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Abstract: Under conditions of economic threat, such as during economic downturns, organizations can 

benefit from employees’ willingness to go beyond the call of duty and engage in organization-directed 

citizenship behavior (OCBO). Yet, such behavior is discretionary and competes for time with employees’ 

other interests and priorities. I integrate life history theory with the temporal dilemma perspective on 

organizational citizenship behavior to propose that childhood environments sensitize individuals to 

prioritize different goals in response to economic threat later in life. Consistent with strategies for 

responding to threat that are functional in their childhood environments, employees from wealthier 

backgrounds respond to economic threat by focusing on the future and allocating more time to OCBO, 

whereas employees from poorer backgrounds exhibit the opposite response. Two pre-registered multi-

source field surveys found support for the theory and also showed that the effects of economic threat may 

lead to a reproduction of childhood inequalities by impacting employees’ promotion potential. A pre-

registered experiment replicated the effects on future focus and OCBO and found that they can be 

attenuated through a future focus induction. I discuss implications for research on employee responses to 

economic threat, influences of early-life conditions on employee psychology and behavior later in life, 

and organizational dynamics as drivers of inequality. 

Keywords: Economic threat, Organizational citizenship behavior, OCBO, Life history theory, Temporal 

dilemma 

 

1. Introduction 

Under conditions of economic threat, such as during economic downturns, do employees step up and go 

beyond the call of duty in support of their organization? Such discretionary behavior undertaken by 

employees is referred to as organizational citizenship behavior directed at the organization (OCBO), and 

it can make a difference in the functioning of firms and thus their ability to navigate conditions of 

economic threat (Organ, 1988). For example, employees may voluntarily stay longer at work to manage 

a higher workload introduced by a crisis, or offer ideas for how the organization could avert threats or 

realize opportunities presented by the changing conditions (Williams & Anderson, 1991). Given the 

utility of OCBO to organizations, managers might certainly hope that employees will display higher 

levels of OCBO when economic threat is salient. At the same time, because OCBO is discretionary, 

economic threat might motivate employees to focus on other priorities and interests that may compete for 

time with discretionary engagements at work. I present a novel theoretical model that explains how 

employees resolve this dilemma, casting economic threat as a broad factor linking early-life conditions 

and OCBO, with ultimate implications for the reproduction of childhood inequalities. 

I draw on life history theory (Ellis and Del Giudice, 2014, Ellis and Del Giudice, 2019), which argues 

that the strategies people use to respond to conditions of threat in adulthood are conditioned in a 

functional manner during childhood, similar to the early “critical period” for language acquisition 

(Belsky et al., 2010, Boyce and Ellis, 2005). This perspective suggests that individuals who spend their 

childhoods in a poorer (vs. wealthier) environment respond to threat later in life by acting in ways that 

maximize immediate benefits (vs. future-oriented investments) (Griskevicius et al., 2011, Griskevicius et 

al., 2013). I integrate life history theory with the temporal dilemma perspective on organizational 

 
1 This research was funded by the Singapore Ministry of Education (MOE) Academic Research Fund (AcRF) Tier 1 grant OR 

Ref No. 20-C207-SMU-009. 
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citizenship behavior (OCB), which conceptualizes such behaviors as future-oriented investments 

benefiting both one’s organization and one’s career (Joireman et al., 2006, Strobel et al., 2013). I predict 

that employees will respond to economic threat in ways that are functional in their childhood 

environments, with employees from wealthier backgrounds responding by focusing on the future and 

allocating more time to OCBO, and employees from poorer backgrounds exhibiting the opposite 

response. 

I focus on OCBO because it involves support for broader organizational activities and functioning and 

may as such be particularly relevant in times of economic threat when organizations need to adapt their 

processes to survive. In addition, OCBO is particularly relevant from the perspective of employees’ own 

careers. Specifically, while other discretionary behaviors, such as interpersonally-directed citizenship 

behavior (OCBI), can be detrimental to one’s success at work (Bergeron, 2007, Bergeron et al., 2011), 

OCBO tends to be positively associated with promotions (Allen, 2006).2 Therefore, it is possible that 

economic threat undermines the promotability of workers from poorer backgrounds through its effect on 

OCBO, while having the opposite effect for workers from wealthier backgrounds, an effect that would 

effectively act as a mechanism that amplifies and reproduces childhood inequalities. 

I conducted three pre-registered studies to test the life history perspective on economic threat and OCBO 

(Fig. 1 summarizes the model). Studies 1a and 1b tested the theory in the field using multi-source 

surveys and two different strategies of proxying economic threat. Study 1a used data on objective levels 

of economic threat (unemployment rates) across 414 local economic environments in the United States 

(U.S.). Study 1b used perceptions of economic threat as reported by employees from 93 organizations in 

India. Both field studies measured leaders’ ratings of employees’ promotion potential, a key proxy 

of objective career success (Ng et al., 2005), to test the proposed negative implications for the career 

outcomes of employees from poorer backgrounds. Study 2 was an experiment among employees in 

which their perception of economic threat was manipulated. The experiment also included a 

manipulation designed to attenuate the predicted drop in future focus and OCBO among workers from 

poorer backgrounds. The manipulation targeted the key identified psychological mechanism of future 

focus, thereby providing a moderation-of-process test of the mechanism (Spencer et al., 2005) as well as 

pointing to a way to override the responses to threat conditioned during childhood. 

 

 

Fig. 1. Conceptual model. 

 

The intended contributions of this work are as follows. I contribute to organizational research on 

employee responses to economic threat (for reviews, see Bianchi, 2020, Sirola, 2020), which has thus far 

not investigated how employees’ willingness to engage in OCBO is impacted by economic threat, despite 

the importance of OCBO under such conditions. This body of research has also not considered that the 

effects of economic threat on individual psychology might be socioeconomically stratified. This insight 

is important because it means that the broad phenomenon of economic threat may in itself act as a 

mechanism through which childhood inequalities are reproduced in organizations (Amis et al., 2020). 

The study of economic threat in conjunction with employee childhood conditions also adds to the 

research on social class background, which has examined how coming from poorer versus wealthier 

environments influences whether individuals act in ways that benefit others, finding heterogeneous 

 
2 As I elaborate in the theory section, another reason for focusing on OCBO rather than OCBI is that OCBO much more clearly 

fits the temporal dilemma perspective on OCB that I leverage as the theoretical scaffolding for my model. 
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results (Kraus et al., 2010, Piff et al., 2010, Varnum et al., 2015). I show that the expression of other-

oriented tendencies as a function of employee background might fundamentally depend on the salience 

of economic threat, thereby identifying a novel and broad factor that may shape various other effects of 

employee background. Finally, this research extends the life history theory literature to the domain of 

other-benefiting behaviors by refining the conceptualization of the underlying mechanism (temporal 

focus) and integrating it with the temporal dilemma perspective, as well as by providing one of the first 

attempts to situationally override and thus regulate the influence of childhood environments on responses 

to threat later in life. 

 

2. Theory 

2.1. Economic threat, life history, and OCBO 

Economic threat, typically proxied by rising unemployment rates and other indicators of declining 

economic activity (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012, Eurofund, 2009), is a common and consequential 

factor impacting organizations and employees. Most employees experience an economic downturn 

several times during their careers; an average employee in the U.S., for example, has experienced a 

recession about every five years over the past century and a half (National Bureau of Economic 

Research, 2011). For organizations, adverse economic conditions represent a threat to their economic 

viability due to a host of interrelated factors, such as the tightening of credit conditions, lower demand, 

and the need to adapt to changing contextual pressures and shocks. For most employees, adverse 

economic conditions threaten the security and prospects of their current employment and constrain labor 

market options (Elsby et al., 2010, Hall, 2005, March and Simon, 1958). 

To explain how individuals respond to economic threat, I draw on life history theory, an evolutionary 

framework that explains developmental adaptations to contextual threat (Belsky et al., 1991, Ellis and 

Del Giudice, 2014, Ellis and Del Giudice, 2019; K. Hill & Kaplan, 1999). Much research 

in developmental psychology has examined how coming from a poorer versus wealthier family impacts 

cognitive functioning in adulthood (Duncan et al., 2017, Evans and Schamberg, 2009). Life history 

theory falls within this line of inquiry, but focuses specifically on how coming from a poorer versus 

wealthier background shapes people’s responses to threat, as opposed to cognitive ability more generally. 

In contrast to the earlier “deficits” perspectives, which assumed that coming from a poorer family 

uniformly impairs cognitive functioning (Duncan et al., 2017, Evans, 2004), life history theory suggests 

that differences in childhood environments sensitize people to respond to threat later in life in ways that 

are adaptive and functional for the environment they grew up in (Ellis et al., 2020, Frankenhuis and 

Nettle, 2020). 

Coming from a poorer (vs. wealthier) family is associated with more scarcity, also referred to as 

harshness, and unpredictability. In such environments, it is functional to be maximally attentive to the 

context, particularly under conditions of threat. The future is less predictable and less certain in harsh (vs. 

abundant) environments; accordingly, it is functional to cope with situational threat by focusing on the 

here and now, as opposed to investing in the future. By contrast, in abundant environments, the future is 

more predictable and more likely to be positive. In such contexts, it is functional to invest in future 

fitness-maximizing payoffs. When situational threat is salient, people from wealthier families look to and 

invest in the future, as they are accustomed to adversity passing and their future remaining predictable 

and positive. 

In the early years of development, the stress response system adapts to respond functionally to such 

differences in the nature of threat occurring in the environment (Del Giudice et al., 2011, McEwen, 

2012, Taylor, 2010). Resource-scarce versus resource-abundant environments differentially condition 

responses to the release of stress hormones (e.g., cortisol) in situations of contextual threat in adulthood 

(McEwen and Stellar, 1993, Taylor et al., 2004). The conditioning of the stress response system early in 

life means that those who grew up in poorer versus wealthier families exhibit different responses to 

threat in adulthood, even if their adult conditions are comparable. Consequently, conditioned responses 

to threat show some measure of long-term stability, meaning that even people in similar situations (e.g., 
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two employees performing the same job and receiving comparable pay) might respond differently to the 

same type of threat (e.g., news of an economic downturn) as a function of their childhood environment.3 

A recent body of research in psychology has found support for this perspective. Studies have typically 

induced economic concerns (vs. no concerns) and observed the implications for decision-making and 

different types of cognitive performance (see Frankenhuis et al., 2016, Ellis et al., 2020, for reviews of 

the area). Consistent with the tenets of life history theory—and in contrast to the broad “deficits” 

notion—participants from poorer (vs. wealthier) backgrounds behave and perform similarly when threat 

is not induced. However, when economic threat is primed (e.g., by having participants read that the 

economy is deteriorating), participants from poorer backgrounds show less future-focused responses, for 

example, in the form of steeper temporal discounting (Griskevicius et al., 2013) and the desire to have 

children sooner (Griskevicius et al., 2011a). Participants from wealthier backgrounds show the opposite 

response when threatened, i.e., more future-focused tendencies, including a willingness to wait for a 

greater reward (Griskevicius et al., 2013) and the desire to postpone having children (Griskevicius et al., 

2011a). These tendencies emerge regardless of participants’ current financial standing, in line with the 

idea that such tendencies represent an expression of strategies for responding to threat that are 

conditioned during childhood. 

I integrate life history theory with the temporal dilemma perspective on OCB to construct my model. As 

illustrated above, psychological research guided by life history theory has relied on laboratory tasks to 

infer the extent to which people are future-oriented as a function of threat. The organizational literature 

has proposed a related construct of future “temporal focus,” which concerns the extent to which one is 

attentive to the future (Shipp & Cole, 2015). The tendency to engage in future-maximizing behaviors, 

such as delaying gratification, can be conceptualized as reflective of the extent to which one is, in a given 

moment, psychologically focused on the future. As noted earlier, when exposed to threat, those who 

experienced poorer childhoods are more likely to engage in different forms of immediate gratification 

than to make future-oriented investments. The opposite response occurs among those who experienced 

wealthier childhoods, i.e., they engage less in immediate gratification and more in future-oriented 

investments. Consequently, for those from wealthier backgrounds, economic threat seems to induce a 

stronger focus on the future, whereas the opposite is true for those from poorer backgrounds. 

The temporal dilemma perspective on OCB (Joireman et al., 2006) highlights the temporal tradeoffs 

inherent in engaging in OCB. Because OCBO is discretionary, engaging in it represents a choice to 

invest some of one’s current time and energy to create benefits for the organization. Such organizational 

benefits can translate into longer term benefits for the self (Allen, 2006), creating a temporal tradeoff 

between immediate gratification (e.g., enjoying free time) and investment in the future (e.g., attending 

work above the norm). Joireman et al. (2006) found that people indeed understand OCB as a tradeoff 

between short-term costs to the self and long-term benefits to both the self and the organization. Given 

this, we would expect the extent to which a person is focused on the future to predict their willingness to 

go above and beyond in support of the organization. Research indeed finds that future focus positively 

predicts OCB (Strobel et al., 2013), as does the parallel construct of concern for future consequences 

(Joireman et al., 2006). 

I thus argue that economic threat will lead to divergent responses in terms of employees making future-

oriented investments (i.e., investments that bring long-term benefits) in the form of OCBO, as a function 

of their childhood background. When exposed to economic threat, those coming from wealthier 

backgrounds should be more likely to make such future-oriented investments in the form of OCBO, 

whereas those coming from poorer backgrounds should exhibit the opposite response. The latter group 

should be more likely to withhold non-discretionary contributions to the organization and instead opt to 

allocate their time to other priorities and interests. 

Note that this argument does not assume that OCBO is motivated only by the prospect of future career 

benefits or that people always prefer to engage in activities other than OCBO in the short term. OCBO 

can, in some part, be driven by genuine other-oriented motives (Rioux and Penner, 2001, Takeuchi et al., 

 
3 In line with the life history perspective, I focus on the role of childhood financial standing given its influence on the early-life 

sensitization of the stress response system. Current financial standing is treated as a control variable conceptually and 

analytically. However, in the general discussion, I describe exploratory tests of the role of current financial standing in shaping 

responses to threat. 
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2015) and therefore some people might enjoy spending their time engaging in OCBO. Nevertheless, on 

average, OCBO is seen as a personal cost rather than a benefit, given that it competes for time with other 

interests a person might have (Joireman et al., 2006). Therefore, the extent to which economic threat 

motivates employees from wealthier backgrounds to increase future-oriented investments should 

translate into higher levels of OCBO. Conversely, the extent to which economic threat motivates 

employees from poorer backgrounds to reduce future-oriented investments (perhaps in favor of interests 

and activities seen as less of a short-term cost to the self) should translate into lower levels of OCBO. I 

predict as follows: 

Hypothesis 1 

Economic threat is associated with lower (higher) levels of OCBO among workers from 

poorer (wealthier) backgrounds. 

Hypothesis 2 

Future focus mediates the negative (positive) effect of economic threat on OCBO among workers from 

poorer (wealthier) backgrounds. 

 

2.2. Implications for promotability 

Although individuals’ responses to threat are functional for the (childhood) environment in which those 

responses were sensitized, they might be “normatively mismatched” (Ellis et al., 2020) with the demands 

of the individual’s current environment. Specifically, lower levels of future focus (and OCBO) resulting 

from the perception of economic threat among workers from poorer backgrounds might harm workers’ 

own career prospects in the context of modern organizations. Higher levels of OCBO benefit the 

functioning of teams and organizations and should, as such, be valued by superiors (Podsakoff et al., 

2000). Particularly when facing economic threat, a decline in OCBO among some employees might 

undermine how those employees are perceived by superiors and whether they are considered fit for 

higher level positions in the organization. Documenting that economic threat has divergent (potentially 

opposing) effects on the career prospects of employees, in a way that undermines the standing of 

employees from poorer backgrounds while improving the standing of employees from wealthier 

backgrounds, would mean that the effect proposed here acts as a mechanism that reproduces childhood 

inequalities. 

To investigate this possibility, I examined the downstream consequences of the proposed interaction 

effect of economic threat and childhood financial standing on OCBO in the form of promotion potential, 

a key proxy of career success (Ng et al., 2005). Specifically, I predicted that lower (higher) levels of 

OCBO arising in response to economic threat among employees from poorer (wealthier) backgrounds 

would be associated with lower (higher) promotion potential. OCBO is important for organizational 

functioning, so employees who engage in it are likely to be recognized by higher-ups for their interest 

and willingness to invest in broader organizational dynamics and organizational success. The key goal of 

leaders is to secure a high level of contribution to organizational goals on the part of employees 

(Barnard, 1968, Gouldner, 1959, Selznick, 1948). As such, their assessment of employees’ willingness to 

go above and beyond to support their organization during times of economic threat is likely to influence 

their assessment of which employees are fit to be promoted to higher level roles. I therefore predict: 

Hypothesis 3 

Economic threat undermines (enhances) the promotion potential of employees from 

poorer (wealthier) backgrounds due to higher (lower) levels of OCBO. 

 

3. Overview of research 

Studies 1a and 1b provided field tests of the theory in two different countries (the U.S. and India), using 

different operational definitions of economic threat, and documenting implications for promotion 

potential from a credible source: managers. Managers also provided ratings of employee OCBO to 

provide a test of the theory using other-report data. I followed the two field studies with an experimental 
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replication to enhance the internal validity of the conclusions. The study was single-source and was thus 

not able to test implications for promotability. However, the experimental environment afforded an 

opportunity to interfere with the proximal psychological mechanism of future focus, and thus to conduct 

a moderation-of-process test of the mechanism (Spencer et al., 2005). Finally, Study 2 also tested several 

potential alternative explanations (self-concern, other-orientation, and sense of power), which were 

suggested in part by the pattern of results observed in the first two studies. 

To verify the assumption that managers are able to observe employee OCBO, and thus that they can 

report on these behaviors in Studies 1a and 1b, as well as that OCBO is likely to matter for promotion 

potential, I conducted a separate validation study, detailed in Online Supplement A. The validation study 

found that 1) managers rated OCBO as behaviors that they were generally able to observe, and 2) there 

was a large correlation between employee self-reported and manager-reported OCBO engaged in by the 

employee. The validation study also (1) replicated the Joireman et al. (2006) results, indicating that 

employees understood OCBO as a long-term benefit to the self, and (2) extended the previous results by 

showing that OCBO was seen as more beneficial to the self than OCBI in the long term. This final 

validation result suggests that OCBO is particularly relevant from the life history perspective and the 

focus of this perspective on investments in the future. 

All studies were pre-registered and there were no unreported exclusions or additions of cases or 

variables. The associated Open Science Framework (OSF) webpage (tinyurl.com/threat-beyond; Online 

Supplement) contains a time-stamped pre-registration of theory and hypotheses. It also contains 

materials, data, and analysis codes for all the studies. 

 

4. Studies 1a and 1b: Field tests 

4.1. Method 

Both field tests involved managers who provided ratings of their subordinates’ OCBO and promotion 

potential. I focused on teams in which subordinates had similar positions, income levels, and 

responsibilities in the organization. The goal of this sampling strategy was to survey employees who 

were as similar as possible in terms of their current financial and job situation. This strategy arguably 

allowed for a conservative test of the notion that the employees would react differently as a function of 

their childhood conditions in response to economic threat. 

Study 1a was conducted in the U.S., which afforded the advantage of having many local economic areas 

that varied in their economic conditions. This design enabled me to leverage data on economic 

conditions from official sources as a proxy of economic threat. Study 1b was conducted in India and 

focused on teams drawn from a diverse range of firms. This design enabled me to use aggregated 

perceptions of economic threat among team members and leaders as the independent variable. The 

survey for Study 1b had a longer maximum length than that for Study 1a, which I leveraged to administer 

longer measures than in Study 1a. The two studies thus provided complementary field tests of the 

theoretical model. 

Participants and Design. American sample. I recruited managers through ROI Rocket, a firm specialized 

in assistance with market and academic research, which verifies participants’ location and employment 

status through extensive checks (ROI Rocket, 2022). Because the firm holds data on participant location, 

I was able to target managers from a wide range of local economic environments in the U.S. to ensure 

sufficient variation in local economic conditions. Managers were the primary respondents and were paid 

$15 per response. I asked them to respond to the survey while at work, using a tablet or laptop. In 

addition to the self-report component, I requested managers to approach five of their subordinates to ask 

them to respond to several questions presented on a single page. No information was provided either to 

the managers or to the subordinates regarding the content of the survey or the study hypotheses to avoid 

the possibility of self-selection into the survey related to the focal variables. Given the complex design of 

the survey and the need to keep it as short as possible (as suggested by the data collection firm), I did not 

measure future focus. Instead, employees responded only to questions asking them about their current 

and childhood financial standing. The page instructed employees to submit their responses before 

returning the device to ensure that their responses were not seen by the managers. (The option to move 

back through the survey was disabled.). 
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In total, 1,001 managers and 5,0054 of their subordinates responded to the survey. They came from 46 

different U.S. states and 414 different counties. Managers had on average 15.38 years of work experience 

(SD = 8.13) and 9.38 years of tenure in the current firm (SD = 6.32); the average age was 43.63 

(SD = 9.50), and 50.79% were women. The most common jobs performed by their employees included 

administrative services manager, customer service representative, civil engineer, and software developer. 

Indian sample. I recruited participants through a firm in India specializing in academic and market 

research, Maction Consulting. I surveyed three employees and one manager, with each team drawn from 

a different organization. Participants were approached in major economic centers across India, and the 

recruitment staff targeted firms from a diverse range of industries and firm sizes. The regional diversity 

and diversity in terms of industries and firm sizes were meant to ensure sufficient variation between 

firms and convergence within firms in terms of perceived economic threat relevant to the organization, as 

viewed by its members. Each participant was surveyed directly, and there were fewer constraints on 

survey length, which enabled me to use measures that were similar to but longer than those used in the 

American sample (all detailed in Online Appendix A). 

In total, 2795 subordinates and 93 managers from as many firms responded to the survey. They were paid 

$10 per response. Managers had 11.62 years of work experience (SD = 6.89) and 4.72 years of tenure in 

the current firm (SD = 2.60); the average age was 43.38 (SD = 6.51), and 76.34% were men. Employees 

had 12.01 years of work experience on average (SD = 3.47) and 2.97 years of tenure in the current firm 

(SD = 1.30); the average age was 30.00 (SD = 2.43), and 63.80% were men. The gender asymmetry 

among both managers and subordinates is in line with India’s gender gap in the population as well as in 

the labor force (The World Bank, 2021). The most common jobs performed by employees included 

financial manager, loan officer, sales manager, and software developer. 

Measures. Online Appendix A contains details of all the measures. 

Economic threat. Participants in both samples were asked to keep in mind the economic context that was 

most relevant to their individual organization and their employees. In the Indian sample, both employees 

and managers responded to a six-item measure of perceived economic threat adapted from previous work 

(Sirola & Pitesa, 2017). Sample items are: “The state of the economy is bad,” and “An economic 

recession is likely” (α = 0.87) (see Online Appendix A). In the American sample, managers were asked 

to indicate the ZIP code of their organization or, alternatively, the economic environment they believed 

to be most relevant in terms of its influence on the firm and its employees. I then extracted data on 

objective levels of economic threat from official sources (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021). The 

proxy of economic threat was local area unemployment, which is a standard proxy of contextual 

economic threat that has been widely used in organizational research (Bianchi, 2013, Sirola and Pitesa, 

2017), as well as in other disciplines, such as economics (Kahn, 2010) and psychology (Bianchi et al., 

2018; S. E. Hill et al., 2012). The key advantage of this proxy is that it is a salient feature of the 

economic context that individuals tend to be aware of, so it can reasonably be expected to impact their 

psychology (Bianchi et al., 2018). 

Employee childhood and current financial standing. In the U.S. sample, I administered three-item 

measures used in the majority of previous studies guided by life history theory (Griskevicius et al., 

2011, Griskevicius et al., 2011). The measure of current financial standing served as a control variable to 

isolate the effects of childhood financial standing. Sample items of childhood financial standing are: “My 

family didn’t worry too much about paying our bills,” and “I felt relatively wealthy compared to the 

other kids in my school” (αs > 0.88). Sample items of current financial standing are: “I live in a relatively 

 
4 In all three studies, the final sample size surpassed the pre-registered target sample size because of over-sampling by the data 

collection firm. I retained all responses. No cases were added, and all data collection was completed at one time before any 

analyses took place. There were several minor technical deviations in the design of Study 1a relative to the pre-registration (e.g., 

five subordinates per manager instead of the pre-registered four), all of which were introduced before the beginning of the data 

collection. There were no deviations from the pre-registrations of Studies 1b and 2. 
5 The Study 1a sample is noticeably larger than the Study 1b sample. The reason is that Study 1a’s operationalization 

(unemployment) was relatively distal and required a large number of level-2 (county) units for proper analysis (see the Study 1 

Results and Discussion section). By contrast, Study 1b’s operationalization of economic threat involved participants’ own 

perception of economic threat, which is arguably a much more direct way of capturing enomic threat as it impacts the 

participants psychologically. 
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wealthy neighborhood,” and “I feel relatively wealthy compared to others my age” (αs >.83). In the 

Indian sample, I added two similar items to each measure, as detailed in Online Appendix A. 

The measure of childhood financial standing was appropriate from a conceptual standpoint in the sense 

that the “items provide an objective measure of developmental stress (e.g., one’s definition of what it 

means to have gone through hard times is open to interpretation)” (S. E. Hill et al., 2013, p. 893). 

Research has also found “a strong link between adults’ retrospectively reported and actual SES 

[socioeconomic status] in childhood” (S. E. Hill et al., 2016, Cohen et al., 2010, Duncan et al., 2010). To 

further evaluate the validity of the measure, I conducted a separate pre-registered scale validation study 

in both the U.S. and India (Online Supplement B). This study found evidence of convergent validity of 

the focal measures relative to a range of established measures of past and current financial standing. 

Future focus measure. As noted earlier, future focus was only measured in the Indian sample, using a 

six-item measure of future focus by Shipp, Edwards, and Lambert (2009). Sample items are: “I think 

about times to come,” and “I think about what my future has in store” (α = 0.92). 

Manager-rated OCBO. In both samples, OCBO was measured the same way as in Allen (2006). This 

involved a seven-item measure of OCBO developed by Williams and Anderson (1991), supplemented by 

two items developed by Allen (2006). Sample items are: “Attend functions not required by company 

management, but which help the company’s overall image,” and “Make suggestions to improve the 

overall quality of the department.” The measure was internally consistent (αs > 0.79). 

Manager-rated employee promotion potential. In line with previous studies (Allen and Rush, 

1998, Heilman and Chen, 2005), I asked managers in the American sample to indicate the extent to 

which they would recommend their subordinates for (1) a promotion and (2) a high-profile project 

(α = 0.87). In the Indian sample, three similar items were again added, as detailed in Online Appendix A 

(α = 0.89). 

Controls. In both samples, I controlled for employee current financial standing to isolate the effects of 

childhood financial standing, in line with previous life history research. In addition, to account for 

potential differences in the types of work that workers from poorer versus wealthier backgrounds were 

engaged in, managers in both samples reported their industry based on the North American Industry 

Classification System (NAICS; NIOSH, 2020), which enabled me to control for industry fixed effects. 

Managers then reported the specific type of work the team was engaged in using the Occupational 

Information Network (O*NET) classification developed by the U.S. Department of Labor (National 

Center for O*NET Development, 2022c). O*NET contains “hundreds of standardized and occupation-

specific descriptors on almost 1,000 occupations” (National Center for O*NET Development, 2022a). 

These data are generated based on surveys of large and representative samples of workers across 

occupations. Standard measures are used to gauge different aspects of work performed in different 

occupations (questionnaires can be accessed at National Center for O*NET Development, 2022b). 

I extracted data from O*NET on key interpersonal and structural factors that characterize the given type 

of work and that could be relevant to whether employees engage in OCBO. These data can be extracted 

directly from the O*NET webpage (www.onetonline.org) and I used the job classification codes obtained 

by surveying supervisors to assign values for the relevant variables to each work team. I extracted data 

on the intensity of social contact among team members, level of interdependence within the team, team 

member job autonomy, competition among employees, time pressure, and job security—all factors that 

could conceivably shape the motivation and opportunities for engaging in OCBO (e.g., Cropanzano et 

al., 2003, Eatough et al., 2011, Randall et al., 1999). Finally, in Study 1b, I recorded data on employee 

age, gender, and education (based on the classification by United States Census Bureau, 2022) as 

controls, as these factors could impact how strongly a person’s behavior in adulthood is affected by his 

or her childhood experiences. For both samples, the results hold with and without controls. 

Tables 1a and 1b contain details of the study variables for both samples. 

Table 1. a Study 1a: variable summaries and correlations. Table 1b Study 1b (Indian Sample): variable 

summaries and correlations. 
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4.2. Results and discussion 

Throughout the paper, I report unstandardized coefficients as measures of effect direction and size (Pek 

& Flora, 2018), along with standard errors and p-values. In addition, the tables report R2 and 

incremental R2 for all models. 

Hypothesis 1 

Test. American sample. The data came from a wide range of local economic areas (counties) and thus 

had a clustered structure with a varying number of respondents per cluster 

(M = 12.09, SD = 28.03). McNeish (2014: 651) noted that “sparse clustered data do not seem to present 

too many issues from a parameter estimate bias perspective when there are a reasonable number of 

clusters and most clusters have multiple observations.” The American sample was distributed across 414 

clusters, above the threshold of 50 (McNeish, 2014). Given the clustered nature of the data and the 

significant between-cluster variance in the outcome variable (ICC = 0.21, p < .001), multilevel 

modeling was used (McNeish, 2014). Because the focal interaction between economic threat and 

employee childhood financial standing is a cross-level interaction, employee background was group-

mean centered (Enders and Tofighi, 2007, Hofmann and Gavin, 1998). 

Table 2 presents the results, showing that economic threat interacted with employee childhood 

environment in predicting OCBO (b = 0.05, SE = 0.01, p < .001). The interaction is displayed in Fig. 2, 

using the Johnson-Neyman “floodlight” approach to visualize the effect of economic threat across the 

range of participant childhood financial standing (Carden et al., 2017, Spiller et al., 2013). The pattern of 

the interaction was such that higher levels of economic threat (higher unemployment rates) were linked 

to lower levels of OCBO among workers from poorer6 backgrounds (b = -0.14, SE = 0.04, p < .001), but 

higher levels of OCBO among workers from wealthier backgrounds (b = 0.17, SE = 0.04, p < .001; 

see Table 3 for all marginal means). Hypothesis 1 is thus supported. 

 
6 To provide a conventional reporting of simple slopes of economic threat at illustrative high vs. low levels of participant 

childhood financial standing in the text, I report simple slopes probed at the lowest (1) versus highest (5) levels of childhood 

financial standing. This is the appropriate theory testing approach because evidence for the hypothesized crossover interaction is 

obtained if the effect of economic threat reverses at any level of the moderator variable (childhood financial standing). That is, I 

had no predictions as to the specific point of employee childhood financial standing at which the effect of economic threat would 

reverse. The interaction figures additionally depict simple slopes across the entire range of the moderator variable. 
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Table 2. Studies 1a and 1b: regression analyses results. 

 

Fig. 2. Study 1a: simple slope of economic threat in predicting OCBO. 

 

 

Table 3. Marginal Means of OCBO Across Studies. 

 

In addition, although not directly relevant to my hypotheses, I note an interesting pattern of simple 

effects of employee childhood financial standing. Specifically, when economic threat was at its lowest 

point, employees from poorer backgrounds opted for higher levels of OCBO (b = -0.11, SE = 0.02, 

p < .001). With increasing levels of threat, however, the effect reversed, and at the highest levels of 

economic threat, employees from wealthier backgrounds opted for markedly higher levels of OCBO 

(b = 0.65, SE = 0.14, p < .001). The simple effect at low levels of threat may perhaps be understood in 

light of research suggesting that individuals who grew up in lower income communities have a higher 
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general other-orientation (Kraus et al., 2010, Piff et al., 2010, Varnum et al., 2015). However, it seems 

that the higher other-orientation of workers from poorer backgrounds can only manifest itself when 

economic threat is low. 

Indian sample. I aggregated the perception of economic threat by employees and their supervisors. 

There was high convergence in their perception of threat (ICC = 0.86), which suggests that the (shared) 

perception was likely based on some jointly perceived features of their economic environment and the 

perceived impact on their firm. Data were nested within firms and again exhibited a significant between-

cluster variance in the outcome variable (ICC = 0.22, p < .001). Therefore, multilevel modeling was used 

for this sample as well. Table 2 presents the results and shows that the results were comparable to those 

obtained in the American sample. Perceived economic threat interacted with employee childhood 

financial standing in predicting OCBO (b = 0.22, SE = 0.06, p = .001; see Fig. 3, left), such that higher 

levels of perceived economic threat were linked to lower levels of OCBO among workers from poorer 

backgrounds (b = -0.39, SE = 0.15, p = .010), but higher levels of OCBO among workers from wealthier 

backgrounds (b = 0.47, SE = 0.14, p = .001). Hypothesis 1 is thus supported in both samples. 

 

Fig. 3. Study 1b: simple slope of economic threat in predicting OCBO (Left) and Future Focus (Right). 

 

Looking at the simple effects of employee childhood financial standing, I note that, as in the American 

sample, employees from poorer backgrounds exhibited higher levels of OCBO when threat was at its 

lowest level (b = -0.23, SE = 0.10, p = .018), but the effect reversed with increasing levels of threat. At 

the highest levels of economic threat, employees from wealthier backgrounds exhibited higher levels of 

OCBO (b = 0.37, SE = 0.11, p = .001). These findings indicate that workers from poorer backgrounds are 

more other-oriented when economic threat is low, but rising economic threat overrides this tendency. 

Hypothesis 2 

Test. As noted earlier, Hypothesis 2 was tested in the Indian sample only. Table 2 presents the results. 

Perceived economic threat interacted with employee childhood financial standing in predicting future 

focus (b = 0.36, SE = 0.09, p < .001; see Fig. 3 for the interaction). Higher perceived economic threat 

predicted lower future focus among workers from poorer backgrounds (b = -0.59, SE = 0.20, p = .003), 

but had the opposite effect among workers from wealthier backgrounds (b = 0.81, SE = 0.18, p < .001). 

Furthermore, future focus was positively associated with OCBO (b = 0.21, SE = 0.04, p < .001). I 

computed bootstrap bias-corrected confidence intervals (5,000 samples) of the indirect effect of 

economic threat on OCBO via future focus at high versus low levels of participant childhood financial 

standing. Among employees from poorer backgrounds, there was a significant negative indirect effect of 

perceived economic threat on OCBO through lower future focus (b = -0.14, CI95%: −0.27, −0.01), while 

among employees from wealthier backgrounds, the indirect effect was positive (b = 0.20, CI95%: 0.01, 

0.32). Hypothesis 2 is supported. 

Hypothesis 3 

Test. American sample. OCBO positively and strongly predicted manager-rated promotion potential 

(b = 0.82, SE = 0.02, p < .001). Using the same indirect effect testing procedure, I found a significant 

negative indirect effect of perceived economic threat on promotion potential via OCBO among workers 

from poorer backgrounds (b = -0.13, CI95%: −0.22, −0.02) and a significant positive effect among 

workers from wealthier backgrounds (b = 0.16, CI95%: 0.07, 0.23). Hypothesis 3 is supported. 
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Indian sample. In the Indian sample, OCBO also positively and strongly predicted manager-rated 

promotion potential (b = 0.65, SE = 0.06, p < .001). There was a negative indirect effect of perceived 

economic threat on promotion potential via future focus and OCBO among workers from poorer 

backgrounds (b = -0.09, CI95%: −0.22, −0.02) and a significant positive effect among workers from 

wealthier backgrounds (b = 0.13, CI95%: 0.03, 0.27). Hypothesis 3 is thus supported in both samples. 

 

5. Study 2: Experiment 

Study 2 used an experimental approach to test how perceived economic threat impacts OCBO, whether 

future temporal focus mediates the effect, and whether inducing future focus can attenuate the effect. 

This approach strengthened the internal validity of the findings, given the random assignment of 

participants to the economic threat and future focus conditions. In effect, by testing whether inducing 

future focus attenuates the drop in OCBO among workers from poorer backgrounds, the study provided 

an experimental moderation-of-process test of the mechanism (Spencer et al., 2005). 

I also leveraged this study to explore several potential alternative explanations: self-concern, other-

orientation, and sense of power. Studies 1a and 1b documented higher levels of OCBO among employees 

from poorer backgrounds when threat was at its lowest level. This is in line with research suggesting that 

individuals who grew up poorer have higher other-orientation (Kraus et al., 2010, Piff et al., 

2010, Varnum et al., 2015). I examined the possibility that economic threat impacts OCBO by reducing 

the otherwise high other-orientation of employees from poorer backgrounds and increasing their self-

concern. I therefore measured self-concern and other-orientation as potential alternative mediators to 

provide a more stringent test of the role of future focus. 

I also entertained the possibility that individual differences in sense of power might act as a proximal 

mechanism explaining the interactive role of childhood financial standing in the effect of economic threat 

on future focus and OCBO. Specifically, it is possible that those who grew up wealthier (vs. poorer) have 

a higher long-term sense of power. This possibility is suggested by research linking people’s social class 

to their long-term sense of control over their environment (Kraus et al., 2009), a construct similar to 

sense of power (commonly defined as control over valued outcomes; Emerson, 1962, Thibaut and 

Kelley, 1959). Sense of power may potentially buffer individuals from the experience of threat, 

explaining employees’ differential responses as a function of their childhood background. This 

possibility is also suggested by the research linking sense of power and construal level, which is related 

to future focus (Magee and Smith, 2013, Smith and Trope, 2006). Consequently, I explored whether 

differences in chronic sense of power (which may co-vary with childhood financial standing) act as a 

potential proximal psychological agent, differentially shaping the effects of economic threat on future 

focus and OCBO among employees from high versus low childhood financial standing. 

5.1. Method 

Participants and Design. The sample consisted of 1,711 full-time employees based in the U.S., recruited 

through Qualtrics Panels (Mage = 39.40, SDage = 13.15; 50.20% female). They were paid $7.50 per 

response. I consulted previous studies using a similar manipulation (e.g., Butz and Yogeeswaran, 

2011, Cohn et al., 2015, Griskevicius et al., 2013) and heuristically opted for a larger target sample size 

(400 participants per cell) to enhance the precision of estimates and minimize both error types (Button et 

al., 2013, Simmons, 2013). Participants occupied a diverse array of jobs, the most common ones being 

customer service representative, construction manager, retail salesperson, and administrative services 

manager. Participants were randomly assigned to the conditions of a 2 (economic threat: high vs. 

low) × 2 (future focus induced vs. baseline) between-subjects experiment. 

Procedure and Materials. Participants first responded to measures of individual differences, including 

measures of occupation, age, and education, which were the same as in Study 1b and again served as 

controls. I also measured race, given its potential association with childhood financial standing (see 

Online Appendix A). These were followed by measures of childhood and current financial standing and 

chronic sense of power. 

Childhood and current financial standing. The same five items for each of the two measures were used 

as in Study 1b. In addition, following previous life history research (Griskevicius et al., 2013; 
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e.g., Griskevicius et al., 2011b), I asked participants to report their estimated yearly childhood family 

income, as well as their current family income. They chose one of 12 options, starting from $10,000 or 

less, and ending with more than $150,000. I found high convergence between income estimates and self-

report items (standardized; αchildhood = 0.87, αcurrent = 0.86), justifying their aggregation and providing 

additional evidence of the convergent validity of the items used in Studies 1a and 1b. 

Sense of power. I asked participants to report how much power they had, using a nine-item measure 

by Anderson et al. (2012). Sample items are: “In my relationships with others I can get them to listen to 

what I say,” and “In my relationships with others my wishes do not carry much weight” (α = 0.69). After 

responding to these measures of individual differences, participants were randomly assigned to read 

about the state of the economy. 

State of the economy manipulation and manipulation check. The manipulation was similar to the 

manipulations employed in previous life history research (Griskevicius et al., 2013; S. E. Hill et al., 

2012) and in line with how individual reactions to economic threat have been manipulated in previous 

studies in economics, psychology, and organizational behavior (Cohn et al., 2015, Fisman et al., 

2015, Griskevicius et al., 2013; S. E. Hill et al., 2012, Sirola and Pitesa, 2017). Specifically, I randomly 

assigned participants to read a purportedly real newspaper article that described the prospects of the U.S. 

economy either favorably or unfavorably. I was able to rely on real facts and analyses to manipulate 

participants’ perceptions, thereby enhancing the credibility and effectiveness of the manipulation. This 

approach was considered particularly appropriate at the time, as concerns were being voiced that voters’ 

perceptions of the economy could be too easily manipulated with “news” that was not real (Qiu, 

2024, Rodriguez et al., 2022). Online Appendix B contains the articles. 

As a manipulation check, I used a three-item measure of perceived economic threat from previous 

research (Sirola & Pitesa, 2017), containing three items. Sample items are: “The state of the economy is 

bad,” and “An economic recession is likely” (α = 0.89). 

Future focus induction. In the future focus induction condition, I administered an induction taken from 

previous work (e.g., Chiu, 2012, Cojuharenco et al., 2011, Förster et al., 2004, Liberman and Förster, 

2009). Participants were asked to briefly imagine and write about their life one or two years 

later. Participants in the baseline condition were given the opportunity to write about anything that came 

to mind. 

Future focus measure. Participants next responded to the same measure of future focus administered in 

Study 1b (α = 0.92). 

Self-concern and other-orientation measures. I administered measures of self-concern and other-

orientation (three items each) by De Dreu and Nauta (2009). Sample items for self-concern are: “At work 

I am concerned about my own needs and interests,” and “At work my personal goals and aspirations are 

important to me” (α = 0.74). Sample items for other-orientation are: “At work I am concerned about the 

needs and interests of others such as my colleagues,” and “At work the goals and aspirations of 

colleagues are important to me” (α = 0.85). 

OCBO. Next, I measured how willing participants would be to engage in OCBO using the same measure 

as in Studies 1a and 1b (α = 0.75) but asking participants about their own willingness to engage in the 

described behaviors. 

Controls. The same control variables were included as in Study 1a: industry fixed effects, employee 

social contact, interdependence, job autonomy, competition, time pressure, job security, age, and 

education. In addition, I controlled for participant race using the U.S. Census Bureau 

(2023) classification. The results hold with and without controls. 

Table 4 contains details of the study variables. 
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Table 4. Study 2: variable summaries and correlations. 

 

5.2. Results and discussion 

I used ordinary least squares (OLS) regression for the analyses. 

Manipulation Checks. Participants in the high threat condition reported that the economy was in a 

worse state (M = 3.83, SD = 1.00) compared to participants in the low threat condition 

(M = 3.21, SD = 1.18; b = 0.63, SE = 0.05, p < .001). Furthermore, participants in the future focus 

condition (M = 4.34, SD = 0.75) displayed higher levels of future focus compared to participants in the 

baseline condition (M = 3.95, SD = 0.86; b = 0.39, SE = 0.04, p < .001). The manipulations thus operated 

as intended. 

Hypothesis 1 

Test. Table 5 presents the results. In the baseline condition, high (vs. low) economic threat interacted 

with employee childhood financial standing in predicting OCBO (b = 0.23, SE = 0.06, p < .001). As 

displayed in Fig. 4, high (vs. low) exposure to economic threat led participants from poorer backgrounds 

to exhibit lower levels of OCBO (b = -0.25, SE = 0.10, p = .009), while it led participants from wealthier 

backgrounds to exhibit higher levels of OCBO (b = 0.46, SE = 0.11, p < .001; see Table 3 for marginal 

means). The results support Hypothesis 1. 

Table 5. Study 2: regression analyses results. 
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Fig. 4. Study 2: simple slope of economic threat in predicting OCBO (Left) and future focus (Right). 

 

I note that the pattern of simple effects of childhood financial standing differed somewhat from what I 

found in Studies 1a and 1b. Specifically, participants from wealthier (vs. poorer) backgrounds exhibited 

similar levels of OCBO when economic threat was low (b = -0.08, SE = 0.05, p = .117); only when 

economic threat was high did participants from wealthier backgrounds exhibit higher levels of OCBO 

(b = 0.16, SE = 0.05, p = .001). 

Hypothesis 2 

Test. Economic threat and childhood financial standing interacted in predicting future focus 

(b = 0.20, SE = 0.07, p = .006), such that economic threat led participants from poorer backgrounds to 

become less future-oriented (b = -0.32, SE = 0.12, p = .006) and led participants from wealthier 

backgrounds to become more future-oriented (b = 0.29, SE = 0.13, p = .026). This interaction is 

displayed in Fig. 4 (right). Future focus was, in turn, positively associated with OCBO 

(b = 0.37, SE = 0.03, p < .001). I used the same procedure as in Study 1b to estimate the indirect effect of 

economic threat on OCBO through future focus. There was a negative indirect effect of economic threat 

on OCBO via lower future focus among employees from poorer backgrounds (b = -0.12, CI95%: −0.22, 

−0.01), but a positive indirect effect via higher future focus among employees from wealthier 

backgrounds (b = 0.10, CI95%: 0.03, 0.19). The results support Hypothesis 2. 

Future Focus Induction Test. Future focus induction attenuated the interaction between childhood 

financial standing and economic threat in predicting OCBO (b = -0.25, SE = 0.08, p = .003). Economic 

threat led to lower levels of OCBO among those from poorer backgrounds only in the baseline condition 

(as detailed above); in the future focus induced condition, threat was associated with higher levels of 

OCBO among participants from both wealthier and poorer backgrounds 

(bs > 0.24, SEs < 0.11, ps < 0.035). A similar pattern emerged with respect to future focus. Economic 

threat led to lower levels of future focus among those from poorer backgrounds only in the baseline 

condition (as detailed above); in the future focus induced condition, threat was associated with higher 

levels of future focus among participants from both wealthier and poorer backgrounds 

(bs > 0.21, SEs < 0.13, ps < 0.097). 

Therefore, future focus induction can attenuate the drop in OCBO due to lower levels of future focus in 

response to economic threat among those from poorer backgrounds. Indeed, as in the baseline low threat 

condition, childhood financial standing did not predict OCBO in the future focus induced condition, 

regardless of whether the level of threat was high or low (ps > 0.769) The results show that the negative 

effect of economic threat on OCBO among those from poorer backgrounds can be attenuated by 

targeting the focal mechanism. At the same time, the results provide additional, experimental evidence 

for the key role of future focus in linking economic threat, childhood financial standing, and OCBO 

(Spencer et al., 2005). 

Supplementary Analyses. With the exception of a main effect of childhood financial standing on self-

concern (b = 0.18, SE = 0.04, p < .001), there were no effects of economic threat, childhood financial 

standing, or their interaction in predicting self-concern, other-orientation, or sense of power (ps > 0.151). 

The significant main effect of childhood financial standing on self-orientation cannot explain why those 

from poorer versus wealthier backgrounds respond to threat differently (as confirmed by the non-
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significant interaction between economic threat and childhood financial standing in predicting self-

orientation, b = 0.03, p = .606). Therefore, the results exclude the possibility that these variables act as 

alternative mechanisms and provide further evidence for the role of future focus. I also note that all the 

results reported above hold when these variables (self-concern, other-orientation, or sense of power) are 

included as controls in the estimated models. 

 

6. General discussion 

Three studies found support for the current theoretical integration of life history theory with the temporal 

dilemma perspective on OCB. Economic threat (whether proxied by objective economic conditions, 

measured as an aggregate perception of teams drawn from a diverse range of firms, or experimentally 

manipulated) was associated with lower levels of OCBO among employees from poorer backgrounds 

and higher levels of OCBO among employees from wealthier backgrounds. The effect was independent 

of current financial standing and obtained even among employees working in comparable jobs at the 

same organizational level (Studies 1a and 1b). The two field studies also found evidence that these 

differential responses to economic threat have implications for promotion potential and may thus 

reproduce childhood inequalities later in life. Building on evidence that future focus acts as a proximal 

psychological mechanism explaining the differential responses to economic threat, Study 2 found that an 

induction of future focus attenuated the effect of economic threat on future focus and OCBO among 

workers from poorer backgrounds. 

6.1. Theoretical contributions 

The current research contributes to the literature on employee responses to economic threat (Bianchi, 

2020, Sarkar and Osiyevskyy, 2018, Sirola, 2020, Staw et al., 1981). This line of work has focused on 

understanding the responses to economic threat perception by individual employees across organizational 

levels, and particularly responses that might matter for broader organizational functioning and thus 

firms’ ability to cope with economic threat. Despite the importance of OCBO from this perspective, to 

my knowledge, there have been no direct tests of how economic threat impacts OCBO among 

employees. Introducing life history theory to the literature on economic threat was key to linking 

economic threat and OCBO theoretically, as well as identifying future focus as a proximal psychological 

mechanism. This novel perspective, in particular its focus on the mechanism of future focus, can be used 

to further extend the understanding of the effects of economic threat. For example, Mittal et al. 

(2015) found that a focus on the here and now among participants from poorer backgrounds enhances 

their ability to switch between tasks when threat is salient. It is therefore possible that workers from 

poorer backgrounds possess certain advantages in coping with the high primary task workloads that are 

typical during times of economic threat (Lazear et al., 2016, Russell and McGinnity, 2014). 

This research also adds to the literature on economic threat by uncovering the stratified nature of the 

effect of threat on people’s psychology and how it ultimately shapes their career outcomes. Lower levels 

of OCBO among employees who grew up poorer in response to economic threat might undermine their 

career prospects, as documented in Studies 1a and 1b. This effect may thus represent one psychological 

pathway through which childhood inequalities are reproduced and amplified in organizations (Amis et 

al., 2020). Indeed, research has noted that even among workers who obtain comparable education and 

employment, workers from poorer backgrounds have lower long-term objective career success 

(e.g., Laurison & Friedman, 2016). The differential responses to economic threat proposed here could be 

one contributing factor, given the importance of OCBO for career success (Allen, 2006). The fact that 

childhood financial standing impacts behavior primarily under conditions of threat may also help to 

explain why inequality reproduction is most pronounced during recessionary periods (Meyer and 

Sullivan, 2013, Mocan, 1999). Therefore, by considering employee childhood conditions, the current 

investigation shows that the psychological consequences of economic threat can have implications for 

inequality and socioeconomic mobility. 

Another contribution of the current research lies in the attempt to attenuate the influences of early-life 

conditions on employee responses to threat later in life. By demonstrating that a future focus induction is 

sufficient to override a drop in future focus and OCBO among workers from poorer backgrounds, the 

current research points to a simple and low-cost technique that can be implemented by individuals as 
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they make their time allocation decisions (Cojuharenco et al., 2011, Crum et al., 2013, Shipp et al., 

2009, Shipp and Cole, 2015). This insight may also open up avenues for future life history research, 

which has focused more on identifying challenges and less on proposing ways in which responses to 

threat conditioned during childhood may be overridden, if so desired (see Ellis et al., 2020, for a related 

discussion). 

The current research also contributes to the literature on individual sense of job insecurity, which has 

investigated the impact of job insecurity on OCB. This line of work has focused on how a self-reported 

sense of job insecurity is correlated with OCB (e.g., Feather and Rauter, 2004, Reisel et al., 2010, Wong 

et al., 2005), but such associations do not speak clearly to the influences of contextual threat. 

Specifically, an association between workers’ personal sense of job insecurity and OCB could arise 

simply because those workers who are less valuable to the organization (e.g., due to lower levels of 

exercised OCB) might correctly detect signals that their jobs are less secure. Given this problem, in the 

current investigation, I opted for designs that would better enable me to isolate the effects of contextual 

threat, most notably an exogenous proxy of economic threat (unemployment) in Study 1a, an aggregated 

(rather than individual) perception of economic threat in Study 1b, and an experimental manipulation of 

contextual threat in Study 2. 

It is nevertheless interesting to note that research on job insecurity has found mixed results, with some 

studies finding a negative relationship between job insecurity and OCB (Cheng and Chan, 2008, Kang et 

al., 2012, King, 2000, Reisel et al., 2010), some studies finding a positive relationship (e.g., Feather and 

Rauter, 2004, Wang et al., 2014, Wong et al., 2005), and some studies finding no relationship (König et 

al., 2010, Loi et al., 2011, Schreurs et al., 2012, Staufenbiel and König, 2010). In cases in which job 

insecurity arises from contextual threat, the current perspective may potentially help to explain the 

divergent consequences of job insecurity documented in previous work. 

This research also has implications for scholarship on the influences of social class background, which 

has studied how coming from environments characterized by higher versus lower material, social, and 

cultural resources exerts long-term influences on workers (Côté, 2011, Pitesa and Pillutla, 2019). As 

noted earlier, some of this work has suggested that individuals who grew up poorer might exhibit higher 

other-orientation and thus be more likely to engage in behaviors that benefit others (Kraus et al., 

2010, Piff et al., 2010, Varnum et al., 2015). I did find in Studies 1a and 1b (although not in Study 2) that 

workers from poorer backgrounds exhibited higher levels of OCBO when threat levels were at their 

lowest. However, this pattern reversed as threat levels increased. This may be relevant because most 

research documenting an association between coming from a lower social class background and other-

benefiting tendencies has been conducted in relatively secure environments, often with university 

students in a laboratory. It is possible that some other-benefiting tendencies documented among people 

from lower social classes are modulated by real-world conditions of threat, particularly those tendencies 

that depend on individuals’ future focus. My validation study suggests that future focus is more relevant 

for organizationally directed as opposed to interpersonally directed other-oriented tendencies. Thus, 

conceptually considering the level of contextual threat as well as whether and how a given behavior is 

influenced by people’s time perspective might help future work refine the understanding of the link 

between class background and other-benefiting tendencies. 

I also note that I documented similar effects of childhood financial standing in two different cultural 

contexts: the U.S. and India. This might seem surprising given the notable cultural differences between 

the East and the West in terms of how social class is associated with other-oriented tendencies. For 

example, Miyamoto et al. (2018) found that higher social class was associated with more other-oriented 

tendencies in the East, whereas this trend was weaker or even reversed in the West, with higher social 

class instead associated with higher self-concerns. Here, it is important to distinguish India from East 

Asian countries, given that the focal cultural force highlighted by Miyamoto et al. (2018) to explain the 

association between higher social class and other-orientation in the East is Confucianism. Confucianism 

has never had much influence in India, where Hinduism and other religious traditions, as well as their 

numerous regional variations, have dominated instead. Indeed, Miyamoto et al. (2018, p. 437) classified 

India separately, in the “Southeast/South Asia” group. For this group, the authors found no association 

between socioeconomic status and self- versus other-orientation, similar to the results they obtained in 

their U.S. sample. Similarities between the U.S. and India in terms of how social class background is 
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associated with other-oriented tendencies might thus explain the comparable role of employee 

background documented across the two contexts in the present research. It is also possible that the 

process through which the harshness-related early-life stress response system is sensitized is functional 

regardless of the sociocultural structure and is thus relatively universal and context-independent. As with 

most other domains of research, there are not enough data on life history processes from non-Western 

contexts (Henrich et al., 2010, Rad et al., 2018) to make these claims conclusively, making this another 

productive avenue for future work. 

Finally, while the current research focused on the role of childhood financial standing, given its influence 

on the early-life sensitization of the stress response system and in line with the life history perspective, it 

is also interesting to consider the role of current financial standing. I conducted exploratory analyses by 

re-estimating all of the models predicting OCBO or future focus across studies, adding an interaction 

between current financial standing and economic threat (in addition to the interaction between childhood 

financial standing and economic threat). I found that (1) in all cases, the interaction between childhood 

financial standing and threat persisted after the inclusion of the interaction between current financial 

standing and threat, and (2) there was no interaction between current financial standing and threat in 

predicting OCBO or future focus (with the exception of a significant interaction in Study 1b, in which 

threat led to higher future focus among employees with higher current financial standing, but had no 

effect among employees with lower current financial standing). 

While these results constitute strong evidence that the moderating role of childhood financial standing 

cannot be explained by differences in current financial standing as an active ingredient, it is interesting to 

consider why current financial standing does not seem to shape responses to threat in the same way as 

childhood financial standing. The job insecurity literature has suggested that two forces may be at play 

with the potential to cancel each other out: workers who are more financially vulnerable may react to a 

threat to their job by being “more motivated to try to secure their jobs because they anticipate greater 

challenges replacing the job and/or income should loss occur” (Shoss, 2017, p. 1932), but, at the same 

time, they may have a difficult time realizing such motives because “those who are concerned about 

being able to find a new job and/or replace lost income have more negative affective reactions” (p. 

1931). Another possibility as to why current financial standing does not seem to shape the effects of 

threat on OCBO is that people with different current financial standing in the sample are in different 

jobs, with, for example, employees in lower income jobs potentially having fewer opportunities to 

engage in some types of OCBO (for example, attending company functions). 

6.2. Limitations and future directions 

The current research represents an initial set of tests of the theory linking life history and temporal 

dilemma perspectives. This theoretical work, as well as the associated tests, can be extended in several 

notable ways. Future studies may extend the current tests by focusing on other contexts. For example, it 

may be possible to capture variation in objective levels of economic threat across industries and 

professions, an approach sometimes taken in the firm-level literature on responses to economic threat 

(Chattopadhyay et al., 2001). Studies are also warranted to examine a broader range of 

operationalizations of childhood environment. In the current research, measures of childhood background 

were taken from previous research on life history theory for the sake of consistency and validated against 

similar general measures of childhood financial standing. However, a deeper exploration of particular 

aspects of resource-scarce environments that drive the effects documented here would generate more 

specific implications for public policy in terms of thinking about relevant developmental conditions. 

Future research may also leverage life history theory to identify other individual responses to economic 

threat relevant to organizational functioning. For instance, employee adaptivity is facilitated by future 

focus (Kyndt and Baert, 2013, Maurer, 2002), so lower levels of future focus in response to economic 

threat might explain why some organizational actors fail to adapt under conditions of adversity—a 

question that has been central to strategy research on “threat-rigidity” (Sarkar and Osiyevskyy, 

2018, Staw et al., 1981). Future research may therefore leverage the current perspective to better 

understand the psychology guiding responses to economic threat, which may ultimately help to identify 

individual psychological and managerial strategies for managing employee psychology in times of crisis. 
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6.3. Practical implications 

One relatively direct practical implication of the current research is that a future focus induction seems 

useful in overriding responses to threat conditioned during childhood. As such, it may be used by 

workers when thinking about their priorities in responding to economic threat. Focusing on the here and 

now is functional in environments characterized by scarcity, and even when workers are not currently 

facing financial deprivation, they might have valid reasons for prioritizing activities other than OCBO 

under conditions of economic threat. Yet, to the extent that not taking a longer-term perspective and 

maintaining one’s level of contributions to the organization is an impulse that could be deemed 

undesirable upon reflection, the future focus exercise used in the current research might be a useful 

instrument for implementing such intentions. 

How employees interpret economic threat is also shaped in important part by various sensemaking and 

sensegiving processes occurring in organizations that face uncertainty and change. For example, through 

direct interactions with subordinates and other forms of communication within the firm, leaders exert 

influence on how employees interpret and respond to threat (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978, Volkema et al., 

1996, Waldman et al., 2001, Weick, 1988). Therefore, under conditions of economic threat, leaders may 

leverage strategies that research has identified as effective at directing employees’ focus on the future in 

order to promote OCBO among the workforce. For example, research has found that describing 

organizational goals in the context of economic threat using a large amount of vision imagery and 

focusing on a small number of values are useful strategies for helping employees to focus on longer term 

organizational goals (Carton et al., 2014). 

 

7. Conclusion 

Economic threat has a profound impact on organizations and the psychology of their employees. The 

current investigation uncovers how economic threat impacts the psychology behind one behavior of 

particular relevance under crisis conditions: OCBO. Combining life history theory and the temporal 

dilemma perspective on OCB, I predicted that early-life conditions sensitize people to respond to threat 

later in life by differentially impacting their temporal focus. Consistent with strategies for responding to 

threat that are functional in their childhood environments, employees from wealthier backgrounds 

respond to economic threat by focusing on the future and allocating more time to OCBO, whereas 

employees from poorer backgrounds respond by being less focused on the future and allocating less time 

to OCBO. Three studies found support for this perspective, demonstrating that the effect may lead to a 

reproduction of childhood inequalities later in life and that future focus induction attenuates that effect. 

The current research demonstrates the utility of the life history perspective in explaining employees’ 

discretionary contributions under conditions of economic threat, and uncovers one way in which 

economic threat may shape inequality. 
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