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Abstract: Drawing on social exchange theory and attribution theory, our study examined how helpers’ hierarchical
characteristics, including hierarchical level (high vs. low) and hierarchical type (power vs. status), influenced recipients’
cooperative behavior. Across three scenario experiments, participants received help from a colleague who differed in
hierarchical level or type and then reported their gratitude and cooperative behavior. Study 1 (n = 107) revealed that
receiving help from a high-power (vs. low-power) colleague increased participants’ cooperative behavior by eliciting
greater gratitude, supporting H1 and H3. Study 2 (n = 108) focused on status hierarchy using a similar design. Participants
who received help from a high-status (vs. low-status) colleague showed greater cooperation, supporting H2; however,
gratitude did not significantly mediate this relationship, and thus H4 was not supported. Study 3 (n = 225) employed a 2
(hierarchical level: high vs. low) x 2 (hierarchical type: power vs. status) scenario experiment to test the integrated model.
The results were consistent with the preceding two studies; additionally, there was no significant difference between the
effects of power and status hierarchies on cooperation, which was inconsistent with HS. Crucially, the mediating role of
gratitude differed significantly between power and status hierarchies, supporting H6. The findings disentangle hierarchical
level and hierarchical type in helping contexts and provide new insights into how hierarchy shapes cooperative responses

following helping interactions.
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Introduction

Interpersonal helping within organizations plays a vital
role in facilitating organizational functioning and enhanc-
ing efficiency (Doyle et al., 2016; Obeng & Zhu,
2025; Yang, 2025). Despite extensive research on the con-
sequences of helping behavior (Lyons & Scott, 2012; Park
et al., 2024), much of the prior work has focused primarily
on its effects on helpers’ own subsequent behavior (Han
et al., 2020; Hong et al., 2025; Watkins et al., 2022) and
leaders’ behavior (Chernyak-Hai et al., 2024; Li et al.,
2026), whereas the impact on recipients remains compara-
tively underexplored. Additionally, prior research has often
treated helping as a relatively positive act and therefore
implicitly assumed that behavior should elicit positive
reciprocity (Cropanzano et al., 2017). However, helping in
organizations is not provided in a social vacuum. Recipi-
ents may respond not only to the help itself, but also to who
provides it. In particular, recipients’ reactions to help from
helpers occupying different hierarchical positions remain
underexplored. Accordingly, we focus on how helpers’
hierarchical characteristics shape recipients’ cooperative
behavior after receiving help.

Helpers’ hierarchy and recipients’ cooperative behavior
Understanding recipients’ reactions is critical because
helping interactions inherently involve social exchange
relationships. Social exchange theory (SET) provides the
primary theoretical basis for explaining whether and why
help from higher-hierarchy actors may promote recip-
ients’ cooperative behavior. According to SET, social
interactions involve the exchange of valued resources,

including not only instrumental resources but also sym-
bolic resources such as respect, concern, and relational
investment (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005).
When recipients receive help from actors occupying higher
hierarchical positions, they are likely to perceive such help
as more valuable and, in turn, feel motivated to reciprocate
with positive attitudes and behaviors, thereby sustaining
reciprocal exchange relationships (Gouldner, 1960). Thus,
SET helps explain why higher-hierarchy helpers may
promote recipients’ cooperative behavior.

However, higher-hierarchy actors are not all perceived
in the same way. Recipients do not respond solely to
the benefits they receive; they also evaluate what those
benefits signify about the helper’s intentions (Cropanzano
& Mitchell, 2005). Thus, the meaning of help depends
not only on its instrumental or symbolic value, but also
on how recipients construe why the helper offered it
(Kelley & Michela, 1980). Accordingly, we incorporate
attribution theory as a complement to SET to explain why
different hierarchical characteristics may produce differ-
ential effects. Specifically, recipients may form different
interpretations of help from power-based versus status-
based actors, and these interpretations may shape their
subsequent emotional and behavioral responses differently.

Among the helper characteristics that may shape such
interpretations, hierarchical characteristics are especially
important. Helpers’ hierarchical characteristics refer to
their positions within organizational hierarchies. Hierarchy
is the rank order of individuals with respect to a valued
social dimension (Magee & Galinsky, 2008). Hierarchi-
cal characteristics refer to hierarchical levels and types
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(Zhang & Wei, 2025). Hierarchical level reflects an indi-
vidual’s rank within the organization, whereas hierarchical
type refers to whether that rank is primarily based on
power or status (Blader & Chen, 2012; Blader et al.,
2016; Zhang & Wei, 2025). Because power and status
represent different forms of hierarchy, they may shape how
recipients interpret helping behavior and, in turn, influence
recipients’ cooperation differently.

Power hierarchy refers to the asymmetric control an
individual has over critical resources in social relation-
ships (Kim et al., 2023; Zeigler-Hill & Dehaghi, 2023).
Compared to those in a lower-power hierarchy, individu-
als in a higher-power hierarchy typically possess greater
authority over resources (Liu et al., 2024). From a social
exchange perspective, help from high-power individuals
is likely to be especially valued because powerful actors
control resources that are often critical for recipients’
goal attainment and career advancement (Magee & Smith,
2013). In addition, because such help can provide both
instrumental support and relational benefits, recipients are
likely to reciprocate with greater cooperative behavior.
Accordingly, when the hierarchy is a power hierarchy, the
helpers’ hierarchical level is positively associated with
recipients’ cooperative behavior.

Status hierarchy reflects the extent to which individuals
are respected, admired, and voluntarily deferred to by
others within organizations (Anderson et al., 2020; Bai
et al., 2020a, 2020b). Compared to those in a lower-
status hierarchy, individuals in a high-status hierarchy are
generally viewed as more other-oriented, helpful, warm,
and enthusiastic (Anderson et al., 2015). From a social
exchange perspective, help provided by high-status indi-
viduals functions as a symbolic resource that signals
relational acceptance and social validation to recipients
(Zhang & Wei, 2024). Receiving help from a high-status
actor may therefore enhance recipients’ sense of respect,
recognition, and belonging (Tyler & Blader, 2003). Consis-
tent with the norm of reciprocity, recipients are more likely
to assign greater value to help received from high-status
individuals than low-status individuals, which in turn leads
to greater cooperative behavior.

The mediating role of recipients’ gratitude

According to SET, gratitude functions as a form of reci-
procity for individuals at a lower level in the power
hierarchy, due to the asymmetric dependency inherent in
power relations (Magee & Galinsky, 2008). To achieve
their goals, individuals in a low-power hierarchy largely
depend on the resources and sanctioning capacity of high-
power individuals. This dependency fosters a heightened
desire among organizational members to establish close
ties with higher-power individuals (Magee & Smith, 2013).
Consequently, help from a high-power individual is likely
to be especially valued because it provides instrumental
support that is highly relevant to recipients’ outcomes.
Gratitude, defined as the emotional response arising when
individuals perceive themselves to have received bene-
fits beyond their expectations (MacKenzie & Baumeister,
2019), is thus likely to be stronger in response to helping
behaviors from high- rather than low-power individu-
als (Anicich et al., 2022). Accordingly, we propose that

helpers’ power hierarchy is positively associated with
recipients’ gratitude.

Status hierarchy reflects the degree to which individu-
als are recognized and liked within the organization (Deng
et al., 2020; Van Kleef & Lange, 2020; Witkower et al.,
2020). Drawing on SET, help from higher-status individu-
als conveys respect and acknowledgment, thereby eliciting
stronger feelings of gratitude among recipients. Gratitude,
as a positive emotion attributed to others’ benevolence,
is amplified when high-status individuals fulfill these
expectations through prosocial behaviors (Anderson et al.,
2020). Hence, we propose that helpers’ status hierarchy is
positively associated with recipients’ gratitude.

Gratitude is conceptualized as an emotional response
to others’ benevolence, motivating individuals to
feel appreciative and engage in reciprocal behaviors
(Junca-Silva et al., 2023; Ma et al., 2017). Reciprocity, a
foundational principle of SET, is manifested affectively
through gratitude. When individuals perceive themselves
as beneficiaries within an exchange relationship, they
are likely to experience gratitude (Locklear et al., 2023).
Gratitude, in turn, motivates reciprocation, encouraging
prosocial and cooperative behaviors (Smith et al.,
2017; Van Kleef & Lelieveld, 2022). Thus, we propose
that recipients’ gratitude is positively associated with their
cooperative behavior.

In sum, compared with lower-power individuals, help-
ing behaviors provided by higher-power individuals are
more likely to be interpreted as a deliberate attempt to
build relational ties and reduce social distance, thereby
surpassing recipients’ expectations and eliciting stronger
feelings of gratitude. Similarly, compared with lower-
status individuals, helping behavior from higher-status
individuals signals respect and acknowledgment, aligning
with role expectations and further enhancing recipients’
gratitude. Both dynamics increase recipients’ propensity to
cooperate with helpers.

The moderating role of hierarchical types

It is important to note that although helpers with both
power and status hierarchies promote recipients’ coop-
erative behavior, the strength of their effects may differ
due to their inherent nature. Based on attribution theory,
people seek to understand the causes of others’ behavior
by making inferences about the motives underlying that
behavior (Kelley & Michela, 1980; Pryor & Kriss, 1977).
Help from a higher-power individual is more likely to be
interpreted as unexpected and discretionary because high-
power actors are often perceived as socially distant and
less likely to behave in an other-oriented manner (Gu,
2025; Magee & Smith, 2013). Such help may therefore
be especially likely to trigger a strong reciprocal response.
In contrast, help from a higher-status individual is more
likely to be interpreted as consistent with normative
role expectations because high-status actors are typically
viewed as warm, prosocial, and other-oriented (Deng et al.,
2020; Korner et al., 2025; Soderberg & Howe, 2021).
As a result, although help from high-status individuals
may still promote cooperation, its effect may be weaker
than that of help from high-power individuals. Accord-
ingly, the positive effect of helpers’ power hierarchy on
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recipients’ cooperation is stronger than that of helpers’
status hierarchy.

Attribution theory suggests that people seek to under-
stand the causes of others’ behavior by making inferences
about the motives underlying that behavior, and these attri-
butions shape their subsequent emotional and behavioral
responses (Kelley & Michela, 1980; Pryor & Kriss, 1977).
Recipients do not respond to helping behavior solely on
the basis of the benefit received, but also make inferences
about why the helper offered assistance. Thus, although
both helpers’ power and status may enhance recipients’
subsequent cooperative behaviors through gratitude, the
strength of these effects differs. In a power hierarchy,
help from a higher-power individual is more likely to be
interpreted as going beyond recipients’ usual expectations,
because high-power actors are generally perceived as less
likely to behave in an other-oriented manner (Keltner
et al., 2003; Magee & Smith, 2013). As a result, such
help is more likely to elicit stronger gratitude, which in
turn promotes recipients’ subsequent cooperative behavior.
In a status hierarchy, however, help from a higher-status
individual is more likely to be viewed as normative
or expected, because such actors are often associated
with socially valued role expectations (Anderson et al.,
2020; Harari et al., 2022). Accordingly, recipients may be
less likely to perceive such help as exceeding expectations,
thereby eliciting weaker gratitude and weakening the indi-
rect effect of hierarchical level on cooperative behavior
through gratitude. Accordingly, the positive indirect effect
of helpers’ power hierarchy on recipients’ cooperation is
stronger than that of helpers’ status hierarchy.

Goal of the study

The study aimed to assess the relationship between
helpers’ hierarchical levels and recipients’ subsequent
cooperative behavior through the mediating role of grati-
tude and the moderating effect of hierarchical types (i.e.,
power hierarchy vs. status hierarchy). Based on this, we
propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: When the hierarchy is a power hierar-
chy, the helpers’ hierarchical levels positively influence
recipients’ cooperative behavior.

Hypothesis 2: When the hierarchy is a status hierar-
chy, the helpers’ hierarchical levels positively influence

Hypothesis 3: A higher level of helpers’ power hierar-
chy increases recipients’ gratitude, which in turn enhances
their cooperative behavior.

Hypothesis 4: A higher level of helpers’ status hierar-
chy increases recipients’ gratitude, which in turn enhances
their cooperative behavior.

Hypothesis 5: The effect of the helpers’ hierarchical
levels on the recipients’ cooperative behavior is different
based on the hierarchical types. Specifically, the positive
effect of helpers’ power hierarchy on recipients’ coopera-
tion is stronger than that of helpers’ status hierarchy.

Hypothesis 6: When helpers’ hierarchical types are
different, their hierarchical levels have differential effects
on recipients’ cooperation through gratitude.

The theoretical model of this study is shown
in Figure 1.

Methods

Research design

While prior research has extensively documented the
consequences of helping for helpers themselves and
organizations, the recipient’s perspective remains notably
underexplored. In particular, little is known about how
helpers’ own characteristics shape recipients’ subsequent
cooperative behavior. Thus, we conducted three scenario
experiments with full-time employees in China to examine
how helpers’ hierarchical characteristics influence recipi-
ents’ cooperative behavior. All studies were conducted in
Mandarin Chinese. Data were collected via Credamo' to
conduct the three scenario experiments. Sample sizes for
all three studies were determined on the basis of power
analyses conducted in G*Power 3.1. Ethics approval was
granted by the Academic Ethics Committee of Lanzhou
University of Technology. Informed consent was obtained
from all participants before data collection.

Study 1 used a single-factor between-subjects design,
manipulating helpers’ hierarchical level (high vs. low) to
test the effect of power hierarchy and the mediating role
of gratitude. Study 2 also used a single-factor between-
subjects design, manipulating helpers’ hierarchical level
(high vs. low) to examine the effect of status hierarchy
and its potential mediation through gratitude. Study 3

!Credamo (www.credamo.com) is a reliable platform for data collection

in China (Gu, 2025; Mei et al., 2025), similar to Amazon Mechanical Turk
recipients’ cooperative behavior. (MTurk).
Helpers’ hierarchical types
(Power hierarchy vs.
Status hierarchy)
Helpers’ hierarchical v Recipients’ Recipients’
levels (High vs. Low) gratitude cooperation

Figure 1. Theoretical model
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employed a two-factor between-subjects design (hierar-
chical level: high vs. low x hierarchical type: power vs.
status) to simultaneously examine the effects of power
and status hierarchies and to compare their differential
impacts on recipients’ cooperative behavior, as well as to
investigate how gratitude mediates these relationships.

Analytical strategy

All analyses were conducted using SPSS 29.0. For Studies
1 and 2, independent samples T-tests were used to examine
the effect of hierarchical level on recipients’ cooperative
behavior within each hierarchy type. Mediation analyses
were conducted using Hayes’s PROCESS macro (Model 4)
with 5000 bootstrapped samples and bias-corrected 95%
confidence intervals. Model 4 is a widely used analytical
approach for estimating indirect effects (Hayes, 2017)
and is appropriate for testing a simple mediation model
with one independent variable, one mediator, and one
dependent variable. This specification is consistent with
our hypotheses concerning the mediating role of gratitude.
The PROCESS macro is extensively used in psychology
and management research due to its straightforward and
robust procedure for estimating indirect effects (Hayes &
Rockwood, 2017). For Study 3, a 2 (hierarchical level:
high vs. low) x 2 (hierarchical type: power vs. status)
between-subjects ANOVA was conducted to test the main
and interaction effects on recipients’ cooperative behavior.
Bootstrapping analyses with 5000 resamples and bias-
corrected 95% confidence intervals were then used to
test the indirect effects via gratitude separately for power
and status hierarchies, and whether these indirect effects
differed significantly.

Study 1

Participants and setting

A priori power analysis using G*Power 3.1 indicated that
a minimum sample size of 91 was required to achieve
80% statistical power for an independent samples ¢-test,
assuming a medium to large effect size of d = 0.60 and
a significance level of o = 0.05 (Cohen, 1988; Faul et al.,
2007). Therefore, we recruited 110 full-time employees in
China through the Credamo platform to complete a sce-
nario experiment. After excluding three participants who
failed the attention check, 107 valid responses remained.
When the hierarchical type is power hierarchy, 54 partici-
pants were assigned to the high hierarchical level condition
and 53 to the low hierarchical level condition. Each par-
ticipant received a reward of 5 RMB? after completing the
experiment. Among the valid sample, 39.3% were male,
with an average age of 32.33 years (SD = 10.22). In terms
of education, 89.7% held a bachelor’s degree or above.
Participants included 59 frontline employees, 19 frontline
managers, 19 middle managers, and 10 senior managers.

Procedure

Study 1 employed a between-subjects design, in which the
hierarchical type was a power hierarchy, with participants
randomly assigned to either the high or low hierarchical
level condition. First, participants were presented with the

2RMB refers to Renminbi, the official currency of China.

definition of power hierarchy: “Power hierarchy refers to
the extent to which individuals control and allocate organi-
zational resources and possess decision-making authority.
In the power hierarchy, individuals at high hierarchi-
cal levels have greater control over resources and more
decision-making authority, whereas those at low hierarchi-
cal levels have weaker control and little decision-making
authority.” To enhance involvement, participants were
asked to recall a real team member with a high or low hier-
archical level, write down the member’s initials, and then
complete manipulation check items. Next, they were pre-
sented with a workplace scenario: “Suppose that last week,
while working on an important task, you encountered a
very difficult problem. Despite trying multiple methods,
you were unable to solve it. Just when you were distressed
about not knowing how to resolve the issue, this team
member voluntarily helped you solve the problem.” Partic-
ipants then completed gratitude measures. Subsequently,
they were presented with additional scenario information:
“The following Monday, during a team meeting, your
manager assigned this team member a task that was both
complex and urgent.” Participants were asked to indicate
their willingness to cooperate with the team member on
this task, followed by providing demographic information,
including gender, age, and education. An attention check
item was included to identify careless responses.

Manipulation

In the power hierarchy, hierarchical level was manipulated
using materials developed by Blader and Chen (2012).
Participants in the high hierarchical level condition read
the following: “In the power hierarchy, based on its defi-
nition, please list a team member with a high hierarchical
level and write down his/her initials.” Participants in the
low hierarchical level condition read the following: “In
the power hierarchy, based on its definition, please list a
team member with a low hierarchical level and write down
his/her initials.”

Measures

All scales employed in this study were based on well-
established measures reported in international journals and
supported by prior empirical validation. All items were
rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree,
7 = strongly agree).

Manipulation check for hierarchical level. To test the
effectiveness of the hierarchical level manipulation when
the hierarchical type was a power hierarchy, we used the
item “This team member has a great deal of power in the
team,” adopted from Blader and Chen (2012).

Gratitude. Gratitude was measured with a five-item
scale adopted from Uy et al. (2017). The items included
“You felt goodwill from this person,” “You felt relieved
to receive help from this person,” “You perceived this
person as generous,” “You felt grateful to this person,” and
“You perceived kindness from this person.” The scale’s
Cronbach’s a was 0.83.

Cooperative behavior. Cooperative behavior was
assessed using a three-item scale developed by Tjosvold
et al. (2006). The items included “You are willing to
integrate various opinions to help this person complete the
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task effectively,” ““You are willing to work with this person
to find useful methods for completing the task,” and “In
this task, you are willing to stand together with him/her
through thick and thin.” The scale’s Cronbach’s o was 0.76.

Results
Descriptive statistics and correlations. Table | shows
the means, standard deviations, correlations, and internal
consistencies of the variables.

Manipulation check. When the hierarchical type was
a power hierarchy, participants in the high hierarchical
level condition reported a significantly higher hierarchical
level (M = 6.24, SD = 0.91) than those in the low
hierarchical level condition (M = 1.87, SD = 1.52), ¢
(105) = 18.10, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 3.50. Thus, our
manipulation was successful.

Hpypothesis testing

Main effect on cooperative behavior. To test the hypothe-
ses, we conducted independent samples #-test. When the
hierarchical type was a power hierarchy, participants in
the high hierarchical level condition reported significantly
greater cooperative behavior (M = 6.27, SD = 0.41) than
those in the low hierarchical level condition (M = 5.78,
SD = 1.06), ¢ (105) = 3.13, p < 0.01, Cohen’s d = 0.61.
Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was supported.

Indirect effect via gratitude. The results showed that
when the helpers’ hierarchical type was a power hierar-
chy, helpers’ hierarchical levels were positively related to
recipients’ gratitude (8 = 0.30, SE = 0.14, p < 0.05), and
recipients’ gratitude was positively related to cooperative
behavior (8 = 0.83, SE = 0.07, p < 0.001). As shown
in Table 2, when the helpers’ hierarchical type was a power
hierarchy, the indirect effect was significantly positive
(B = 0.25, SE = 0.13, 95% CI = [0.02, 0.52]). Thus,
Hypothesis 3 was supported.

Study 2

While Study 1 provided initial evidence for the effect of
helpers’ power hierarchy on recipients’ cooperation, it only
examined power and did not consider status hierarchy.
Therefore, Study 2 focused on status hierarchy to test its
effect and the mediating role of gratitude.

Participants and setting

Consistent with Study 1, Study 2 employed a between-
subjects design. Prior to data collection, an a priori power
analysis conducted using G*Power 3.1 indicated that a
minimum of 91 participants was required to achieve
80% statistical power to detect a medium-to-large effect

(d = 0.60) at o = 0.05 (Cohen, 1988; Faul et al.,
2007). Therefore, we recruited 110 participants through
the Credamo platform to take part in an online experiment.
After excluding two participants who failed the attention
check, the final sample consisted of 108 valid responses.
In the status hierarchy, 54 participants were assigned to
the high hierarchical level condition and 54 to the low
hierarchical level condition. Each participant received a
monetary reward of 5 RMB upon completion. Of the
participants, 37% were male, with an average age of 33.11
years (SD = 11.14). In terms of educational background,
4.6% participants had a high school degree or below, 1.9%
had an associate degree, 75.9% held a bachelor’s degree,
10.2% held a master’s degree, and 7.4% held a doctoral
degree. A total of 60 participants were frontline employees,
22 were frontline managers, 16 were middle managers, and
10 were senior managers.

Procedures

Study 2 adopted a between-subjects design in which par-
ticipants were randomly assigned to either the high or low
hierarchical level condition in the status hierarchy. First,
participants were presented with the definition of status
hierarchy: “Status hierarchy refers to the extent to which
an individual is respected or admired by others, as well
as their level of prestige. In the status hierarchy, higher
hierarchical levels indicate greater respect and acceptance
by others, whereas lower hierarchical levels indicate less
respect and lower levels of acceptance.” In the status hier-
archy, participants were then asked to recall a member in
their actual work team who held either a high or low hier-
archical level, write down the initials of that member, and
complete the manipulation check items. Next, participants
read a hypothetical work scenario: “Imagine that last week,
while working on an important task, you encountered
a particularly difficult problem. Despite trying multiple
approaches, you were unable to solve it. At that moment,
this team member voluntarily stepped in and helped you
resolve the problem.” Afterward, participants completed
the gratitude scale. They were then presented with a con-
tinuation of the scenario: “The following Monday, during a
team meeting, your manager assigned this team member a
task that was not only tedious and complex but also highly
time-constrained.” Participants were asked to indicate their
willingness to cooperate with this team member on the task
and to provide demographic information such as gender,
age, and education. In addition, an attention check item
was included to identify inattentive respondents.

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, correlations, and internal consistencies of

study variables (Study 1)

Mean SD 1 2 3
1. Hierarchical level - - -
2. Gratitude 6.01 0.76  0.20* (0.83)
3. Cooperative behavior 6.02 0.83  0.29** 0.78%** (0.76)

Note. N = 107. SD = standard deviation. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are shown
on the diagonal. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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Table 2. Results of mediation analysis (Study 1)

o,
Effect path Estimate SE 95% C1
LLCI ULCI
Direct effect 0.24 0.10 0.04 0.44
Indirect effect 0.25 0.13  0.02 0.52
Total effect 0.49 0.15 0.18 0.79

Note. Bootstrapping = 5000.

Manipulation

In the status hierarchy, hierarchical level was manipulated
using materials developed by Blader and Chen (2012). Par-
ticipants in the high hierarchical level condition read: “/n
the status hierarchy, based on its definition, please identify
a member of your team who holds a high hierarchical level
and write down the initials of their name.” Participants in
the low hierarchical level condition read: “In the status
hierarchy, based on its definition, please identify a member
of your team who holds a low hierarchical level and write
down the initials of their name.”

Measures

All items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Gratitude was
measured using the same scale in Study 1. The scale’s
Cronbach’s a was 0.88. Cooperative behavior was assessed
with the same three-item scale used in Study 1. The scale’s
Cronbach’s a was 0.73.

Manipulation check for hierarchical level. To test the
effectiveness of the hierarchical level manipulation when
the hierarchical type was a status hierarchy, we used the
item “This team member is highly respected in the team,”
which was adopted from Blader and Chen (2012).

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations. Table 3 shows
the means, standard deviations, correlations, and internal
consistencies of the variables.

Manipulation check. The results of the manipula-
tion check showed that, when the hierarchical type was
a status hierarchy, participants in the high hierarchical
level condition reported a significantly higher hierarchical
level (M = 6.20, SD = 0.66) than those in the low
hierarchical level condition (M = 3.00, SD = 1.51), ¢
(106) = 14.34, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 2.76. This indicated
our manipulation was successful.

Hypothesis testing. Main effect on cooperative behav-
ior. To test the hypotheses, we conducted an independent
samples T-test. When the hierarchical type was a status
hierarchy, participants in the high hierarchical level con-
dition reported significantly greater cooperative behavior
(M = 6.04, SD = 0.56) than those in the low hierarchical
level condition (M = 5.66, SD = 0.91), ¢t (106) = 2.64,
p < 0.05, Cohen’s d = 0.51. Thus, Hypothesis 2 was sup-
ported.

Indirect effect via gratitude. To test Hypothesis 4,
we conducted a bootstrapped analysis using PROCESS
Model 4 with 5000 samples (Hayes, 2017). The results

showed that when the helpers’ hierarchical type was a sta-
tus hierarchy, helpers’ hierarchical levels were marginally
significantly related to recipients’ gratitude (8 = 0.29,
SE = 0.16, p = 0.07). Gratitude was positively associ-
ated with cooperative behavior (8 = 0.42, SE = 0.08,
p < 0.001). As shown in Table 4, the indirect effect
through gratitude was not significant (8 = 0.12, SE = 0.08,
95% CI = [-0.01, 0.32]). Therefore, the mediating role
of gratitude was not supported, and Hypothesis 4 was
not confirmed.

Study 3

Scenario experiments are useful for controlling experimen-
tal conditions by establishing specific situations, which
helps reduce interference from irrelevant factors (Bless &
Burger, 2016). Studies 1 and 2 provided initial evidence
for the effects of helpers’ power and status hierarchies
on recipients’ cooperative behavior, but their recall-based
manipulations may have introduced uncontrolled vari-
ance, such as prior relationship history, thereby weakening
potential causal inference. At the same time, neither Study
1 nor Study 2 simultaneously examined power and status
hierarchies within the same experimental context, com-
pared their differential effects, or clarified their distinct
mechanisms. Study 3 was designed to address these lim-
itations by using a fixed target person and a standardized
vignette in which hierarchical type and hierarchical level
were directly manipulated. By holding the target person
and the helping context constant across conditions, this
design reduced the influence of uncontrolled variance
while enabling a comparison of power and status hierar-
chies within a unified experimental framework.

Participants and setting

An a priori power analysis conducted with G*Power
3.1 indicated that a minimum of 180 participants was
needed to achieve 80% power for an F-test assuming a
medium effect size (f = 0.25) at o = 0.05. Accordingly,
we recruited 240 employees via the Credamo platform.
After excluding 15 responses due to excessive comple-
tion time or failed attention checks, 225 valid responses
remained. Each participant received 8 RMB as compen-
sation. Among the valid sample, 32.9% were male, with
an average age of 29.79 years (SD = 8.01). In terms of
education, 4.0% of participants had a high school degree
or below, 8.4% held an associate degree, 66.2% held a
bachelor’s degree, 19.6% had a master’s degree, and 1.8%
held a doctoral degree. Among the participants, 112 were
frontline employees, 44 were frontline managers, 30 were
middle managers, and 39 were senior managers.

Procedures

Study 3 adopted a 2 (hierarchical type: power vs. status)
x 2 (hierarchical level: high vs. low) between-subjects
factorial design. Participants were randomly assigned to
one of the four conditions. Each participant was asked to
imagine being a software developer in the R&D depart-
ment of a large IT company and was presented with the
following scenario: “Suppose you are working in the R&D
department of a large IT company as a software devel-
oper. Last week, while preparing to deliver an important
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Table 3. Means, standard deviations, correlations, and internal consis-
tencies of study variables (Study 2)
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Mean

SD 1 2 3

1. Hierarchical level -
2. Gratitude 591
3. Cooperative behavior  5.85

0.83 0.18"  (0.88)
0.77 0.25%*

0.49%*%  (0.73)

Note. N = 108. SD = standard deviation. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients
are shown on the diagonal. Tp < 0.1; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

Table 4. Results of the mediation analysis (Study 2)

0,
Effect path Estimate SE _ %A
LLCI ULCI
Direct effect 0.26 0.13 -0.00 0.52
Indirect effect 0.12 0.08 -0.01 0.32
Total effect 0.38 0.14 0.10 0.67

Note. Bootstrapping = 5000.

software project to a client, you discovered a critical
error. Despite multiple attempts, you could not resolve
the issue. At this point, Zhao Jun, a colleague in the
same department, helped you fix the error.” Next, depend-
ing on the experimental condition, participants received
information describing Zhao Jun’s hierarchical type and
level. After reading the first scenario, participants com-
pleted manipulation check items. They then completed the
gratitude scale. Subsequently, they read another scenario:
“On Monday, during the department’s weekly meeting,
the manager assigned Zhao Jun a task that was not only
complex and tedious but also urgent.” Finally, participants
reported their willingness to cooperate with Zhao Jun on
the subsequent task and provided demographic informa-
tion, including gender, age, and education. An attention
check was included to screen inattentive responses.

Manipulation

To manipulate the hierarchical types and hierarchical lev-
els, we adopted the procedure developed by Zhang and Wei
(2025).

Participants in the power hierarchy condition at dif-
ferent hierarchical levels read the following description of
Zhao Jun’s character:

“Compared to other team members, Zhao Jun has
high (low) power, controls substantial (few) departmen-
tal resources, and participates in decision-making about
workflows (must follow established workflows).”

Participants in the status hierarchy condition at differ-
ent hierarchical levels read the following description of
Zhao Jun’s character:

“Zhao Jun has a positive (negative) reputation and
high (low) status within the department. Colleagues like
(dislike), respect (disrespect), and fully accept (ostracize)
Zhao Jun, who is widely admired (not admired).”

Measures
Manipulation check for hierarchical level. To test the
effectiveness of the hierarchical level manipulation, we

used a single item, “Zhao Jun has a high hierarchical level
in the department,” which was adopted from Zhang and
Wei (2025).

Manipulation check for hierarchical type. To assess
the effectiveness of the hierarchical type manipulation, we
used a bipolar item adopted from Zhang and Wei (2025).
Using 0 as the midpoint, ratings closer to —3 indicated
that the descriptions better reflected Zhao Jun’s power
hierarchy, whereas ratings closer to 3 suggested that the
descriptions better reflected Zhao Jun’s status hierarchy.

Gratitude. Consistent with Studies 1 and 2, gratitude
was assessed using the same five-item scale. All items were
rated on a 7-point Likert scale. The scale’s Cronbach’s o
was 0.78.

Cooperative behavior. Consistent with Studies 1 and
2, cooperative behavior was assessed using the same three-
item scale. All items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale.
The scale’s Cronbach’s o was 0.75.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations. Table 5 shows
the means, standard deviations, correlations, and internal
consistencies of the variables.

Manipulation check. The manipulation check indi-
cated that participants’ perceptions of hierarchical level
differed significantly between the high hierarchical level
condition (M = 6.31, SD = 0.92) and the low hierarchical
level condition (M = 1.81, SD = 1.16), ¢ (223) = 36.26,
p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 4.30. Scores on hierarchical type
did not differ significantly between the high hierarchical
level condition (M = 0.21, SD = 2.56) and the low
hierarchical level condition (M = -0.12, SD = 2.42),
t (223) = 1.02, p = 0.31, Cohen’s d = 0.14. Moreover,
the interaction between hierarchical level and hierarchi-
cal type on hierarchical level scores was not significant,
F (1, 221) = 0.23, p = 0.63, n*> = 0.00. These results
indicated that the manipulation of hierarchical level was
successful and was not confounded by the hierarchical
type manipulation.

The results also confirmed the successful manipula-
tion of hierarchical type. Scores in the power hierarchy
condition (M = —1.78, SD = 1.69) differed significantly
from those in the status hierarchy condition (M = 1.98,
SD = 1.58), t (223) = -17.17, p < 0.001, Cohen’s
d = —2.30. Scores for hierarchical level did not dif-
fer significantly between the power hierarchy condition
(M = 4.10, SD = 2.44) and the status hierarchy condition
(M = 399, SD = 2.45), t (223) = 0.35, p = 0.73,
Cohen’s d = 0.04. Two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA)
showed that the interaction between hierarchical level and
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Table 5. Means, standard deviations, correlations, and internal consistencies of

study variables (Study 3)

Mean SD 1 2 3 4
1. Hierarchical level - -
2. Hierarchical type - 0.01 -
3. Gratitude 588 0.71 0.09 0.02 (0.78)
4. Cooperative behavior ~ 5.73  0.85 0.30%** 0.08 0.59*%** (0.75)

Note. N = 225. SD = standard deviation. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are

shown on the diagonal. ***p < 0.001.

type on hierarchical type scores was non-significant, F
(1, 221) = 143, p = 0.23, n* = 0.01, indicating that
the hierarchical type manipulation was successful and
unaffected by hierarchical level manipulation.

Hypothesis testing. Main and interaction effects on
cooperative behavior. To test the effects of the helpers’
hierarchical type and level on recipients’ cooperative
behavior, a two-way analysis of variance was performed
(see Table 6). The results showed a significant main effect
of hierarchical level, F (1, 221) = 22.17, p < 0.001,
n,° = 0.09, but no significant main effect of hierarchical
type, F (1, 221) = 1.60, p = 0.21, 1, = 0.01. In addition,
the results indicated a non-significant interaction effect of
the helpers’ hierarchical type and level on recipients’ coop-
erative behavior, F' (1, 221) = 0.62, p = 0.43, n,° = 0.00.
Thus, Hypothesis 5 was not supported.

Furthermore, we conducted a simple effect analysis.
When the hierarchical type was a power hierarchy, helpers’
hierarchical level had a significant positive effect on recip-
ients’ cooperative behavior (M_high = 6.10, SD = 0.62;
M _low = 5.51, SD = 1.03), ¢ (114) = 3.74, p < 0.001,
Cohen’s d = 0.69, supporting Hypothesis 1. When the
hierarchical type was a status hierarchy, hierarchical level
also positively influenced recipients’ cooperative behavior
(M _high = 5.88, SD = 0.66; M_low = 5.45, SD = 0.84),
t (107) = 291, p < 0.01, Cohen’s d = 0.57, supporting
Hypothesis 2.

Differentiated indirect effects. As shown in Table 7,
gratitude significantly mediated the effect of hierarchical
level on cooperative behavior (indirect effect: 8 = 0.21,
SE = 0.10, 95% CI = [0.02, 0.42]), when the hierarchical
type was a power hierarchy. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was
supported. When the hierarchical type was a status hier-
archy, the indirect effect was non-significant (8 = —0.05,
SE = 0.08, 95% CI = [-0.20, 0.11]), failing to sup-
port Hypothesis 4. Furthermore, the results demonstrated

that helpers’ power and status hierarchies had differen-
tial indirect effects on recipients’ cooperative behavior
through recipients’ gratitude (8p;r = 0.25, SE = 0.13,95%
CI =10.01, 0.51]), thereby supporting Hypothesis 6.

Discussion

Our study examined how helpers’ hierarchical characteris-
tics shape recipients’ cooperative responses after receiving
help across three scenario experiments. Study 1 showed
that, in a power hierarchy, recipients were more willing
to cooperate with a high-power than a low-power helper,
and this effect was mediated by gratitude. Study 2 showed
that, in a status hierarchy, recipients were also more
willing to cooperate with a high-status than a low-status
helper, but gratitude did not mediate this relationship.
Study 3 replicated and integrated these findings using
a 2 x 2 design. Hierarchical level increased recipients’
cooperative behavior in both power and status condi-
tions, and this main effect did not differ significantly
across hierarchical types. However, the indirect effect
through gratitude differed significantly between power
and status hierarchies. Thus, Hypotheses 1, 2, 3, and 6
were supported, whereas Hypotheses 4 and 5 were not.
Taken together, these findings suggest that higher hier-
archical level generally promotes recipients’ cooperation
after receiving help, but the indirect effect of helpers’
status hierarchy on cooperation through gratitude was
not significant. This discrepancy likely reflects the nature
of status hierarchy. High-status individuals are generally
respected and admired by others, making their helping
behaviors more expected and less likely to elicit gratitude,
while low-status individuals are less recognized, rendering
their help similarly ineffective in generating gratitude.
Although not all hypotheses were fully supported, the

Table 6. ANOVA results for cooperative behavior (Study 3)

Source

sS df MS F 7

Hierarchical level

Hierarchical type

Hierarchical level x Hierarchical type
Error

Total

1444 1

14.44  22.17*** 0.09
1.04 1 1.04 1.60 0.01
0.41 1 0.41 0.62 0.00

143.98 221 0.65
7559.89 225

Note. N = 225. ***p < (0.001. SS = sum of squares; df = degrees of freedom;
MS = mean square; n? = partial eta squared.
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Table 7. Comparison of indirect effects across hierarchical types (Study 3)

()
Hierarchical type Indirect effect SE 95% C1
LLCI ULCI
Power hierarchy— Gratitude— Cooperation 0.21 0.10  0.02 0.42
Status hierarchy— Gratitude— Cooperation —0.05 0.08 -0.20 0.11
Difference (Power hierarchy—Status hierarchy) 0.25 0.13  0.01 0.51

Note. Bootstrapping = 5000.

results provide empirical evidence clarifying the differen-
tial effects of power hierarchy versus status hierarchy in
organizational contexts.

Implications for theory
Our study offers several important theoretical contri-
butions. First, our study extends the helping literature
by examining recipients’ responses to help from the
perspective of helpers’ hierarchical characteristics. Prior
research on workplace helping has primarily focused on
the consequences of helping for helpers themselves, such
as their subsequent emotions, behaviors, or evaluations
(Han et al., 2020; Hong et al., 2025; Watkins et al.,
2022). Although Harari et al. (2022) examined recipients’
responses by distinguishing between anticipatory helping
and reactive helping based on the nature of helping behav-
ior and examining their effects on recipients’ evaluations
of helpers’ performance, existing research has not further
examined whether and how helpers’ hierarchical charac-
teristics shape recipients’ behavior. Therefore, we further
distinguish between two hierarchical types—power and
status—and examine their effects on recipients’ coopera-
tive behavior after receiving help, while also comparing
their differences in terms of outcomes and underlying
mechanisms. In doing so, our study not only advances a
recipient-centered perspective in the helping literature, but
also provides a more fine-grained understanding of how
different forms of hierarchy operate in helping contexts.
Second, we refine the application of SET in helping
contexts by showing that positive reciprocity depends
not only on whether help is received, but also on who
provides that help. A central tenet of SET is that beneficial
treatment elicits positive reciprocity (Cropanzano et al.,
2017; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). Our findings gen-
erally support this logic, showing that recipients are more
willing to engage in cooperative behavior when help comes
from a higher-level helper. At the same time, we extend the
general prediction by suggesting that help from high-power
and high-status actors may carry different exchange mean-
ings. Specifically, help from a high-power actor is more
likely to be interpreted as instrumental resource support
associated with resource control and decision authority,
whereas help from a high-status actor is more likely to be
understood as conveying symbolic value, such as respect,
recognition, and relational affirmation. By distinguishing
between these two forms of exchange meaning, our study
advances SET beyond a general reciprocity logic toward
a more nuanced understanding of exchange content and
exchange meaning.

Third, we incorporate attribution theory as a com-
plementary lens to SET to better explain the differential
effects of power and status. While SET explains why help
from higher-level actors generally promotes recipients’
cooperative behavior, it is less effective in explaining
why gratitude operates differently across power and status
hierarchies. Our findings show that although both hier-
archies enhance cooperative behavior, gratitude mediated
only the effect of power hierarchy and not that of status
hierarchy. This suggests that recipients’ responses to help
depend not only on receiving help, but also on how
they interpret its meaning. Accordingly, attribution theory
complements SET by clarifying why different hierarchical
characteristics may shape cooperation through different
psychological pathways.

Implications for practice

This study also provides several managerial implications.
First, individuals occupying higher hierarchical levels
in organizations are more likely to elicit cooperative
behavior from recipients when they engage in helping
behavior. In the context of the knowledge economy,
organizations often face complex and dynamic environ-
mental challenges, making cooperative behavior among
members particularly important. Cooperative behaviors
foster a culture of solidarity and mutual support, enabling
employees to collaboratively address tasks and challenges.
This, in turn, strengthens interpersonal relationships and
enhances overall organizational performance. Practically,
managers should encourage high-level individuals to
remain attentive to colleagues’ needs and to offer assis-
tance proactively. By promoting such helping behaviors,
high hierarchical level individuals can stimulate recipients’
willingness to cooperate, thereby improving organizational
outcomes and supporting sustainable and efficient devel-
opment. Cultivating a culture of mutual assistance equips
organizations to respond more effectively to challenges
and drive continuous innovation.

Second, our study identifies gratitude as a key psy-
chological mechanism arising when individuals receive
help from helpers in a power hierarchy. The findings
indicate that a helper’s power hierarchy enhances recip-
ients’ gratitude, which in turn promotes cooperative
behavior. Therefore, managers should guide high-power
individuals to recognize the impact of their helping behav-
iors on recipients’ gratitude and subsequent cooperation.
Encouraging approach-oriented behaviors, reducing social
distance, attending to colleagues’ psychological needs, and
proactively offering support can help high-power actors
strengthen interpersonal relationships, resolve challenges
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faced by members, and enhance organizational cohesion,
commitment, and stability.

Limitations and future directions
This study inevitably has some limitations. First, although
the scenario experimental approach facilitates causal
inference and enhances internal validity, it also entails
certain constraints. All three studies relied on a single-
source design, with core variables reported by the same
participants, raising potential concerns about common
method variance. In addition, although the scenarios were
designed to realistically capture helper—recipient interac-
tions, they may not fully reflect the nuanced perceptions
and experiences of individuals in real workplace settings.
Moreover, because the studies assessed behavioral inten-
tions rather than actual behaviors, the external validity of
the findings may be constrained. Finally, the manipulation
checks for hierarchical levels relied on single-item mea-
sures. Although this approach is common in experimental
research when the goal is to verify manipulation success
rather than assess a latent construct (Konstabel et al.,
2012), it may offer less robust psychometric evidence than
multi-item scales. Future research could therefore collect
multi-source data, adopt quasi-experimental designs, and
employ multi-item manipulation checks to examine how
helpers’ hierarchical characteristics influence recipients’
cooperative behavior in authentic organizational contexts.
Second, although SET provides an important founda-
tion for explaining why recipients reciprocate beneficial
exchange, our findings show that gratitude mediated only
the effect of power hierarchy on cooperative behavior, but
not that of status hierarchy. This suggests that gratitude
is not a universal mechanism linking helpers’ hierarchi-
cal characteristics to cooperative reciprocity, but rather
a context-specific mediating pathway. Accordingly, the
effect of status hierarchy on cooperative behavior may
depend on psychological processes other than gratitude.
Future research could therefore draw on signaling theory
to examine alternative mediators that may be more relevant
under status hierarchy, such as sense of belonging or per-
ceived recognition. Doing so would advance understanding
of why power and status hierarchies operate through
different psychological pathways in shaping recipients’
cooperative behavior following helping interactions.
Third, our study did not consider the potential influence
of broader contextual factors on the relationship between
helpers’ hierarchy (i.e., power and status) and recipients’
cooperative behavior. Recipients may interpret help from
helpers with different hierarchical characteristics differ-
ently depending on societal values, national culture, and
organizational management practices, which may in turn
shape their subsequent cooperative behavior. As such,
these broader contextual factors may constrain the gener-
alizability of our findings. Future research could therefore
examine more specific boundary conditions, such as col-
lectivism, power distance, and organizational cooperative
climate, to better understand when helpers’ hierarchical
characteristics influence recipients’ cooperative behavior.

Conclusion

Our paper demonstrates that helpers’ hierarchical char-
acteristics influence recipients’ cooperation following
helping interactions. Helpers’ power and status hierar-
chies enhance recipients’ cooperation. Moreover, gratitude
mediates the effect of helpers’ power hierarchy on recipi-
ents’ cooperation, whereas the mediating role of gratitude
in the relationship between helpers’ status hierarchy and
cooperation is not supported. This study contributes to a
deeper understanding of how hierarchical characteristics
(hierarchical levels and types) among helpers influence
recipients’ cooperative behavior.
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