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Under pressure, help can steady a person or tell them they cannot cope. In
three experiments with 257 women facing a stressful speech, support that
was invisible reduced emotional reactivity compared with visible support

and with no support, while visible support was ineffective or made
reactivity worse. Couples studies complicate the picture: spoken emotional
support helped highly distressed people and lowered discussion success for

people who were not distressed, and both visible and invisible support
helped only when it was responsive to what the person needed. This brief
sets out what each source found, how strong each is, and what none of it

proves.

01 Bolger and Amarel (2007), Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology

TIER 1 ·  THREE RANDOMIZED EXPERIMENTS, N = 257

The central experimental source. Across three experiments, female participants were led to expect a

stressful speech task, and a peer who was a confederate of the researchers provided support in a way

that was either visible or invisible. Practical and emotional support were both tested. Invisible

support reduced emotional reactivity relative to visible support and relative to no support. Visible

support was either ineffective or exacerbated reactivity. The authors' explanatory analyses indicated

that support was effective when it avoided communicating a sense of inefficacy to the recipient.

Participants were women, the stressor was a laboratory speech task, and the support came from a

confederate peer.
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02 Bolger, Zuckerman and Kessler
(2000), Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology

TIER 2 ·  DAILY DIARY STUDY OF COUPLES (OBSERVATIONAL)

The field observation that prompted the experiments. In a daily diary study of support provision and

receipt in couples facing a major stressor, many transactions reported by supporters were not

reported by recipients, and these invisible support transactions were associated with better

adjustment to the stressor. The authors framed this as a possible explanation for why actual receipt of

support has so often failed to show benefits in studies, even though the perceived availability of

support buffers the effects of stressors on mental health. The design is observational, so it cannot

show that invisible support caused the better adjustment.

03 Girme, Overall and
Simpson (2013),
Personality and
Social Psychology
Bulletin

TIER 2 ·  OBSERVATIONAL STUDY OF 61 COUPLES WITH A ONE-YEAR FOLLOW-UP

The moderator source. Sixty-one couples completed two video-recorded discussions in which one

partner discussed a personal goal with the other. Independent raters coded the support provider's

visible and invisible support behaviors. Greater visible emotional support went with greater

perceived support and greater discussion success for highly distressed recipients, but it went with

lower discussion success for recipients who were not distressed. Greater invisible emotional support

was not associated with perceived support or discussion success in the discussion, but it predicted

greater goal achievement across the following year, which recipients reported at 3-month intervals.

The authors concluded that the benefits of visible support hinge on the recipient's needs, while

invisible support shapes long-term goal achievement.

04 Maisel and Gable (2009),
Psychological Science

TIER 2 ·  DAILY-EXPERIENCE STUDY OF 67 COHABITING COUPLES

The responsiveness source. Sixty-seven cohabiting couples reported each day on the support they

provided and received. Both visible and invisible support were associated with less sadness and

anxiety and with greater relationship quality only when the support was responsive to the recipient's

needs. The authors framed responsiveness as a way to explain the paradox that perceived availability

of support helps while received support often does not.

In three experiments with 257 women who expected to give a stressful speech, support from a peer

reduced emotional reactivity when it was invisible, and was ineffective or made reactivity worse when it
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was visible. The authors' explanation was that support worked when it avoided communicating a sense

of inefficacy to the person receiving it (Bolger and Amarel, 2007). A daily diary study of couples had

earlier found that many support acts reported by supporters were never reported by recipients, and that

these unseen acts were associated with better adjustment to a major stressor (Bolger, Zuckerman and

Kessler, 2000).

257
Women across three experiments who expected a stressful speech. Invisible support
(practical and emotional) reduced emotional reactivity compared with visible support
and with no support. Visible support was ineffective or made reactivity worse (Bolger
and Amarel, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 2007).

The direction of the effect is not fixed. In 61 couples, visible emotional support went with greater

perceived support and better discussion success when the recipient was highly distressed, and with

lower discussion success when the recipient was not distressed. Invisible emotional support did not

change how supported people felt in the moment but predicted greater goal achievement over the

following year (Girme, Overall and Simpson, 2013).

In a daily-experience study of 67 cohabiting couples, both visible and invisible support were associated

with less sadness and anxiety and better relationship quality, but only when the support was responsive

to what the person needed (Maisel and Gable, 2009). Maisel and Gable's results suggest that visibility may

be a proxy, and that whether the help fits the person and the moment is the variable underneath.
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Where the evidence converges: invisible support went with better outcomes than visible support

in a laboratory stressor and in a daily diary study, and in a daily-experience study the benefit of

support depended on whether it was responsive to the person. The effect of visibility is not stable

across contexts. The explanation that visible help can signal inefficacy comes from one set of

experiments and was not tested in the couples studies.

Where it diverges or is thin: the experimental evidence for invisible support comes from one set

of three experiments with women facing a speech task and a confederate peer. The couples

studies are observational, they come from different groups and designs, and their outcomes

(mood, anxiety, relationship quality, discussion success, goal achievement) are not the same as

the emotional reactivity measured in the experiments. Visible emotional support helped when

recipients were highly distressed, which cuts against any rule to keep help hidden.

What follows for a reader is a way to choose how to help, not a treatment claim. Doing the

practical task without announcing it, framing offers so they do not imply inefficacy, asking what

kind of help is wanted, and reading the person's state before choosing a style are translations of

the findings and have not been tested as a package.

W H E RE  T H E  E V I DE NC E  S TA ND S
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The central experiments used women only, a laboratory speech task, and a peer who was part of the

research team. They do not show how help from a partner, colleague or manager lands in a real crisis,

or how it lands for men or for people in other cultures.

The couples studies are observational. They show associations between kinds of support and later

outcomes, but they cannot show that the support caused the outcomes, and partners who feel better

may simply behave differently.

The outcomes named in the abstracts are emotional reactivity, mood, anxiety, relationship quality,

discussion success and goal progress, as reported or rated in the studies. None of the abstracts report

stress hormones or heart rate, so the idea that the brain appraises help as a verdict on coping is this

issue's framing and the authors' own explanation for one set of experiments. It is not a measured

pathway, and this brief makes no claim about one.

Samples are modest (61 and 67 couples), and the studies were published between 2000 and 2013. This

brief did not locate newer replications. The absence of a located replication is not evidence either

way.

This brief read abstract-level records retrieved from PubMed. Details beyond the abstracts, such as

the nature of the stressor in the 2000 diary study, were not verified and are not claimed.

None of this is clinical advice. These studies looked at couples and a laboratory stressor. If someone is

in crisis or at risk, a clinician or emergency service is the right next step.

Do the practical task without announcing it: refill it, take the call, clear the slot, and leave it

unmentioned. When help has to be seen, offer it as a handoff, for example that you are headed that way

anyway, not as a rescue. Before offering anything, ask whether the person wants solutions, company or

space, because support helped only when it matched the need in the daily-experience study. Read the

person's state: when someone is clearly struggling, say plainly that you see it and you are there, since

spoken emotional support helped highly distressed recipients, and when they are coping, a visible

check-in can read as doubt. If you lead a team, clear the load instead of narrating concern. The

newsletter walks through those five moves. The research above is why they are the five, and where each

one runs out.

W HAT  T H I S  D OE S  NOT  P ROV E

W HAT  I T  M E A N S  FOR  YOU
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Tier 1 means peer-reviewed primary research or meta-analysis, the strongest evidence. Tier 2 means an expert framework or

smaller study that traces to peer-reviewed work. We grade every source so you can see the weight behind each claim.

Pegasus Realm publishes Wellness Team Culture and the practice
resources behind it.

Education, not medical advice.

G O  TO  T H E  S OURC E
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