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Ecological systems theory suggests that for individuals, the three domains of community,

family, and work are connected and transfer resources among each other. In the

community, residents receive and give helping behavior from and to their neighbors.

Neighboring behavior underlies interactions among residents in the community, thereby

influencing the work and family domains. Building on ecological systems theory, the

authors propose that the compatibility of receiving and giving helping behavior among

working residents is related to their mental health. Additionally, the authors propose that

this congruence effect functions through work-family interference and meaning in life.

Using a two-stage field questionnaire survey, this study collected data from 220 full-time

Chinese working residents. Using polynomial regression and response surface analysis,

receiving-giving neighboring behavior fit was found to be positively associated with

mental health. Furthermore, receiving-giving neighboring behavior fit enhances mental

health by decreasing work-family interference and promoting meaning in life. When

giving and receiving neighboring behavior are imbalanced, working residents have higher

levels of mental health when they received more neighboring behavior than they gave,

in comparison to the condition when they gave more neighboring behavior than they

received. Work-family interference represents inter-role conflict in which pressures from

the family and work domains are mutually incompatible. Including both work to family

interference and family to work interference, work-family interferences reflect the stress

that working residents experience in their family and work domains. By exploring the

mediating role of work-family interference, this study shows how the spillover of the

benefits of neighboring behavior into the family and work domains enhances working

residents’ mental health. This study highlights the importance of balancing receiving

and giving neighboring behavior for maintaining mental health, thus contributing both

theoretically and practically to ecological systems theory.

Keywords: receiving neighboring behavior, giving neighboring behavior, work-family interference, labile self-
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INTRODUCTION

Communities are considered to be places where social capital
and psychological resources are cultivated to maintain mental
health (1, 2). Perkins et al. (3) put forward the concept
of neighboring behavior, representing both the receiving
and giving of various kinds of assistance from and to
neighbors. Neighboring behavior aims to resolve and prevent
both current and potential related problems, such as coping
with emergencies and seeking advice to resolve personal
problems. Compared with the physical community environment,
Zhang et al. (4, 5) and Zu et al. (6) highlighted the
benefits of informal mutual assistance and information sharing
among neighbors in maintaining and enhancing residents’
mental health.

With increasing work pace, employees are facing increasing
stress from both the work and family domains. In particular,
the disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and the
widespread use of information communication technologies
has resulted in most employees choosing to work from home
and adopting teleworking (7). This choice provides employees
with autonomy in scheduling their tasks (8) but stimulates
enhanced work-family interference. Hunter et al. suggest that
working from home results in boundary violations between
work and family, thereby leading to work-family interference
(9). Organizational psychology scholars have attempted to
develop strategies for resolving this dilemma via enhancing
family-supportive supervision, nurturing leader compassion, and
decreasing technology overload and invasion (10–12). Only a few
studies have focused on the influences of neighboring behavior
on resolving work-family interference and maintaining mental
health (4, 6).

Although prior studies have addressed the benefits brought by
receiving and giving neighboring behavior on enhancing mental
health, the reciprocal nature of neighboring behavior should be
further addressed (13). Social exchange theory and reciprocal
norms drive residents to provide support to their neighbors
after having received assistance from them. Moreover, prosocial
behavior has been identified as causing negative side effects for
actors (14). For example, Gabriel et al. showed that helping
behavior may result in ego depletion in helpers (15). Zhang et al.
suggested that the potential reason for the detrimental effects of
prosocial behavior may be the neglect of the resources owned
by helpers (5). In the community context, Voydanoff (16, 17)
suggested that helping neighbors is a commandment for working
residents. The reason for this is that helping neighbors requires
working residents to devote time to communicating with their
neighbors and aiding them in resolving related problems. As
a result, less time is available for working residents to recover
from their work fatigue. Receiving neighboring behavior is a
resource for working residents, which develops social adaptability
and prevents mental illness (1, 18). Exploring the influences
on mental health of (in)congruencies in receiving and giving
neighboring behavior provides a novel perspective to explain
both the shortcomings and advantages of neighboring behavior.
It can also provide a potential explanation for the formerly

paradoxical relationship between giving neighboring behavior
and mental health. Therefore, it is necessary to explore the
joint influences of receiving and giving neighboring behavior,
specifically the fit between them, on mental health.

Furthermore, the current study adopts work-family
interference and meaning in life as chain mediators to explore
how receiving and giving neighboring behavior fit impacts
mental health. Ecological systems theory provides a theoretical
framework for analysing the spillover effects of neighboring
behavior on psychological states in both the work and family
domains (1). Ecological systems theory suggests that community,
work, and family are three basic components of the personal
ecological systems, which transfer resources and energies among
each other. This transformation of resources plays a key role
in shaping individuals’ mental health (5). Receiving and giving
neighboring behavior fit represents the extent to which working
residents’ receiving and giving neighboring behavior match.
A higher level of such a fit provides working residents with
ample community resources, which can spill over into their
family domains. Therefore, this study adopts work to family
interference and family to work interference to uncover the
underlying spillover mechanism through which receiving and
giving neighboring behavior fit affects mental health. Meaning in
life is essential for individuals to maintain mental health and has
been used as a mediator in the relationship between work-family
interference and mental health (19, 20). Based on prior studies,
this study further adopts meaning in life to link work-family
interference to mental health.

Ecological systems theory suggests that personality
traits shape the spillover process in which community
resources are transferred to the work and family domains
(4). Labile self-esteem is one of the basic personality
traits associated with psychological syndromes such as
depression and anxiety (21). In this vein, this study adopts
labile self-esteem as a boundary condition to assess when
receiving and giving neighboring behavior fit is beneficial for
enhancing mental health. The conceptual model is depicted in
Figure 1.

To test the conceptual model, the present study employed a
two-wave field questionnaire survey and collected data from 220
full-time Chinese working residents. Polynomial regression with
surface response analysis was employed to explore the impacts
of giving and receiving neighboring behavior fit on mental
health. By doing so, this study provides three contributions
to both neighboring behavior theory and ecological systems
theory. First, this study extends our understanding of the
antecedents of mental health by examining the impacts of
receiving and giving neighboring behavior fit on mental health.
Second, this study uncovers the spillover process through which
receiving and giving neighboring behavior fit enhances mental
health by examining the serial mediating roles of work-family
interference and meaning in life. Third, this study explores
the boundary condition under which receiving and giving
neighboring behavior fit is more or less beneficial for facilitating
mental health by examining the moderating role of labile self-
esteem.
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FIGURE 1 | Conceptual Model.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESIS
DEVELOPMENT

Congruence in Receiving and Giving
Neighboring Behavior and Mental Health
Receiving neighboring behavior reflects the amount of assistance
obtained from neighbors when confronted with difficulties
(3). Prior studies have highlighted the benefits of receiving
neighboring behavior on mental health. For instance, Zu et al.
suggested that assistance from neighbors will relieve work-
family conflicts, thereby enhancing mental health (22). Giving
neighboring behavior is a process in which residents spend
time helping others to resolve problems in the community (4).
Recently, the giving of neighboring behavior has been highlighted
as an effective tool for cultivating community resources. Zhang
et al. explored the relationship between the giving of neighboring
behavior and social functioning (5). Research suggests that
helping neighbors rewards the helpers with cognitive information
processing abilities and enhances emotional regulation skills (5),
both of which are essential for maintaining mental health.

Integrating the above statements, the authors assume that
when receiving and giving neighboring behavior are highly
congruent, residents both receive support from neighbors
and obtain resources by helping their neighbors. Under this
context, residents have sufficient resources, such as social
capital and positive emotions, to enable them to maintain
their mental health. Because of a low level of receiving
neighboring behavior, such residents are less likely to receive
social and psychological resources from the community when
confronted with difficulties. They have no extra access to
social support and psychological resources, which leads to
an increased risk of mental illness. Due to the low level of
giving neighboring behavior, working residents cannot cultivate
good reputations and favorable social relationships. These
working residents are usually unfamiliar with their neighbors
and more likely to experience mental illness due to a lack of
social interactions (3). As a result, when the congruence in
receiving and giving neighboring behavior is at a low level,
residents are usually not involved in the community and
are isolated from their neighbors, which is not beneficial for
them to maintain their mental health. Hence, the following
is hypothesized:

Hypothesis 1. Residents have a higher level of mental health
when their congruence in receiving and giving helping behavior
is at a high rather than a low level.

Incongruence in Receiving and Giving
Neighboring Behavior and Mental Health
As aforementioned, helping behavior from neighbors helps
residents to release stress associated with their daily life and
work. For example, Griggs et al. (1) highlighted the importance
of community support for attenuating work-family conflict for
low-income workers. Supporting this, Zu et al. (22) suggested
that support from neighbors may help low-income residents to
cope with work-family conflict, thereby enhancing their mental
health and career satisfaction.

With regard to giving neighboring behavior, prior studies
have highlighted both its advantageous and disadvantageous
influences on psychological and behavioral responses. Giving
neighboring behavior is beneficial because it provides helpers
with enhanced social functioning, which is essential for
maintaining mental health (5). Recently, several scholars have
begun to focus on the negative aspects of helping behavior.
Helping behavior entails individuals assigning some of their
time to assist others in resolving and preventing difficulties
(23). Time is a limited resource in any day (15). This means
that helpers face a trade-off between completing their own
tasks and helping others with their limited time. Thus, when
residents consume time and other resources (e.g., cognitive and
emotional resources) to help their neighbors, they are more likely
to experience ego depletion (15), which is detrimental to their
mental health (24).

In the aggregate, when receiving and giving neighboring
behavior are imbalanced in either direction, residents will
present different levels of mental health. In the condition of
giving high levels of neighboring behavior while receiving low
levels of neighboring behavior, residents both experience the
advantages and disadvantages of helping their neighbors. In
particular, residents suffer from the loss of time and other
resources without benefitting from resource supplementation
(i.e., receiving neighboring behavior). Under this condition,
residents are more likely to suffer lower levels of mental health
because of ego depletion. Under the condition of receiving
high levels of neighboring behavior while giving low levels
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of neighboring behavior, residents receive support from their
neighbors but extend little effort to help others, even though the
cultivation of social support would aid them in maintaining their
mental health. Hence, the following is hypothesized:

Hypothesis 2. Residents have a higher level of mental health
when they receive a higher level but give a lower level of
neighboring behavior compared with those who receive a lower
level but give a higher level of neighboring behavior.

Serial Mediating Roles of Work-Family
Interference and Meaning in Life
Receiving and Giving Neighboring Behavior Fit and

Work-Family Interference
Work-family interference represents a form of inter-role
interference in which stress from work and stress from family
play mutually incompatible roles (25). Work-family interference
arises when one’s ability cannot satisfy one’s need to cope with
both work and family demands (26). When working residents are
distracted from their work by family-related responsibilities, they
are experiencing family interference with work (27). By contrast,
work interference with the family occurs when participation in
the family role becomes more difficult because of participation in
work (28). Community resources can be transferred to the family
and work domains and are therefore important for resolving
work-family interference.

Family demands include physical duties like fixing or
repairing the home (task aspects), making family-related
decisions (cognitive aspects) and taking care of a spouse,
children, and parents (relational aspects) (29). Receiving
neighboring behavior includes receiving help in an emergency
and receiving advice on family-related matters, both of which
are beneficial to fulfilling family roles (1). Also, such community
resources can be delivered into the work domain. Receiving
neighboring behavior nurtures residents’ well-being, which can
spill over into their work role and enhance their positive
emotions, thereby broadening their behavioral and cognitive
repertories available for fulfilling their work roles (6).

Regarding giving neighboring behavior, Zhang et al. (5)
suggested that helping neighbors is a process in which working
residents develop social functioning (i.e., cognitive information
processing abilities and emotional regulation skills). Social
functioning allows working residents to adapt their emotions to
the current satiation to cope with emotional demands at work
and in the family (5). Social functioning helps working residents
to fulfill demands from the work and family domains through
assertive communication and time management with family
members or leaders (1). Thus, a high level of giving neighboring
behavior facilitates the fulfillment of both work and family roles.

Taken together, when working residents experience a high
level of receiving and giving neighboring behavior fit, they receive
sufficient community resources (e.g., positive emotions, advice,
and care) for delivery into the family and work domains. These
resources facilitate working residents’ fulfillment of their work
and family role demands, thereby decreasing the likelihood they
will experience work-family interference. Hence, the following
is hypothesized:

Hypothesis 3. Receiving and giving neighboring behavior fit is
negatively associated with work-family interference (i.e., family
interference with work and work interference with family).

Work-Family Interference and Meaning in Life
Meaning in life represents the sense made of, and significance
felt regarding, the nature of one’s being and existence (30).
Moreover, Steger et al. identified coherence, purpose, and
existential mattering as the three basic precursors of meaning
in life (30). Based on this perspective, the psychological
antecedents of meaning in life have been extended. Among
the other psychological factors involved, positive emotions and
psychological capital have received particular attention.

As aforementioned, work-family interference arises when
family or work demands exceed one’s capabilities (31). When
confronted with work-family interference, working residents
are more likely to experience emotional strain because of
the consistent drain of psychological resources (32). Nauman
et al. explored the positive association between work-family
interference and emotional exhaustion (33). Hicks and King
suggested that positive mood is a cue for individuals to make
judgements about meaning in life (34). Thus, decreased positive
mood caused by work-family interference undermines working
residents’ judgements about their meaning in life. Psychological
capital is a further psychological factor that can impact meaning
in life. Psychological capital enables individuals to evaluate life
events positively and thus causes them to experience higher
meaning in life (35). However, Pu et al. suggested that work-
family interference consumes work residents’ psychological
capital, thereby decreasing meaning in life (36). Taken together,
the following is hypothesized:

Hypothesis 4. Work-family conflict is negatively associated
with meaning in life.

Meaning in Life and Mental Health
The relationship between meaning in life and mental health
has attracted attention from scholars. For example, Shiah et al.
examined the positive relationship between meaning in life and
mental health in a non-clinical sample of Chinese participants
(20). Li et al. found that happiness and meaning in life are two
key indicators ofmental health as they ameliorate perceived stress
(37). Prior studies have suggested thatmeaning in life is one of the
strongest motivations and provides people with hope when they
are confronted with adversity (38). Psychological resources are
obtained frommeaning in life and facilitate coping with personal
traumas and maintaining mental health. As such, the following
is hypothesized:

Hypothesis 5. Meaning in life is positively associated with
mental health.

Taken together, the authors assume that receiving and
giving neighboring behavior provides working residents
with the community resources needed to fulfill the demands
imposed by work and family roles, thereby decreasing their
likelihood of experiencing work-family interference. As
a result, these working residents have more positive cues
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when making judgements about meaning in life, which is
beneficial for enhancing mental health. Thus, the following
is hypothesized:

Hypothesis 6. Work-family interference and meaning
in life serially mediate the relationship between
receiving and giving neighboring behavior fit and
mental health.

Moderating Role of Labile Self-Esteem
Zhang et al. suggested that the spillover processes through
which community resources are delivered into the work
and family domains are contingent upon personal traits (4).
Moreover, Kinnunen et al. found that the association between
work-family conflict and psychological well-being depends on
personality (39). To better understand the boundary conditions
under which receiving and giving neighboring behavior fit is
beneficial for mental health, this study assumes labile self-esteem
to be a moderator in the relationship between work-family
interference and meaning in life, in light of its impacts on
psychological well-being.

Labile self-esteem reflects an individual’s tendency to
experience fluctuations in their level of self-esteem (40). In
contrast to self-esteem, people with a high level of labile self-
esteem are more likely to shift the perception they hold of
themselves, thereby exposing themselves to increased risks for
depressive symptoms. Roberts and Monroe found that persons
with high labile self-esteem exhibit a special sensitivity to stress
(41). Moreover, Roberts and Kassel found that individuals with
high self-esteem have a higher likelihood of experiencing life
stress (42). Work-family interference is commonly regarded
as a hindrance stressor, which consistently consumes working
residents’ job resources and results in decreased meaning in life
(43, 44). Given the increased sensitivity to stress caused by a
higher level of labile self-esteem, work-family interference exerts
strong negative impacts on meaning in life for working residents
with a high level of labile self-esteem. By contrast, working
residents with a low level of labile self-esteem tend to cope with
stress proactively and are less likely to be impacted by it. Thus,
work-family interference is less detrimental to meaning in life
for working residents with low levels of labile self-esteem. Hence,
the following is hypothesized:

Hypothesis 7. Labile self-esteem moderates the relationship
between work-family interference (i.e., family interference
with work and work interference with family) and meaning
in life in such a way that the relationship between work-
family interference and meaning in life is stronger in
working residents with high rather than low levels of
labile self-esteem.
Hypothesis 8. Labile self-esteem moderates the indirect
relationship between receiving and giving neighboring behavior
and mental health in such a way that the indirect relationship
between receiving and giving neighboring behavior fit and
mental health is stronger in working residents with high rather
than low levels of labile self-esteem.

METHODS

Sampling and Procedures
This research focuses on the impacts of receiving and giving
neighboring behavior fit on mental health through work-family
interference and meaning in life. Two criteria for samples
were set: having full-time jobs and having lived in the current
communities for over 1 year. Samples were chosen randomly
from people living in urban communities in Harbin City, China.
With the assistance of trained social workers, questionnaires
were sent out in hard copies. To control for common method
variance, this study adopted a lagged questionnaire survey and
collected data at two time points. The first time point was on 1st
November 2018. Neighboring behavior (i.e., receiving and giving
neighboring behavior) and work-family interference (i.e., family
interference with work and work interference with family) were
surveyed at this time point. The second time point occurred on
16th December 2018, and both meaning in life and mental health
were surveyed at this time point.

A total of 317 surveys were collected in the first wave, and
220 surveys in the second wave. The effective response rate
was 69%. The results of drop-out analysis indicated that the
dropped samples exhibited an insignificant difference from the
retained samples in regard to neighboring behavior, work-family
interference, meaning in life, and mental health. Respondents
worked in diverse industries (e.g., governments, manufacturing,
and internet companies). On average, they were 41.26 (± 9.60)
years old and had 21.77 (± 11.26) years of work experience.
41.4% of the respondents were male, and 78.6% were married.
Regarding their education level, 19.1% of the samples had senior
school education and below, 38.6% had high school education,
27.3% had a college education, and 15.9% had a bachelor’s degree.

Measures
All scales were originally developed in English and were
translated into Chinese. To ensure their validity, the back-
translation procedure suggested by Brislin was employed (45).
A five-point Likert scale was used ranging from 1 = strongly
disagree to 5= strongly agree without special statements.

Neighboring Behavior
Ten items developed by Perkins et al. (3) were used to
measure neighboring behavior. This scale included two
dimensions: receiving neighboring behavior (five items) and
giving neighboring behavior (five items). A sample item for
receiving neighboring behavior is, “My neighbors help me in
an emergency.” The Cronbach’s α for this scale was 0.82 in the
current study. A sample item for giving neighboring behavior is,
“I help my neighbors in an emergency.” The Cronbach’s α for this
scale was 0.77 in the current study. A five-point Likert scale was
used for the frequency with 1= almost never and 5= always.

Mental Health
Mental health was assessed via 12 items of the GHQ-12 validated
by Gao et al. (46) in Chinese samples. A sample item is, “I am able
to concentrate.” The Cronbach’s α was 0.96 in the current study.
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TABLE 1 | Results of descriptive statistics.

Variables Group N %

Gender Male 91 41.40

Female 129 58.60

Education Senior School 42 19.10

High School 85 38.60

College 50 22.70

Bachelor 35 15.90

Master and above 8 3.60

Marital sStatus Married 173 78.60

Others 47 21.40

Work-family interference. Eight items developed by Grzywacz
and Marks (47) were used to assess work-family interference.
Family interference with work was measured by four items. A
sample item is, “Stress at home makes me irritable at work”.
The Cronbach’s α for this scale was 0.96 in the current study.
Work interference with family was measured by four items. A
sample item is, “Stress at work makes me irritable at home.” The
Cronbach’s α for this scale was 0.95 in the current study.

Meaning in life. This study used five items in presence of
meaning subscale developed by Steger et al. (30) and suggested
by Crego et al. (48). A sample item is, “I understand my life’s
meaning.” The Cronbach’s α was 0.89 in the current study.

Labile Self-Esteem
This study used five items developed by Dykman (49) to measure
labile self-esteem. A sample item is, “Compared to most people,
my self-esteem changes rapidly.” The Cronbach’s α was 0.96 in
the current study.

Control Variables
Considering the potential influences on mental health, the
statistical analysis employed in this study controlled for gender,
age, educational level, and marital status (50–52). Gender is a
dichotomous variable for which 1=male and 2= female. Age is a
continuous variable and respondents reported their age directly.
Educational level is a categorical variable where 1= senior school
degree, 2 = high school degree, 3 = college degree, 4 = bachelor’s
degree, and 5 = master’s degree and above. Marital status is a
dichotomous variable where 1=married and 2= other.

RESULTS

Results of Descriptive Statistics
The distribution of demographic information is depicted in
Table 1. Furthermore, we have calculated the means, standard
deviations, and correlations between the focal variables. Theses
results are shown in Table 2.

Analysis Strategy
Polynomial regression with response surface analysis was
adopted to test the hypotheses (53). This statistical method has
been employed by researchers in the fields of psychology and

management to explore how the combination of two independent
variables is related to one dependent variable, particularly in
the case of congruence and discrepancy measures (54). Dawson
suggested that this approach is superior to traditional regression
analysis because polynomial regression analysis can provide
a three-dimensional view of the interactive influence of two
predictors on one dependent variable (55).

The classical polynomial regression equation is Z = b0 +

b1X + b2Y + b3X2 + b4XY + b5Y2 + e. In this equation, Z
is the dependent variable (mental health), X represents giving
neighboring behavior, and Y represents receiving neighboring
behavior. In the response surface analysis, coefficients in the
polynomial regression are used to examine the response surface
pattern, which is depicted to provide a three-dimensional visual
representation of the data for the interpretation of the polynomial
regression results (56). The surface pattern was determined by
the slope and curvature of the congruence line (X = Y) and
the incongruence line (X = -Y). For Hypotheses 3 through 8,
to assess the moderated mediation effect on the relationship
between receiving and giving neighboring behavior fit andmental
health, Edwards and Cable’s (57) approach was followed first. A
block variable that combined the five polynomial terms (X, Y, XY,
X2, and Y2) was calculated based on their respective weights in
the polynomial regression analysis (58). Then, path analysis was
conducted to examine the moderated mediation model by using
Mplus 7.4.

Following Edwards’s (57) suggestions, X and Y were centered.
To test Hypothesis 1, it was determined whether the slope
along the congruence line (X = Y) was significantly positive.
This would indicate that mental health increased as giving and
receiving neighboring behavior matched at higher levels rather
than lower levels. Regarding Hypothesis 2, it was determined
whether the slope along the incongruence line (X = –Y)
was significantly negative. Such a result would indicate that
the working residents’ mental health was better under the
condition of lower giving neighboring behavior with higher
receiving neighboring behavior rather than higher giving but
lower receiving neighboring behavior.

Hypothesis Testing
Polynomial regression analysis was used to determine how
congruence and incongruence in receiving and giving
neighboring behavior affect mental health. This analysis
was conducted in Mplus 7.4. The results of Model 2 (Table 3)
indicate a negative association between giving neighboring
behavior and mental health (β = −0.40, p < 0.01). However, the
association between receiving neighboring behavior and mental
health was significantly positive (β = 0.96, p < 0.01).

To test both H1 and H2, response surface analysis was
used and the response surface pattern was examined based on
the curvature and slopes of the congruence and incongruence
lines. The results shown in Table 3 indicate that the slopes
of the congruence line (x = y) (β = 0.56, SE = 0.08, p <

0.01) and the incongruence line (x = –y) (β = −1.35, SE
= 0.38, p < 0.01) are significant. The positive slope of the
congruence line indicates that mental health was higher when
giving and receiving helping behavior were congruent at higher
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TABLE 2 | Results of correlation analysis.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1.Gender

2.Age 0.02

3.Marital Status 0.08 −0.30**

4.Education −0.07 −0.28** 0.12

5.Giving Neighboring Behavior 0.04 −0.03 0.16* 0.14* (0.77)

6.Receiving Neighboring Behavior 0.03 −0.05 0.15* 0.22** 0.71** (0.82)

7.Family Interference with Work 0.06 0.18** −0.07 −0.46** −0.31** −0.35** (0.96)

8.Work Interference with Family 0.02 0.09 −0.04 −0.18** −0.41** −0.41** 0.33** (0.95)

9.Meaning in Life −0.09 −0.09 0.08 0.27** 0.37** 0.47** −0.37** −0.34** (0.89)

10.Mental Health −0.06 −0.07 0.06 0.37** 0.43** 0.55** −0.41** −0.41** 0.67** (0.96)

11.Labile Self-Esteem 0.08 0.08 −0.03 −0.17* 0.07 −0.02 0.05 0.07 −0.58** −0.57** (0.96)

Mean 41.26 1.87 1.87 3.45 2.52 3.24 3.15 2.96

SD 9.60 0.58 0.66 1.09 0.95 0.82 0.82 1.00

N = 220; **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05; Values in the parentheses are Cronbach’s Alpha.

TABLE 3 | Results of polynomial regression with response surface analysis.

Mental health

Model 1 Model 2

B SE B SE

Constant 2.17 0.36 1.69 0.33

Gender −0.07 0.11 −0.10 0.09

Age 0.08 0.12 0.04 0.10

Marital education 0.07 0.13 −0.04 0.12

Education 0.63** 0.11 0.41** 0.10

Giving neighboring behavior (X) −0.40** 0.21

Receiving neighboring behavior (Y) 0.96** 0.18

X2 −0.29 0.61

XY 0.01 0.94

Y2 0.16 0.42

F 8.86** 15.53**

R2 0.14 0.40

1R2 0.26**

Slope along x = y 0.56** 0.08

Curvature on x = y −0.13 0.15

Slope along x = -y −1.35** 0.38

Curvature on x = -y −0.15 1.19

N = 220; **p < 0.01.

levels. This supports Hypothesis 1. The negative slope of the
incongruence line indicates that mental health was higher in the
condition when working residents received much but gave little
neighboring behavior compared to those who gave much but
received little neighboring behavior. This supports Hypothesis
2. To interpret the results holistically, coefficient estimates,
standard errors, and covariances in the polynomial regression
analysis were used. The overall response surface within the data
range was plotted by adopting the method developed by Shanock
et al. (59) (see Figure 2).

To assess the underlying spillover process that links
community resources to mental health, this study used a block
variable approach as specified by Edward and Cable (57) to test
hypotheses H3–H6. The results are shown in Figure 3. Receiving
and giving neighboring behavior fit was negatively correlated
with both family interference with work (β = −0.36, p < 0.01)
and work interference with family (β = −0.39, p < 0.01).
This supports Hypothesis 3. Family interference with work (β
= −0.19, p < 0.01) and work interference with family (β =

−0.12, p < 0.01) were negatively associated with meaning in
life. This supports Hypothesis 4. Meaning in life was positively
associated with mental health (β = 0.77, p < 0.01), which
supports Hypothesis 5.

To test hypothesis 6, a bootstrapping test was adopted, the
results of which are shown in Table 4. The serial mediating effect
was significant for both the family interference with work path
(Effect = 0.11, SE = 0.03, 95%CI = [0.06, 0.18]) and the work
interference with family path (Effect= 0.08, SE= 0.03, 95%CI=
[0.03, 0.14]).

To test Hypotheses 7 and 8, two interactive items were added
to the path analysis. The interactive item of labile self-esteemwith
family interference with work was significant (β = −0.19, p <

0.01). A simple slope test was further conducted to assess the
moderating effect. The results indicate that the negative influence
of family interference with work on meaning in life emerged for
working residents with high labile self-esteem (Effect = −0.28,
SE = 0.04, 95%CI = [−0.35, −0.21]). The moderating effect of
labile self-esteem in the relationship between family interference
with work and meaning in life is shown in Figure 4.

The interactive item of labile self-esteem with work
interference with family was significant (β = −0.07, p <

0.05). A simple slope test was further conducted to assess the
moderating effect. The results indicate that a negative influence
of work interference with family on meaning in life affected
working residents with high labile self-esteem (Effect = −0.17,
SE = 0.04, 95%CI = [−0.25, −0.08]). The moderating effect of
labile self-esteem in the relationship between work interference
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FIGURE 2 | The overall response surface results.

FIGURE 3 | Results of block approach path analysis. **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

with family and meaning in life is shown in Figure 4. This
supports Hypothesis 7.

Furthermore, the moderated mediation model was
examined through bootstrapping tests. The results shown
in Table 4 indicate that the indirect effect of giving and
receiving neighboring behavior fit on mental health through
the family interference with work path affected working
residents with high labile self-esteem (Effect = 0.23, SE =

0.05, 95%CI = [0.13, 0.33]). Also, the indirect effect of giving
and receiving neighboring behavior fit on mental health
through the work interference with family path affected
working residents with high labile self-esteem (Effect = 0.13,
SE= 0.04, 95%CI= [0.06, 0.21]).

DISCUSSION

Based on ecological systems theory, this paper explores how
both congruence and incongruence of receiving and giving
neighboring behavior impact mental health. By employing
polynomial regression and response surface analysis, this study
found that working residents have a higher level of mental
health when receiving and giving behavior are highly congruent.
When receiving and giving neighboring behavior are imbalanced,
it is better for working residents to receive rather than give
neighboring behavior in order to maintain their mental health.
Furthermore, this paper explored the serial mediating roles of
work-family interference and meaning in life in the relationship
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between receiving and giving neighboring behavior fit and
mental health. However, one result should be further explained.
Polynomial regression analysis indicated that whenmental health
was regressed on receiving and giving neighboring behavior

TABLE 4 | Results of bootstrapping analysis.

Confidence interval

Effect SE 95%LL 95%UL

Mediation effect

Family interference with work path 0.11 0.03 0.06 0.18

Work interference with family path 0.08 0.03 0.03 0.14

Moderated effect of labile self-esteem

Family interference with work to meaning in life

Low labile self-esteem (M-SD) −0.01 0.04 −0.08 0.06

High labile self-esteem (M+SD) −0.28 0.04 −0.35 −0.21

Difference −0.27 0.05 −0.37 −0.18

Work interference with family to meaning in life

Low labile self-esteem (M-SD) −0.04 0.04 −0.12 0.05

High labile self-esteem (M+SD) −0.17 0.04 −0.25 −0.08

Difference −0.13 0.06 −0.24 −0.02

Moderated meditation model

Family interference with work path

Low labile self-esteem (M-SD) 0.00 0.03 −0.05 0.06

High labile self-esteem (M+SD) 0.23 0.05 0.13 0.33

Difference 0.22 0.06 0.12 0.34

Work interference with family path

Low labile self-esteem (M-SD) 0.03 0.03 −0.04 0.09

High labile self-esteem (M+SD) 0.13 0.04 0.06 0.21

Difference 0.10 0.05 0.01 0.20

simultaneously, the receiving of neighboring behavior was
positively associated with mental health. This is in line with
prior studies demonstrating the positive influences of community
support. However, the association between giving neighboring
behavior and mental health was negative, which is not consistent
with the findings of Zhang et al. (5). Voydanoff (15, 16) regarded
the giving of neighboring behavior as a demand. Although
giving neighboring behavior may yield social functioning for
working residents, it also potentially occupies their time and
cognitive capabilities and undermines their recovery experiences.
In particular, when the resources they received from their
living communities, namely receiving neighboring behavior,
were controlled, the negative aspect of giving neighboring
behavior emerged.

This study offers three contributions to the literature. First,
this study explores the relationship between receiving and giving
neighboring behavior fit and mental health, thus extending
our understanding of the antecedents of mental health in the
community. Prior studies have explored how giving neighboring
behavior impacts mental health. Zhang et al. (5) indicated
that working residents can realize self-development by helping
neighbors. Their research suggests that social functioning is
developed in the process of helping neighbors, thereby conveying
capabilities that can be used to reduce work-family conflict
and facilitate thriving at work. In addition to the positive
aspects of neighboring behavior, its positive association with
ego depletion has also been reported (15, 60). A potential
explanation for these inconsistent results may be the neglect
of working residents’ receiving neighboring behavior. Giving
neighboring behavior is interpersonal and reciprocal (61). It
acts as an effective tool for cultivating social capital. Driven by
norms of reciprocity, neighbors are motivated to provide support
for focal working residents. Moreover, Zu et al. indicated the

FIGURE 4 | The moderating role of labile self-esteem.

Frontiers in Public Health | www.frontiersin.org 9 June 2022 | Volume 10 | Article 863327

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/public-health
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/public-health#articles


Xiu et al. Does Giving and Receiving Helping Behavior Fit Matter

benefits of receiving neighboring behavior in relieving work-
family conflicts and facilitating mental health (22). Therefore,
this paper explored how receiving and giving neighboring
behavior fit impacts mental health. Our results explain the
paradoxical results from prior studies on giving neighboring
behavior and provide a research paradigm for this stream
of research.

Second, this paper uncovers the spillover process by which
receiving and giving neighboring behavior fit impacts mental
health by examining the serial mediating roles of work-family
interference and meaning in life. Ecological systems theory
suggests that resources are mobile and can be transferred to other
domains. For example, Zhang et al. explored how community
resources are transferred into the family and work domains (5).
Following this logic, this study focused on two paths: the family
interference with work path and the work interference with
family path. These two paths reflect how community resources
(i.e., neighboring behavior) are transferred into the family and
work domains, respectively (1, 62). The results indicate that
resources aggregated by neighboring behavior can be used to
fulfill the demands of working residents’ work and family roles,
thereby enhancing both their meaning in life and mental health.
Based on prior studies, this research replicated the spillover effect
suggested by Griggs et al. (1) and Zhang et al. (4) that links
receiving neighboring behavior andmental health.Moreover, this
study extended this line of research by introducing congruence
and incongruence in receiving and giving neighboring behavior
as indicators of community resources.

Third, this study revealed the boundary condition under
which community resources can be adopted to resolve work-
family interference and enhance mental health. Most studies
developed within the framework of ecological systems theory
have regarded personality traits as moderators. In line with
prior studies, this study introduced labile self-esteem into the
transformation process of community resources. Labile self-
esteem reflects the instability of self-esteem, which is commonly
regarded as an indicator of depressive symptoms (63). As
mentioned previously, individuals with labile self-esteem are
more likely to be impacted by stressors (41). This paper verifies
that working residents with high labile self-esteem are more
sensitive to stress. Bakker and Demerouti suggested that job
resources help employees who are experiencing high levels of
job demands (64). The present study found that receiving and
giving neighboring behavior fit can be used as a resource to fulfill
both work and family demands in working residents with high
labile self-esteem. By doing so, this study extended the study of
Bakker and Demerouti (64) by determining when community
resources are beneficial for working residents to maintain their
mental health.

In summary, this study provides a novel perspective for
discussing the association between neighboring behavior and
mental health within the framework of ecological systems
theory. Prior studies have mainly explored the influences
of receiving and giving neighboring behavior on mental
health separately. By instead examining receiving and giving
neighboring behavior fit, this study specified the conditions

under which neighboring behavior provides or consumes
psychological resources. Furthermore, this study revealed the
family (family interference with work) and work (work
interferences family) paths through which community resources
cultivated by neighboring behavior can be transformed to nurture
mental health. Moreover, this study demonstrated the key role of
labile self-esteem in shaping this spillover process. In doing so,
this research contributes to ecological systems theory by applying
it to explain how and when neighboring behavior is beneficial for
mental health.

Furthermore, the results of this research have several practical
implications. This study indicated that when both the receiving
and giving of neighboring behavior are at a high rather than
a low level, working residents have higher levels of mental
health. When receiving and giving neighboring behavior are
imbalanced, working residents only have higher levels of mental
health in the condition of receiving high levels of neighboring
behavior while giving low levels of neighboring behavior. These
results suggest that reciprocal interactions between neighbors in
the community are beneficial. For managers of communities,
community activating measures should be hosted by professional
social workers to provide a platform for working residents to
interact with each other and build social networks. To avoid
work-family interference, social workers should also provide
social support to working residents, thereby increasing their
meaning in life and mental health. Moreover, these results
indicate that the influences of (in)congruence in receiving and
giving neighboring behavior on mental health are contingent
upon labile self-esteem. To undermine the buffering role of
labile self-esteem,managersmay present lectures concerning self-
compassion and mindfulness to help working residents maintain
stable self-esteem (21, 65).

Limitations and Future Research
The current study has several limitations that point to the
following directions for future research. First, this study
could not establish firm causal relationships. Receiving
and giving neighboring behavior were not manipulated.
Therefore, the causal impact of receiving and giving
neighboring behavior fit on mental health could not be
inferred. Future research may adopt an experimental
design and cross-lagged panel design to overcome
this shortcoming.

Second, this study could not rule out common method
variance [CMV; (66)]. Although a two-wave questionnaire
survey design was adopted, CMV still led to potential
bias in the results. The employed questionnaires were
self-reported and more than one questionnaire was
completed at the same time point (e.g., meaning in life
and mental health). This may have introduced CMV
bias into the results. Future research may adopt a multi-
source survey design or objective data to avoid CMV.
For example, giving neighboring behavior can be assessed
by neighbors.

Third, this study was conducted within Chinese communities,
which limits external validity. Collectivism culture is
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widespread in China (67), resulting in more widespread
interactions between neighbors, especially among older working
residents. Future research may replicate this study in different
age groups and explore differences between Chinese and
Western cultures.
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