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Abstract 

This study had two major goals: (a) to test in a sample of managers for the relationship between strain and 
perceived and received social support; and (b) to assess the influence of manager sex on the effectiveness of 
perceived and received social support. Data was gathered from 108 female and 342 male managers. 
Perceived support was associated with reduced strain for both women and men. However, the effectiveness 
of received support was related to the gender congruence of the type of support received. Receiving 
emotional support was associated with increased strain for men, and those who received the support for an 
important stressor reported most strain. However, receiving emotional support was not associated with strain 
for women, and receiving information and tangible assistance was not associated with strain for managers of 
either sex. Additionally, an unexpected finding was that, for men, received emotional support and received 
tangible assistance buffered the effects of perceived support. 



GENDER, SOCIAL SUPPORT, AND STRAIN: 
WHAT IS HELPFUL TO WHOM? 

Organizational stress research has consistently demonstrated the deleterious effects of stressors upon 
various indicators of strain (Cox, 1993; Scheck et al, 1997; Terry et al, 1993). In particular, the negative 
effect of stress on managers has been well documented (e.g., Burke, 1988; van der Pompe & de Heus, 1993). 
Stress may affect managers, and, through the diminution of their performance, may decrease the 
effectiveness and efficiency of their employing organizations (Greenglass, 1993). Strategies to reduce 
management stress are therefore worthy of research attention. 

One strategy that has been cited is that of increasing social support. There is a general view that it is 
better for individuals to exist in a supportive environment (Koeske & Koeske, 1991), and that social support 
reduces work stress and strain. Thus social support may benefit managers irrespective of exposure to 
stressors (a main effect), or it may be related to health and well-being mainly for managers exposed to 
stressors, for whom it acts as an effect moderator (the buffering model; see Alloway & Bebbington, 1986, 
and House et al, 1988, for reviews). However, it has also been suggested that there may be a positive 
relationship between support and distress for those exposed to stressors (the negative stress buffering model; 
see Coyne etal, 1990). 

These differences in the possible relationship between stress, social support and strain may be partly 
due to two factors. The first is differences in the conceptualization and measurement of social support 
(Cohen, 1992; O'Reilly, 1988; Sarason & Sarason, 1994). In particular, a distinction needs to be made 
between perceptions that social support will be available when needed (perceived support), and receiving 
social support when faced with a stressor (received social support) (Helgeson, 1993). Not only are the two 
forms of social support conceptually distinct, but there is also evidence that they have different relationships 
with stress and strain (Sarason & Sarason, 1994; Thoits, 1992). The first aim of this research is therefore to 
test, for managers, the relationship between strain and perceived and received social support. Secondly, sex 
differences may affect the relationship between social support, stress, and strain (Schwarzer & Leppin, 
1989). The second aim of this research is to assess the influence of manager sex on the effectiveness of 
perceived and received social support. 

Theoretically, the essence of perceived support is the belief that one is accepted and loved, and that 
emotional support is available (for a discussion of this issue see Pierce et al., 1997; or Sarason, Shearin et al, 
1987). Thus perceived support can be thought of as the cognitive component of social support. In contrast, 
received social support can be viewed as the behavioral component of social support, as it requires activation 
in particular interpersonal transactions (Dunkel-Schetter & Bennett, 1990). 

Although it is now largely acknowledged that perceiving that social support is available is beneficial, 
the evidence is divided upon whether these benefits apply to everyone (main effect), or mostly to those 
persons exposed to stressors (a stress-buffering effect). Some reviewers claim that the major benefit of 
perceived support is that it directly increases well-being and reduces strain (e.g., Procidano & Smith, 1997). 
Others claim there is more evidence that perceived support moderates the relationship between stress and 
strain (e.g., Kessler, 1992; Thoits, 1992). 

Little research has been undertaken on the relationship between perceived social support and strain 
using a managerial sample. Nonetheless, a review of the effects of social support in the workplace by Kahn 
and Byosiere (1992) concluded that the majority of studies show evidence of main effects for perceived 
support. However, many of these studies used only a male sample, or did not analyze sex differences (Geller 
& Hobfoll, 1994). As a meta-analysis of studies examining the relationship between social support and 
health (Schwarzer & Leppin, 1989) showed that the relationship between perceived social support and 
reduced strain is, on average, stronger for women than for men, it is possible that this may also apply to 
managers. Therefore it is predicted that: 
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Hypothesis la: Irrespective of the level of stress, perceived support will be associated with lower 
strain for both male and female managers (main effect). 
Hypothesis lb: The relationship between perceived support and reduced strain will be stronger for 
female managers than for male managers. 

In addition, relatively little research has been undertaken on received support with managerial or 
organizational samples. Theoretically, three types of support may be received (Greenglass, 1993; Jacobson, 
1986). Emotional support contains love, acceptance, and respect. Information or cognitive support contains 
information, knowledge, and advice. Tangible assistance or materials support involves goods or services to 
assist with practical problems. In general, reviewers from other areas suggest that receiving support is not 
helpful. For example, Kessler (1992) argues "support receipt is either associated with poor adjustment, or, at 
best, leaves the recipient no better off than if no support had been received" (p. 260). However, the common 
assessment of received support as a unidimensional construct in most research may have obscured the 
different possible outcomes of receiving each type of support (Cutrona & Russell, 1990). 

In addition, there has been little examination of sex differences in the relationship between stress, 
received social support and strain. This is important, for there is evidence that men seek (Lu & Argyle, 1992) 
and receive (Lu, 1995) less support than women. This difference in the amount of support sought and 
received may be associated with sex differences in the effectiveness of received support. 

In studies that have separated the types of support received, receiving emotional support appears to 
be associated with strain for those in high stress conditions (Barrera, 1986; Coyne et al, 1990; Dunkel-
Schetter & Bennett, 1990). This is a negative stress buffering effect. Additionally, there is evidence that men 
seek (Ashton & Fuehrer, 1993) and receive (Olson & Shultz, 1994) less emotional support than women. An 
explanation for this is that seeking and receiving emotional support is inconsistent with the male gender role 
(Ashton & Fuehrer, 1993). Emotional support includes communication that a person is loved and cared for. 
This intimate behavior is opposite to the male gender role, which supports instrumental behaviors. 
Furthermore, such gender-role inappropriate behaviors may be detrimental (Nadler et al., 1984). Thus it is 
possible that the negative stress-buffering effect of received emotional support found in many studies may be 
a reflection of the gender balance of the sample, and the cost felt by males. Thus it is predicted that: 

Hypothesis 2a: For male managers reporting an important stressor, receiving emotional support for 
that stressor wil l be associated with higher strain (a negative stress-buffering effect). 
Hypothesis 2b: For female managers, receiving emotional support for a stressor will not be 
associated with strain. 

Similarly, Pretorius (1996) reported the receipt of high levels of tangible assistance in high stress 
men was associated with depression. This was not the case for women. He argued that the increase in 
depression among men might be due to the gender-appropriateness of receiving tangible assistance. Even 
though tangible assistance does not involve expressions of love and concern, Pretorius suggested that men 
who receive such assistance may feel that their masculine competence has been reduced. Thus they may feel 
more dependent, and this may lead to depression. It is therefore predicted that: 

Hypothesis 3a: For male managers reporting an important stressor, receiving tangible assistance for 
that stressor wil l be associated with higher strain (a negative stress-buffering effect). 
Hypothesis 3b: For female managers, receiving tangible assistance for a stressor wil l not be 
associated with strain. 

In contrast, seeking and receiving information is not incongruent with either the male or female sex 
role. It is also an appropriate component of the managerial role. Furthermore, there is no evidence that 
receiving information is detrimental. It is therefore predicted: 

Hypothesis 4a: For male managers, irrespective of the level of stress, receiving information support 
will not be associated with lower strain (no main or stress-buffering effect). 
Hypothesis 4b: For female managers, irrespective of the level of stress, receiving information 
support wi l l not be associated with lower strain (no main or stress-buffering effect). 
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Finally, research and theory have ignored potential relationships between the different types of social 
support (Scheck et al, 1997). Of particular interest are the relation between perceptions of support 
availability and the receipt of social support. 

Research Question 1: Does the receipt of information, tangible assistance, or emotional support 
buffer the effect of perceived support upon strain? 

METHOD 

Sample 

The data for this study comes from a larger research project on stress among managers. Forty-one 
organizations chosen to represent the major organisational groupings in Australia participated in the project. 
Between 20 and 50 questionnaires were sent to the human resource department of each organization. Staff in 
these departments then randomly distributed the questionnaires to managers in each organization. Attached 
to each questionnaire was a letter explaining that the purpose of the research was to study stress among 
managers. A stamped addressed envelope was included for the direct return of the completed questionnaire 
to the researcher. Participation was voluntary and anonymous. One thousand and twenty one questionnaires 
were distributed, and 572 were returned, a response rate of 57%. This is slightly above the average response 
rate reported by Baruch (1999) for published studies in the managerial and behavioral sciences. Four 
hundred and fifty surveys reported a stressful event in the past month and had no missing responses to the 
stress and social support variables. This resulted in a final sample of 108 females and 342 males. Eleven 
percent of the sample were aged less than 30, 36% was between 30 and 39 years, 38% was between 40 and 
49 years, and 15% were aged over 50. The female managers were younger than the males (jf = 14.63, df= 3, 
£ < .01). Sixty three percent of the managers had completed a tertiary qualification, and there was no sex 
difference in education (jf ~ 7.64, df = 3, p_ = ns). 

Measures 

Stress. Respondents were asked to describe the most stressful event that had occurred during the past month. 
A work event was nominated by 306 respondents, a nonwork event by 132 respondents, and the presence of 
a stressful event was reported by a further 12 respondents, but no description was provided. There was no 
sex difference in the type of event reported (x2 = 3.11, df = 2, p = ns). Following Dunkel-Schetter et al 
(1987), respondents rated the importance of the stressor on a 4-point scale from 1 (event did not matter) to 4 
(mattered a great deal). This rating was used as the measure of stress. The scale means and standard 
deviations for men and women separately are shown in Table 1. 

Insert Table 1 about here 

Perceived support. The support satisfaction scale of the six-item short form of the Social Support 
Questionnaire (SSQ6; Sarason, Sarason et al, 1987) was used. This scale of the SSQ is an appropriate, and 
frequently used, measure of perceived support (Dunkel-Schetter & Bennett, 1990). 

The SSQ6 has six items that require respondents to report their satisfaction with the support 
available in each of six areas from 1 (very dissatisfied) to 6 (very satisfied). Chronbach's alpha for this scale 
was 0.93. Following the normal scoring procedure, the mean of the 6 items was calculated to give the 
Satisfaction score. The scale means and standard deviations for men and women are shown in Table 1. 

Received information, tangible assistance, and emotional support Received social support was measured 
using the social support scale of Dunkel-Schetter et al (1987). Respondents were asked to think about the 
stressful situation described, and to nominate the three most helpful persons. For each supporter they were 
asked to report using a 5-point scale from 0 (not at all) to 4 (a lot) the extent to which that supporter provided 
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information or advice, tangible assistance or aid, and emotional support for the stressor. For each type of 
support (information, tangible assistance, and emotional support) the mean of the support received from the 
three sources was used to measure received support. Scale means and standard deviations are shown in Table 
1. 

Strain Respondents completed the 28-item version of the General Health Questionnaire (GHQ: Goldberg & 
Hillier, 1979). Strain was measured by the binary scoring method that shows the number of symptoms 
worsened (Goldberg & Williams, 1988). Chronbach alpha with this sample = .91. 

Analyses 

Separate regression analyses were conducted for males and females. The procedure for each 
followed that recommended by Cohen and Cohen (1983) when testing for main and interaction effects. To 
test for main effects, in each analysis the stress and two social support variables (perceived support with one 
type of received support) were entered together at the first step. To test for the stress-buffering effect of 
perceived support, in each set of analyses a stress by perceived support interaction term was formed and 
entered following the test for main effects. Similarly, to test for the stress-buffering effect of each type of 
received support, a stress by received support interaction term was formed, and the equations re-run, entering 
this interaction after the test for main effects. Each regression was then run a third time, with the perceived 
support by received support interaction added after the main effects. A n additional regression was then 
performed for each stress, perceived support, and received support combination, with the main effects added 
at the first step, the three two-way interactions at the second step, and the three-way interaction term at the 
third step (see Cohen & Cohen, 1983, for a rationale). 

RESULTS 

The intercorrelations of the stress and social support variables are shown in Table 1. Results of the 
separate regression analyses for males and females are summarized in Table 2 and described below. 

The relationship between stress, perceived support, and strain for male managers 

The first set of regression analyses for the male managers tested Hypothesis la, which predicted that 
perceived support would be associated with lower strain, and hypothesis 2a, which predicted that received 
emotional support would be associated with strain for those in high stress conditions (a negative stress-
buffering effect). It also examined if receipt of emotional support buffered the effect of perceived support 
upon strain (research question 1). 

High stress, low perceived support, and high received emotional support were all associated with 
strain. Additionally, perceived support did not buffer stress. Hypothesis l a was therefore supported for male 
managers. 

In addition, received emotional support buffered the effects of stress. To study the direction of this 
relationship the regression lines of received emotional support as a moderator of the strain on stress 
regression were plotted, taking values of the stress and received emotional support variables one standard 
deviation above, and below, the mean. The graphs were constructed using the co-efficients obtained from the 
complete predictive model (see Cohen & Cohen, 1983, for a rationale). Examination of the regression lines 
of the interaction (Figure 1) showed that male managers receiving high levels of emotional support in a 
highly stressful situation felt most strain. This finding supported hypothesis 2a. 

Insert Figure 1 about here 
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Moreover, received emotional support buffered the effect of perceived support on strain. 
Examination of the regression lines of this interaction (Figure 2) showed that this occurred as a reverse 
buffering effect. Strain was greatest for male managers who believed that they had little support available to 
them. Of those reporting low perceived support, those who received high levels of emotional support for the 
nominated stressor were most likely to report high strain. Finally, the three-way interaction between stress, 
perceived support, and received emotional support was not significant. 

Insert Figure 2 about here 

The second set of regression analyses tested hypothesis 3a, which predicted that received tangible 
assistance would be associated with strain for male managers in high stress conditions (a negative stress-
buffering effect). It also examined i f receipt of tangible assistance buffered the effect of perceived support 
upon strain (research question 1). 

Table 2 shows there were no main or stress-buffering effects for received tangible assistance upon 
strain. Thus Hypothesis 3a was not supported. However, received tangible assistance buffered the effect of 
perceived support. The graphical representation in Figure 3 shows that, for male managers, the receipt of 
high levels of tangible assistance lessens the negative effects of low perceived support. Additionally, there 
was no significant three-way perceived support by received tangible assistance by stress interaction. 

Insert Figure 3 about here 

The third set of analyses for male managers tested hypothesis 4a, which predicted that received 
information support would not be associated with strain (no main or stress-buffering effect). It also examined 
the buffering effect of received information on perceived support (research question 1). The absence of a 
significant main or stress-buffering relationship between received information and strain supported 
Hypothesis 4a. Additionally, received information did not buffer the effect of perceived support. The three-
way perceived support by received information by stress interaction was also not significant. 

Insert Figure 3 about here 

The relationship between stress, perceived support, and strain for female managers 

The first set of regression analyses for the female managers tested hypothesis la, which predicted 
that perceived support would be associated with lower strain, hypothesis lb, that the relationship between 
perceived support and reduced strain would be stronger for female managers than male managers, and 
hypothesis 2b, that receiving emotional support would not be associated with strain. It also examined if 
received emotional support buffered the effect of perceived support upon strain (research question 1). 

The regression analysis showed that perceived support was associated with reduced strain. This 
supported hypothesis la. In addition, a comparison of die regression weights for perceived support for males 
(B = -.967) and females (B = -1.732) showed that the relationship between perceived support and strain was 
stronger for female managers. This finding supported hypothesis lb. In addition, there was no main effect 
for received emotional support, and received emotional support did not buffer the effects of stress. 
Hypothesis 2b was therefore also supported. Moreover, the third interaction, which was designed to test 
research question 1, showed that, for women, received emotional support did not buffer the effects of 
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perceived support. The three-way interaction between stress, perceived support, and received emotional 
support was also not significant. 

The second set of regression analyses for women tested hypothesis 3b, which predicted that, for 
female managers, received tangible assistance would not be associated with strain through either a main or a 
stress-buffering effect. It also examined i f receipt of tangible assistance buffered the effect of perceived 
support upon strain (research question 1). The results supported hypothesis 3b. Received tangible assistance 
did not have a significant main effect upon strain. Additionally, received tangible assistance did not buffer 
the effects of stress. Moreover, with respect to research question 1, tangible assistance did not buffer the 
effect of perceived support upon strain. There was also no significant three-way perceived support by 
received tangible assistance by stress interaction. 

The third set of analyses for female managers tested hypothesis 4b, which predicted that received 
information support would not be associated with strain (no main or stress-buffering effect). It also examined 
the buffering effect of received information on perceived support (research question 1). The absence of a 
significant main or stress-buffering relationship between received information and strain supported 
Hypothesis 4b. Additionally, received information did not buffer the effect of perceived support. The three-
way perceived support by received informational support by stress interaction was also not significant. 

DISCUSSION 

These findings suggest that it is better for managers to perceive, rather than receive, social support. 
The results also provide evidence of sex differences in the relationship between stress, social support, and 
strain. 

As predicted, for both male and female managers the perception that support is available is 
associated with lower strain. As expected, this effect is stronger for female managers. Additionally, there is 
no evidence to support the stress-buffering effect of perceived support for this group. Perceptions that 
support is available are beneficial to managers independent of exposure to stressors. 

As this study is cross-sectional, the data do not allow the inference of causation. However, other 
research suggests several explanations for the positive role of perceived support. 

The first explanation is that perceived support indicates a person's access to social resources that can 
be called upon to help cope with any stressors that occur (Holahan et al, 1997). It is thus a measure of 
external resources. As life is full of major and minor stressors and hassles, these resources wil l provide on
going assistance. This wil l have a continuing positive effect upon well-being, and so will reduce strain. 

Alternatively, perceived support may be a manifestation of a set of positive interpersonal schemas 
that include a "sense of acceptance" - a belief that others accept one totally. Such a schema is similar to a 
personality characteristic, and is defined by good interpersonal skills, high self-efficacy, low anxiety, and 
positive expectations of interactions with others (Sarason et al, 1990). It is thus a measure of internal 
resources. This sense of acceptance may be associated with competence in dealing with stressful situations, 
and therefore may result in lower strain. 

A third explanation is that perceived support and strain are negatively correlated due to the 
conceptual overlap between well-being and the sense of acceptance (i.e., high self-efficacy, low anxiety, and 
positive expectations) that underlies high perceived support. Alternatively, low strain, or a sense of well-
being, may lead to a perception that support wil l be available should it be needed. Research is needed to test 
these alternatives. 

The findings also show that the relationship between received social support, stress, and strain is 
dependent both upon manager sex, and also upon the type of social support received. Firstly, consistent with 
other research (see for reviews Cutrona et al, 1990; Dunkel-Schetter & Bennett, 1990; or Sarason et. al, 
1994), these results show that receiving social support is not generally associated with lower strain. 
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In addition, male and female managers are different in their experiences of stress and received 
support. Stressor importance is associated with strain for men, but not for women. Additionally, there is no 
evidence of main or stress-buffering effects for received support for women. In contrast, for men there is a 
negative stress-buffering effect for received emotional support. For men, receiving emotional support is 
associated with higher strain. This strain is highest for men who receive the emotional support for an 
important stressor. Although this effect adds less than two percent to the explained variance, it is, 
nevertheless, statistically significant. 

There are two alternative pathways by which this negative stress buffering may occur. The first 
pathway is from stress to strain to support. Important stressors may result in increased unhappiness and 
strain, which then attracts or demands high levels of emotional support (Buunk et ah, 1989). This research 
found a direct relationship between stressor importance and strain only for men. If those men who feel most 
strain seek, and receive, the most emotional support, there will be a positive relationship between received 
emotional support and strain for those men reporting an important stressor. 

Alternatively, the pathway may be from stressor to received support to strain. Important stressors 
may attract or demand high levels of emotional support. These findings again show that this relationship 
applies only to men (Table 1). Alternatively, receiving this support may lower the recipient's self-esteem 
(Sarason et al, 1990), or may create social costs that lead to distress (Kessler, 1992). The gender congruence 
hypothesis suggests that such costs wil l be felt most by men, as seeking and receiving emotional support is 
not congruent with the masculine gender role of autonomy and instrumentality (Barbee et al, 1993). Thus, 
for men, the receipt of emotional support for important stressors may lead to high strain. 

Although this research cannot test these alternative pathways, these findings are congruent with 
other research that has shown women are less biologically reactive to stress than men (Schumaker & Hil l , 
1991). They are also consistent with the suggestion that the masculine gender role makes it difficult for men 
to receive emotional support. 

In addition, contrary to prediction, this research shows that receiving tangible assistance does not 
have a negative stress-buffering effect for males. Receiving tangible assistance is also not directly related to 
strain. It may be that receiving such support does not have the social costs associated with receiving 
emotional support. Similarly, the absence for male managers of a clear relationship between received 
information and strain suggests that there is also no social cost to receiving information. 

The social costs of receiving social support therefore appear to be limited to the receipt by men of 
emotional support. This finding provides further support for the gender congruence hypothesis. The receipt 
by men of information and tangible assistance, and the receipt by women of information, tangible assistance, 
and emotional support, does not conflict with accepted gender roles. Thus they will not be associated with 
strain. However, receiving emotional support may place men outside the boundaries of acceptable male 
behaviors, and this may result in strain. 

In addition, the absence of other relationships between receiving support and strain supports the 
theory that the effectiveness of received support depends upon the situation. The matching or specificity 
hypothesis (Cutrona & Russell, 1990; Dunkel-Schetter & Bennett, 1990) focuses upon this issue. Its 
underlying thesis is that " i f the right kind of support from the right source of support is matched to the kind 
of stressors faced, then specific strains will be reduced" (Viswesvaran et al, 1999, p. 318). The 
effectiveness of received support wi l l thus depend upon a match between support needs and support 
provision. It would not be expected that any type of support would be effective across all situations. 

The matching hypothesis also explains the contrast between the ineffectiveness of received 
emotional support in this study, particularly for the male managers, and its effectiveness in studies of 
traumatic events such as cancer (e.g., Dakof & Taylor, 1990). Emotional support may be useful when 
dealing with uncontrollable events such as a severe medical illness (Cutrona & Russell, 1990), but the 
support requirements for managers facing the normal stressors of life may be different. In such situations, 
strategies based upon problem-solving may be more effective. 
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Furthermore, tests of the relationship between perceived support and received support (as 
recommended by Scheck et ah, 1997) show two relationships that were not predicted by theory or past 
research. Although these interactions each added less than two percent to the explained variance, they were 
statistically significant. For men only, received emotional support and received tangible assistance buffer the 
effects of perceived support upon strain. Men who believe that little support is available to them report 
greater strain, particularly if they receive high levels of emotional support when faced with a stressor. Those 
men who perceive that support is available to them report lower levels of strain, and are, on average, less 
affected by the level of emotional support they receive. Additionally, men who believe that little support is 
available to them report lower strain if they receive tangible assistance when faced with a stressor. 

This relationship between perceived support and received emotional support is congruent with 
Wethington and Kessler's (1986) argument that the best psychological outcomes are associated with 
perceiving that support is available, but not receiving it. The process by which this occurs is, however, 
unclear. Why does receiving emotional support not help those men who believe that they have no support 
available to them? Why don't they feel better - and perhaps modify their perception of the support available? 

One possibility is that perceptions of support may influence or negate any potential positive effects 
of receiving emotional support (Pierce et ah, 1997). Thus Mankowski and Wyer (1997) report that people 
think about experiences in which they are receiving support with reference to their general perceptions of 
support. A man who perceives that little support is available may anticipate receiving negative or unhelpful 
responses. Offers of sympathy, empathy or concern may be seen as threats to his masculinity or autonomy. 
Receiving high levels of emotional support may result in the man feeling particularly vulnerable, and may 
lead to feelings of increased isolation and strain. Thus the first possible pathway is from low perceived 
support to strain, moderated by received support. 

Alternatively, high levels of perceived support might serve to protect against the negative effects of 
receiving emotional support. If, as discussed above, perceived support is associated with a sense of 
acceptance that includes high self-efficacy, low anxiety, and positive expectations of interactions with others, 
then this will protect a manager against the potential damaging effects of receiving emotional support. 
Receiving high levels of emotional support may thus result in strain only for those men with low levels of 
perceived support, or a low sense of acceptance. 

Another possibility is that the direction of the support - strain relationship is from low perceived 
support to strain to the receipt of emotional support. This, and other research, shows that low levels of » 
perceived support are associated with higher levels of strain. If those men who are most affected seek, and 
receive, the most emotional support, it will result in a positive relationship between received emotional 
support and strain for those with low levels of perceived support. 

There is thus a need for further research into the relationship between perceived support, received 
emotional support, and strain. In addition, for male managers received tangible assistance buffered the effect 
of perceived support upon strain. The receipt of tangible assistance reduced strain for men with low 
perceived support. The receipt of such assistance may reduce the impact of the stressor, particularly if the 
stress is related to overload or difficulty in undertaking a task. Therefore, the receipt of tangible assistance 
may be helpful in reducing the symptomatology otherwise associated with beliefs that support is unavailable. 
However, it is not clear why this relationship holds for men, but not for women. It may be due to the absence 
of a relationship between stress and strain for the female managers. If a single stressor does not have a 
relationship with strain for women, then it would not be expected that the support received for that stressor 
could influence strain. Further research is required on this issue, and to identify situations in which receiving 
tangible assistance and information may be helpful or detrimental. 

Additionally, the independence of perceived and received social support in this study is consistent 
with other research (for reviews see Cutrona et ah, 1990; Dunkel-Schetter & Bennett, 1990; Sarason et. ah, 
1994). This independence may be due to the reality that no single act of support receipt can shape 
perceptions of support availability (Cutrona et ah, 1990). Rather, repeated sequences of support interactions 
need to be taken into account before making such judgements. Alternatively, as discussed above, perceived 

9 



social support may represent a sense of acceptance and be closer to a personality characteristic, whereas 
received support represents interpretations of the actions of others (Sarason et al, 1990). Either explanation 
suggests that we should not expect that perceptions of social support availability would be associated with 
assessments of the support received for a particular stressor. Nor should it be expected that the outcome of a 
single act of support receipt would be related to the outcomes of underlying perceptions of support 
availability. 

Moreover, it is not clear why received information, tangible assistance, and emotional support were 
generally unsuccessful in lowering strain when respondents were asked to describe the support received from 
the "most helpful persons". The only exception is that receiving tangible assistance is effective in reducing 
strain for male managers who report low levels of perceived support. It is possible that the useful 
components of received support lie outside the assessed received information, tangible assistance, and 
emotional support. Alternatively, "more" may not always "better". Receiving high levels of support may 
lead to feeling "helped", but it may decrease self-efficacy and problem-focused coping. High levels of 
received support may be reported as "most helpful" because they made the respondent feel better in the 
short-term, but they may not have resulted in resolving the problem. Hence, strain may not have been 
reduced. Longitudinal research is needed to help resolve this issue. 

In summary, these results show that male managers reporting important stressors also report higher 
levels of strain. They also demonstrate that managers of both sexes benefit from perceptions that support wil l 
be available to them should they need it. In the absence of this belief, practical assistance may assist a male 
manager to cope with a particular stressor. Providing emotional support to managers faced with stress, 
particularly to men who believe that little support is available, is unlikely to be helpful. 

Practically, the focus should therefore be placed upon increasing managers' underlying perceptions 
of support, rather than only providing support to a manager when she or he is faced with a particular stressor. 
However, this is difficult to do until research has clarified the way in which perceptions of support 
availability develop. 

Strengths of this study were the use of conceptually distinct measures of perceived support and 
received social support, and a measure of stress that allowed for inclusion of a major stressor, whatever the 
source. However, its cross-sectional nature limited the conclusions that can be made from the findings. 
Additionally, the study did not test the probability that each type of received support may be effective in 
alleviating particular categories of stressor. 

This research provides further evidence that the role of social support in the stressor-strain 
relationship is dependent upon the conceptualisation and measurement of social support, and that the 
relationship is affected by sex. There is a need for continuing research into sex differences in the relationship 
between stress, received support, and strain, and into the process that results in a positive relationship 
between the receipt of emotional support and increased strain for men who believe that little support is 
available. 
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Table 1 

Scale means and intercorrelations o f social support variables and stress 

Intercorrelations M sd 

1 2 3 4 5 

Males 

1 Perceived emotional - 4.99 1.13 

support 

Received 

2 Information .12* - 2.04 1.01 

3 Tangible assistance .05 .43*** - 1.32 1.14 

4 Emotional support .09 27*** .11* - 2.15 1.07 

5 Stress -.01 .13* .06 .15** 3.46 0.80 

6 Strain _ 27*** .04 -.05 .15** .15** 2.49 3.91 

Females 

1 Perceived emotional - 5.11 0.94 

support 

Received 

2 Information .17 - 1.97 1.12 

3 Tangible assistance .29** .50*** - 1.22 1.19 

4 Emotional support .27** .39*** .30** - 2.66 0.96 

5 Stress -.09 .05 .04 .05 3.48 0.76 

6 Strain -.31** -.10 -.07 -.09 .06 3.55 5.36 

* p_<.05 

** p_<.01 

*** p<.001 
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Table 2 

Summarised multiple regression analyses for the effects o f stress and combined perceived and received social support variables upon strain 

Males Females 

Predictor R 2 A R 2 A F B Beta Sig R 2 A R 2 A F B Beta Sig 

Beta Beta 

Step 1: .114 .114 14,47*** .095 .095 3.62* 

Stress .651 .132 .01 .106 .015 .87 

Perceived support -.967 -.277 .00 -1.732 -.301 .00 

Received emotional support .536 .145 .01 -.086 -.015 .87 

Step 2: 

a Stress x perceived support .119 .006 2.2 -.329 -.475 .13 .106 .011 1.27 -.950 -.880 .26 

b Stress x received emotional support .132 .018 7.06** .620 .680 .01 .096 .001 0.14 -.264 -.203 .71 

c Perceived support x received .124 .010 3.92* -.316 -.493 .049 .119 .024 2.82 -.877 -.961 .10 

emotional support 

Step 3: 

Stress x perceived emotional support .150 .003 1.08 -.201 -1.236 .30 .129 .008 0.90 .912 4.051 .35 

x received information 

Table continues 
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Table 2 (cont'd) 

Males Females 

Predictor R 2 AR 2 A F B Beta Sig R 2 AR 2 A F B Beta Sig 

Beta Beta 

Step 1 .097 .097 12.09*** .095 .095 3.64* 

Stress .774 .157 .00 .082 .012 .90 

Perceived support -.908 -.260 .00 -1.804 -.314 .00 

Received tangible assistance -.203 -.059 .26 .127 .028 .77 

Step 2: 

a Stress x perceived support .102 .006 2.08 -.317 -.458 .15 .106 .011 1.22 -.925 -.856 .27 

b Stress x received tangible assistance .097 - 0.04 .042 .044 .84 .095 .000 .00 .020 .017 .97 

c Perceived support x received .114 .017 6.60* .416 .651 .01 .117 .022 2.50 -.952 -1.208 .12 

tangible assistance 

Step 3: 

Stress x perceived support x received .117 - 0.02 .026 .147 .88 .145 .021 2.44 1.290 6.123 .12 

tangible assistance 

Table continues 
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Table 2 (continued) 

Predictor R 2 A R 2 

Males 

AF B Beta Sig 

Beta 

R 2 A R 2 

Females 

AF B Beta Sig 

Beta 

Step 1: .095 .095 11.89*** .097 .097 3.71* 

Stress .732 .149 .01 .122 .017 .60 

Perceived support -.937 -.269 .00 -1.705 -.297 .00 

Received information support .173 .044 .40 -.240 -.050 .86 

Step 2: 

a Stress x perceived support .101 .006 2.19 -.325 -.470 .14 .106 .009 1.09 -.879 -.814 .30 

b Stress x received information .100 .005 1.71 .310 .318 .19 .107 .010 1.19 -.604 -.495 .28 

c Perceived support x received .095 - 0.01 .016 .024 .92 .104 .007 0.84 -.489 -.596 .36 

information 

Step 3: 

Stress x perceived support x received .108 .001 0.47 -.125 -.728 .49 .137 .012 1.44 1.200 5.643 .17 

emotional support 

p< .05 ** rj< .01 *** E<.001 
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