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Empowering Help: Does Gender Shape Its Impact? 
Young Eun Lee, PhD, Lauren S. Simon, PhD, Joel Koopman, PhD,  
Christopher C. Rosen, PhD, Allison S. Gabriel, PhD, and Seoin Yoon, PhD 

An important question for 
organizational citizenship is when and 
for whom is receiving help beneficial? 
In organizations, “help” is a prototypical 
citizenship behavior that can improve 
relationships among coworkers and 
contribute to organizational-level 
outcomes. Despite the general positive 
perspective regarding helping in the 
workplace, there are downsides, 
especially from the recipient’s 
perspective. That is, the gendered 

dynamics in helping behaviors may foster an environment where women experience stereotype 
threats when receiving nonempowering help, potentially diminishing their perceived 
competence. By raising this question, we aim to shift the ongoing conversation from asking 
whether receiving help benefits recipients to asking when and for whom help would be 
beneficial. 

We hypothesize that there is a disconnect between the assumption that helping benefits recipients 
and research showing that recipients may find the experience to be aversive and potentially 
detrimental to perceptions of competence. We specifically examine differences between 
empowering help (i.e. a situation where an employee is an interactive participant in the receipt of 
assistance with a work-related task from a co-worker) and nonempowering help (i.e. a less 
participative experience, as the recipient is not afforded the ability to be as actively involved in 
the helping process).  

Our Study and Findings 

In study one, we aimed to uncover the relationship between receiving help, competence, and 
other characteristics of the help recipient by conducting daily surveys with 107 employees at a 
public university. At midday, we measured the extent to which help was received and 
participants’ self-perceived competence. Also, by the end of the workday, we measured work-
goal progress, participants’ enacted task-focused helping, and withdrawal (or avoidance of 
coworkers). Results from this study suggest that women (as compared to men) are less likely to 
benefit from receiving nonempowering help. Building on these findings, we conducted further 
analysis to bolster confidence in our arguments that receiving nonempowering help is more 
likely to be highlighting stereotype threats for women, but not for men.  
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In study two, we recruited 308 full-time employees who regularly interacted with coworkers. 
Each participant was asked to recall a time where they received help from a coworker on their 
workload within the past three weeks, and they were randomly assigned to recall receiving 
empowering or nonempowering help. Our findings supported our expectation that men and 
women perceive the receipt of nonempowering help differently, with women perceiving lower 
levels of competence than men upon receiving nonempowering help.  

For study three, participants were asked to read a vignette describing a situation where they had 
to create a report using unfamiliar software. A scenario was then assigned to participants where 
they interacted with a colleague and received either empowering or nonempowering help. 
Participants were then asked to answer questions about their perceived competence. The results 
showed support for our findings on the differences between men and women when it comes to 
receiving nonempowering help.  

Gender as a Moderator in Help and Competence Perception 

Overall, our findings support our hypothesis. Receiving empowering help was positively 
associated with perceptions of competence, and this relationship was not contingent upon the 
recipient's gender. In contrast, the effect of receiving nonempowering help on perceptions of 
competence was qualified by gender. For women, receiving nonempowering help can have 
particularly detrimental effects, reinforcing stereotypes that women are less capable and need 
extra assistance to perform their roles effectively. This perception can contribute to stereotype 
threat, where fear of confirming negative stereotypes about one's group impairs performance and 
confidence.  

Implications for Real Estate Managers 

The insights from our study have practical implications for real estate. In an industry where 
teamwork and client relationships are critical, real estate managers should consider how their 
team members offer and receive help. Specifically, we recommend managers take steps to ensure 
that assistance is empowering rather than limiting. In the real estate environment, agents are 
often required to make quick decisions and negotiate assertively on behalf of their clients. Our 
conclusion is that nonempowering help is more likely to negatively impact women’s 
performance than men’s performance. Therefore, helping behaviors should be carefully tailored 
to encourage and positively impact women as well as men.  
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