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The Surprising Reason People Don’t Ask for Advice

By Michael E. Bratsis

Many people avoid asking for advice not
because they lack ambition, but rather because
they don't want to be a burden. That hesitation
creates a hidden drag on learning, networking,
hiring, onboarding, career mobility, and knowl-
edge sharing.

The good news is that people are likely to
reach out more when they understand what the
advice giver gains, not just what the advice
seeker gains, according to an Academy of
Management Journal article by Anne Burmeister
of University of Cologne and Daniel Z. Levin of
Rutgers University.

Their article, "A Prosocial Perspective on
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a common assumption: People fail to network

mainly because they don't understand the personal upsides. That view leads companies, career offices,
and managers to emphasize self-interest: build relationships, get better information, find opportunities,
and advance faster.

That message isn't wrong, but it misses a major emotional barrier. And when it comes to networking,
telling people to “take your medicine; it's good for you” doesn't necessarily work.

"Many employees hate networking or reaching out to others and asking for their advice,” Burmeister
said. “This leads to real missed opportunities for learning, collaboration and ultimately performance
in organizations, because advice is not flowing freely. We identified a cure for this advice-seeking reluc-
tance: telling employees what advice givers have to gain from the exchange, such as feeling like an
expert. We showed that thinking about what the advice giver can gain leads to more advice-seeking
conversations. People simply reach out more because they don't feel like they're going to be a burden on
the advice giver.”

Burmeister and Levin noted that advice seekers often see the exchange as lopsided. They get help,
while the advice giver loses time and energy. The authors called this the “inequity illusion” of advice
seeking, the mistaken belief that asking for advice mainly burdens the other person. For example, an
analyst may avoid asking senior leaders for their perspectives on a client problem. A job candidate may
skip an informational interview. A new hire may struggle alone rather than interrupt a busy colleague.
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The authors connected that discomfort to a concept they call “burden anxiety,” nervousness about
bothering someone or wasting their time.

"Advice givers derive multiple benefits from being approached for advice,” the authors wrote,
including:

e feeling helpful and flattered that their expertise is valued.

e learning something new and making potentially valuable connections.

e reflecting productively on their own situations.

e being energized and having fun talking with someone with shared interests and goals.

This can apply to knowledge sharing, mentoring, peer coaching, expert directories, innovation work,
and cross-functional collaboration.

The authors also found that the framing may matter most when employees feel the exchange is espe-
cially unequal and the adviser had higher status or was unfamiliar. That pattern fits everyday business
life. Asking a peer for five minutes feels easy. Asking a senior vice president, technical expert, or exter-
nal contact for 30 minutes feels harder. The more unequal the situation feels, the more managers need
to normalize the idea that there are upsides for the advisers.

“Think about client-facing projects or teamwork where a more junior team member might be reluctant
to ask a more senior and usually busy team member for their advice for how to effectively respond to a
client request because they don't want to be burden,” Burmeister said. "This is where thinking about the
benefits for advice givers can make a real difference by facilitating the flow of knowledge, experiences,
and expertise. Ultimately, learning and collaboration are improved.”

What managers can do

The authors conducted nine studies, including three pilot studies, two randomized field experiments
focused on job seekers conducting informational interviews, and four online experiments that tested
the same idea with working adults across professional contexts.

Small changes in framing can make employees more willing to ask for help, especially when the
potential adviser has higher status or feels unfamiliar, the authors found. Useful moves include:

Reframing advice seeking as mutual value creation, not extraction.
Telling employees that being asked for advice can make others feel respected, useful, and
energized.

e Training people to say why they chose the adviser, so the request signals expertise and
appreciation.
Encouraging senior leaders to share examples of times they benefited from giving advice.
Building this language into onboarding, mentoring programs, internal expert directories, career
workshops, and leadership development sessions.

This approach doesn't require managers to pretend advice seeking is purely altruistic. Employees
still benetfit. The point is to make the exchange feel less one-sided.

"Managers can do two simple things,” Burmeister said. "First, managers can model advice seeking
by just doing it themselves on the job in their day-to-day routine. Second, managers can go beyond only
encouraging employees to engage in advice seeking by briefly explaining why employees should be
doing it: ‘By seeking advice from your colleagues, you can make them feel good! Go and make your col-
leagues feel good.’ I've been in this situation myself, being asked for advice, and I've felt very good
being treated like an expert.”

"Managers may think that it's enough to either hope for employees to automatically engage in advice
seeking or just tell employees that they should be doing it. By not addressing the underlying emotional
barriers, knowledge and advice will not flow as easily within the organization because employees
ultimately won't do it,” she said. “So it's important that managers address the underlying emotional
barriers with employees rather than hoping for the best.”

2

Copyright of the Academy of Management, all rights reserved. Contents may not be copied, emailed, posted to a listserv, or otherwise transmitted without the copyright holder's
express written permission. Users may print, download, or email articles for individual use only.



https://journals.aom.org/doi/10.5465/amj.2024.0635
https://journals.aom.org/doi/10.5465/amj.2024.0635

AOM Insights

What companies can do

The findings offer a fix for a familiar organizational problem: knowledge sits in people’s heads, but
employees hesitate to ask for it. Managers can apply the idea in several places:

Onboarding: Tell new hires that experienced employees often value being asked for perspective.
Mentoring: Train mentees to understand what mentors gain from helping.

Internal mobility: Encourage employees to explore various roles and request conversations
about potentially changing teams or departments without feeling disloyal to their current
manager and team.

Sales and client work: Help junior staff seek guidance from senior colleagues before high-
stakes meetings.

Innovation: Make cross-functional advice requests feel like opportunities for both sides to learn.
Leadership development: Teach managers to invite their team members to ask questions and
share how giving advice sharpens their own thinking.

The strongest programs don't just create access to experts; they also reduce the emotional cost of
using that access.
This Insights summary was developed with the assistance of generative artificial intelligence.
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