually re-
lated construct is employee bottom-line mentality,
or a focus on financial performance at the exclusion
of other priorities, which can also harm in-
terpersonal dynamics at work (e.g., Greenbaum,
Mawritz, & Eissa, 2012). The construct of a zero-sum
construal of success complements this work be-
cause it suggests that, even when employees are
focused on financial outcomes, they might behave
in an irrational and financially suboptimal way
when they incorrectly understand success to be
a “fixed pie.” We thus believe that the construct of
a zero-sum construal of success holds much prom-
ise for contributing to extant explanations of em-
ployee behavior. Economic success is an important
component of why people work and why they join
organizations. It seems of fundamental importance
to understand how employees’ own construal of
economic success direct their behavior, and doing
so might lead to novel predictions with respect to
core organizational behaviors. A zero-sum con-
strual of success is likely to be relevant for organi-
zational phenomena in which considerations of
others’ success are important, such as processes
related to social exchange, distributive justice, and
inclusion of others in one’s work endeavors. For
example, it is possible that people who construe
success in amore zero-summanner are less likely to
reach out to others and include them in their busi-
ness efforts because they are averse to sharing suc-
cess, even when including others has the potential
to lead to better outcomes for the self. Future re-
search is needed to explore the role of a zero-sum
construal of success in such important employee
behaviors.

Implications for Managers

Our findings point to ways in which managers
can ward off threats to organizational functioning
during economic downturns. Most notably, the
mechanism we identify suggests that, to combat
the effect of economic downturns on helping,
managers should attempt to interfere with the

more zero-sum thinking that economic downturns
bring about. One important managerial policy
through which this could likely be accomplished
is to develop a strong cooperative or collective
culture and emphasize it when hard times hit.
Prior research in negotiation suggests that people
in more collectivist contexts construe success in
a less zero-summanner (Gelfand&Christakopoulou,
1999). Thus, emphasizing the importance of co-
operative and communal relationships through
managerial interactions with employees offers
a promise of buffering against the problematic ef-
fect we document.

Managers might also restructure organizational
situations during economic downturns in such a way
that the positive interdependence (i.e., cooperative
natureof relationships) among employees is rendered
more salient in the context of those relationships in
which helping behavior is particularly needed.
Many organizations possess workflow and social
networkmaps of their workforce. This information
allows organizations to detect areas in which
helping is needed the most; for example, when
a newcomer who is not fully familiarized with or-
ganizational routines is joining a department. To
ensure that helping does not decline during eco-
nomic downturns in such situations in which it
is particularly relevant for organizational func-
tioning, organizations might create more formal
interdependence—for example, by adding a joint
incentive component to the department. This ap-
proach should help employees maintain a view of
their coworkers’ success as a personally desirable
outcome, and in that way buffer against the perils
of economic downturns for helping.

A more general managerial implication of
our research is that managers need to anticipate
individual employees’ sensitivity to cues of eco-
nomic downturns, and therefore additional care is
needed to ensure that such employee reactions do
not transform into an erosive force within the or-
ganization. This general warning is particularly
relevant in light of the evidence that, in certain
difficult situations, such as when layoffs are nec-
essary, managers engage in less instead of more
considerate treatment of employees (Folger &
Skarlicki, 1998). Managers must thus be careful
not to succumb in their interactions with em-
ployees to the stress that economic downturns
impose, because such amanagerial style is likely to
further aggravate the problematic consequences of
downturns for individual employee behavior to-
ward coworkers.
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CONCLUSION

Four studies found support for the theory that eco-
nomic downturns undermine workplace helping by
promoting a more zero-sum construal of success. Our
work identifies a widespread and systemic reason for
why employees fail to engage in a behavior that un-
derlies the effective functioning of organizations and
economies,with important implications forboth theory
andpractice.More broadly,we show the importance of
considering the macroeconomic context for the un-
derstanding of core individual employee behaviors.
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