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ABSTRACT

People who need help can be reluctant to seek it. This can be due to social image concerns. Here, we
investigate if these concerns may be prompted by a salient negative meta-stereotype: the belief that
one’s group is judged negatively by another group. Specifically, we researched group members’
help-seeking behaviour in the context of a dependency-related meta-stereotype. In a two-condition
study (N= 45), we manipulated participants’ belief that their national group was judged dependent
by a significant out-group. We then examined their subsequent help-seeking behaviour on a
real-world task. Participants whose social identity as a group member was salient showed greater
reluctance to seek help when the meta-stereotype was made prominent compared with when it was
not. This suggests that, in a context where social image and social identity concerns are relevant,
group members are willing to sacrifice the possibility of accessing needed help in order to avoid
confirming a negative stereotype of their group. The implications of these results for helping
transactions and community development are discussed. Copyright © 2012 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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People Q1often need help in order to realise their goals. However, accepting help can be
difficult. As much sociological and anthropological work has revealed, the giving and
receiving of help is not simply a function of individuals’ resources and needs: such
transactions can be imbued with all manner of meanings and can be a vehicle with which
to negotiate status and authority (e.g. Mauss, 1990). Moreover, such considerations may
lead to the refusal of help. Apparently during the 1992 famine in sub-Saharan Africa,
villagers refused to unload their own consignment of emergency food unless paid to do
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so (Carr, McAuliffe, & MacLachlan, 1998). Although it is tempting to attribute such
behaviour to greed, Carr et al. (1998) suggest that the villagers’ request for payment
may constitute an attempt to manage the loss of honour and dignity entailed in accepting such
help. This more considered analysis of the African scenario involves appreciating the
meanings of receiving help and what it says about one’s identity and position in the world.

Our research seeks to contribute to understanding such issues through investigating the
factors affecting group members’ reluctance to seek needed help. Specifically, we focus on
how concerns about how one’s group is judged may impact upon group members’
decisions to seek help.

GROUP PROCESSES AND THE HELPING TRANSACTION

Social Identity Theory maintains that groups are important in self-definition and that group
behaviour entails processes that are not reducible to group members’ idiosyncratic or
personal attributes (Tajfel, 1981). It also proposes that group members seek a positively
distinct in-group image, and recent social psychological work on group processes has
begun to consider how such group image concerns may impact upon helping transactions.

Typically, such research focuses on how these concerns influence the provision of help to
members of other groups. For example, van Leeuwen (2007) found that Dutch participants
who experienced threat to the distinctiveness of their national identity were likely to advocate
helping overseas tsunami victims in a ‘Dutch’manner (e.g. sending Dutch royalty to affected
regions). Help giving can thus represent attempts to re-establish the positive distinctiveness of
the in-group. Similarly, helping members of an out-group can be a means to re-inforce
positive images of the group as warm (van Leeuwen & Oostenbrink, 2005) and competent
(van Leeuwen & Täuber, 2011).

Comparatively less is known about how social identity and group image concerns are
relevant to receiving help. Some work investigates the experience of being given an
unrequested help. For example, Nadler and Halabi (2006) show that although high-status
groups provide help to low-status groups to enhance or maintain their own position,
members of the low-status group react negatively to receiving such help because it
reinforces their inferiority. This was found to be especially true when the help was
dependency oriented (i.e. help that emphasises recipients’ inability to help themselves
and undermines their sense of autonomy). More specifically, Nadler and Halabi found that
participants receiving dependency-oriented help experienced lower affect and evaluated
the out-group providing the help negatively.

However, we know very little about whether social identity concerns impede the seeking
of needed help. Researching this question is important because it may help explain when
and why people in need avoid seeking help, meaning their needs remain unmet. One factor
likely to affect group members’ help-seeking behaviour concerns the degree to which
doing so would confirm a negative stereotype of their group.

META-STEREOTYPES

Community members are often concerned about their group’s image in the eyes of others.
Group members’ beliefs about how their group is stereotyped by particular out-groups are
termed meta-stereotypes (Vorauer, 2006), and such meta-perceptions can elicit various
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outcomes, the nature of which depends on the situational context and the specific
stereotype in question. When performance on a stereotype-relevant task is being evaluated,
there may be stereotype threat, where the group member performs badly because they are
pre-occupied with fears of failure (e.g. Steele, 1997). In other contexts, in-group members
may have more opportunity to act deliberately so as to avoid confirming the stereotype of
their group. Our study addresses the latter scenario. That is, we are not concerned with how
a meta-stereotype impacts upon participants’ performance but instead wish to address the
degree to which group members’ beliefs about how they are stereotyped by another group
may lead them to avoid confirming that stereotype by modifying a behaviour that is under
their control: (not) asking for help.

THE CURRENT RESEARCH

Our research involves making participants aware that members of an out-group view their
own group in terms of a specific negative stereotype. Or, to put this in another way, it
involves making a particular negative meta-stereotype salient. Our study took place in
Scotland, and we manipulated Scottish participants’ understandings of how their national
identity was judged by an important out-group: the English. Also, because of the merits of
obtaining behavioural data (as opposed to intention or attitude-based data; for elaboration,
see Wakefield et al., 2011; Hopkins et al., 2007), we measured participants’ actual help-
seeking behaviour during a problem-solving task.
To isolate the unique effects of meta-stereotyping on participants’ help-seeking

behaviour, we required a baseline control condition that involved all the components of
the experimental condition but did not possess the meta-stereotype element. Because the
key elements of the Meta-stereotype Salient condition entail participants thinking of
themselves as Scots, thinking of the English as an out-group and thinking how the English
view the Scots, we created a control condition with the first two features, but without the
third feature (i.e. the meta-stereotyping element). This follows the logic of previous
research investigating the impact of meta-stereotyping (Hopkins et al., 2007).

DESIGN AND PREDICTIONS

Our study involved two conditions. In the Meta-stereotype Salient (experimental)
condition, we manipulated (and measured) how Scottish participants thought that the
English stereotyped the Scots. Although neighbours, these nations share a history of
rivalry and mutual stereotyping (e.g. Hopkins et al., 2007; for a discussion of the nature
of this intergroup context, see Reicher & Hopkins, 2001), and we used this relationship
to encourage Scottish participants to consider the idea that the English perceive the Scots
as ‘handout dependent’ (i.e. always taking but never giving). More specifically, we
presented participants with dependency-related traits, such as scroungers and freeloaders,
and asked them to rate the extent to which the English perceive the Scots in such terms.
In the Group (control) condition, Scottish participants reflected upon the same meta-

stereotype-related traits but were only asked to consider their association with the Scottish
in-group and the English out-group (i.e. participants rated the extent to which the Scots
possessed each of the meta-stereotype-relevant traits and the extent to which the English
possessed each of these traits). This meant that participants in the Group condition were
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encouraged to think about intergroup differences between the Scots and the English but
were not encouraged to think about how the English perceive the Scots. As both the Group
condition and the Meta-stereotype Salient condition therefore involved an intergroup
context, between-condition differences in help-seeking levels could be attributed to
meta-stereotype salience.

To deliver these manipulations and to enable participants’ help seeking to be measured
without the activation of demand characteristics, we employed a two-study cover story.
More specifically, we presented participants with the manipulations in the ‘first’ study
and measured their help seeking during an apparently unrelated problem-solving task in
the ‘second’ study (in which their Scottishness was not emphasised). One implication of
such a design is that we need to consider the extent to which participants’ sense of Scottish
identity (made salient in ‘Study 1’) remained psychologically relevant in ‘Study 2’. Indeed,
the logic to this two-study design is that the effect of our manipulations should be most
impactful for participants whose Scottish identity was salient during the help-seeking
episode in ‘Study 2’. As Scottish identity was made salient in both the experimental
condition and the control condition, we did not expect to observe between-condition
differences in this social identity salience variable, but we expected that participants’
scores on this variable would moderate the effect of condition on help seeking. That is,
we predicted that those who saw themselves in terms of their Scottishness in ‘Study 2’
would seek less help when the English stereotype of the Scots as dependent was
salient (Meta-stereotype Salient condition) compared with when it was not salient
(Group condition).

We also measured participants’ strength of Scottish identification so as to rule out the
possibility that any effect of experimental condition on help seeking was mediated by
our manipulations impacting on participants’ identification strength.

METHOD

Participants and design

Female Scottish undergraduates (N=45) were assigned randomly to two experimental
conditions (Group, n= 21 and Meta-stereotype Salient, n=24;Mage = 20.44 years, SD=4.22,
range: 17–37).

Procedure

Participants were tested individually and took part in what they believed were two separate
studies. The ‘first’ allowed delivery of the manipulations; the ‘second’ allowed measurement
of help seeking.

Manipulations. Trait ratings.Manipulations were presented in the guise of a
preliminary questionnaire that apparently investigated factors enhancing recall of
English-related and Scottish-related traits (thereby creating a group context). In addition,
participants in the Meta-stereotype Salient condition received a meta-stereotype prime
(see succeeding text).
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To deliver these manipulations, participants received eight trait adjectives. Four
represented the meta-stereotype (freeloaders, loafers, handout dependent and scroungers).
Four were fillers not included in any analyses (clumsy, adventurous, friendly and creative).
Participants in the Group condition rated the extent to which they believed each trait

belonged to the out-group stereotype (i.e. how much they believed the English possessed
these traits; 0 = strongly disagree and 4 = strongly agree; M = 1.37, SD= 0.72, Cronbach’s
a= .73). With the use of the same scale, those in the Meta-stereotype Salient condition
rated the extent to which the English believed that the Scots possessed these traits
(M=2.05, SD=0.83, Cronbach’s a= .73). Then, and again using the same scale, participants
in both conditions rated the extent to which they believed that the Scots possessed these traits
(i.e. the auto-stereotype; overallM= 1.19, SD=0.73, Cronbach’s a = .79). This meant that, in
the Group condition, participants reflected on intergroup differences between the Scots
and the English and that, in the Meta-stereotype Salient condition, participants reflected on
how the English viewed the Scots. Most importantly, as four of the eight items represented
the concept of dependency (e.g. scroungers), those in the Meta-stereotype Salient condition
reflected on the idea that the English view the Scots as dependent.

Dependent measures. The dependent measures were presented in a separate study
(‘Study 2’) of problem-solving behaviour during cooperative tasks. Participants believed
that they were partnered with another student in a neighbouring room (who did not actually
exist), and both would attempt a mystery-solving task independently. They could then
request as much or as little help from each other as required. Requests were to be made
on special forms, which would be swapped. Because help seeking is perceived as less
threatening when the source of help is deemed to be an expert in the area (Amato &
Saunders, 1985), we reasoned that presenting the helper as a fellow student (with no such
expertise) would help to ensure that help seeking was considered a threatening activity.

Partner identity. Participants completed a form requesting biographical information,
including place of birth. This form was then apparently taken to the partner, and one from
the partner is given to the participant (so the partners could learn more about each other).
The partner’s form contained (hand-written) information explaining that the partner had
been born in London, grew up in Manchester and had come to this (Scottish) university
because friends from Manchester were also studying here. The partner was therefore
clearly English. To avoid gender effects, sex was not revealed.

Mystery task. Participants listened to a 3-minute long crime mystery story and were
instructed to identify the criminal. To apparently help participants review the material
relevant to solving the mystery, they were given 2minutes to complete seven mystery
recall questions (based on the story; e.g. What was the name of the chief of police?). To
ensure that participants could not answer all questions (providing a reason to seek help),
four questions were unanswerable from the information provided. The other three were
very difficult.

DV: Q2Help seeking. After 2minutes, participants received a consultation form on which
they could indicate how much help they wished to seek from their partner on each recall
question. For each question, participants could select one of four ‘levels’ of help: no help,
a small hint, a large hint or a full answer.
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Evaluation form. Before the consultation forms were to be swapped, all participants
completed a questionnaire. This supposedly analysed their experiences of the mystery task.
In reality, it contained various additional measures. The extent to which participants’ social
identification as Scottish was salient in ‘Study 2’ was measured with a five-point single
bipolar item, which asked participants to think about how they perceived themselves
during the help-seeking episode. The question was introduced as follows: When I asked
my partner for help, I felt that I was acting. . .; and one pole was anchored with completely
as an individual (0), whereas the other was anchored with completely as a Scot (4);
M = 0.80, SD = 0.85. Participants’ strength of Scottish identification was also measured
using four items from Hopkins et al. (2007; e.g. This national identity is very important
to me; 0 = disagree strongly and 4 = agree strongly). These items were combined into a
scale (M= 2.97, SD= 0.78, Cronbach’s a = .81). Participants’ affect was also measured
but did not differ between conditions.

RESULTS

Identification and social identity salience

Participants’ level of identification did not differ according to condition (Group condition:
M = 3.10, SD= 0.78; Meta-stereotype Salient condition: M= 2.85, SD = 0.79), t(43) = 1.07,
p = .29, d = 0.32. This indicates that any effects of the meta-stereotype manipulation on
help seeking were not due simply to participants in one condition identifying more strongly
with their Scottish identity than participants in the other condition (i.e. identification did
not mediate the effect of condition on help seeking).

As expected, the social identity salience variable was not affected by the manipulation
(Group condition: M = 0.71, SD = 0.78; Meta-stereotype Salient condition: M = 0.87,
SD = 0.85), t(42) =�0.60, p = .55, d =�0.19.

The measures of identification strength and social identity salience did not correlate
(r =�.05, N= 44, p = .74), indicating that the social identity salience item did not simply
measure identification strength.

Perceived English stereotype endorsement

Participants in the Meta-stereotype Salient condition indicated that the English perceived the
Scots as significantly more handout dependent (M=2.05, SD=0.83) than they themselves
did (M=1.03, SD=0.72), t(23) = 6.50, p< .001, d=1.31, suggesting that participants
believed the English to endorse the stereotype to a greater extent than they themselves did.

Number of questions unanswered

The number of questions left unanswered (out of seven) was equal across conditions
(Group condition: M = 5.10, SD = 1.00; Meta-stereotype Salient condition: M = 4.92,
SD = 1.14), t(43) = 0.56, p = .58, d = 0.17, indicating that participants in both conditions
found the task equally difficult and experienced similar levels of need.
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Help seeking

Creating a help-seeking scale. To create a continuous help-seeking scale, we marked
requests for no help as 0, requests for small hints as 1, requests for large hints as 2
and requests for full answers as 3. These were then summed to create a measure of help
seeking. However, as participants were able to answer some questions themselves (without
needing help), we also took this into account and obtained a measure (expressed in
percentage form) that corresponds to the amount of help requested on those questions that
participants could not answer themselves. On this scale, 0 would indicate that the participant
sought no help on every question that they could not answer, and 100 would indicate that the
participant sought full answers on every question that they could not answer (Wakefield,
Hopkins, & Greenwood, submitted a, b).

Levels of help seeking. The means for the help-seeking variable did not differ across
conditions (Group condition: M = 72.32, SD = 15.64; Meta-stereotype Salient condition:
M= 70.96, SD = 14.24), t(43) = 0.31, p = .76, d = 0.09. However, we expected the effect
of condition on help seeking to be moderated by the social identity salience variable.
Accordingly, we conducted a regression analysis with condition as the independent
variable and participants’ social identity salience scores as the moderator variable. Both
of these variables were standardised (Z-scores).
As predicted, the social identity salience variable moderated the effect of condition on

help seeking, R2 = 0.15, ΔR2 = 0.15, F(1, 40) = 7.11, p = .011.
Plotting this interaction at one standard deviation below (low) and above (high) the

mean of the social identity salience variable showed that, as expected, for participants
whose group membership was situationally salient during the help-seeking episode, help
seeking was significantly lower in the Meta-stereotype Salient condition than in the Group
condition (simple slope =�6.53, SE = 3.15, t=�2.07, p = .045). The slope for participants
whose group membership was relatively less salient showed no effect of condition (simple
slope = 5.39, SE= 3.08, t = 1.75, p = .087; Figure F11). To ensure the robustness of these
results, we repeated the moderation analysis twice using different versions of the social

Figure 1. The moderating effect of participants’ social identity salience on the relationship between
condition and help seeking.
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identity salience variable. One of these involved converting the scores into a dichotomous
version (high versus low), and the other involved a logarithmically transformed version.
Both versions produced the same pattern of results as those reported earlier.

We also used the Johnson–Neyman technique (e.g. Hayes & Matthes, 2009) to examine
the specific values of the social identify salience variable at which the relationship between
experimental condition and help seeking became significant. As the social identity salience
variable was standardised, its values ranged from �0.93 to 1.42. The Johnson–Neyman
analysis revealed that the relationship became significant (p = .05) when the social identity
salience value was 0.94 (coeff =�6.17, SE = 3.05, t=�2.02). The relationship between
experimental condition and help seeking was non-significant below this value.

We also considered the possibility that the moderating effect of the social identity
salience variable might have a stronger effect for participants who identified highly as
Scots. However, regression analyses revealed the three-way interaction between condition,
social identity salience and identification to be non-significant (p= .38). This indicates that the
moderating effect of the social identity salience variable was unaffected by participants’
chronic Scottish identification strength.

DISCUSSION

Although we know something of the factors that motivate group members’ attempts to
negotiate how they are seen by others (e.g. Vorauer, 2006), we know less of the lengths
to which group members may go in this regard and of the social costs they may be willing
to incur. Helping transactions constitute a useful domain in which to investigate this issue.
Work on helping shows that when faced with a stereotype of their group as mean, group
members will disadvantage themselves, for example, through donating money (Hopkins
et al., 2007). This hints at the sacrifices group members may make to avoid confirming
a negative stereotype of their group. Yet, parting with already-possessed resources is one
thing, and demonstrating that group members would avoid seeking needed help is another.
Most obviously, it is costly because one’s needs remain unmet.

The present data offer support for our hypothesis concerning the impact of social image
concerns on help seeking. Participants in the Meta-stereotype Salient condition believed
that the English endorsed the stereotype of the Scots’ dependency more than they
themselves did. In turn, our helping data show that those in this condition who experienced
relatively high levels of group salience during the help-seeking episode (and so saw
themselves to be acting as group representatives) avoided seeking help when to do so
would confirm a negative stereotype of the Scots. These results indicate that a negative
meta-stereotype evokes responses in a way that a simple intergroup context does not.

As predicted, with regard to participants whose group membership was less salient in
‘Study 2’, we found no effect of condition. Intriguingly, the nature of the slope implies that
such participants sought more help in the Meta-stereotype Salient condition than in the
Group condition. Perhaps by failing to perceive the situation in intergroup terms, the
image-related threat of help seeking was attenuated for these participants, allowing them
to seek high levels of help. Future work could investigate such possibilities. However, it
bears repeating that this (non-predicted) trend was non-significant.

It should be noted that the mean values for the social identity salience variable in both
conditions were somewhat low. This is perhaps unsurprising: when this variable was
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measured, participants were engaged in a problem-solving task (‘Study 2’) that apparently
had nothing to do with the manipulations that preceded it (‘Study 1’). Indeed, as they were
presented with an individual task (solving the crime mystery), it is likely that participants
would have been encouraged to think of themselves as an individual whose memory skills
were being tested. Yet, although participants’ responses on the social identity salience
variable were generally low, we still found that the variability in participants’ responses
on this measure explained (moderated) the effect of condition on help seeking.
It is also important to note that our manipulations were not found to have any effect on

participants’ identification strength (a result that would have suggested that changes in
identification strength may have mediated the effect of condition on help seeking).
Moreover, participants’ chronic identification strength was not found to affect the
moderating influence of the social identity salience variable. Additionally, the pattern of
results that we obtained with our moderating variable (social identity salience) remained
constant when we treated it as a dichotomous variable (high versus low) and when we
logarithmically transformed it. Our results therefore appear to be robust and to be
genuinely bound up with issues of group identity salience and the belief that one’s group
is seen as dependent.
Inevitably, other issues raised by this work also require additional investigation. For

example, it is important to note that only one specific meta-stereotype was made salient
(in-group dependency). Many negative stereotypes entail notions of dependency (e.g. the
idea that women are vulnerable and need men’s help or that Black people are lazy and
require White people’s assistance), but there may be merit in investigating if group
members avoid help seeking when faced with non-dependency-related meta-stereotypes.
Another issue is whether group members are motivated to avoid confirming the stereotype
because it relates to them as specific group members or because it relates to the in-group as
a whole (Klein & Snyder, 2003).
Yet, at the same time as requiring further research, our current results have wider

significance: they help provide theoretical explanation for the reticence associated with
real-world intergroup help receiving (Carr et al., 1998). In a world of crises and challenges,
we need to understand how and why community members may refuse much-needed
help. Most notably, although group memberships are important in terms of community
development and empowerment, group members may be concerned about their group’s
image, and such concerns may lead to a reticence to seek help. Changing people’s
understandings of the helping transaction could be important in reducing such refusal,
and our work suggests that group members’ meta-stereotypes could be a useful site for
intervention: if one could avoid dependency meta-stereotypes becoming psychologically
prominent, group members’ reluctance to seek help may be reduced. It may therefore be
important for community workers not only to support the development of a strong group
identity but also to consider community members’ perceptions of how their community
is perceived and judged by others.'
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