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Thesis overview 

Power as the influence that one can exert over others (Schmid Mast, Jonas, & Hall, 

2009) is the fundamental force in our social interactions. Power changes thoughts, emotions, 

and behaviors of the powerholder (Galinsky, Rucker, & Magee, 2015; Guinote, 2017; Kipnis, 

1972) and prepares the powerholder in the path to leadership. For instance, individuals in 

power tend to be more goal- and reward-oriented (Galinsky et al., 2003; Magee, Galinsky, & 

Gruenfeld, 2007; Slabu & Guinote, 2010), feel more distant (Magee & Smith, 2013), become 

abstract thinkers (Smith & Trope, 2006), and prioritize their goals better (Guinote, 2007b; 

Schmid, Schmid Mast, & Mast, 2015). 

In this dissertation, I conducted experiments to better understand the behavioral 

outcomes of power in organizational settings. However, current methods that examine power 

in experimental studies have raised many issues such as generating demand effects and lack 

of external validity (Flynn, Gruenfeld, Molm, & Polzer, 2011; Sturm & Antonakis, 2015). 

Therefore, I was required to find a robust method that enables me to study power in 

experimental designs. In my first paper, I suggested a method that induces power in a robust 

and consequential manner in the experimental settings and I tested it against a prevalent 

method vastly used in the power domain. In my second paper, I used a version of the 

proposed method in Paper 1 to investigate the effect of power on unethical conducts. Finally, 

in my last paper I looked at the emergent hierarchy and how it can be influenced in the 

context of interdependent groups where all members need to contribute in order to reach a 

collective outcome. This thesis takes a very first step to achieve methodological clarity in the 

field of social power and it answered important questions about risk taking, unethical 

conducts, and emergent hierarchy in the organizational context.  

In the next chapter, I will first review the definitions of power and state what 

definition I use through this dissertation. Then, I argue why power is important and discuss 
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the relevance of power in organizational context. I will also briefly review how power is 

studied in the experiments. Finally, I discuss the methodological and empirical contributions 

of this thesis and how it advances our understanding of power in social and organizational 

context. 

Definitions of power 

Power is an indispensable element of our social life. Weber (1947) defined power as 

the ability to carry out one’s own will. Later on, Emerson (1962) introduced the notion of 

independence/freedom and formed a relational context in which “the influencer is 

independent and the target is dependent for resources”. With development of Leadership 

theories, power was formulated as a means of influence over ideas, emotions, and behaviors 

(Siu, 1979) or having impact on others (McClelland, 1975). However, the conceptualization 

of power changed through the course of time. In the recent definitions of power there exists a 

convergence on the notion of control over valued resources (Galinsky, Gruenfeld, & Magee, 

2003; Keltner, Gruenfeld, Anderson., 2003; Malhotra & Gino, 2011). Some scholars also 

highlighted the asymmetric or unshared aspect of such control (Dubois, Rucker, & Galinsky, 

2011; Galinsky, Magee, Gruenfeld, Whitson, & Liljenquist, 2008; Magee & Galinsky, 2008; 

Magee & Smith, 2013) and in some definitions specific behavioral examples were made to 

add more clarity such as “… providing or withholding resources or administering 

punishments” (Keltner, et al., 2003, p. 265). The main common aspect of these definitions is 

the idea of power as a means of control over resources. Therefore, in this dissertation I will 

adopt this definition that commonly used in power research as well: power is asymmetric 

control over valued resources (Depret & Fiske, 1993; Fiske, 2010; Magee & Galinsky, 2008; 

Keltner et al., 2003). 

Note that in this dissertation I distinguish between social power and similar concepts 

such as sense of power which refers to the perception of one’s own influence in a certain 
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situation (Anderson, John, Keltner, 2012) or personal power that is generally viewed as the 

extent one can act and make things happen according to his/her will (Overbeck & Park, 2001; 

Van Dijke & Poppe, 2006). Social power rather roots in the dependencies and influences that 

individuals can enforce over others (Schmid Mast, 2010) and thus is embedded in the social 

and relational context.  

Power in Organizational Settings 

Power in organizational settings is commonplace. A substantial body of evidence 

shows that execution of power can predict organizational outcomes such as manager’s level 

of influence and effectiveness (Raven, Schwarzwald, & Koslowsky, 1998; Yukl & Falbe, 

1991), employees’ commitment (Koslowsky, Schwarzwald, & Ashuri, 2001; Pierro, Raven, 

Amato, & Bélanger, 2013), innovative behavior (Krause, 2004), performance (Pierro, 

Kruglanski, & Raven, 2012), job stress (Erkutlu & Chafra, 2006), and job satisfaction 

(Raven, et al., 1998). 

But power in organizational settings has different bases. It is important to understand 

the effect of power bases because with each power base, different influence processes will 

emerge that can lead to employee’s commitment (Pierro, et al., 2013) and compliance 

(Koslowsky, et al., 2001). According to French & Raven’s (1959) framework, power can 

have different bases such as reward, coercive, legitimate, expert, and referent power. Reward 

power can be attributed to a supervisor using different forms of positive stimulus from 

monetary compensations and promotions to any signs of an approval. In the same but 

opposite vein, influencing the targets by threats and punishments or withholding valued 

resources could be attributed to the use of coercive power. Legitimate power is mostly found 

in formal structures and among individuals with different levels of authority in which an 

obligation forces individuals to obey the powerholder. What is less discussed in management 

and organizational behavior research is expert and referent power (Elias, 2008). Experts have 
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power because we assume that they know best even if we do not understand the reasons 

behind their argumentations; but sometimes we listen to a person because of a feeling of 

admiration, a unity of values, a common identity (Raven, 1992; Tuk, Verlegh, Smidts, & 

Wigboldus, 2019); this person holds referent power. I  distinguish referent power from status 

or prestige as status demonstrates the respect one receives from others (Magee & Galinsky, 

2008) but referent power is based on individuals identification with the powerholder (Raven, 

et al., 1998) that might consequently lead to respect and trust. Later a sixth base of power was 

added to this classification as information power which refers to the use of critical 

information or persuasive argumentation in order to exert influence (Raven, 1965).  

How Power Affects Powerholder’s Behavior 

The notion of power is tied with freedom and agency (Rucker, Galinsky, & Dubois, 

2012). Agency refers to an act of self-expression and proactive inclination towards behavioral 

response as an independent entity (Bakan, 1966). Theoretical and empirical pieces on 

different manifestations of power demonstrated a well-established link between power and 

agency. For instance, approach/inhibition theory (Keltner et al., 2003) posits that high-power 

activates behavioral approach system that increases the focus on the rewards and 

opportunities as opposed to low-power that increases a focus on threats and punishments. 

Therefore, powerholder are more action and reward oriented compared to low-power 

individuals (Galinsky et al., 2003) and consequently display more goal-oriented, risk-taking 

behavior (Anderson & Galinsky, 2006; Guinote, 2007b).  

Social distance theory of power (Magee & Smith, 2013) proposes that powerholders 

feel psychologically distant from low-power people and hence more behave in accordance 

with one’s own values and experiences (Tost, Gino, & Larrick, 2012). Moreover, they will 

engage in a higher level of construal that is shown to facilitate risk-taking in gain-context 

(Lermer, Streicher, Sachs, Raue, & Frey, 2015; Raue, Streicher, Lermer, & Frey, 2015). 
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According to the situated focus theory, powerholders are more attuned to situational 

goals, needs, and feelings (Guinote, 2007a). Therefore, powerful individuals are better at 

focusing on the relevant information (Slabu & Guinote, 2010), prioritization (Schmid, 

Schmid Mast, & Mast, 2015), and adapting their behavior across situations (Guinote, 2007b). 

However, recent theoretical advancement suggests an alternative pathway for the 

effect of power on behavior. Tost (2019) argues that while psychological power can activate 

the cognitive network of power based on which agentic behavior displays, structural power 

can pursue a different path through a sense of responsibility to the dependent counterparts 

and therefore, lead to rather communal outcome behaviors. Tost claims that a focus of 

empirical findings on the outcome of psychological power (vs. structural power) produced a 

possible bias in our understanding towards power outcomes. It seems than although power 

frees individual in and of itself, it also bound powerholder’s behavior through a sense of 

responsibility. 

In sum, the approach/inhibition theory and social distance theory both provide 

prediction for an agentic and at time asocial view points towards powerholders (i.e., seeing 

their interaction partners in an instrumental way and feeling psychologically distant from 

powerless individuals). Situated focus theory proposed a goal-orientation viewpoint in the 

sense that powerholders focus on achieving their goal and would adapt their behavior 

accordingly –whether it concerns personal gains or communal outcomes. However, Tost 

propose that power can elevate powerholder through the path of dependency awareness.  

How Power Is Studied in Experiments 

Despite various definitions, conceptualizations, and theories of power most of the 

experimental studies in the domain of Social Psychology and Management used very few 

operationalizations of power (Schaerer, Lee, Galinsky, Thau, 2018). For instance, a meta-

analysis showed that more than 50% of power experiments manipulated felt power (e.g., by 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10463280701692813
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using power priming) and less than a third actually manipulated power in a relational 

situation (e.g., by structural context) (Schaerer, du Plessis, Yap, & Thau, 2018).  

Manipulating felt power in experimental settings is done via various methods such as 

role playing and explicit power priming. In role playing method, participants are typically 

assigned to either the role of a boss/leader (high-power) or the role of a subordinate/follower 

(low-power) (e.g., Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Briñol, Petty, Stavraki, 2012). The 

powerholder is in charge of evaluating the performance of the powerless or selecting a 

specific task for them. In power priming method, participants are mostly asked to write an 

essay about a memory. In high-power condition, they are asked to write about a time when 

they had power over somebody. In the low-power condition though, they must write about a 

time that someone else had power over them. Typically, a power-neutral condition is added in 

which participants should write about an event happened to them a day before their 

participations or about the last time they went grocery shopping (Galinsky et al., 2003).The 

idea behind power priming is that by writing an essay about a high-power situation, 

participant are primed with a high-power mindset and therefore, feel, act, and decide 

accordingly. Another version of this manipulation asks participants to imagine oneself in a 

predefined role (for the high-power manipulation imaging a boss and for the low-power 

manipulation imagining a subordinate) and then to write an essay about the relevant feelings 

and actions in their role (Dubois, Rucker, & Galinsky, 2010; Schmid, 2018).  

The use of aforementioned methods raised several potential methodological concerns. 

For example, one possible concern is about the lack of realism and ecological validity that 

had a long history in psychological studies (Campbell, 1957). Ecological validity refers to a 

lack of correspondence between the state of the individuals in the experiment and the real 

world settings (Wegener & Blankenship, 2007). In priming methods, often no objective 

power or control is given to the participants in high-power roles; besides, playing the role of a 
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powerful person or recalling a powerful memory could be different from experiencing 

objective power (Flynn et al., 2011). Consequently, the emotional and behavioral outcomes 

of solely recalling a power-related memory or playing a powerful role could be different from 

experiencing power real time.  

The second concern is about the potential for demand effects. Demand effects refer to 

the totality of the cues that make participants aware of the implicit motives of the study and 

change their behavior according to their guesses about the aim of the study (Orne, 1969). In 

priming method, as power is manipulated subjectively, participants are deliberately told to 

recall an incident about a power situation or play the role of a boss. Such salient cues about 

the purpose of the study can raise participants’ awareness about the expected behavior (Sturm 

& Antonakis, 2015). 

In my thesis I tried to take the very first step to address these concerns. In Paper 1, I 

thus suggest an alternative method that enables us to study power in a more robust manner. 

Then in paper 2, I used a version of this method to understand the link between power and 

unethical behavior. I also tested whether individual characteristics can play a role in the 

relation of power and unethical behavior. Finally, in my third paper I looked at the notion of 

power in the context of working groups. I looked at how hierarchy emerged inside leaderless 

groups and how it can be influenced in different task groups.  

Paper 1- The Problem of Demand Effects in Power Studies: Moving Beyond Power 

Priming 

Power priming method in spite of its popularity, raised many issues concerning 

demand effects (Sturm & Antonakis, 2015; Schaerer, Lee, Galinsky, Thau, 2018). Demand 

effects refer to the proper responses to experimental stimuli according to the given cues by 

the frame or instructions of the study (Zizzo, 2010). In this paper we intend to see if these 

concerns are valid. Power priming as it induces subjective power, requires the experimenter 
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to ensure that the participants are affected by the manipulation. Thus, the experimenters must 

guarantee the effect firstly through clear instructions to the participants and secondly by 

verifying the effect via a manipulation check. In this paper we argued that both of these 

practices could increase the chance of revealing critical information about the study and 

therefore engender demand effects.  

Such demand characteristics will be more problematic when it occurs in non-

consequential experimental designs such as hypothetical self-report designs (Lonati, Quiroga, 

Zehnder, & Antonakis, 2018; Podsakoff & Podsakoff, 2019); because, in such designs it is 

not costly for participants to comply with what is expected from them. Therefore, non-

consequential designs in presence of demand prone conditions could lead to demand induced 

responses. In sum, in this paper, we set out to see whether the power priming method is prone 

to demand effects, if using manipulation checks play a role in producing such demand, and if 

using consequential designs can mitigate the effect of demand-prone methods. 

In an incentivized study, we manipulated power level (high-power vs. control), power 

manipulation method (power priming vs. resource allocation), and whether a manipulation 

check is used or not after the power manipulation. We measured participant’s risk-taking in a 

non-consequential and consequential way as the outcome behavior. Our results showed that 

power priming is more prone to demand effects when compared to resource allocation 

method. Moreover, adding an explicit manipulation check to the design exacerbated the 

thread of demand effects especially when the dependent variable was measured non-

consequentially. These results show how demand prone methods could be dangerous 

especially when they are mixed with explicit manipulation checks and self-report measures of 

the behavioral outcome. Despite the widespread use of the power priming methods and its 

low implementation cost, we invite power researchers to be extra prudent in choosing 

methods and techniques that are prone to demand characteristics.  
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Paper 2- Leader’s Unethical Behavior Depends on the Level of Power, 

Machiavellianism, and Narcissism 

Power as the influence that one can exert over others (Schmid Mast, 2010) is present 

in our every-day interactions. Power can engender responsibility, coordination, and sacrifice; 

but it can also lead to dominance, opportunistic behavior, and corruption. Research also 

shows that power typically leads to immoral behavior (Bendahan, Zehdner, Pralong, & 

Antonakis, 2015; Dubois, Rucker, & Galinsky, 2014; Lammers, Stapel, & Galinsky, 2010); 

but that it can also elevate moral behavior depending on the individual and contextual 

characteristics (Chen, Lee-Chai, & Bargh, 2001; DeCelles, DeRue, Margolis, & Ceranic, 

2012). Looking at these controversies, one can ask when powerholders show the dark side 

rather than the elevating, bright side of their power. We often say “Power tends to corrupt and 

absolute power corrupts absolutely”; but is it entirely true? Do individual differences play a 

role? In this paper, we intended to answer these questions.  

Using a version of the method developed in Paper 1, we investigated the effect of 

power on (un)ethical behavior of the powerholders. In two studies we manipulated power 

level (high- vs. low-power) once without and once with self-serving opportunities (Study 1 

and Study 2 respectively). In Study 1, power was manipulated by the number of followers 

and the amount of control powerholders had over the followers’ outcomes. We observed that 

it is not power but an interaction between power and Machiavellianism that led to unethical 

behavior; Machiavellian powerholders were more likely to steal from their followers when 

they are appointed to the high-power positions compared to when they were appointed to the 

low-power positions. In Study 2 we manipulated power by the control that powerholders 

enforced over their followers’ outcomes; besides we provided self-serving opportunities for 

powerholders by letting them use their power for self-gain. We observed that power with 

self-serving opportunities facilitated unethical behavior more than the power with no such 



            10 

opportunities. The moderating effect of Machiavellianism on the link between power and 

unethical behavior in Study 1 transformed into a strong main effect in Study 2. Seemingly, 

power with self-serving opportunities provoked Machiavellians, regardless of their power 

position, to practice self-indulgence. Moreover, Narcissists in power positions with self-

serving opportunities showed more unethical behavior when they are appointed to high- 

versus low-power positions (probably due to the boost of their sense of grandiosity). These 

results imply that power has a revealing effect; those individuals who are prone to manipulate 

and exploit others for personal gain and self-serving behavior, when appointed to high-power 

positions, are more likely to engage in unethical behavior.  

Paper 3- From Hierarchical to Egalitarian: Hierarchy Steepness Depends on Speaking 

Time Feedback and Task Interdependence 

In the last sections power was studied in individual level and dyads. In this paper, we 

looked at power dynamics manifested through emergent hierarchy in the context of leaderless 

groups. When individuals gather together in leaderless groups a hierarchy emerges rapidly 

within the early stages of group interactions (Bales, Strodtbeck, Mills, & Roseborough, 1951; 

Kalma, 1991). The steepness of the group hierarchy can be understood by the distribution of 

the floor time among the group members (Schmid Mast, 2001). The more the floor time is 

equally distributed among the members, the more egalitarian the group hierarchy is (Schmid 

Mast, 2002).  

It has been shown that speaking time feedback (giving members information on how 

much each member is speaking as the discussion unfolds) would help the members to balance 

their contributions and flatten their group hierarchy (Bachour, Kaplan, & Dillenbourg, 2010; 

DiMicco, Hollenbach, Pandolfo, & Bender, 2007; Kim, Chang, Holland, & Pentland, 2008; 

Terken & Sturm, 2010). In this paper we aimed to see whether and how speaking time 

feedback and group task affect hierarchical formation in problem-solving groups. We also 
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observed the behavior of under- and over- participators (respectively members who spoke 

less than and who spoke more than an average group member) in presence of feedback on 

their speaking time behavior during the group discussion. 

In a 2 (speaking time feedback vs. control) by 2 (high interdependent task vs. low 

interdependent task) design, we recruited 3-person groups for solving a selection task. Results 

showed that speaking time feedback helped over-participators to decrease their speaking time 

behavior; but it did not encourage the under-participators to contribute more. Moreover, 

providing speaking time feedback helped groups to build flatter hierarchies, mostly due to 

over-participators decreasing their speaking time, and that in groups faced with a rather 

interdependent task, steeper hierarchies emerged, mostly due to under-participators 

decreasing their speaking time. These findings show that a task that needs more sharing of 

information and thus coordination and collaboration, drives groups to form steeper 

hierarchies compared to a task that needs lower levels of coordination and collaboration.  

Contributions 

Methodological contributions. My thesis investigates power outcomes by focusing 

on actual behavior of the powerholders in consequential designs. In Paper 1 and 2, I gave 

participants real control over valued resource and assessed their behavior using incentivized 

designs. In Paper 3, I measured individual’s actual dominance behavior (speaking time 

behavior) during group discussion and again in an incentivized design. My emphasis is on the 

use of consequential designs in conducting research despite of a widespread use of self-report 

and hypothetical designs in behavioral science (Baumeister, Vohs, & Funder, 2007; 

Patterson, Giles, & Teske, 2011; Petterson, 2008). The use of such designs imposes many 

issues when they are interpreted as actual behavior. Firstly, the outcome of the self-report 

measures does not necessarily correspond to real behavior (Furr, 2009); what is measured 

through such designs is rather what individuals think they would do and not what they would 
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actually do in the real situation. Secondly, we showed in Paper 1 that non-consequential 

designs are much more vulnerable than incentivized behavioral designs in presence of 

demand characteristics. Incentivized designs produce higher experimental realism and 

decrease the threat of demand characteristics by making it costly for participants to comply 

with social desirability bias or demand effects (de Quidt, Vesterlund, & Wilson, 2019). 

Therefore, I suggest that the focus of research designs in behavioral science should shift from 

the self-report measures and hypothetical designs to performance based measures.  

Moreover, I tried to take the very first step to methodological clarity in power 

research. Power priming methods used to induce power in experimental designs raised 

several concerns regarding demand effects (Strum & Antonakis, 2015). In Paper 1, we set out 

to address these concerns. We tested an alternative method (resource allocation) against 

power priming and showed that while producing similar effects on felt power (if not 

stronger), resource allocation method harbors minimal potential for demand effects when 

compared to power priming.  

Power research also suffers from the lack of proper control conditions (Schaerer, du 

Plessis, Yap, & Thau, 2018). But what is a good control condition for a power treatment? To 

achieve a baseline level in power, many studies put participants in a context unrelated to 

power such as writing about their last grocery shopping. The problem of an unrelated control 

condition is two-fold. Firstly, power is a relational concept and it is not meaningful to 

compare it to a non-relational notion. Secondly, participants in the treatment conditions 

receive explicit cues about the aim of the study (power) while in the control condition 

participants are clueless about power; this way the possible demand effects correlate with the 

treatment and produce a confound problem (Zizzo, 2010). Although control conditions by 

design demonstrate the effect of the treatment, if not designed properly they can be a source 

of unfair comparison or demand effects (Lonati et al., 2018). In this dissertation, I used 
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control conditions that were implemented in the same relational context as the treatments. 

Moreover, the design of the control conditions used in this dissertation ensures similar 

information sharing to treatment and control conditions. 

Paper 1 also showed that running explicit manipulation checks can be a source of 

demand effects. Thus all manipulation checks done in this dissertation were conducted by 

using an independent but comparable sample to the original pool of participants in the 

experiment to decrease the chance of generating demand effects.  

Empirical contributions. We assessed the link between power and risk-taking in 

Paper 1. However, we failed to fully replicate the main effect of power on risk-taking that 

was originally demonstrated by Anderson and Galisnky (2006). Powerholders in our study 

were not different from the control group in their risky choices. Previously, similar failed 

replications for a main effect of power on risk-taking has been reported in several studies 

(Jordan, Sivanathan, & Galinsky, 2011; Hiemer & Abele, 2012; Maner, Gailliot, Butz, & 

Peruche, 2007; Ronay & Von Hippel, 2010). In our study, despite of incorporating two 

methods of power manipulations (power priming and resource allocation) and three different 

measures of risk-taking (self-report, Bart, & lottery task) we still did not find the evidence for 

an effect of power on risk-taking. We therefore became skeptical about the existence of 

power/risk-taking link. Future studies might want to see whether the effect could be 

replicated with powerholders’ risk-taking in different context; for instance when risky 

decisions influence not only the powerholder but also another counterpart as well. 

Paper 2 showed that individuals in high-power positions will not necessarily become 

unethical and self-centered. But it is rather their individual characteristics or better said their 

pre-existing traits that help or hinder unethical behavior. We showed that Machiavellianism 

and Narcissism in general engender unethical behavior. However, they can also interact with 

power levels. For instance, power interacted with Machiavellianism explaining unethical 
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behavior in the context where power brought no self-serving opportunities to the 

powerholder; Machiavellians in high-power positions more often engaged in unethical 

decisions compared to Machiavellians in low-power situations. Narcissism on the other hand 

moderated the link between power and unethical behavior when power produced self-serving 

opportunities for the powerholders. Individuals high on Narcissistic orientations, when 

appointed to high-power positions with self-serving opportunities, displayed unethical 

behavior more so than the Narcissist in low-power positions. Altogether, the two studies 

showed the importance of individual differences in power related context and highlighted the 

importance of “choosing the right person for the right position”.  

The findings of Paper 2 are also not commonplace in power field. Power is more often 

associated with negative behavioral outcomes such as lying, cheating (Dubois et al., 2015), 

corrupted, and self-serving behavior (Bendahan, Zehnder, Pralong, & Antonakis, 2015). 

However, our results showed that power does not engender unethical behavior. There could 

be many reasons for our findings, but one plausible explanation argued by Tost (2015); 

different operationalizations of power can lead to different conceptual associations 

(Gawronski & Brannon, 2020; Tost & Johnson, 2019). Many of the studies that showed the 

negative and dark side of power induced psychological power (e.g., (e.g., Galinsky, Magee, 

Inesi, & Gruenfeld, 2006; Gruenfeld, Inesi, Magee, & Galisnky, 2008; Lammers, Galinsky, 

Gordijin, & Otten, 2012). However, such manifestation of power is rather associated with 

competitive attitude and strategic decision making; whereas social power induced by resource 

allocation method in this paper rather evoked a sense of dependency and responsibility and 

therefor may lead to different behavioral outcomes (Tost, 2015; Tost & Johnson, 2019). Our 

results are in line with the findings of Gawronski and Brannon (2020) that showed power 

induced via power priming method reduces the sensitivity to moral norms; but inducing 

power by assigning participants to social roles led to a higher sensitivity to moral norms.  
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In Paper 3 we successfully replicated the effect of speaking time feedback on group 

hierarchy. We added to that by showing that groups facing high interdependent tasks – a task 

that needs all members’ collective contribution to achieve to the final performance- tend to 

build steeper hierarchies compared to the groups that faced a low interdependent task. These 

findings provided evidence in line with propositions of the theoretical piece by Halevy, Chou, 

and Galinsky (2011) that suggest interdependent groups need steeper hierarchy in order to 

achieve better coordination among team members. Indeed, the emergence of a steep hierarchy 

can be a result of the group task. 

Practical implications. Believing in “power corrupts” sets powerholders unaccountable for 

their unethical conducts. Maybe it is time to give a chance to the belief that says “power does 

not corrupt, but people corrupt power”. Our results show that power lured those who already 

had tendencies toward unethical behavior. Machiavellians and Narcissists more often 

engaged in unethical behavior in high-power positions. Therefore, I would like to pinpoint 

these toxic person/situation combinations (Machiavellian/high-power without and 

Narcissists/high-power with self-serving opportunity). Institutions thus might want to be 

extra prudent on their governance by building a strong ethical climate and more importantly 

pay attention to dark personality traits in personnel selections for high-stake jobs.  

Paper 3 showed that giving dominant members of the group (over-participators) 

feedback on their speaking time behavior can help them adapting their speaking time 

behavior and consequently lead to a better distribution of the floor time in group discussions. 

Our results showed that the opposite effect is not true; the under-speakers do not increase 

their contributions when faced with such speaking time feedback. So it is fruitful to find other 

ways to encourage under-speakers to voice their opinions. 
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Implications for Future Research. In the three papers of this dissertation, we showed how 

power affects individuals, dyads, and groups and at times challenged the existing findings in 

power literature. For example the results of Paper 1 did not demonstrate the link between 

power and risk-taking and Paper 2 disproved the belief about corruptive nature of power. 

Now the question is that should we be doubtful about the findings emerged from other 

methods from now on? The robustness and the strength of the resource allocation method that 

used to induce power in this dissertation have been assessed several times; the method was 

also successfully tested against demand characteristics. This being said, if we decide to 

incorporate this method and approve its findings, then what shall we do with contradictory 

findings of the former studies? One answer to this question can be that we should be careful 

about the interpretation of the former findings with such high levels of demand effects. More 

importantly, we shall be skeptical about the findings of the study designs where power 

priming and explicit manipulation checks were mixed together with non-consequential 

designs (e.g., self-reported measures). Replication studies are needed to ensure the researcher 

about the reliability and robustness of these findings. 

However, I would like to highlight that power is a complex notion. Therefore, its 

outcomes can also be seen as not straightforward and sometimes contradicting. For instance, 

it has been already shown that experienced power as opposed to social power can lead to 

different outcomes (Rucker, Hu, & Galinsky, 2014; Tost & Johnson, 2019). The different 

findings emerged from the resource allocation manipulation can be due to its relational and 

social manifestation of power which is far from psychological power that activates agency 

and goal-pursuit behavior. Moreover, how power is perceived by the powerholder might play 

a role on the behavioral outcomes of such a multifaceted concept (Schmid Mast, Khademi, 

Palese, 2020). Therefore, different outcomes of various manipulation methods should not 

necessarily mean the falsification of the former methods and findings. But, rather it should 
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encourage researcher to seek for a better understanding about the distinctions between the 

forms and perceptions of social power.  

We should also not forget that power have different manifestations and can be fed by 

various sources such as knowledge, information, and referent power. In order to advance our 

understanding of power outcomes we also need to consider the different sources of power. In 

organizational settings, power is not always enforced through hierarchical structure, but it can 

manifest as expert power, information power, or referent power (e.g., the influence of a role-

model) (French & Raven, 1959). Although research has shown that the possession of power 

can change the powerholder; the full extent of power facets on individual’s cognitive, 

behavioral and emotional responses are not fully understood. Questions like how different 

types of power determine powerholders’ understanding of power role, and eventually 

powerholders behavior remain unanswered. These gaps call for a plan of research to better 

understand the link between power types and their impact on powerholders. 

Although the effect of power on powerholder is much discussed in the literature, most 

of the theories and operationalizations of power revolved around solely one notion of power 

as control over valued resources (most highlighted in coercive/reward power of French and 

Raven framework) (Keltner et al., 2003; Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Smith & Bargh, 2008). 

However, a person’s power may stem from other sources than the administration of rewards 

and punishments. More importantly, execution of power does not always occur through 

organizational structures. Power as influence sometimes occurs in the opposite expected 

directions (Elias, 2008). For instance in upward influence attempts, it is the subordinate who 

influences the supervisor (Yukl & Falbe, 1991; Yukl & Tracey, 1992). Therefore, one 

potential concern is that the conducted studies do not effectively capture all the features and 

complexities of power because most of the findings from the experiments in this domain are 
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triggered by limited facets of power (mostly administering coercive power through 

psychological and structural power).  

Moreover, Power is embedded in the social and relational context. Therefore, we need 

to pay more attention to these two fundamental notions when we study power in 

organizational context. We cannot (and probably should not) conclude an organizational 

behavior outcome by solely relying on felt power in a non-relational context. The 

manipulation of power (or any independent variable) should be considered within the 

specificities of the context. Therefore, I suggest researchers to return to relational 

operationalization of power in their experimental designs. Another interesting but 

understudied aspect of power is how it evolves through the course of time. To understand 

how powerholders change with power or how they maintain their power, more longitudinal 

studies are needed (e.g., Fiol, O’Connor, & Aguinis, 2001; Heller, 2019; Martorana, 

Galinsky, & Rao, 2005). 
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Abstract 

Power in experimental research has been commonly induced by methods that raise concerns 

regarding demand effects. In this paper, we investigate the empirical relevance of these 

concerns. In an incentivized online study (N = 1632), we manipulated the method of power 

manipulation (power priming vs. resource allocation), the level of power (high-power vs. 

control), and the presence of a manipulation check after the power manipulation. We then 

assessed risk-taking as an outcome variable in two ways, once as a non-consequential 

measure (self-report measure) and twice as a consequential measure (incentivized behavioral 

choices). Results showed that using power priming (vs. resource allocation) and 

implementing a manipulation check increased the potential for demand effects as measured 

by the share of participants who were aware of the study hypothesis. Also, when a 

consequential measure was used to capture participants’ risk-taking, the effect of power on 

risk-taking was shown to be non-significant. But, this effect became significant when risk-

taking was measured non-consequentially using a self-report measure. Our pattern of results 

shows that concerns about demand effects in power studies cannot be dismissed. To avoid 

future discussions about demand-driven confounds, we advise researchers to steer away from 

demand-prone manipulations and to measure behavior through consequential choices. 

  

 

Keywords: demand effects, power priming, resource allocation, manipulation check, 

consequential design 
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The Problem of Demand Effects in Power Studies: Moving Beyond Power Priming 

Although leadership is often naturally associated with power, little research to date 

has explicitly addressed this link and its implications (e.g., Doldor, 2017; Bendahan, Zehnder, 

Pralong & Antonakis, 2015; Gordon, 2002). We argue that it is important for future research 

on leadership to consider the impact of power. Investigating how power affects individuals 

resembles how a person being promoted to a leadership position reacts. However, such 

parallels are only fruitful for the leadership literature if the methods used in the power field 

are sound. If there are methodological weaknesses in how the effect of power is investigated, 

the lessons learned for leadership are hampered. In this paper, we tackle the methodological 

issues in traditional power studies. The aim of our research is to provide evidence for the 

empirical relevance of these methodological concerns and to suggest more robust, 

alternatives methods to do research on power – and thus leadership—in the future. 

Current methods used to test the effect of power in experimental settings are mainly 

constituted of power priming (Schaerer, Lee, Galinsky, Thau, 2018). Power priming aims at 

activating a high or low-power mindset in participants. For this purpose, participants are 

asked to put themselves in the shoes of either a high-power or a low-power person. 

Subsequently, they either act out this role in a role-play or imagine being that person. For 

instance, participants are assigned to either the role of a manager (high-power) or the role of a 

subordinate (low-power; e.g., Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Briñol, Petty, & Stavraki, 2012) or 

participants imagine themselves in a predefined role (boss or employee) and write about the 

feelings and actions related to that role (Dubois, Rucker, & Galinsky, 2010; Schmid, 2018). 

The probably most widely used technique consists of asking participants to write about a 

situation in their past in which they had power over others (for high-power priming) or in 

which someone else had power over them (for low-power priming). In the power-neutral 

condition, participants write about an event that happened to them the day before (Galinsky, 
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Gruenfeld, & Magee,  2003). The idea behind this manipulation is that recollection of 

memories activates a power-related mindset that then affects behavior and decision-making. 

Despite their popularity, using such power priming methods
1
 might be problematic in 

that they potentially create demand effects (Sturm & Antonakis, 2015; Schaerer et al., 2018). 

Demand effects refer to experimenter-induced cues and expectations in the context of 

research experiments which may influence the behavior of participants (Orne, 1962). Such 

cues can, for example, be embedded in the description of the experiment (if instructions to 

participants reveal the research question) (Charness, Gneezy, & Kuhn, 2012; Zizzo, 2010) or 

may emerge if a manipulation check is performed before the dependent variable is measured 

(Chester & Lasko, 2019; Hauser, Ellsworth, & Gonzalez, 2018; Lonati, Quiroga, Zehnder, & 

Antonakis, 2018). 

Power priming methods require the explicit mentioning of the manipulated variable 

(power) in the treatment conditions. Such manipulations may therefore reveal critical 

information about the hypothesis of the study and may induce participants to adapt their 

behavior to what they infer being the researcher’s expectations. Demand-prone methods may 

yield confounded results because it remains unclear whether the ultimate responses are the 

result of what powerful or powerless people actually do or if they reflect what people think 

powerful or powerless people are expected to do (i.e., demand effects). 

Another drawback of existing power priming methods is that, most of the time, being 

in a powerful or powerless position does not entail real consequences (Flynn, Gruenfeld, 

Molm, & Polzer, 2011). For instance, if the powerholder is in charge of evaluating the 

performance of the powerless or selecting a specific task for them, these choices typically 

neither have consequences for the powerholder nor for the followers. This lack of 

consequential outcomes implies that power priming does not manipulate “actual power” but 

rather “felt power”. Such an indirect approach of manipulating power leads to two potential 
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complications. First, it is not clear whether actual power and felt power affect behavior in the 

same way. The latter might, in fact, operate through the perceived requirements of the power 

role reinforced by the potential for demand effects (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002). Second, the 

lack of an objective change in actual power requires testing whether the manipulation 

subjectively affected felt power in participants (participants in the high-power condition 

should report feeling more powerful than those in the low-power or neutral condition). In 

many studies using power priming (Galinsky et al. 2003; Guinote, 2007a; Guinote, 2007b; 

Smith, Jostmann, Galinsky, & van Dijk, 2008), the manipulation check is executed right after 

the power manipulation and before the dependent variable is measured. Such a procedure 

reinforces the potential for demand effects, because the manipulation check may provide 

strong hints on the manipulated variable. 

Finally, there is an additional reason—unrelated to the use of power priming 

techniques—for why power studies may be particularly prone to demand effects. Power 

research is one of the fields that often uses self-report measures or hypothetical scenarios to 

measure outcomes of interest (e.g., participants are asked to describe what they would do in a 

particular situation). Such non-consequential operationalizations of the dependent variable 

are especially likely to be affected by what people think is expected of them in a given 

scenario, because deviations from true behavioral intentions have no costs for participants. 

In a nutshell, we argue that using power priming and manipulation checks of this 

priming can create a large potential for demand effects. Moreover, non-consequential 

outcome measures make it likely that the demand-effect potential has an effect on results, 

because participants possibly respond according to demand. To the best of our knowledge, 

there is not yet any empirical work that explicitly measures the extent to which power 

priming and the corresponding manipulation checks affect the potential for demand effects in 

power studies and how more or less consequential measures of outcomes are affected by 
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different power manipulations. In this paper, we make a first attempt at filling this gap in the 

literature. 

For this purpose, we compare an established and often used power priming method 

with an alternative power manipulation that directly affects actual power in a consequential 

way in that it provides powerholders with asymmetric control over valued resources, 

according to the definition widely used in research (e.g., Emerson, 1962; French & Raven, 

1959; Goldstein & Hays, 2011; Gruenfeld, Inesi, Magee, & Galinsky, 2008; Jordan, 

Sivanathan, & Galinsky, 2011; Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003; Magee & Galinsky, 

2008; Rucker, Dubois, & Galinsky, 2011). Giving actual control over others’ resources 

(Resource Allocation) as the power manipulation has two immediate advantages. First, we do 

not need to explicitly mention the manipulated variable. Second, because there is an objective 

difference in the degree of participant’s control (i.e., an objective difference in actual power), 

our manipulation does not necessitate a subsequent manipulation check. 

Moreover, we disentangle the effects of the power manipulation and the manipulation 

check using a 2 by 2 design in which we cross two different power manipulations (Power 

Priming and Resource Allocation) with the presence/absence of a manipulation check. In a 

first step, we investigate the potential for demand effects under each of the four conditions. 

To this end, we measure how many participants correctly guessed the hypothesis of the study. 

In a second step, we investigate the impact of the type of power manipulation and the 

presence/absence of a manipulation check on the link between power and a dependent 

variable that has been repeatedly studied in the power literature: risk-taking. In order to gain 

insight into the difference between non-consequential and consequential outcome variables, 

we use versions of both consequential and non-consequential measures of risk-taking. 

Power Priming and Demand Effects 
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As mentioned before, power is typically defined as asymmetric control over valued 

resources (Magee & Galinsky, 2008). However, prevalent methods of power priming often 

give no actual control to powerholders and by manipulating felt instead of actual power, the 

chances of generating demand effects are increased (Antonakis, 2017; Sturm & Antonakis, 

2015). 

This is not the first time that power priming methods are under scrutiny. Certain 

power priming methods have been shown to produce spurious results. A well-known example 

is power posing (Carney, Cuddy, & Yap, 2010). Replication studies found no effect of 

striking a power pose on either cortisol or risk-taking, or any other dependent variable, except 

for self-reported felt power (Jonas et al., 2017; Ranehill et al., 2015). Moreover, doubts 

concerning the robustness of priming procedures in general have been voiced by many 

scholars (Chivers, 2019; Kahneman, 2012) as a result of failed attempts at replicating well-

established findings in the social priming literature (e.g., Doyen, Klein, Pichon, & 

Cleeremans, 2012; Gilder & Heerey, 2018; Harris, Coburn, Rohrer, & Pashler, 2013; Pashler, 

Rohrer, & Harris, 2013; Shanks et al., 2013). 

In power priming (e.g., role play of high- and low-power roles, imagine being a high- 

or low-power person, or think about a situation in the past in which a person had power or 

not), the goal is to put the person in a high- or low-power mindset, meaning having them feel 

powerful or powerless (or neutral with respect to power). The effect of the priming technic is 

rather unconscious and works through a mental representation of the primed concept (Bargh 

& Chartrand, 1999). In other words, the prime activates a cognitive network in the 

powerholder and thus several learnt associations in relation to the prime become available 

and affect an individual’s feelings and behavior. For example, in power priming, the recalled 

memory about a power incident or the role play activates a cognitive network of power that 

brings about the emotional, cognitive, and behavioral consequences of being in power, 
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despite of the person primed not actually being granted objective power or control over 

valued resources (Tost, 2015). 

Power priming is suspected to increase the potential for demand effects (Sturm & 

Antonakis, 2015; Schaerer et al., 2018). Power priming methods require that the experimenter 

mentions a power role or a power-related incident in the instructions. Participants are 

therefore confronted with salient cues about the manipulated variable. To the extent that 

participants have expectations about how a powerful or a powerless person ought to behave 

in a particular situation, these beliefs might guide how participants will react, behave, or 

decide in the subsequent task. This mechanism can be problematic because the observed 

effect of power on the behavior of interest is not driven by a change in actual objective 

power, but simply reflects what people think the effect should be (demand effect). We do not 

know whether people who are really given power would react in the same way. 

We used an alternative power manipulation method, called the resource allocation 

(RA) manipulation. In this method, actual power is given to a person through granting control 

over valued resources in a structural setting. Individuals in positions of power are free to 

decide about valued resources for others. The freedom of choice as well as the control over 

the resource allocation for others are regarded as dimensions of power (Keltner et al., 2003; 

Magee & Smith, 2013). 

Concretely, participants in our RA manipulation find themselves in groups and are 

randomly assigned the role of either an allocator, an observer, or a receiver. Each group has 

one allocator (high-power role), one observer (neutral role), and five receivers (low-power 

role). The allocator distributes a number of lottery tickets among the receivers and has 

absolute control over the distribution of the tickets (power) but cannot take any tickets for 

themselves. The observer is not involved in the lottery ticket distribution and only observes 

the distribution of the allocator. The observer has no power to disagree or change the 
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distribution that the allocator makes and has no gain or loss from the distribution. Both the 

allocator and the observer receive the same fixed payment for participation. The receivers 

also are compensated with a similar amount, but their expected payment also depends on how 

many tickets they receive. 

The resource allocation method has several advantages. First, we use actual power as 

in the definition of power (asymmetric control over valued resources). Power is induced 

using a real endowment (i.e., no deception is used) which not only raises the ecological 

validity of the design, it also increases internal validity of the manipulation (correspondence 

between definition and operationalization of power) and it reduces demand effects because 

participants do not have to think about what might be expected from them in their power role, 

they simply act within the role. Also, there is nothing in the instructions that mentions power 

or any related concept and participants are thus not made aware of the hypothesis of the 

study. It is important to use neutral wordings because masking the dependent and 

independent variable lowers the chance of generating demand effects (de Quidt, Vesterlund, 

Wilson, 2018). 

Note that demand effects cannot be eliminated entirely from an experimental design 

(Orne, 1962, 1969). Yet researchers are obliged to minimize the cues that convey the 

experimental hypothesis to their participants (Rosnow & Rosenthal, 1997), because 

participants tend to behave in accordance to what they believe is the hypothesis of the study, 

meaning how the independent variable affects or is related to the dependent variable (Nichols 

& Maner, 2008). If participants’ beliefs match the hypothesis, the threat of demand effects is 

heightened (Zizzo, 2010); a positive correlation between the demand effects and the 

hypothesis is problematic because it will obscure the interpretation of the results (it is not 

clear whether the results are caused by the treatment or the demand). In order to understand 

and measure such potential for demand effects, we followed the traditional “post-
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experimental inquiries” by simply asking participants what they thought was the purpose of 

the study (Orne, 1962). 

In the current research, we compare our RA manipulation with one of the most widely 

used power priming methods (Galinsky, Rucker, & Magee, 2015; Gruenfeld et al., 2008; 

Guinote, 2007a; Lammers, Galinsky, Gordijn, & Otten, 2012; Schmid, Kleiman, & Amodio, 

2015; Smith & Trope, 2006; Tost, Gino, & Larrick, 2013) in which participants are asked to 

write an essay about a time when they had power over somebody (high-power condition) or 

to write about a situation when someone else had power over them (low-power condition), or 

to write about what they did the day before (neutral condition) (Galinsky et al., 2003). 

Hypothesis 1: Fewer participants correctly guess the research hypothesis of the study 

(i.e., there is a lower potential for demand effects) under resource allocation (RA) than under 

power priming (PP). 

Manipulation Check and Demand Effects 

Manipulation checks aim at ensuring that the manipulation was successful (Perdue & 

Summers, 1986; Kidd, 1976). Manipulation checks contribute to the construct validity of the 

study (Sigall & Mills, 1998), i.e., the extent to which the intervention operationalizes what it 

claims to operationalize (Cook, Campbell, & Shadish, 2002). In a survey, 75% of the scholars 

in social psychology think that “manipulation checks are necessary” in a well-designed study 

(Fayant, Sigall, Lemonnier, Retsin, & Alexopoulos, 2017, p. 127). 

When actual power is manipulated (e.g., through the RA power manipulation), the 

need for a manipulation check will logically be removed (Lonati et al., 2018), because the 

objective changes in the elements of the design do not require a subjective interpretation from 

the participants. However, when using power priming, the activation of the power mindset 

can vary from one participant to the other, so that scholars are required to conduct a 

manipulation check to ensure that the relative subjectivity of the mindset priming goes in the 
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desired direction. Often, the check is performed right after the manipulation; this is 

commonly done by explicitly asking participants how “powerful”, “in charge”, or “in 

control” they felt after the essay writing task (Guinote, 2007a; Guinote, 2007b; Rucker et al., 

2011; Smith et al., 2008). 

When the manipulation check is implemented after the manipulation and before 

measuring the dependent variable, key information about the study may become salient to the 

participants (Kühnen, 2010) and the study hypothesis may become transparent (Ejelöv & 

Luke, 2020; Lonati et al., 2018). Participants might have converging ideas about how a 

person in power ought to behave, react, and respond, thus introducing demand effect. In other 

words, sometimes “what we call a manipulation check could also be a manipulation” (Hauser 

et al., 2018, p. 7). Participants’ response to the manipulation check might affect the outcome 

variable, because the manipulation check impacts what participants think to be the expected 

behavior. Such reactivity to a manipulation check can inflate (or deflate) the true causal link 

between the manipulation and the outcome variable (Ejelöv & Luke, 2020). 

Hypothesis 2: More participants correctly guess the research hypothesis of the study 

(i.e., there is a higher potential for demand effects) if a manipulation check is performed 

(before measuring the dependent variable). 

Non-consequential Designs and Demand Effects 

Non-consequential self-report measures are an appropriate tool to assess individual’s 

emotions, perceptions, and beliefs about a phenomenon (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). 

However, using non-consequential or hypothetical measures to measure behavior is often 

problematic for at least two reasons. First, non-consequential designs are generally weak in 

experimental realism (Colquitt, 2008; Podsakoff & Podsakoff, 2019). Therefore, the results 

of such designs tend to show the “behavioral intentions” in a situation instead of “real 

behavior” (Furr, 2009; Nave, Feeney, & Furr, 2018). Moreover, what individuals think they 
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would do in a situation, sometimes diverges tremendously from what they actually do in real 

situations (Baumeister, Vohs, & Funder, 2007). For example, in a famous field study, 

participants reported that they would be fairly generous in helping the victim of an accident 

(West & Brown, 1975). However, when those participants faced a victim in a seemingly real 

(but staged) situation, their actual helping behavior decreased significantly. It seems that 

when nothing or little is at stake (hypothetical situations), individuals often tend to report that 

they would engage in socially desirable behavior—behavior that they might display to a 

lesser degree or not at all in reality. 

Second, when the treatment entails indications or cues (explicitly or implicitly) about 

the appropriate/expected behavior, non-consequential designs can ultimately lead participants 

to behave in accordance with experimental demand (Antonakis, 2017). In non-consequential 

designs, taking action to please the experimenter is not costly (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, & 

Podsakoff, 2012), entailing considerable room for demand effects (e.g., Durgin et al., 2009). 

In consequential settings, in contrast, it is costly for participants to not pick their preferred 

choice in order to comply with the demand (de Quidt, Vesterlund, & Wilson, 2019; Lonati et 

al., 2018). In this sense, the use of non-consequential outcome variables makes it more likely 

that a demand effect results in a confound of the actually observed effect. 

In our study, we used one non-consequential and two consequential assessments of 

risk-taking as outcome measures. We selected “risk-taking” as our variable of interest, 

because previous research has found a strong relation between power and risk-taking 

(Anderson & Galinsky, 2006; Galinsky et al., 2003; Jordan et al., 2011; Lewellyn & Muller‐

Kahle, 2012; Maner, Gailliot, Butz, & Peruche, 2007; Ronay & Von Hippel, 2010). When 

choosing the risk-taking tasks, we pursued two goals. First, we wanted to use what is 

commonly used in the literature and second, we wanted to use measures of which we thought 

they were differentially susceptible to demand. This is why we chose a self-report risk taking 
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task—highly affectable by demand—and two incentivized tasks: the Balloon Analog Risk 

Task (BART) (Lejuez et al. 2002; Lejuez et al. 2003), and the lottery task (Dohmen et al., 

2011). The BART task is used rather in psychology and in the neurosciences (Lewellyn & 

Muller‐Kahle, 2012; Jordan et al., 2011) whereas the lottery task is rather used in economics. 

In both of the consequential measures of risk-taking, participants were compensated based on 

their choices in risky settings. This broad range of tasks should allow us to detect a link 

between power and risk-taking if there is one because the tasks are different and may tap into 

different aspects of risk-taking.  

Hypothesis 3: Using methods that are hypothesized to generate a high potential for 

demand effects (power priming and manipulation checks) strengthens the observed positive 

relation between power and risk-taking, in particular if risk-taking is measured non-

consequentially. 

Method 

Pre-test 

Although we detailed that when using a manipulation of actual power instead of a 

power priming procedure, there is no need for checking whether subjectively, power is 

experienced differently, we performed a pre-test to measure the impact of both power 

manipulations, PP and RA, on participants’ felt power. The reason for doing so is related to 

our setting: we need both manipulations to be comparable in strength so that if we find 

effects, they cannot be interpreted as stemming from a difference in the strength of 

manipulating felt power. In other words, if we find differences between the effects of the two 

power manipulations on risk-taking and one manipulation is substantially stronger with 

respect to felt power, we do not know whether this difference is driven by the manipulation 

type—which is what we are interested in—or simply by the strength of the manipulation. We 
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therefore needed to ensure that the PP and the RA methods resulted in similar effect sizes on 

felt power. 

Phase one. The goal of phase one of the pretest was to investigate how different 

levels (high, neutral, low) of each manipulation affect reports of felt power by participants. 

We used a 2 (power manipulation method: PP vs. RA) by 3 (power level: high-power, 

neutral, and low-power) design with random assignment to one of the 6 experimental 

conditions. We recruited 323 participants from MTurk (https://www.mturk.com) and 

excluded 31 observations due to attention check failure,
2 resulting in a sample of 292 

individuals, 47.95% female; Mage = 33.48, SDage = 9.16. 

Power priming (PP). Following Galinsky et al. (2003), participants in the high-power 

condition were asked to recall an incident in which they had power over another individual or 

individuals and write about it. In the low-power condition, participants were asked to write 

about an incident in which someone else had power over them and in the neutral condition, 

participants were invited to write about the last time they went to the grocery store. We 

followed the procedure described in Galinsky et al. (p. 458). 

Resource allocation manipulation (RA). Participants were assigned to groups of 

seven individuals. There were three roles in each group: allocator (high-power), observer 

(neutral), and receiver (low-power). There were 1 allocator, 1 observer, and 5 receivers in 

each group. The roles were distributed randomly among participants. The allocator was given 

five lottery tickets to distribute among the receivers. The allocator had full control over how 

to distribute the 5 tickets among the receivers. The only restrictions were that the allocator 

was not allowed to keep any lottery tickets for him/herself and that all the tickets needed to 

be distributed. Before the distribution was made, the allocator was informed about the gender 

and age of the receivers (e.g., receiver A: female, age 25-30; receiver B: male, age 20-25 

etc.). The participant in the role of the observer (neutral power) was not involved in the 
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distribution phase and only received the information about the allocator’s distribution. The 

observer could not take any action to change the allocator’s decision and had no gain or loss 

from the distribution. Both the allocator and observer received the same amount of money 

($3) for their participation in the study. The receivers also gained the same exact fixed 

payment ($3). In addition, receivers were paid based on the lottery ticket distribution. A 

receiver with one lottery ticket had a 1 in 10 chance to win 1 additional dollar. A random 

device selected 25 out of the 250 distributed lottery tickets and the final gains were paid to 

participants accordingly. The participants in the different roles were not informed about the 

final payments of participants in the other roles to avoid salient comparisons. 

Felt power. After the power manipulation, participants answered one question about 

how powerful they felt using a Likert scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much)  (M = 3.77, 

SD = 1.94). In the PP condition, high-power participants felt more powerful (M = 5.16, SD = 

1.68) than participants in the neutral condition (M = 3.94, SD = 1.59), F(1,286) = 13.54, p < 

.001, Cohen’s d = 0.75, and than participants in the low-power condition (M = 2.56, SD = 

1.49), F(1,286) = 65.73, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.63. In the RA condition, high-power 

participants felt more powerful (M = 5.38, SD = 1.27) than participants in the neutral 

condition (M = 2.71, SD = 1.79), F(1,286) = 71.63, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.71, and than 

participants in the low-power condition (M = 2.88, SD = 1.60), F(1,286) = 73.66, p < .001, 

Cohen’s d = 1.73 (see Figure 1).
3
 

To assure that the two types of power manipulation have comparable strength, we 

selected for the PP the high-power versus low-power condition (d = 1.63) and for the RA the 

high-power versus neutral condition (d = 1.71) for further pretesting and for the main study. 

There were two reasons why we selected the neutral condition over the low-power condition 

for the RA method: 1) to have a relatively similar effect size compared to the PP 

manipulation method and thus to avoid the possibility that the PP manipulation leads to a 
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weaker effect on risk-taking because of a smaller effect size; 2) to avoid income effects 

between the conditions chosen in the RA method. The allocators and observers obtained the 

exact same payment by design, whereas the receivers’ income depends partially on the 

number of lottery tickets received from the allocators and partially on chance. 

In sum, to conduct the next phase of the pre-test and the main experiment, for the PP 

condition we kept the high and low-power conditions and for the RA method, we used the 

high-power and the neutral condition. Note that from now on, we simply call the group to 

which the high-power individuals are compared, the control group because being in the 

control group elicits a comparable amount of feeling relatively less powerful than being in the 

high-power group for both types of power manipulations. 

Phase two. In this second phase, our main objective was to confirm that the two 

manipulations selected in phase one indeed have comparable impacts on felt power using a 

larger sample of participants. In addition, we also measured how transparent each of the two 

manipulations was to participants. The transparency of the manipulation is an important pre-

requisite for the emergence of a potential for demand effects. If the participants understand 

what variable the study manipulates, they may be able to correctly guess the hypothesis that 

the researcher investigates. 

On the same online platform, 746 participants were recruited. We excluded 140 

participants due to lack of correct responses to the attention checks (same as in phase one). 

The final sample consisted of 606 participants, 41.42% female; Mage = 36.13, SDage = 10.86. 

We randomly assigned participants to one of the experimental conditions in a 2 

(method of power manipulation: PP vs. RA) by 2 (level of power manipulation: high-power 

vs. control) between-subjects design. We used the same item as in phase one to measure for 

how powerful they felt. In the PP condition, high-power participants felt more powerful (M = 

5.08, SD = 1.54) than participants in the control condition (M = 2.97, SD = 1.73), F(1,602) = 
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125.21, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.29. In the RA condition, high-power participants (allocators) 

felt more powerful (M = 5.24, SD = 1.38) than participants in the control condition 

(observers) (M = 2.56, SD = 1.69), F(1,602) = 228.10, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.73 (Figure 2). 

Observed effect sizes were similar to those identified in phase one. The effect size in the RA 

condition was slightly larger than in the PP condition. However, if anything, having a 

stronger RA manipulation works against our predictions, because we hypothesized that the 

RA power manipulation would have a smaller effect on risk-taking than the PP manipulation, 

(see Hypothesis 3). 

To measure the transparency of the manipulation for participants we asked whether 

they could guess what the study was about in a free-form question. We coded their answers 

as 1 when it mentioned power or control (e.g., being in control, being in charge, having any 

saying in a situation) and 0 otherwise. Participants in the PP correctly guessed the 

manipulated variable more often (M = 0.44, SD = 0.50) compared to participants in the RA 

condition (M = 0.15, SD = 0.36), t (604) = 8.09, p < 0.001. The fact that the manipulation is 

more transparent does not necessarily imply a larger potential for demand effects because 

participants may still fail to correctly guess the research hypothesis. However, a transparent 

manipulation is a necessary predisposition for the potential presence of a demand effect. 

Main Experiment 

Participants. We recruited 1752 individuals from the same online platform (MTurk). 

We used the same attention check questions and exclusion criteria. Additionally, we checked 

the content of the stories written in the PP condition and excluded stories that were either 1) 

non-relevant to power situations, 2) included pieces of text copy-pasted from the internet, or 

3) nonsense responses (Rinderknecht, 2019). This resulted in excluding 119 observations 

with a final sample consisting of 1633 individuals (43.11% female; Mage = 35.80, SDage = 

10.75). Participants received a fixed amount of $3. They could gain an additional $10 based 
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on some random elements in the protocol of the risk-taking tasks, described in more detail 

below.
4
  

Procedure and measures. Participants were randomly assigned to one condition of a 

2 (power manipulation method: PP vs. RA) by 2 (level of power: high-power vs. control) by 

2 (manipulation check: with vs. without) experimental design. In the first step, we 

manipulated power using either the PP or the RA power manipulation method described 

above. We then randomly assigned participants to either the condition with or without 

manipulation check and participants in the “with manipulation check” condition reported how 

powerful they felt. We then assessed participants’ level of risk-taking with different 

measures. There was a non-consequential way of measuring risk-taking by using a self-report 

questionnaire and there were two consequential ways of measuring risk-taking. Participants 

faced always the same sequence of the risk-taking tasks. After this, we measured the potential 

for demand effects by asking participants if they could guess the hypothesis of the study. 

Power manipulation methods. We used the PP and the RA methods manipulating 

two levels of power: high-power and control. It is important to recall the main differences 

between the two methods. PP does not change actual power, but aims at affecting 

participants’ power mindset (i.e., felt power) by inducing them to remember and describe a 

situation in which they found themselves in a position of power or in a powerless state 

(depending on the condition). RA directly manipulates actual power by changing 

participants’ impact on incomes of others. Participants in the high-power condition can 

choose how many lottery tickets other participants get and participants in the control 

condition observe the allocation choices of the high-power people. 

Manipulation check. We either used a manipulation check right after the power 

manipulation or not. Those who were assigned to the “with manipulation check” condition 

were asked how powerful they felt with the following question: “After doing this task, please 



            48 

indicate how powerful you feel now on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 

(very much)? “ In the condition without manipulation check, the participants simply 

advanced to the next steps of the study. 

Self-reported risk-taking. As the non-consequential measurement of risk-taking, we 

used a self-report measure. Self-reported risk-taking has shown to be a good predictor of risk-

taking tendencies in various domains such as job choices and portfolio selections (Dohmen et 

al., 2011). We asked participants “How do you see yourself: are you generally a person who 

is fully prepared to take risks or do you try to avoid taking risks?” (Pannenberg, 2010). They 

had to rate their risk-taking from 1 (unwilling to take risks) to 7 (fully prepared to take risks). 

Higher scores indicate higher risk-taking (M = 4.36; SD = 1.63). 

BART risk-taking. We also measured risk-taking behavior in a consequential way, 

using a behavioral measure developed by Lejuez et al. (2002). In the BART task, participants 

are faced with several rounds of risky decision-making. Participants had to “inflate” 10 

(digital) balloons. More specifically, they saw a balloon that they needed to inflate with a 

pump. Each air blast that they added improved their score by 1 point, but it also increased the 

risk that the balloon would burst. Participants could inflate the balloon as much as they liked 

and could collect the points at any time. However, when the balloon burst, all the points 

accumulated in that specific round were lost. Bursting the balloon did not have an effect on 

the collected points in former rounds. There were 10 rounds of balloon inflating and the 

threshold for bursting was different for each balloon. The final payoff was based on the 

overall collected points (100 points = $1) and participants could gain up to $3.68 in this task. 

Past research has shown that the points collected via this measure have a significant and 

reliable relation with risk-taking in various domains including minor crimes, substance use, 

risky sexual behavior, and unhealthy behavior (Lejuez et al., 2007). People who inflate 
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balloons more, show more risk-taking behavior. We used the average number of air blasts 

added across all rounds as the BART risk-taking behavior measure (M = 14.76; SD = 7.29). 

Lottery risk-taking. As another consequential way of measuring risk-taking, we used 

a paid lottery task (Dohmen et al., 2011). In this task, participants were presented with a table 

of 20 rows. In each row participants could either choose a safe option (a fixed amount of 

money) or play a lottery (win $0 or $7 with 0.5 probability). The lottery remained unchanged 

in all rows (both the probability and the amounts stayed the same) but the safe option 

increased by $0.25 from row to row. So, for example, in the first row the participant had to 

select between a safe option of $0 and a lottery in which they could win $0 or $7 with 0.5 

probability. In the second row, the participants had to choose between a safe option of $0.25 

and the lottery (winning $0 or $7 with 0.5 probability). This continued up to the last 

(twentieth) row, where the participant had to select between a safe option of $4.75 and the 

lottery (winning $0 or $7 with 0.5 probability). In the first rows the safe option is very 

unattractive relative to the lottery. Accordingly, most participants decided to play the lottery. 

At some point, however, when the safe option increases and approaches the expected value of 

the lottery ($3.5), participants start to switch to the safe option. We use this switching point 

(i.e., the lowest amount at which participants prefer the safe option) as the measure of risk-

taking in this task. 

Participants were informed that for 1 out of 7 participants, one row would be 

randomly selected and the participant’s decision in the selected row would be implemented 

and paid out. Participants were therefore able to gain up to $7. Some participants exhibited 

choice patterns with multiple switching points. These choices are most likely caused by 

confusion and are hard to interpret. We therefore decided to exclude these 235 participants 

from the analysis for this task (but they remained in our sample for all other analyses). 
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Potential for demand effects. We define the potential for demand effects as the share 

of participants who correctly guess the research hypothesis of the study (i.e., identify the 

correct independent and dependent variables and correctly state the direction of their 

relation). We measured the potential for demand effects in two ways. 

First, we asked the participants a very open, free-form question: “What is your guess 

about the aim of this study? We are interested in your personal opinion”. The variable was 

scored 1 if participants mentioned anything related to power or risk-taking and 0 otherwise. 

We did not incentivize the answers. This unstructured measure (UM) of the potential for 

demand effects is very conservative in the sense that it puts no pressure on participants to 

think hard about their answer and people were free to respond whatever they wanted 

(including evasive or neutral answers such as “I don’t know”). We therefore see the data 

collected with this first measure as a lower bound for the true potential for demand effects, 

because it is likely that not all participants who (at least intuitively) understood the hypothesis 

actually also reported it. 

Second, participants were faced with a multiple-choice question. They were asked to 

identify the relation investigated in the study. They had to select one single relation among 18 

possible options presented to them. Examples of suggested relations were: “The relation 

between stereotype and self-control”, “The relation between power and corruption”, or “The 

relation between power and risk-taking”. Participants were informed that if they selected the 

correct relation, they would gain a bonus of $0.1. Then, participants were asked: “Please tell 

us how you think the relation is? What could be the hypothesis (e.g., I think X 

increases/decreases Y).” Their answers were coded as 1 if participants mentioned the correct 

hypothesis, “power increases risk-taking” and 0 otherwise). This structured measure (SM) of 

the potential for demand effects is more “invasive” in the sense that the monetary incentives 

might induce participants to think much harder about the study hypothesis than they would 
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have done otherwise. Moreover, the structured question also forces the participants to think 

about the study in terms of a hypothesis. We therefore see the data collected with this second 

method as an upper bound for the true potential for demand effects, because the method 

might not only have induced correct answers from those who had actively thought about the 

hypothesis of the study before, but also from those whose understanding was rather 

unconscious. 

Results 

We first focus on the potential for demand effects. As expected, overall more 

participants correctly guessed the study hypothesis when we elicited the potential for demand 

effects with the structured measure (SM: M = 0.29, SD = 0.46) than when we used the 

unstructured measure (UM: M = 0.07, SD = 0.25). To test how the different power 

manipulations and the manipulation check influence the potential for demand effects, we 

conducted 2 (power manipulation method: RA vs. PP) by 2 (manipulation check: with vs. 

without) ANOVAs with each of our two measures of the potential for demand effects (SM 

and UM) as the dependent variable (Table 1 and Figure 3). As predicted in Hypothesis 1, the 

power manipulation method influenced the potential for demand effects: comparing across 

the two conditions with RA and the two conditions with PP (main effect of power 

manipulation method), we observe that using the RA method reduced the potential for 

demand effects (SM: M = 0.20, SD = 0.40/UM: M = 0.03, SD = 0.17) in comparison to the PP 

method (SM: M = 0.39, SD = 0.49, F(1,1629) = 86.39, p < 0.001/UM: M = 0.11, SD = 0.32, 

F(1,1629) = 46.75, p < 0.001). 

Moreover, as predicted in Hypothesis 2, comparing across the two conditions without 

and the two conditions with a manipulation check (main effect of manipulation check), we 

find that using a manipulation check increased the potential for demand effects (SM: M = 

0.39, SD = 0.49/UM: M = 0.09, SD = 0.28) in comparison to no manipulation check (SM: M 
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= 0.20, SD = 0.40), F(1,1629) = 79.43, p < 0.001/UM: M = 0.20, SD = 0.40), F(1,1629) = 

7.91, p = .005).
5
 

The interaction effect between the use of the PP manipulation and the presence of a 

manipulation check is positive for both our measures of the potential for demand effects, but 

it is only significant for the structured measure (SM: F(1,1629) = 7.30, p < . 01/UM: 

F(1,1629) = 0.94, p = .33). 

Figure 3 shows the full comparison of all four conditions with regard to the potential 

for demand effects (both measures are displayed). As expected, participants in the least 

demand-prone condition (RA without manipulation check) correctly guessed the hypothesis 

of the study less often (SM: M = 0.07, SD = 0.26/UM: M = 0.005, SD = 0.07) than 

participants in any of the other conditions: Pair-wise contrasts confirm that the potential for 

demand effects is significantly lower under RA without manipulation check than in any of the 

three other conditions (this result holds irrespective of the method used to measure the 

potential for demand effects).
6
 Moreover, Figure 3 also reveals how the two suspected 

sources—a demand-prone power manipulation method and the existence of a manipulation 

check—contribute to the increase in the potential for demand effects. Both our measures 

indicate that the potential for demand effects is highest if PP is combined with a manipulation 

check (SM: M = 0.46, SD = 0.50/UM: M = 0.12, SD = 0.33). Concerning the structured 

measure, the potential for demand effects in this condition is significantly higher than in PP 

without a manipulation check (F(1,1629) = 18.55 , p < .001) and in RA with a manipulation 

check (F(1,1629) = 21.70 , p < .001) and there is no significant difference between the two 

latter conditions (F(1,1629) = 0.07, p = .79). Concerning the unstructured measure, the 

combination of PP and manipulation check increases the potential for demand effects 

significantly, relative to RA with manipulation check (F(1,1629) = 17.18, p < .001), but not 

relative to PP without manipulation check (F(1,1629) = 1.63, p = .20). However, the potential 
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for demand effects is higher under PP without manipulation check than under RA with 

manipulation check (F(1,1629) = 8.17, p = .004). 

Hypothesis 3 predicted that demand-prone methods would produce larger effects of 

power on risk-taking, in particular if risk-taking is measured non-consequentially. We first 

focused on the non-consequential measure of risk-taking (the self-report measure). We 

calculated a 2 (power manipulation method: RA vs. PP) by 2 (manipulation check: with vs. 

without) by 2 (level of power: high vs. low) ANOVA with the self-report measure of risk-

taking (non-consequential measure) as the dependent variable (Table 2 and Figure 4). Results 

showed a significant main effect of power, F(1, 1625) = 4.47, p = .03,
7
 meaning that overall, 

participants in high-power conditions reported themselves as being more risk-taking (M = 

4.44, SD = 1.62) compared to participants in all control groups together (M = 4.28, SD = 

1.63). None of the other main effects nor the interaction effects were significant. 

Nevertheless, to better understand and compare the main effect of power across the 

different conditions, we conducted contrast analyses. Although non-significant, the results of 

the simple contrast analysis comparing the high-power condition to control suggests that the 

effect of power on risk-taking tends to be stronger in the demand-prone conditions (PP with 

manipulation check, F(1, 1625) = 1.32, p = .25, Cohen’s d = 0.12; PP without manipulation 

check, F(1, 1625) = 2.32, p = .13, Cohen’s d = 0.15; and RA with manipulation check, F(1, 

1625) = 1.50, p = .22, Cohen’s d = 0.12) in comparison to the low demand-prone condition 

(RA without manipulation check, F(1, 1625) = 0.09, p = .76, Cohen’s d = 0.03). 

As shown above, taking all high-power conditions together and comparing them to all 

low-power conditions showed a significant effect of power on self-reported risk-taking (main 

effect of power level). Interestingly, excluding the low demand-prone condition (RA without 

manipulation check) from this contrast made the result of power on risk-taking even stronger, 

F(1, 1625) = 5.11, p = .02. Whereas, excluding either of the high demand-prone conditions 
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from the contrast analysis made the effect of power non-significant at the 5% level. For 

example, the contrast becomes non-significant if we either exclude the PP with manipulation 

check, F(1, 1625) = 3.23, p = .07, or exclude the PP without manipulation check, F(1, 1625) 

= 2.42, p = .12, or exclude the RA with manipulation  check , F(1, 1625) = 2.93, p = .09. This 

pattern of results suggests that the overall effect of power on (non-consequential) risk-taking 

is mostly driven by the high demand-prone conditions, but the differences in effect sizes 

across conditions are too small to be significant.
8
 

In the next step, we looked at the consequential measures of risk-taking. We used two 

consequential methods to measure risk-taking behavior: the BART and lottery risk-taking 

task. We calculated a 2 (power manipulation method: RA vs. PP) by 2 (manipulation check: 

with vs. without) by 2 (level of power: high vs. low) ANOVA once with the BART risk-

taking task as the dependent variable and once with the lottery risk-taking task.
9
 We found 

neither a main nor an interaction effect of power on the consequential measures of risk-taking 

(Tables 3 and 4, Figures 5 and 6).
10

 As implied by Hypothesis 3, when using consequential 

ways of measuring risk-taking there was no significant effect of power on risk-taking. 

Discussion 

In this paper, we made a first step in addressing the important concern that using 

power priming (PP) might lead to demand-driven results. In an incentivized experimental 

design we showed that using the PP manipulation method and/or adding a manipulation 

check significantly increased the potential for demand effects compared to using the resource 

allocation (RA) method. We used two measures to assess the potential for demand effects. 

Our unstructured measure (UM) indicates that the share of participants who correctly guess 

the hypothesis of the study increases from 0.5% to 12% when using PP in combination with a 

manipulation check instead of using RA. One might be tempted to argue that these numbers 

imply that the potential for demand effects is rather low in general. However, it is important 
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to keep in mind that these levels need to be regarded as a lower bound, because they most 

likely underestimate the true relevance of the problem. The UM was not incentivized and 

provided very little guidance on how to formulate what the aim of the study might have been. 

It is therefore likely that not all participants who were aware of the study hypothesis were 

identified by the UM. Our second measure, the structured measure (SM), indicates an 

increase from 7% to 46% in the potential for demand effects when moving from the RA 

without a manipulation check to the PP with a manipulation check. These numbers reveal that 

the magnitude of the problem might be much larger than indicated by the conservative UM. 

We acknowledge that the levels suggested by the SM should probably be seen as an upper 

bound, because the financial incentives and the pre-structured answers might have induced 

some participants to think more actively and possibly in a different manner about the 

hypothesis of the study than in the absence of such a measure. However, it is important to 

emphasize that the SM does not inflate the measured potential for demand effects by 

construction, because it remains at a low level for the not demand-prone manipulation (RA 

without manipulation check). Taken together our results show that the concern that PP creates 

a large potential for demand effects cannot be dismissed. 

When we investigated the effect of power on risk-taking for non-consequential and 

consequential ways of assessing risk-taking, there is only weak evidence for an effect of 

power on risk-taking and it only occurs for the non-consequential risk-taking measure and 

more so in the demand-prone conditions. When risk-taking is measured in an incentivized 

manner, we do not find any significant effects of power on risk-taking. These results indicate 

that demand-prone methods might lead to upward biased effect sizes especially when they are 

combined with explicit manipulation checks and non-consequential measures of the 

behavioral outcome. 
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Despite the low implementation cost of the PP method, the potentially high threat of 

demand effects suggests that power researchers should use alternative methods to manipulate 

power, especially when they want to predict behavior of people with actual power. The here 

suggested RA method strongly reduces the potential for demand effects and has the 

advantage to induce actual power (i.e., having actual objective control over valued resources). 

This also increases construct validity of the power manipulation. 

Note, however, that the RA method only produced a very low potential for demand 

effects when it was not followed by a manipulation check. This underlines the importance of 

paying attention to different elements of the experimental design that can reveal the 

hypothesis of the study to the participants (e.g., demand-prone method as well as the 

manipulation checks). In the RA method, the control over valued resources and the decision 

on the outcomes of others grant objective power to powerholders (as opposed to the 

subjective power in the priming method) and thus removes the need for a manipulation 

check. Because power is manipulated subjectively in the PP method, it is recommended to 

implement manipulation checks to examine the effect of the manipulation (Sigall & Mills, 

1998). However, in such cases the researcher should either conduct the manipulation in a 

separate (pre-)study or add enough filler items to the manipulation check scale in order to 

conceal the research goal or topic (Ejelöv & Luke, 2020). Ideally, one should use an 

independent but comparable sample to check the effect of the manipulation (Hauser et al., 

2018; Fayant et al., 2017; Kidd, 1976). 

Our research also highlights the importance of using consequential designs. Usually 

what we expect from behavioral studies is that they deal with individuals’ behavior. But, how 

many researchers in the behavioral disciplines really use behavioral designs? Baumeister et 

al. (2007) believes very few: the percentage of behavioral research has dropped from 80% in 

1976 to less than 20% in 2006. What we observe is a decline in behavioral research which 
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goes hand in hand with an increase in hypothetical and self-report procedures (Patterson, 

2008; Patterson, Giles & Teske, 2011). Note that we are not against using self-reports and 

hypothetical designs. Self-report measures matter in many contexts, for example, when the 

researchers are interested in the emotion or perception of the individuals. However, they 

should not replace measuring actual behavior in real situations. Our results added to this 

discussion by pointing out that self-report measures of behavior are especially vulnerable to 

the effects of demand. We showed that consequential designs are more immune to the threat 

that demand-prone conditions pose. 

There are a number of possible explanations for why the effect of power on risk-

taking was not replicated in the consequential designs using the RA manipulation. Despite the 

large number of observations in this study and the correlations among the risk-taking 

measures
11

, we still did not find an effect of power on risk-taking behavior. Based on a post-

hoc power analysis (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007), assuming an alpha level of .05, 

and a small effect size of 0.2, by having 400 observations per cell we had a statistical power 

of 0.88 to detect the effect of power on risk-taking with our setting. Yet, we still could not 

replicate the effect. Scrutinizing the studies promoting the power/risk-taking effect, we 

noticed that many used self-report measures or hypothetical designs to capture risk-taking 

(e.g., see Studies 1 to 5, Anderson & Galinsky 2006). Moreover, the main effect of power on 

risk-taking was not replicated in the context of consequential designs in several studies 

conducted by other researchers (see Studies 3 and 5, Jordan et al., 2011; Hiemer & Abele, 

2012; Maner et al., 2007; Ronay & Von Hippel, 2010). Therefore, a possible explanation 

could be that there is no effect of power on risk-taking after all. Future replication studies on 

power and risk-taking may want to clarify this state of affairs and consider the effect size in 

the presence and absence of consequential designs. 
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Our research addresses concerns raised about the potential demand characteristics in 

power research and the pervasive use of the PP method (Lonati et al., 2018; Sturm & 

Antonakis, 2015; Schaerer et al., 2018), as well as about the problems of using manipulation 

checks before measuring the dependent variable (Ejelöv & Luke, 2020; Fayant et al., 2017; 

Hauser et al., 2018). 

We also contribute to the literature discussing experimenter demand effects (de Quidt 

et al., 2018; de Quidt et al., 2019; Nichols & Maner, 2008; Zizzo, 2010). Our results highlight 

the importance of implementing rigorous research designs. We suggest researchers to be 

prudent about revealing possible clues either through the manipulation method or via 

manipulation checks because otherwise, with a little help from demand characteristics, 

researchers may oftentimes find what they hypothesized even if the effect is not really there.  
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Footnotes

                                                 

 

1
 We focus on explicit and not on implicit power priming methods because the former 

are the ones used more widely and the ones most prone to demand effects. When we write 

“power priming” we mean “explicit” priming of power. 

2
 There were three attention checks. Failure in at least two of them led to exclusion 

from the whole study. The items of the attention checks were: “I sleep less than an hour per 

night”, “I eat a computer everyday”, and “All my friends are aliens”.  

3 
In the RA condition, the low-power participants (receivers) felt rather more powerful 

(M = 2.88, SD = 1.60) than the participants in the neutral condition (observers) (M = 2.71, SD 

= 1.79). Although the difference is not significant, two possible reasons come to mind 

explaining this unexpected pattern of results for the observers: 1) being excluding from the 

distribution game and not receiving any tickets from the allocator and 2) being faced with the 

allocator’s distribution of the lottery tickets with which the observers did not necessarily 

agree might have lowered their felt power. 

4
 The fixed payments were paid instantly at the end of the study and participants were 

informed that the varied payments were paid with a time lag after the study as bonus 

payments on the Mturk platform. Because the final payoffs had to be calculated based on the 

decisions participants made in each step. 

5
 Adding control variables (gender, age, and ethnicity) did not change the results: 

main effect of the method of power manipulation, SM: F(1, 1564) = 81.49, p < .001/UM: 

F(1, 1564) = 42.18, p < .001, main effect of manipulation check, SM: F(1, 1564) = 81.51, p < 

.001/UM: F(1, 1564) = 9.26, p < .01, and their interaction effect, SM: F(1, 1564) = 7.46, p < 

.01/UM: F(1, 1564) = 0.98, p = .32. 
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6
 The potential for demand effects is significantly lower under RA without a 

manipulation check compared to (1) RA with manipulation check (SM: M = 0.32, SD = 0.47, 

F(1,1629) = 70.24 , p < .001/UM: M = 0.05, SD = 0.22, F(1,1629) = 7.46 , p = .006), (2) PP 

without manipulation check (SM: M = 0.33, SD = 0.47, F(1,1629) = 72.06 , p < .001/UM: M 

= 0.10, SD = 0.30, F(1,1629) = 30.53 , p < .001), and (3) PP with manipulation check, (SM: 

M = 0.46, SD = 0.50, F(1,1629) = 164.23 , p < .001/UM: M = 0.12, SD = 0.33, F(1,1629) = 

46.14 , p < .001). 

7 
Adding control variables (gender, age, and ethnicity) did not change the results: 

main effect of type of power manipulation, F(1, 1560) = 5.26, p = .02. 

8
 However, the result of a contrast test comparing the effect of power on self-reported 

risk-taking in the low demand-prone condition against the effect of power in all high demand-

prone condition taken together was non-significant, Fcontrast(1, 1625) = 0.79, p = .37. 

9
 Results remained non-significant when adding control variables (gender, age, and 

ethnicity).
 

10 
We did the same contrast analyses as for the consequential risk-taking measure and 

none was significant. 

11
 The BART task and lottery task correlated significantly, r = .23, the lottery task and the 

self-report risk-taking also correlated significantly, r = .11, the BART and the self-report task did not 

correlate, r = .02. 



   

 

Table 1 

ANOVA Results for the Potential for Demand Effects 

Panel A: Structured Measure (SM) 

Variables 

Sum of 

Squares 

df 

Mean 

Square 

F p value 

Power manipulation method 16.16 1 16.16 86.39 .00** 

Manipulation check 14.86 1 14.86 79.43 .00** 

Power manipulation method × 

Manipulation check 

1.37 1 1.37 7.30 .01** 

Error 304.75 1629 0.19   

Panel B: Unstructured Measure (UM) 

Variables 

Sum of 

Squares 

df 

Mean 

Square 

F p value 

Power manipulation method 2.90 1 2.90 46.75 .00** 

Manipulation check 0.49 1 0.49 7.91 .01** 

Power manipulation method × 

Manipulation check 

0.06 1 0.06 0.94 .33 

Error 100.88 1629 0.06   

Note. ** p < .01 * p < .05.  
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Table 2 

ANOVA Results for Self-reported Risk-taking 

Variables 

Sum of 

Squares 

df 

Mean 

Square 

F p value 

Power manipulation method 0.39 1 0.39 0.15 .70 

Power level 11.87 1 11.87 4.47 .03* 

Manipulation check 1.69 1 1.69 0.64 .42 

Power manipulation method × 

Manipulation check 

1.81 1 1.81 0.68 .41 

Power level × Manipulation check  0.19 1 0.19 0.07 .79 

Power manipulation method × 

Power level 

0.88 1 0.88 0.33 .56 

Power manipulation method × 

Power level × Manipulation check 

1.22 1 1.22 0.46 .50 

Error 4310.97 1625 2.65   

Note. ** p < .01 * p < .05.  
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Table 3 

ANOVA Results for the BART Risk-taking Task 

Variables 

Sum of 

Squares 

df 

Mean 

Square 

F p value 

Power manipulation method 27.15 1 27.15 0.51 .48 

Power level 8.23 1 8.23 0.15 .69 

Manipulation check 50.41 1 50.41 0.95 .33 

Power manipulation method × 

Manipulation check 

11.34 1 11.34 0.21 .64 

Power level × Manipulation check  10.35 1 10.35 0.19 .66 

Power manipulation method × 

Power level 

11.51 1 11.51 0.22 .64 

Power manipulation method × 

Power level × Manipulation check 

28.86 1 28.86 0.54 .46 

Error 86585.225 1625 53.28   

Note. ** p < .01 * p < .05.  
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Table 4 

ANOVA Results for the Lottery Risk-taking Task 

Variables 

Sum of 

Squares 

df 

Mean 

Square 

F p value 

Power manipulation method 0.17 1 0.17 0.08 .77 

Power level 0.11 1 0.11 0.05 .82 

Manipulation check 4.89 1 4.89 2.42 .12 

Power manipulation method × 

Manipulation check 

0.65 1 0.65 0.32 .57 

Power level × Manipulation check  1.04 1 1.04 0.52 .47 

Power manipulation method × Power 

level 

4.66 1 4.66 2.31 .13 

Power manipulation method × Power 

level × Manipulation check 

0.66 1 0.66 0.33 .57 

Error 2804.38 1387 2.02   

Note. ** p < .01 * p < .05.  
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Figure 1. The effect of power manipulation method on felt power in the pre-test, phase one 

(N = 323). PP = power priming, RA = resource allocation; three power levels: HP = high-

power, N = neutral, and LP = low-power.  
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Figure 2. The effect of power manipulation method on felt power in the pre-test, phase two 

(N = 606). PP = power priming, RA = resource allocation; two power levels: HP = high-

power and control.  
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Panel A: Structured Measure (SM) 

 

Panel B: Unstructured Measure (UM) 

 

Figure 3. The effect of power manipulation method and manipulation check on the potential 

for demand effects using a structured measure (SM) and an unstructured measure (UM). PP = 

power priming, RA = resource allocation; With manip. check = with manipulation check, 

Without manip. check = without manipulation check.
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 Figure 4. The effect of power manipulation method, manipulation check, and power level on 

self-reported risk-taking. PP = power priming, RA = resource allocation; With manip. check 

= with manipulation check, Without manip. check = without manipulation check; HP = high-

power.  
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 Figure 5. The effect of power manipulation method, manipulation check, and power level on 

BART risk-taking. PP = power priming, RA = resource allocation; With manip. check = with 

manipulation check, Without manip. check = without manipulation check; HP = high-power.  
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.  

Figure 6. The effect of power manipulation method, manipulation check, and power level on 

lottery risk-taking. PP = power priming, RA = resource allocation; With manip. check = with 

manipulation check, Without manip. check = without manipulation check; HP = high-power. 
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Abstract 

A widespread belief suggests that power corrupts. But we posit that individuals differ in how 

they use their power depending on their personality characteristics. In two studies, using 

incentivized experimental design, we examined the effect of power and individual differences 

on unethical behavior. We manipulated power by the number of followers and the amount of 

control a leader had over the followers’ outcomes. Results showed no support for a general 

effect of “power corrupts”. However, in Study 1 we found an interaction effect 

between Machiavellianism and power on leader’s unethical behavior: individuals with higher 

levels of Machiavellian orientation more engaged in unethical behavior when they are 

appointed to high-power position compared to low-power positions. Results of the Study 2 

showed that in high-power positions with self-serving opportunities, Narcissism increased the 

likelihood of leader’s unethical behavior. Our findings highlight the importance of selecting 

the right people for high stakes positions. 

 

Keywords: power, unethical behavior, Machiavellianism, Narcissism  
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Leader’s Unethical Behavior Depends on the Level of Power, Machiavellianism, and 

Narcissism 

Power is known as the control and influence one has over others (Schmid Mast, 2010). 

We tend to believe that power has a corruptive nature and individuals with absolute power are 

more likely to take ethical shortcuts. But is this true for everyone in power? More precisely, 

does power corrupt everybody or it rather acts as a magnifier on pre-dispositional ethical 

qualities? 

Power leads to behavioral change (Keltner, Gruenfeld, Anderson, 2003; Smith & 

Bargh, 2008). For instance, high-power individuals tend to pay less attention to the social 

environment compared to low-power individuals (Van Kleef, De Dreu, Pietroni, & Manstead, 

2006), are more attuned to their situational goals, needs, and feelings (Guinote, 2007), express 

less compassion, when facing others’ suffering (Van Kleef, Oveis, Van Der Löwe, LuoKogan, 

Goetz, & Keltner, 2008), and more prone to objectify social targets (Gruenfeld, Inesi, Magee, 

& Galinsky, 2008). But, some studies show that individual characteristics can influence the 

link between power and behavioral change in powerholders (e.g., Chen, Lee-Chai, & Bargh, 

2001; DeCelles, DeRue, Margolis, & Ceranic, 2012). Galinsky et al., (2015), in their review, 

suggest that in order to harness the good part of power we need to be more vigilant in 

selecting the right people for power positions. Yet, little research has been conducted to 

understand the individual traits of the powerholders that produces positive (or negative) 

ethical outcomes.  

Moreover, existing research on the dark side of power has mostly induced 

psychological power (Tost, 2015). For example, Schaerer et al. (2018) in a review article 

found that more than half of the studies in power domain up until 2015 are comprised of 

manipulations where an experience of psychological power is manipulated instead of 

structural and objective power. This is alarming as scholars have expressed their concern on 
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the issue of demand effects in such methods (Flynn, Gruenfeld, Molm, & Polzer, 2011; Sturm 

& Antonakis, 2015; Lonati, Quiroga, Zehnder, & Antonakis, 2018). Demand effects refer to 

the experimental cues and expectations that can influence participant behavior (Orne, 1962). 

The presence of demand characteristics can be the sources of distortion and biases in 

participants’ outcome behavior (Zizzo, 2010). As most research conducted on the dark side of 

power are based on such methods (Tost, 2015) that can potentially generate the chances of 

demand characteristics, we felt the need to test the effect of power and unethical behavior 

using an alternative method in which power is induced objectively. We thus aim to further 

investigate the effect power on unethical conducts using a robust and rigorous design in which 

objective power is manipulated. Furthermore, we examine the types of individual 

characteristics that bring on negative behavior in individuals who are granted objective power, 

or, put differently, the personality characteristics that prevent powerholders from abusing their 

power if the opportunity presents itself. 

Power and Unethical Behavior 

The link between power and unethical behavior can be explained through two 

pathways: self-focus and disinhibition (Lammers, Galinsky, Dubois, & Rucker, 2015). 

Unethical behavior refers to a behavior that exerts a harmful effect on others (Brass, 

Butterfield, & Skaggs, 1998) and is “either illegal or morally unacceptable to the larger 

community” (Jones, 1991, p. 367). Power is linked to unethical behavior because feeling 

powerful typically generates a sense of social distance from others (Magee & Smith, 2013) 

that induces self-focus (Lammer et al., 2015). For instance, Dubois, Rucker, and Galinsky 

(2014) found that powerful individuals tended to lie more to benefit themselves whereas low-

power participants were more likely to lie to benefit the others. This shows that high-power 

individuals might engage more in unethical behavior when it comes to their self-benefit. 
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Besides, according to Approach-Inhibition Theory (Keltner et al., 2003), power decreases 

the activation of the behavioral inhibition system. The behavioral inhibition system helps 

individuals to avoid unacceptable behaviors and therefore cautions a person with respect to 

deciding about the appropriate behavior in each situation (Gary, 1982). Individuals who 

experience power have low behavioral inhibition activation that leads to a release from the 

inhibiting effect of social norms (Hirsh, Galinsky, & Zhong, 2011). Therefore, powerholders 

tend to go against established social norms and be more likely to engage in unethical 

behaviors (Lammers, Stapel, and Galinsky, 2010; Bendahan, Zehdner, Pralong, & Antonakis, 

2015). For example, Bendahan and colleagues (2015) gave high-power individuals an 

endowment to distribute between their followers while they could keep part of the endowment 

for themselves. Previously, to establish the social norm, they had asked all the participants 

what a responsible leader would decide in terms of the distribution of the endowment. They 

observed that individuals in the high-power condition diverged more from the established 

norm compared to those who were in low-power condition. 

Power and Individual Characteristics 

It seems that empirical evidence support the widespread belief that power corrupts. But it 

is important to understand if there are individual differences with respect to the link between 

power and unethical behavior. Power in general increases the correspondence between 

individual traits and behavior (Galinsky, Rucker, & Magee, 2015). By reducing the 

dependence on others, power reveals the traits and attitudes of the powerholder (Hirsh et al., 

2011; Morrison, See, & Pan, 2015). For instance, Chen et al. (2001) found that individuals 

high on communal orientation are more likely to behave generously (i.e., invest their own 

time in order to decrease the working time of the subordinates) when primed with high-power, 

whereas exchange orientation led individuals to behave in a more self-serving manner. In 

another study, Decelles et al. (2012) showed that individuals with a strong moral identity who 
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were primed with power were less likely to engage in self-interest behavior (taking points 

from a shared pool of points among participants) compared to those with weak moral identity. 

Moral identity is “the extent to which an individual considers morality as a part of his/her 

self-concept” (Aquino & Reed, 2002, p. 1424). A similar personality trait that can be 

important in moral dilemmas is Moral Disengagement: the propensity to disengage from the 

distress of an unethical behavior (Bandura, 1990). According to Moore et al. (2012) Moral 

Disengagement ease the process of facing amoral act by reframing unethical behavior such 

that it is serving a greater goal. Moral Disengagement generally predicts unethical behavior 

(i.e., self-reported cheating, lying, and stealing in the workplace) (Moore, Detert, Klebe 

Treviño, Baker, & Mayer, 2012). Therefore, we can expect that Moral Disengagement 

facilitates an individual’s path to unethical behavior especially when the individual has 

control over valued resources in the position of power.  

Besides, Bendahan et al. (2015) suggested that future research needs to investigate the 

link between power and unethical behavior with regards to the dark personality traits 

(Machiavellianism, Narcissism, and Psychopathy). One dimension of the dark triad is 

Machiavellianism which refers to the use of interpersonal manipulation, deceit, and amoral 

viewpoints towards others (Christie & Geis, 1970). Machiavellian orientation in general, is 

negatively associated with ethical judgment and behaviors (Rayburn & Rayburn, 1996; 

Verbeke, Ouwerkerk, & Peelen, 1996). Wisse and Sleebos, (2016) in a field study found that 

supervisor’s Machiavellian orientation increases abusive behavior only when the supervisor 

perceived their position as high-power rather than low-power (power was measured by a self-

report scale on the amount of control the supervisor perceived to have over valued resources). 

Hence, we can conclude that high-power situation that provides freedom to exercise ones 

favored behavior, a person’s Machiavellian personality could facilitate unethical behavior. 

Methodological Aspects in Studying Power 
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Existing research that experimentally induced power has commonly used priming 

methods (Schaerer, Lee, Galinsky, Thau, 2018). Two of the most common ways to prime 

power are: Assigning a high- or low-power roles to an individual in a role play scenario 

(Anderson, & Berdahl, 2002) or asking participants to recall and write about a power situation 

in which they had power over others (or someone else had power over them  for the low-

power condition) (Galinsky, Gruenfeld, & Magee, 2003). These priming methods have raised 

many concerns among scholars, as they tend to increase the chances of generating demand 

effects (Sturm & Antonakis, 2015) which refer to “subjects’ awareness of the implicit aspect 

of the psychological experiment [that] may become the principal determinant of [their] 

behavior” (Orne, 2009, p. 111). In priming methods where participants are asked to role play 

or to recall a time they felt powerful, the chance that the purpose of the study becomes salient 

increases because power notions are explicitly discussed with participants. Consequently, the 

effect of power priming in these cases might be an effect of the expectation the participant 

harbors about the goals of the study; and participant might thus behave in accordance to what 

they think power typically should entail and the way a powerful person should behave. 

Research in behavioral economics tries to avoid the above mentioned issues by giving 

participants objective power (e.g., Sivanathan, Pillutla, & Murnighan, 2008; Bendahan et al., 

2015). Objective power can be induced via a dictator game in which one participant takes the 

role of the dictator (leader) and has the task to distribute an endowment between him/herself 

and other group members (followers). In such settings, the power manipulation has been done 

by increasing the number of followers and number of distribution choices the leader has 

(Bendahan et al., 2015; Joshi & Fast, 2013). All the players (including the leader) know that 

the leader’s distribution will determine the ultimate pay-offs. This way we can ensure that 

power affects the powerholder (leader) not by expectations or assumptions about how one 
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should behave but rather through the real control the leader has over the outcome of his/her 

followers (Strum & Antonakis, 2015).  

However, one has to be careful about the notion of power that sometimes becomes 

tangled with confounding effect of having access to more monetary gain. For instance, 

Bendahan et al. (2015) used a behavioral economics approach to test the question of power 

and corruption. In their study, power was manipulated by the number of the discretionary 

choices and the number of followers each leader was assigned to. The leader’s decision 

determined how corrupt a leader was if the distribution was against the norm accepted among 

the participants of the study. Results showed that high-power leaders engaged in more 

corrupted choices compared to the low-power individuals. The researchers concluded that 

power corrupts. But high-power individuals in this study, not only had more followers and 

more choices, but they also had access to more monetary gain. That is, the high-power 

individuals had bigger endowments to distribute between themselves and the followers (see 

the table of parameters, Bendahan et al., 2015; p.111). Being exposed to bigger endowment 

can lead to more enticement, and thus more corrupted behavior in such settings (Engel, 2011). 

Therefore, it is possible that the corrupted behavior of the powerholders was related to the 

size of the endowment and the ultimate gain rather than power per se.  

To remedy this problem, the power manipulation in the current study is based on the 

real incentivized game to avoid demand effects (as was the case in Bendahan et al.) and at the 

same time the power holders (leaders) were given a fixed amount of money and had no gain 

in the endowment that they had to distribute among their followers. This procedure was 

designed in order to avoid confounds due to income effect. 

Study 1 

The goal of the current study is twofold: 1) test whether the effect of power on 

unethical behavior is replicated in a setting in which individuals experience “real” power over 
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others and 2) test whether individual differences moderate the power-unethical behavior link. 

As discussed earlier, research shows that power typically leads to moral depravity, but that it 

can also elevate moral behavior depending on the individual and contextual characteristics 

(Lammer et al., 2015). In this study, we set out to investigate how Moral Disengagement and 

Machiavellianism affect the link between power and unethical behavior. We expected that 

leaders high in power engage in more unethical behavior, as has already been demonstrated in 

the literature (H1). The main proposition of the current study is that individual characteristics 

of the power holder moderate the link between power and unethical behavior. Hence, we 

predicted that Machiavellianism moderates the effect of power on unethical behavior such 

that individuals who experience high-power are more likely to engage in unethical behavior 

when they are high in Machiavellianism compared to when they are low in Machiavellianism. 

We expect Machiavellianism to influence unethical behavior less for individuals with low-

power (H2). In the same vein, we hypothesized that Moral Disengagement moderates the 

effect of power on unethical behavior such that individuals who experience high-power are 

more likely to engage in unethical behavior when they are high in Moral Disengagement 

compared to when they are low in Moral Disengagement. We expected Moral Disengagement 

to influence unethical behavior less for individuals with low-power (H3). 

Pre-test of the Power Manipulation 

To check how powerful the leaders would feel in the designed power manipulation, we 

conducted a manipulation check, prior to running the main study, with an independent sample 

of participants. By conducting a separate study, we avoided having to ask participants during 

the study about how powerful they felt which would have revealed the aim of the study and 

created the chances of demand characteristics (Antonakis, 2017). Moreover, if we asked 

participants at the end of the study and before measuring the outcome behavior, their final 

decision concerning the unethical behavior might be influenced by their answer given to the 
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manipulation check and their guesses about the hypothesis (Lonati et al., 2018). That is why 

we opt for a separate but comparable sample and asked participants to imagine themselves as 

the leaders and rate how powerful such leader would feel in each condition. 

More precisely, two weeks before the main experiment, we recruited 60 participants 

for an online study in which we described the designed setting, the roles, the options, and the 

possible payoffs. Then, we asked participants to put themselves in the shoes of the 

powerholder and rate the extent to which the leader would feel powerful in one of the four 

conditions (i.e., low-power: 2 followers and no control over the distribution of the money for 

the followers, medium power (I): 2 followers and full control, medium power (II): 5 followers 

and no control, and high-power: 5 followers and full control).  

Participants did not report a significant difference regarding the power of the leader 

between the two medium power manipulations. However, they rated the leader in the high-

power manipulation setting significantly more powerful than the leader in the low-power 

manipulation setting, t(25) = 2.40, p = 0.01. Based on these results, we chose to run the full 

study only with the high power manipulation (five followers and absolute control) and the low 

power manipulation (two followers and no control).  

Method 

Participants. A total of 440 Master and Bachelor students were recruited from the 

participant pool of a university in the French speaking part of Switzerland. On average, they 

were on average 21.5 years old. Participants were required to be native French speakers. They 

were informed that their payoff depended on their decision and the decisions of their group 

members but on average they gained an equivalent of 17 USD for their participation. 

Procedure and Measures. The study took place in a large computer room with 

several groups at the same time. Participants were invited to the lab in large groups (21 to 32 

individuals per session). They came to the lab and then were led to their individual cubicles, 
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sat in front of a computer to complete a two-stage task. But, first they were randomly assigned 

to a 5-person groups (or 7-person groups depending on the condition of the study). In each 

group, one participant was randomly assigned to play the role of the leader and the rest were 

followers. The leaders and followers remained anonymous to each other during the study, 

because the interactions were managed via a computer interface and anonymously. The 

leaders remained leaders in the first and second stage of the task.  

We manipulated leaders’ power in two different ways, but always correspondingly. 

First, a leader’s power depended on the number of followers supervised. The leader in our 

scenario supervised either 5 followers (high-power condition) or 2 followers (low-power 

condition). Second, a leader’s power also depended on how much control over the followers’ 

outcomes a leader had, which was manipulated by either leaders having absolute control over 

the distribution of followers’ payoffs (high-power condition) or having no control over the 

distribution of followers’ payoffs (low-power condition).  

In the first stage of the task, followers had to perform in a task the idea behind this was 

to provide the leader with an array of followers’ performances based on which the leader can 

decide about the distribution outcome. Such task performance also help increasing the 

ecological validity of the study as followers are earning their payoffs based on their 

performance in the task. Emphasis was put on instructing the leader that he or she had full 

discretion about which distribution option to choose. Whereas, in the low-power condition, 

the leader was instructed to push a button that would select randomly a distribution option 

determining the proportion of the payoffs amongst the two followers. The leader could not 

take any of this money for him/herself. Followers were then informed about the distribution 

and about the ultimate payoff they would receive. Therefore, in this stage we first randomly 

excluded one of the followers from the other group members and had him/her complete a task 

for the second stage of the experiment which will be explained later. But, all other followers 
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did a slider task in which they had a slider on the screen with the value ranging from 0 to 100. 

In each attempt of the task, participants needed to position the mouse on the number 50 on the 

slider. After each incorrect attempt, the slider showed the participants the outcome. They 

could re-try as many times as they wanted to adjust the position of the mouse again. However, 

participants knew that they only had two minutes to correctly position as many sliders as 

possible. Followers’ performance was measured by the number of correctly positioned sliders 

in two minutes. These numbers were communicated to the leader, (via the computer 

interface). The leader had a fixed amount of money ($10.-) per follower at his/her disposal 

(that would make $20.- for the leaders in the low-power condition and $50.- for the high-

power condition). Leader’s task was to distribute all of the money among the followers either 

personally or randomly depending on the condition. In the high-power condition, the leaders 

were instructed to distribute the payoffs after having learned about each follower’s 

performance. However, the leaders were not instructed to distribute the money according to 

performance. Three options were proposed to the leaders: (1) distribute the endowment based 

on the performance rates, (2) distribute the endowment evenly, and (3) the best performer 

wins all. After the distributions were done and the followers were informed, the leader had to 

move on to the second stage of the task. 

As explained, in the first phase, high-power leaders directly controlled the distribution 

choice while in the low-power condition leaders faced a random distribution. We intended to 

rule out the effect of the type of distribution choices in the first stage on leader’s unethical 

behavior in the second stage across conditions. This is why we conducted a matching process: 

we first ran the high-power condition to be able to record the distribution choices of high-

power leaders. Then based on the distribution outcomes of the high-power leader we 

calibrated the random distributor for the low-power leaders to achieve to similar probability of 

showing the choice outcomes. For example, if the high-power leader selected the equal 
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distribution with 0.7 chance, the random distributor equally distributed the endowment with 

0.7 chance as well. This way, the distribution choices of the leaders in both conditions are 

matched and cannot differentially affect the behavior of the leaders in the second stage of the 

task. 

The second stage of the task had two phases: a production phase and a distribution 

phase. The idea behind the production phase was that the followers performed a task and 

earned their money based on their performance. The earned money then in the distribution 

phase will be given to the leader to be transferred to the follower. As this money was made by 

the follower if the leader took any part of it we could consider this an act of unethical 

behavior. It is important to note the difference between a selfish and an unethical behavior. A 

selfish act is not always necessarily an unethical behavior if it leads no harm to others (Lu, 

Zhang, Rucker, & Galinsky, 2017). For example lying in a random die game for gaining more 

money might be regarded as selfish but not unethical because it does not directly harm 

another stake holder. In our setting we distinguished between selfish and unethical behavior 

as by using a version of the dictator game in which the final endowment fully belonged to the 

follower. Withholding all or any part of the endowment was considered as an act of unethical 

behavior from the leader because it was framed as stealing from another person.  

For the production phase, the last follower who was excluded from the others in stage 

one was asked to solve 5 anagrams in 5 minutes. An anagram is a word formed by rearranging 

the letters of another word. To solve an anagram, the follower needed to use all the given 

letters of a word to build a new word. The follower was then informed that each solved 

anagram was worth $2.- and his/her performance was going to be communicated to the leader, 

and that it was the leader who would distribute the total sum of the money earned by the 

follower (endowment) between him/herself and the follower and hence determine the final 

payoff of the follower. After 5 minutes of follower production, the leader was informed about 
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the follower’s performance and about how much money the follower is entitled for this 

production. 

In the distribution phase, the experimenter gave $10.- to the leader to keep plus the 

follower’s endowment from the production. The experimenter emphasized to the leader that 

$10.- are for the leader to keep (reinforces the power position of the leader) and the rest of the 

money is what the follower earned for his/her work. Previously, an independent group of 

participants from the same university was provided with the information of the roles in the 

study and was asked what they would have considered an ethical distribution decision in this 

case by the leader (described in more detail below). The majority mentioned that the leader 

should not take any part of the follower’s endowment. Prior to taking the distribution 

decision, we informed the leaders that the majority of their colleagues believed that the leader 

should not withhold any part of the follower’s endowment. The leader was free to distribute 

the follower’s endowment between the follower and him/herself as (s)he pleased.  

Note that this time and unlike in the first stage of the study, the leader was allowed to 

take a part or the entire endowment for him/herself. In fact, at this stage, the leader was 

playing a dictator game with the endowment that entirely was the result of the follower’s 

effort. Although the follower was passive and had no power to refuse or change the decision 

of the leader, in contrast to other dictator games, in our setting, the leader had a valuable piece 

of information: He/she knew about the property right of the follower in the endowment.  

Moreover, we were interested not only on the selfish distribution of the endowment 

but also a destructive unethical behavior. That is why we added an element of inefficiency in 

leader’s unethical behavior and by that we mean increasing the leader’s payoff -by taking the 

follower’s money- is socially inefficient. That is, as the leader increases his/her payoff, the 

follower’s payoff decreases by a greater amount. In this case, taking 1 unit of the follower’s 

endowment would value 0.8 units for the leader which made the overall outcome worse off if 
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the leader decided to take advantage of his position. In sum, the unethical behavior of the 

leader can be seen as a selfish and socially destructive action. 

The leader distributed the payoff via the computer system by writing the amount that 

he/she decided to give to the follower and this amount was communicated to the follower as 

his/her final payoff from this stage of the game. The leader’s total payoff was calculated as 

the fixed participation fee in the experiment (10.-) plus the amount of money taken from the 

follower. The follower’s total payoff was calculated as the fixed participation fee in the 

experiment (10.-) plus the amount of money accorded by the leader. The leaders and the 

followers were unaware of other the final payoffs of the different roles. At the end, the 

experimenter called the participants one by one, paid the calculated final payoff. 

Norm elicited. As previously mentioned, unethical behavior is defined as a behavior 

that is against the accepted social norm and hurt others. To label an act as ethical or unethical 

we needed to understand what would be considered as an acceptable behavior from the leader 

in such situations. Therefore, we had conducted the norm elicitation phase two weeks before 

the experiment. Sixty-one students from the same university as the participants of the 

experiment, were invited to the norm elicitation study. Participants were provided with the 

information of the roles in the designed game, the options available for different roles, and the 

ultimate payoffs of the each role. Then they were asked what they would have considered an 

ethical distribution by the leader who has an endowment of $10.- (The endowment assumed to 

be $10.- because the anagrams were designed simple enough so that every follower could 

solve them). The participants had to write down the amount that they think the leader can take 

from the follower endowment between 0 to 10). What the majority considered appropriate 

was the accepted norm for the experimental design. Among the participants, 57% mentioned 

that the leader should not take any part of follower’s endowment. Thus, we informed the 

participants in the experiment that the majority of their colleagues believed that the leader 
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should not withhold any part of follower’s endowment. We explicitly conveyed this 

information to all the leaders to ensure that participants in leader roles were informed what is 

considered as an appropriate behavior. This way any deviance from the accepted norm can be 

considered as a conscious act against the accepted social norm and thus unethical. 

Leader’s unethical behavior. According to the principle of distributive justice, people 

should be paid based on their performance (Adams, 1965; Cook & Hegtvedt, 1983). It 

therefore seems that, given that the leader was not implicated in the performance of the 

follower, he/she should leave the follower’s endowment entirely to him/her. The elicited norm 

from the comparable sample also emphasized that a responsible leader should not take 

anything from the follower’s endowment. We communicated the accepted social norm by the 

majority of the participants to the leaders prior to their decision in the last stage of the game. 

Therefore any amount withheld was a deviance from the accepted social norm and therefore 

considered unethical behavior (Bendahan et al., 2015). This variable is dichotomous. Meaning 

that, any amount bigger than zero that the leader kept for him/herself was considered as an act 

of unethical behavior (M = .58, SD = .50). 

Leader gain. The amount that leaders withheld from followers endowment was 

considered as the leader gain (M = 3.06, SD = 3.36).  

Machiavellianism. After the leaders were appointed and before they started the game, 

they were asked to complete the 20-item Mach-IV scale (Christie and Geis, 1970) measuring 

their Machiavellian orientation. This scale contains cynical and positive views towards human 

nature (e.g., “Generally speaking, men won’t work hard unless they’re forced to do so” or 

“Most people are brave”) and interpersonal tactics in accordance with these point of views 

(e.g., “Honesty is the best policy in all cases” or “It is wise to flatter important people”). All 

items are rated on a seven-point scale from 0 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). We 
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averaged participants’ ratings on these four dimensions to create a Machiavellianism score 

(Cronbach’s Alpha = .78., M = 3.40; SD = 0.58). 

Moral Disengagement. After the leaders were appointed and before they started the 

game, we asked to also report their Moral Disengagement degree. We used Moral 

Disengagement scale with 8 items developed by Moore, Detert, Klebe Treviño, Baker, and 

Mayer (2012). Participants are asked to determine the extent to which they agree to 8 

statements on a scale from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree) such as “Taking 

something without the owner’s permission is okay as long as you’re just borrowing it” or 

“People who get mistreated have usually done something to bring it on themselves”. The 

items were averaged to obtain a score for Moral Disengagement (Cronbach’s Alpha = .73, M 

= 2.91; SD = 0.88). 

Distribution choices. We recorded the leaders’ decision in the first stage of the game 

as a categorical variable coded as “distribute the endowment based on the performance rates 

= 1” (40% of the times), “distribute the endowment evenly = 2” (55% of the times), and “the 

best performer wins all = 3” (5% of the times). 

Controls. We controlled for the age and the gender of the leaders as research showed 

that both of these elements (being male and in younger age group) are good predictors of 

unethical conducts (Ruegger & King, 1992). We also controlled for the followers 

performance because it determined the final endowment in the hands of the leader. Note that 

in the second stage of the game, a follower had to build five anagrams in a limited amount of 

time (5 minutes). Then, the leader had to distribute this endowment between him/herself and 

the follower. The amount of the endowment depended on the number of anagrams made by 

the follower ($2.- for each anagram). We considered the follower’s performance (the number 

of anagrams made by the followers) as the control variable (M = 4.63, SD = .64). 

Results 
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 To test Hypothesis 1 and see whether higher power predicts unethical behavior in 

leaders, we conducted a Probit model (see Table 1). The result disconfirms a main effect of 

power on unethical behavior (𝛽 =  0.15, 𝑝 =  .61, ). There was no significant difference 

between the likelihood of leader’s unethical behavior in the high-power condition (M = 0.6, 

SD = 0.50) compared to the low-power condition (M = 0.55, SD = 0.50) (see table 1).  

Hypothesis 2 predicted that the effect of power on leader’s unethical behavior would 

be moderated by Machiavellian orientation. The result of a Probit model on the interaction 

between Machiavellianism and power when controlled for age, gender, and follower’s 

performance revealed a significant interaction effect between power and Machiavellianism 

explaining the unethical behavior of leaders (β = 1.55, p = .01) (reported in Table 2).  For 

participants in the high-power condition, Machiavellianism was positively related to unethical 

behavior (β = 1.60, p = .001); but, for low-power leaders the relationship between 

Machiavellianism and unethical behavior was non-significant (β = .10, p = .78). Taking out 

the controls did not change our findings (interaction effect remained significant, β = 1.39, p = 

.019). For example, the slopes in the high- and low-power condition were significantly 

different (𝜒2(1) = 6.16, 𝑝 = .01). These results confirmed that Machiavellianism moderates 

the relationship between power and leader’s unethical behavior or in other words power only 

corrupt individuals who are high on Machiavellianism. We graphed our findings in Figure 1.  

Hypothesis 3 posited that the effect of power on leaders’ unethical behavior would be 

moderated by Moral Disengagement. We ran the same Probit regression analysis but this time 

with Moral Disengagement and power in the interaction (again controlled for age, gender of 

the leader, and follower’s performance). The result was non-significant (𝛽 =  .44, 𝑝 = .23; 

see Table 3). 

Additional analyses 
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Although we did not have a prediction about what influenced the amount of money the 

leaders would take from theirs followers, we ran further analysis to better understand which of 

the independent variables relate to leader gain. We first tested whether power could explain 

leader gain when controlled for leader’s age, leader’s gender and follower’s performance. To 

ensure correct inference, we estimated all models with robust standard errors. The result of an 

OLS regression again showed no significant effect of power on leader gain (𝛽 =  .53, 𝑝 =

 .50). That is, there was no difference between the gains of the leaders in the high-power 

condition (M = 3.25, SD = 3.36) compared to the low-power condition (M = 2.88, SD = 3.38), 

t(78) = 0.50, p = .31 . But, when we introduced Machiavellianism and Moral Disengagement 

to the regression, we found a significant main effect of Machiavellianism on leader gain (β = 

1.35, p = .04). One unit increase in Machiavellian orientation (for example from 3 to 4) 

increased leader gain by 68.05%. Leader’s Moral disengagement was not related to leader 

gain. Also none of the interaction terms (the interaction between power and Machiavellianism 

and the interaction between power and Moral Disengagement) were significant. 

Discussion 

In Study 1, we test how power affects leaders’ unethical behavior and how 

Machiavellianism and Moral Disengagement influence the link between power and unethical 

behavior. We found no relationship between power and unethical behavior. This result seems 

to be against the existing findings in the literature as powerholders tend to cheat, lie, and 

engage in self-serving behavior (Galinsky, Magee, Inesi, & Gruenfeld, 2006; Lammers, 

Stapel, & Galinsky, 2010). Yet, when we look closer, we notice that most of the research 

conducted with respect to the dark side of power used methods that induce psychological 

power (Tost, 2015). It has been shown that such methods convey an opportunistic (as oppose 

to responsible) frame of power that facilitates behaviors in the same line (Tost & Johnson, 

2019). It is possible that our manipulation method helped participants to enforce the 
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responsibility frame of the power and thus hinder powerholders against the dark side of 

power. 

But, the interaction between Machiavellianism and power significantly predicted 

unethical behavior of the leaders; individuals with higher level of Machiavellianism when 

assigned to high-power positions tend to display unethical behavior compared to those who 

were assigned to low-power positions. This results imply that power can have a corruptive 

effect on those who are prone to manipulate and exploit others for personal gains (= 

Machiavellianism). When appointed to high-power positions, Machiavellians are more likely 

to go against the social norms and engage in unethical behavior. Our findings indicate that 

Machiavellians tend to take advantage when they are appointed to power positions.  

However, our findings did not confirm the moderating effect of Moral Disengagement 

on the link between power and unethical behavior. We believe that some details regarding the 

setting of the experiment could explain why. As discussed earlier, Moral Disengagement 

refers to the ability to disengage from the distress of an unethical behavior (Bandura, 1990). 

In our design, right before the leader took the (un)ethical decision, the social norm was 

communicated to them: the leaders were reminded of what was expected from them and the 

moral costs that they should go through by withholding some of the follower’s endowment. 

By communicating the social norm, we might have made leaders aware of what was the moral 

thing to do in the situation. This awareness before the final decision could have shielded the 

leaders from the influence of Moral Disengagement.  

Study 2 

Our results in study 1 showed that power does not engender unethical behavior. But, 

individual differences interact with power and trigger unethical behavior. Yet, one criticism 

on the design of the first study could be that power generally has some benefits for the 

powerholders. Power is a force that serves the superior as well as the subordinates. But, the 



            101 

 

way we manipulated power in our first study did not give powerholders a chance to benefit 

from their power. Leaders in our high-power condition had valued resources at hand but did 

not have any opportunity for self-benefit. Therefore, there is a possibility that such design 

induced a form of power that lacked a dimension of power (control on one’s own outcome). 

To answer the question whether power with self-serving opportunity results in the same 

findings, we ran our second study. Moreover, we added the full range of the Dark Triad 

(Machiavellianism, Narcissism, and Psychopathy) as the moderators of the link between 

power and unethical behavior (suggested by Bendahan et al., 2015). Machiavellianism has 

shown to be linked to opportunistic and unethical tendencies (Al Aïn, Carré, Fantini-Hauwel, 

Baudouin, & Besche-Richard, 2013). Narcissism as another dimension of Dark Triad refers to 

insatiable need for recognition and admiration, a strong sense of self-importance and 

entitlement, and the desire for authority and arrogance (Emmons, 1997). Narcissist leaders are 

mostly driven by the need for dominance and power (Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006). Another 

dimension of dark triad is Psychopathy. Psychopaths are known for displaying disinhibited 

behavior accompanied with lack of remorse and empathy. Psychopath leaders has been vastly 

studied in businesses literature under the title of corporate sociopaths, organizational 

psychopath etc. (Boddy, 2017; Westerlaken & Woods, 2013). It seems that psychopathic 

tendencies are more often found in higher managerial levels rather than junior workers 

(Boddy, Ladyshewsky, & Galvin, 2010); probably because these tendencies provide leaders 

with the sufficient charm and ease to exploit each opportunity to reach to the top (Babiak & 

Hare, 2006). Therefore, as the first hypothesis we test if power increases unethical behavior 

(H1). We would like to replicate the moderating effect of Machiavellianism on power and 

unethical behavior as those with higher level of Machiavellian orientation being more 

unethical in high-power positions (H2). We also expect that Narcissism and Psychopathy 
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simply follow the same pattern and positively moderates the link between power and 

unethical behavior (H3, H4). 

Method 

Participants. One hundred and nighty five participants were recruited from a Swiss 

university. On average, they were 21.5 years old and 57.6% of the participants were male. 

Participants were required to be native French speakers. They were informed that their payoff 

depended on their decision and the decisions of their group members but on average they 

gained an equivalent of 17 USD for their participation. 

Procedure and Measures. The procedure is similar to the first study with some minor 

changes explained below. Participants came to the lab in large groups and were sat in front of 

the computer and randomly assigned the role of either the leader or the follower and start a 

two stage task. In the first stage of the experiment leaders were given 5 followers and 60 

USD. All the leaders were given the endowment and they had to distribute this amount among 

themselves and their followers. Power was manipulated by the amount of control the leaders 

had over the distribution. In high-power condition, the leader was at the liberty to directly 

distribute the $60 endowment among him-/herself and the followers while in the low-power 

condition the leader was asked to press a button and a random generator decided about the 

distribution. In both conditions, the leaders received some pieces of information about the 

followers (e.g., age, gender, and the university they study at) and then, the endowment was 

distributed. 

 In the second stage, the leader was paired with another follower that was not involved 

in the first stage of the study. Actually the follower had been working to complete the slider 

task (used in the first stage of study 1). The follower had to adjust 5 sliders correctly and each 

slider is worth $2. If the follower adjusted all the sliders correctly he/she would earn 10 USD. 

However, the follower is informed that it is the leader who has the right to confirm this 
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transaction. The leader was given $10 as his/her wage then (s)he received what the follower 

earned by completing the slider task. Then, the norm was communicated to the leader (as the 

last study) and (s)he was asked to determine if (s)he wanted to take a part of  the amount 

received from follower’s earning. The difference between the power manipulation in this 

study and the former study is that the power manipulation is done in a way that the 

powerholder can benefit from their power as well. 

To avoid income effects among the leaders in the high- and low-power condition and 

rule out any confounding effect, we made sure that leaders in both conditions received similar 

gains from the endowment in the first stage. To do so, we first ran the study with only high-

power conditions. Then, we made a profile for all leaders in the high-power condition by 

considering their Dark Triad and their distribution decisions. To avoid income effect, for the 

low-power condition, when a leader was pressing the button to randomly distribute the 

endowment, an algorithm started to detect the closest profile of the leader in the high-power 

condition and then matched the earnings of the leaders in low-power condition to the leader in 

high-power condition. This way we could rule out the income effect on unethical behavior 

across the two conditions. 

Leader’s unethical behavior. We measured leader’s unethical behavior in the same 

way as in Study 1 by the deviance from the accepted social norm; we considered any amount 

kept by the leader from the follower’s endowment as unethical behavior. This variable is 

dichotomous. Any amount bigger than zero that the leader kept for him/herself was 

considered as an act of unethical behavior (M = .58, SD = .50). 

Leader gain. The amount that leaders withheld from the followers’ $10 was 

considered as the leader gain. There were so many leaders that did not take any part of the 

followers’ endowment. Hence, we observed over dispersion (M = 3.063, SD = 3.36, Variance 
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= 11.27) and high level of number of zeros (42.5% zero) that we further will address in our 

analysis. 

Machiavellianism. After the leaders were appointed and before they started the game, 

they were asked to complete the 20-item Mach-IV scale (Christie & Geis, 1970) measuring 

their Machiavellian orientation. This scale contains cynical and positive views towards human 

nature (e.g., “Generally speaking, men won’t work hard unless they’re forced to do so” or 

“Most people are brave”) and interpersonal tactics in accordance with these point of views 

(e.g., “Honesty is the best policy in all cases” or “It is wise to flatter important people”). All 

items are rated on a seven-point scale from 0 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). We 

averaged leaders’ ratings on the 20 dimensions to create a Machiavellianism score 

(Cronbach’s Alpha = .76., M = 4.03; SD = 0.41). 

Narcissism. After the leaders were appointed and before they started the game, we 

used Short Dark Triad’s Narcissism scale developed by Gamache, Savard, and Maheux-Caron 

(2018). Participants are asked to determine the extent to which they agree to 4 statements on a 

scale from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree) such as “I tend to want others to 

pay attention to me”. The items were averaged to obtain a score for Nercissism (Cronbach’s 

Alpha = .77, M = 3.95; SD = 1.31). 

Psychopathy. We used Short Dark Triad’s psychopathy scale developed by Gamache, 

Savard, and Maheux-Caron (2018) with 4 items. Participants are asked to determine the extent 

to which they agree to 4 statements on a scale from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely 

agree) such as “I tend to exploit others towards my own goal”. The reliability among the items 

were not high enough to be able to compile the items so we did not consider this variable in 

our analyses (Cronbach’s Alpha = .55). 

Controls. We controlled for the age, gender as previous study but we added the faculty 

in which the participants are enrolled and the day of the experiment. Because participants who 
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are enrolled in the Faculty of Business and Economics are known to be more familiar with the 

structure of the economic games and tuned to think in terms of economic gain and costs; 

therefore they would more often display the optimum behavior in their final choices 

regardless of the contextual factors of the experiments. Moreover, the last day of the 

experiment was the very last day of the semester and the rate of unethical behavior 

surprisingly raised. Therefore, we controlled for the session of data collection in the last day 

of the semester.  

Results 

To test whether power predicts unethical behavior in leaders (H1), we used a Probit 

model estimating the effect of power on leaders’ unethical behavior while controlling for 

leaders’ age, gender, the faculty they study, and the day of the experiment. The results 

disconfirmed the main effect of power on unethical behavior (𝛽 =  −.15, 𝑝 =  .55). That is, 

the probability of engaging in an unethical behavior for the leaders in high-power condition 

(M = .74; SD = .06) was not significantly different from the leaders in low-power condition 

(M = .76; SD = .05). But, when we entered the individual characteristics to the Probit model 

(adding Narcissism and Machiavellianism), we observed a main positive effect of 

Machiavellianism (𝛽 =  0.96, 𝑝 <  .01) and Narcissism (𝛽 =  0.21, 𝑝 =  .03) explaining the 

probability of unethical behavior (see table 4).  

To see the effect of individual characteristics in combination with power, we 

interacted once power with Machiavellianism and once power with Narcissism to explain 

leader’s unethical behavior. The results disconfirmed the interaction between power and 

Machiavellianism (𝛽 =  −0.77,   𝑝 <  .24). It seems that the effect of Machiavellianism as a 

moderator in previous study is now concentrated in a main effect of power with self-serving 

opportunities on unethical behavior. Machiavellians in situations with self-serving 

opportunities indulge their position regardless of the power level they are granted.  
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But, Narcissism positively interacted with power explaining leader’s unethical 

behavior (𝛽 =  0.39,   𝑝 <  .04). A simple slop analysis showed that Narcissism positively 

and significantly predicted unethical behavior of the leaders in high-power condition, β = 

0.42, p = .01; but this link is non-significant in low-power condition, β = .11, p = .45;  

𝜒2 = 4.36, 𝑝 = .04 (see table 5, 6, and figure 2). 

Additional analyses. We also tested whether high-power leaders took more money 

from their followers. The amount that leaders took from their followers in the second stage 

was considered as the leader gain. An OLS regression on leader gain controlled for leaders’ 

age, gender, the faculty in which they study, and the sessions of the experiment showed no 

effect of power on the amount the leader withheld (β = .57, p = .41). But when we added both 

individual characteristics, Machiavellianism positively influenced leader gain, β = 2.08, p < 

.01. But we did not find a main effect of Narcissism (β = .31, p = .26).  

We interacted the individual characteristics separately and in combination with power 

while having considered the same control variables to explain leader gain.  The results 

disconfirmed an interaction effect between power and Machiavellianism explaining but, 

Narcissism positively interacted with power explaining leader gain (𝛽 =  1.07,   𝑝 =  .03). 

Higher level of Narcissism explained leader gain in high-power positions (𝛽 =  0.83,   𝑝 =

 .025) but not in the low-power positions (𝛽 = −0.02,   𝑝 =  .96;    𝜒2 = 4.36, 𝑝 = .04).  

To rule out the effect of leader’s behavior (income from the distribution) in the first 

stage on leaders gain in the second stage we used an instrumental variable regression. We 

regressed leader gain in the second stage on the amount of money the leaders took for 

themselves in the first stage using leader’s power, Narcissism, Machiavellianism, age, gender, 

the faculty in which they study, and the sessions of experiment as the instruments. We found 

no significant effect of the amount received by the leader in the first stage on leader gain in 

the second stage (𝛽 =  .07, 𝑝 = .12). In our analyses we excluded Narcissism and the last 
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day of experiment from the second stage of the regression and the result of the F-test on the 

power of excluded instruments were in the accepted range, F(2,117) = 10.50, p < 0.01 (Stock 

& Yogo, 2002). The Sargan chi-square test of over-identification also suggested that the 

instruments are valid, p = .75 (Sargan, 1958). 

Post-test. To ensure that our manipulation of power was robust and to better 

understand what triggers the different outcomes in Study 1 and Study 2 we conducted a post-

test. In this post-test, we intended to see if the power manipulation in our two studies induced 

different feeling in individuals in their power role. We recruited 250 participants in an online 

platform (Mturk) and randomly assigned them to a 2 (high-power vs. low-power) by 2 (with 

self-serving opportunity vs. without self-serving opportunity) design. We described the 

leaders’ roles in our two studies. Then, we asked the participants to report their feelings if 

they were in the shoes of the leaders. Participants had to rate to what extent they felt for 

example, responsible, opportunistic, authoritarian, and powerful. We found that participants in 

power roles with self-serving opportunity, felt much more opportunistic in comparison to the 

participants who had no self-serving opportunity, F(1, 248) = 11.17, p < .01. This could 

explain why individuals on average stole much more in self-serving conditions when 

compared to no self-serving conditions, 𝜒2(1) = 6.75, p < .01. Leaders in power conditions 

with no self-serving opportunity less often stole from their followers (M = 0.58, SD = 0.50) 

compared to the leaders in self-serving conditions (M = 0.75, SD = 0.43). Same pattern of 

results replicated for the amount that leaders stole from their followers. In conditions that 

power was induced with self-serving opportunities the leaders took much more from their yet 

unknown followers in the second stage compared to the leaders in the conditions without self-

serving opportunity, F(1, 201) = 8.06, p < .01. 

Discussion 
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In this study, we added an additional element (self-serving opportunity) to our power 

manipulation by letting high-power leaders to benefit from their position. Although the 

leaders could benefit from their power this time, our results again disproved the corruptive 

effect of power. One reason could simply be that “power does not corrupt”. It is individuals 

who corrupt power. We found that individual characteristics interacted with levels of power 

and explained leaders’ unethical behavior. More specifically, Narcissism increased the chance 

of leader’s unethical behavior in high-power positions compared to low power positions. 

Moreover, a significant main effect of Machiavellianism and Narcissism were demonstrated 

on leader’s unethical behavior. These results imply that power can have a revealing effect: in 

high-power positions with self-serving opportunity, Narcissism increases the chance and the 

intensity of unethical behavior (amount leaders took from their followers). Those individuals 

who are prone to exploit others for personal gains (=Narcissists), when appointed to high-

power position, more often engage in unethical behavior. 

Narcissists are accompanied with a grandiose sense of self-importance and 

entitlement. It seems that being the sole decision maker of a group of individuals reinforced 

their belief of self-importance. Therefore, they might engage more often in degrading others 

and self-serving behavior. The fact that high-power leaders had the control over others’ 

outcomes can boost narcissists’ sense of grandiosity and fed their need for dominance and 

control. With such boosted self-entitlement, narcissist’s exploitativeness could be activated 

and thus possibly lead to degrading others’ rights and further aggressions (Reidy, Zeichner, 

Foster, & Martinez, 2008). In the same vein, our results showed that Narcissist in the high 

power roles with self-serving opportunities were more likely to exploit their yet unknown 

followers. 

Moreover, a recent research on the link between Narcissism and reduced generosity 

shows the mediating effect of lower perspective taking skills (Böckler,  Sharifi,  Kanske, 
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Dziobek, &  Singer, 2017). We know that power in general, diminishes perspective taking 

(Galinsky, Magee, Inesi, & Gruenfeld, 2006). So in high-power positions, Narcissists are 

doubly affected by the impaired perspective taking, and therefore tend to exploit their 

counterparts more often. As Glad (2002) argued, a malign Narcissist generally engage in self-

serving behavior up to certain boundaries that the social context allows; but when absolute 

power is present all sorts of grandiose fantasies are attainable. 

Summary and Concluding Discussion 

In two studies we investigated the effect of power and individual characteristics on 

leaders’ unethical behavior. In the first study we showed that Machiavellian and in the second 

study Narcissism interacted with power and determined the propensity for unethical behavior. 

Our findings are in line with the claim of the researchers pinpointing the revealing effect of 

power (Chen et al., 2001; Galinsky, et al., 2015; Overbeck & Droutman, 2013). Indeed, 

powerholders act more in accordance with their traits and attitudes and set out to indulge their 

current needs because power makes individuals more focused on the self, one’s own goals, 

and needs (Guinote, 2007; Rucker, Galinsky, & Dubois, 2012). 

The present work did not replicate the results of the former research on the corruptive 

nature of power. In both studies, power was manipulated in a structural format. It has been 

shown that different operationalizations of power led to different behavioral outcomes 

(Keltner et al., 2003; Smith & Bargh, 2008; Tost & Johnson, 2019). For instance, most of the 

studies that project the dark outcomes of power such as lying, corruptive, and opportunistic 

behavior (e.g., Galinsky, Magee, Inesi, & Gruenfeld, 2006; Gruenfeld, et al., 2008; Lammers, 

et al., 2012) used methods that manipulated power via power priming (Tost, 2015). Whereas, 

most studies that unveil the bright side of power induced structural power (e.g., Tost, Wade-

Benzoni, & Johnson, 2015; Tost & Johnson, 2019; Wisse & Rus, 2012). A theoretical reason 

behind these controversial results is explained by Tost (2015): structural manifestation of 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0749597815000205#!
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power is more associated with responsibility and accountability; while psychological power 

(induced mostly by recalling task) is more linked to opportunistic and competitive side of 

power (e.g., Overbeck & Park, 2001, 2006; Schmid Mast, et al., 2009; Scholl, Sassenberg, 

Scheepers, Ellemers, & de Wit, 2017; Tost, Wade-Benzoni, & Johnson, 2015). Moreover, 

another study showed that various self-construal of powerholders (a collective self-construal 

as opposed to personal self-construal) predicted leader’s self-interested behavior (Wisse & 

Rus, 2012). In our study as power was induced in a structural setting, powerholders could 

hold a rather collective construal of power which led to a non-significant effect of “power 

corrupts”. Future research might want to investigate the effect of different construal of power 

(responsibility as oppose to opportunity) on unethical behavior as it seems that different 

construals of the self and one’s own power have a major influence on powerholders’ 

behavioral outcomes. It is important to be particularly vigilant on the ways power is 

manipulated and what construal of the self and the power position we convey by our designs.  

Another reason for the non-significant effect of power on unethical behavior could be 

that in our design the high- and low-power conditions were located in the relatively powerful 

range. In other words, leaders in both high- and low-power positions -although significantly 

different- felt rather powerful in their positions. In fact, what we had in our study could be 

seen as a comparison between different levels of high power. Although we designed our 

control condition in a way that conveyed the least amount of power to the individuals (having 

no control over the outcomes of the followers), it could be that in our design all the leaders 

either in high-power or control condition -although significantly different- felt rather powerful 

in their positions. It is debatable if a better control condition was used, we could have detected 

the corruptive effect of power. Indeed, one challenge in power studies is defining a proper 

control condition especially when power is manipulated objectively and in a structural format. 
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Future research should try to replicate our finding using a design with clearer distinction 

between the high and neutral power conditions.  

Moreover the interaction effect between Machiavellianism and power was not replicated 

in the second study. Several factors could explain why Machiavellian leaders in high-power 

positions with self-serving opportunity did practice self-indulgence similar to leaders in low-

power positions. From a theoretical point of view, Machiavellians in a morally obscure 

situation are thought to be less concerned about the (un)ethical aspect of their actions and tend 

to behave in a way that guarantees their desired outcome (Bass, Barnett, & Brown, 1999). 

More specifically, they more often act towards distrust, amoral manipulations, and 

devaluation of ethical behavior when it comes to personal gain (Dahling, Whitaker, & Levy, 

2009). In Study 2, we gave the leaders self-serving opportunities to take a part or the whole 

amount of an endowment for themselves. That self-serving opportunity could have facilitated 

the tendencies of the Machiavellians to indulge in both high- and low- power, thus change the 

moderating effect of power in study 1 to a strong main effect in Study 2. We basically showed 

that once Machiavellians are in power positions with self-serving opportunities, they tend 

exert unethical behavior regardless of the amount of power given to them. These results are 

alarming because it has been shown that Machiavellians are in fact more attracted to power 

and hence, tend to emerge as leaders more often (Corzine, 1997; Dahling, Whitaker, & Levy, 

2009; Fehr, Samson, & Paulhus, 1992; Mael, Waldman, & Mulqueen, 2001). Personnel 

selection for high-power positions becomes therefore crucial, as it seems that “the corrupts go 

for power rather than that power corrupts” (Van Prooijen & Van Lange, 2014, p 84).  

Our study also benefits from manipulating objective power (with leaders having real 

followers and control over their valued resources). That, to a great extent, protects the design 

from possible confounds and demand effects (Strum & Antonakis, 2015). However, our 

power manipulation had some limitations as well. Because we set out to avoid deceptions 
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towards the participants, we incorporated real followers and real money in the study design 

which requires very large resources and sample size. Moreover, our baseline condition could 

be selected in a way to better distinguish high-power and neutral power condition. For 

example adding an observer to the leader-follower relation or a neutral player could be an 

alternative control conditions. Future research should try to replicate our findings using a 

rather efficient design with a proper control condition.   
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Table 1 

Probit Regression Estimates Predicting Leader’s Unethical Behavior from Power 

 Unethical Behavior 

Age -.02(0.39) 

Gender -.27(0.94) 

Follower’s performance -.02(0.11) 

Power .15(0.51) 

Constant .59 (0.43) 

Psudo R-sq 0.017 

Note. N= 80; Unstandardized beta coefficients are reported along with robust z-statistics in 

parentheses; pseudo R-square is based on the Cox and Snell (1989) method; power dummy 

codded as 2 = High-power and 1=Low-power; gender dummy coded as 0 = female and 1 = 

male;* p < .05**p < .001. 
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Table 2 

Probit Regression Estimates Predicting Leader’s Unethical Behavior from Power and 

Leader’s Machiavellianism 

Model (1)  (2) 

Age -.005(0.11) -.03(0.63) 

Gender -.46(1.52) -.45(1.38) 

Follower’s performance -.06(0.29) -.13(0.54) 

Power .17(0.57) 4.99**(2.53) 

Machiavellianism .66**(2.54) .08(0.22) 

Power× Machiavellianism  1.55**(2.67) 

Constant 1.47(.88) 1.30(0.67) 

Pseudo R-sq 0.087 0.159 

Note. N=80; Unstandardized beta coefficients are reported along with robust z-statistics in 

parentheses; pseudo R-square is based on the Cox and Snell (1989) method; power dummy 

codded as 2 = High-power and 1=Low-power; gender dummy coded as 0 = female and 1 = 

male; ** p < .05 * p < .1. 
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Table 3 

Probit Model Estimates Predicting Leader’s Unethical Behavior from Power and Leader’s 

Moral Disengagement 

Model (1) (2) 

Age -.002(0.04) -.01(0.27) 

Gender -.38(1.26) -.42(1.34) 

Follower’s performance -.003(0.01) -.02(0.07) 

Power .20(0.69) -1.06(0.99) 

Moral Disengagement .26(1.44) .08(0.38) 

Power× Moral 

Disengagement 

 .44(1.21) 

Constant -.61(0.38) .41(0.25) 

Pseudo R
2
 .043 .062 

Note. N= 80; Unstandardized beta coefficients are reported along with robust z-statistics in 

parentheses; pseudo R-square is based on the Cox and Snell (1989) method; power dummy 

codded as 2 = High-power and 1=Low-power; gender dummy coded as 0 = female and 1 = 

male; ** p < .05, * p < .1. 
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Table 4 

Probit Regression Estimating Leader’s Unethical Behavior from Power, Machiavellianism, 

Narcissism, and Control Variables 

 (1) (2) 

Age -.01(0.20) .01(0.20) 

Gender -.03(0.13) -.17(0.62) 

Faculty .36(1.20) .03(0.10) 

Sessions -.25(0.69) -.06(0.15) 

Power -.15(0.60) -.003(0.01) 

Machivellianism  .96**(2.83) 

Narcissism  .21**(2.20) 

Constant .87(1.08) -4.01**(2.46) 

Psudo R-sq .016 .104 

Note. N= 128; Unstandardized beta coefficients are reported along with robust z-statistics in 

parentheses; pseudo R-square is based on the Cox and Snell (1989) method; power dummy 

codded as 1 = High-power and 0=Low-power; gender dummy coded as 0 = female and 1 = 

male; ** p < .05, * p < .1. 
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Table 5 

Probit Regression Estimating Leader’s Unethical Behavior from Power and Leader’s 

Machiavellianism 

Model (1)  (2) 

Age -.01 (0.24) -.01(0.25) 

Gender -.07(0.28) -.09(0.32) 

Faculty .21(0.67) .19(0.59) 

Sessions -.06(0.17) -.02(.06) 

Power -.04(0.15) 3.0(1.16) 

Machiavellianism .96**(3.03) 1.39**(2.74) 

Power× Machiavellianism  -.77(1.17) 

Constant -2.95**(2.00) -4.67**(2.28) 

Pseudo R-sq 0.074 0.082 

Note. N= 128; Unstandardized beta coefficients are reported along with robust z-statistics in 

parentheses; pseudo R-square is based on the Cox and Snell (1989) method; power dummy 

codded as 1 = High-power and 0=Low-power; gender dummy coded as 0 = female and 1 = 

male; ** p < .05, * p < .1. 
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Table 6 

Probit Model Estimating Leader’s Unethical Behavior from Power and Leader’s Narcissism 

Model (1)  (2) 

Age -.01 (0.23) -.01(0.15) 

Gender -.15(0.54) -.17(0.62) 

Faculty .20(0.63) .18(0.56) 

Sessions -.24(0.65) -.24(.66) 

Narcissism .22**(2.26) .06 (0.47) 

Power -.12(0.48) -1.60**(2.18) 

Power × Narcissism  .39**(2.09) 

Constant -.19 (0.22) .49(0.53) 

Pseudo R-sq .049 .075 

Note. N= 128; Unstandardized beta coefficients are reported along with robust z-statistics in 

parentheses; pseudo R-square is based on the Cox and Snell (1989) method; power dummy 

codded as 1 = High-power and 0=Low-power; gender dummy coded as 0 = female and 1 = 

male; ** p < .05, * p < .1. 
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Figure 1. The interaction effect between power and Machiavellianism on unethical behavior. 
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Figure 2. The interaction effect between power (with self-serving opportunity) and 

Machiavellianism on unethical behavior. 
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Abstract 

An individual’s speaking time behavior in groups is influenced by many elements. We 

investigate whether giving feedback on speaking time about how much each group member 

talks and whether group task interdependence influence hierarchy emergence in problem 

solving groups. We also aim to investigate how these effects emerge by looking at whether 

initial over- and under-participators increase or decrease their speaking time contribution. 

Using an incentivized experimental design, we randomly assigned 405 participants to same-

gender 3-person groups (70 all-female and 65 all-male groups). Then groups received either 

individual or group speaking time feedback and were either confronted with solving a 

relatively high or low interdependent task. Results show that groups that received individual 

speaking time feedback built flatter hierarchies, mostly due to over-participators decreasing 

their speaking time, and that in groups faced with a rather interdependent task, steeper 

hierarchies emerged, mostly due to under-participators decreasing their speaking time. This 

study highlights the importance of taking into account that environmental factors such as 

making salient each individuals speaking time or task type (i.e., degree of interdependence) 

affect how hierarchies emerge.  

Keywords: Hierarchy steepness, speaking time feedback, task interdependence, 

team communication, small group 
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From Hierarchical to Egalitarian: Hierarchy Steepness Depends on Speaking Time 

Feedback and Task Interdependence 

When individuals interact in so-called leaderless groups, meaning groups with no 

initial formal hierarchy, the distribution of the individual speaking times becomes less 

egalitarian over time and a dominance hierarchy emerges (Bales, 1970; Bales, Strodtbeck, 

Mills, & Roseborough, 1951; Cheng, Tracy, Foulsham, Kingstone, & Henrich, 2013; Gatica-

Perez, 2009; Jayagopi, Hung, Yeo, & Gatica-Perez, 2009; Sanchez-Cortes, Aran, Schmid 

Mast, & Gatica-Perez, 2011; Schmid Mast, 2001). Such emerging hierarchies differ in how 

steep they are, meaning that the individual differences in speaking time among group 

members can be more or less pronounced. The steepness of a hierarchy can be operationalized 

as the standard deviation of the speaking time among the group members (Schmid Mast, 

2002). If the standard deviation is high, group members differ in their individual speaking 

time contributions (steeper hierarchy) more so than if the standard deviation is low (flatter 

hierarchy). We set out to shed light on whether and how speaking time feedback and task type 

affect hierarchy steepness emergence in problem-solving groups. 

Speaking Time Feedback and Hierarchy 

Research has shown that when leaderless groups are provided with individual 

speaking time feedback, group members form less steep hierarchies (Bachour, Kaplan, & 

Dillenbourg, 2010; DiMicco, Hollenbach, Pandolfo, & Bender, 2007; Kim, Chang, Holland, 

& Pentland, 2008; Terken & Sturm, 2010). Speaking time feedback is operationalized as 

feedback on how much each group member talks during the group discussion. This individual 

speaking time feedback is visually displayed so that all group members can see it and it is 

provided in a dynamic way and in real-time, meaning that a device registers individual 

speaking time contributions while the discussion or interaction unfolds. Different devices 

have been used to provide this dynamic real-time individual speaking feedback to group 
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members. In one study, a table was developed that displayed the relative amount of time each 

group member spoke during the group discussion via lights fixed on a table. The more lights 

lit up for one group member, the more that group member spoke (Bachour et al., 2010). In 

another study, the distribution of speaking time among group members was displayed on the 

phones of each group member and the phones were visible on a table which the group 

members sat around for discussion (Kim et al., 2008). In yet another study, the relative 

speaking time of each group member was projected as a graph on a wall, visible for all group 

members (DiMicco et al., 2007). In all of these studies, individual speaking time was assessed 

via microphones and the relative distribution of speaking time among group members was 

displayed in a dynamic way in real time as the discussion unfolded and was visible to all 

group members.  

Speaking time feedback has shown to result in emerging hierarchies that are flatter 

compared to when no such information is provided (DiMicco et al., 2007; Terken & Sturm, 

2010). However, a major criticism that can be formulated against these findings is that many 

of the studies did not properly design their control condition. In most studies, the control 

condition consists of the absence of speaking time feedback (DiMicco et al., 2007; Kim et al., 

2008; Terken & Sturm, 2010). Comparing individual speaking time feedback with no 

feedback at all might bring about the difference in the hierarchical structure not because the 

feedback was individual, but because there was feedback (compared to no feedback). 

Obtaining feedback induces cognitive load for the group members (compared to not obtaining 

any feedback at all) and maybe this is why a hierarchy was less likely to form. Or, the fact of 

being observed (Hawthorne effect; Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939; Mayo, 1993) – necessary 

for being able to provide feedback - made norms of equality more salient to group members 

resulting in less steep hierarchies. So, a good control condition is one that also puts cognitive 

load on group members and also gives the participants the feeling of being observed. 
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Moreover, one can argue that obtaining feedback about speaking time can create demand 

effects, meaning making speaking time behavior salient among group members can interfere 

with hierarchy formation. Therefore, it is important that the feedback in the control condition 

is also about speaking time and not about say content as in some studies (e.g., Bachour et al., 

2010). This is why we created a control condition that induces a certain amount of cognitive 

load, in which participants obtained feedback about their behavior so that they felt equally 

observed as in the individual feedback condition, and in which speaking time was equally 

salient: the condition of group speaking time feedback (explained in more detail in the 

Method section). We set out to replicate the findings on the link between speaking time 

feedback and flatter hierarchies with a proper control condition.  

Hypothesis 1: Individual speaking time feedback compared to group speaking time 

feedback results in flatter hierarchies. 

This replication is important for two reasons: 1) We aim to verify whether we find the 

same result as reported in the literature by using a proper control condition and 2) if we want 

to understand how the flatter hierarchies come about in the individual speaking time feedback 

condition, we need to first establish that they actually do become flatter. 

How Does Speaking Time Feedback Affect Hierarchy 

In leaderless groups, the time one spends talking indicates how much that person is 

regarded as the leader of the group discussion (Bass, 1949). Those who speak more during 

group interactions are perceived as being more dominant (Schmid Mast, 2002) and people 

who speak a lot during group interactions readily emerge as leaders (Ridgeway & Berger, 

1986). The distribution of speaking time among group members is therefore a crucial 

objective indicator of one’s hierarchical position within a group (Schmid Mast, 2001).  

The emergence of a hierarchy happens in the early stages of a group interaction and 

remains relatively stable over time (Kalma, 1991). We ask whether the type of speaking time 
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feedback influences how people change their speaking contributions and thus how a hierarchy 

emerges? Hypothesis 1 states that hierarchy steepness will be lower with individual speaking 

time feedback than with group speaking time feedback. If that is true, it can happen in two 

ways: 1) the initial over-participators speak less and/or 2) the initial under-participators speak 

more. Therefore, Hypotheses 1.1 and 1.2 are simply a logical consequence of Hypothesis 1. 

We want to find out whether it is rather the over- or the under-participators (or both) who 

change their behavior based on the type of feedback they obtain. 

Studies have shown that when a group is exposed to individual speaking time 

feedback, over-participators (those who normally dominate the conversation) tend to 

significantly reduce their comments (Bachour et al., 2010; DiMicco et al., 2007). In the 

present research, we therefore test whether receiving feedback on individual speaking time 

leads people who initially speak much and dominate the discussion, to diminish their speaking 

contribution during the group discussion and whether people who initially speak little, 

increase their speaking contribution.  

Hypothesis 1.1: Speaking time feedback moderates the link between the initial 

(warm-up) level of participation (initial over-, average-, and under-participators) 

and speaking time behavior during the group discussion such that that initial over-

participators decrease their participation in the group discussion when receiving 

individual speaking time feedback (as compared to control). 

Hypothesis 1.2: Speaking time feedback moderates the link between the initial 

(warm-up) level of participation (initial over-, average-, and under-participators) 

and speaking time behavior during the group discussion such that that initial under-

participators increase their participation in the group discussion when receiving 

individual speaking time feedback (as compared to control). 
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Effects of Task Interdependence on Hierarchy  

Besides speaking time feedback, we also suspect that the nature of the task the group 

members are confronted with might influence the steepness of the emerging hierarchy 

(Anderson & Brown, 2010). Understanding how the emergence of a hierarchy is altered 

depending on the task is important because some tasks might afford a steeper hierarchy than 

others (Halvey, Chou, & Galinsky, 2011). No research has looked at how task type affects the 

emergence of social hierarchies. 

From a functional approach, hierarchy enhances group effectiveness by reducing the 

inner group conflicts (Cantimur, Rink, & van der Vegt, 2016). The more the task is complex, 

the higher the chance of conflict. Therefore, groups faced with complex tasks might be in 

need for a control mechanism through which these conflicts can be resolved or prevented 

(Keltner, Van Kleef, Chen, & Kraus, 2008). Some research highlights the prominent role of a 

hierarchical structure for good group performance in highly interdependent groups faced with 

problem solving tasks (Ronay, Greenaway, Anicich, & Galinsky, 2012) or in the context of 

sport teams (Halevy, Chou, Galinsky, & Murnighan, 2012). This suggests that the formation 

of a hierarchy in an interdependent group can be a response to the need for coordination and 

management of potential conflicts. Interdependence reflects the extent to which members 

need to interact with one another in order to accomplish the group task successfully 

(Cropanzano & Ambrose, 2015). An example of a low interdependent task would be when the 

team members separately work on the sections of a standard report to be aggregated in a final 

document later. In contrast, a highly interdependent task requires the team members to 

incorporate each and every member’s expertise, input, and feedback in order to pool it and to 

come to a consensus decision. According to Expectation States Theory (EST), hierarchies are 

formed based on performance expectations group members have for each other (Berger, 

Fisek, Norman, & Zelditch, 1977). Group members quickly estimate the relative quality of 
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each member’s potential contribution to the task solution, called performance expectation. 

Members for whom the other group members have higher performance expectations are given 

more opportunities to contribute (e.g., are given more floor time) and therefore emerge as 

more influential in the group. In relatively homogenous groups, performance expectations can 

form around behavior that signals competence. For instance, dominant group members behave 

in such a way that they are perceived as more competent by fellow group members (Anderson 

& Kilduff, 2009). They, for instance, express their opinions more freely (Kalma, Visser, & 

Peeters, 1993) and assertively (Aries, Gold, & Weigel, 1983) which signals competence. 

With respect to the interdependent task that requires discovering who possesses which 

information and to uncover the unshared information (which research shows is difficult for 

groups, Stasser & Titus, 2003) this means that group members need to ponder information 

contributed by different group members; they scrutinize the other group members for signs of 

task competency to form their performance expectations. Hierarchies will then build quickly 

around those expectations as predicted by EST. Groups might therefore form steeper 

hierarchies when confronted with a high interdependent task than when faced with a relatively 

low interdependent task. We posit that when groups work on complex tasks that require 

information sharing (e.g., interdependent tasks), steeper hierarchies will emerge than when 

groups work on less interdependent tasks. 

Hypothesis 2: Steeper speaking time hierarchies emerge when group members are 

faced with a task that is relatively high in interdependence (compared to low in 

interdependence). 

Similar as with speaking time feedback, one can ask how steeper hierarchies emerge 

with regards to task interdependence. Again, Hypotheses 2.1 and 2.2. are logical deductions 

of Hypothesis 2. If task interdependence is responsible for steeper hierarchies to emerge 

compared to relatively lower task interdependence, then this needs to come from initial over-
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participators to increase their participation and/or initial under-participators to decrease their 

participation. This way, a more pronounced hierarchy would form in the interdependent task 

condition. Therefore, we expect initial over-participators to increase their speaking time 

compared to when confronted with a low interdependent task. 

Hypothesis 2.1: Task interdependence moderates the link between the initial (warm-

up) level of participation (initial over-, average-, and under-participators) and 

speaking time behavior during the group discussion such that that initial over-

participators increase their participation in the group discussion when the task was 

relatively high in interdependence (as compared to relatively low in 

interdependence). 

In a similar but opposite vein, members who initially contribute less will be given 

less opportunities when the group works on an interdependent task. Hence: 

Hypothesis 2.2: Task interdependence moderates the link between the initial (warm-

up) level of participation (initial over-, average-, and under-participators) and 

speaking time behavior during the group discussion such that that initial under-

participators decrease their participation in the group discussion when the task was 

relatively high in interdependence (as compared to relatively low in 

interdependence). 

The Present Study 

In the present article, we set out to test how providing group members with 

information about how much each group member talks during the group discussion 

(individual speaking time feedback) and how the level of interdependence among group 

members necessary for solving the group task, affect the steepness of the emergent speaking 

time hierarchy. Moreover, we set out to investigate how those changes in hierarchy steepness 

come about when looking at how initial over- and under-participators change their speaking 
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time contribution depending on the type of speaking time feedback obtained and depending 

on the type of task they are confronted with.  

Method 

Participants 

A total of 405 participants (210 women, 195 men) interacted in same-gender groups of 

3 people. Men and women form hierarchies differently in groups (Schmid Mast, 2001); males 

form more hierarchically structured groups compared to females in their first interactions. 

Moreover, in a meta-analysis, same gender groups showed stronger associations between 

speaking time behavior and dominance (Schmid Mast, 2002). Therefore, in our study we used 

same gender groups and controlled for the gender in our analysis. 

The sample size was calculated based on a power analysis (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & 

Buchner, 2007) assuming an alpha level of .05, a power of .80 (conventional), and an 

assumed medium effect size (rho=0.2) which gave us a minimum of 30 observations per 

group. Participants were mostly Master and Bachelor students from the participant pool of a 

large university in the French speaking part of Switzerland. The proposal of the study was 

approved by the ethical committee of the university. 

We did not assess participants’ ethnicity, but because they come from a student 

participant pool we know the distribution of the ethnicity in the subject pool which typically 

consists of 75% White. On average, they were 21 years old ranging from 17 to 47. 

Participants were required to be native French speakers. Participants were remunerated for 

their participation with the equivalent of 20 US$ and a possible bonus equivalent to 5 US$. 

Procedure 

Participants were recruited for a study in which they needed to complete a task in a 3-

person group. We selected 3-person groups, firstly for logistic reasons, to have a reasonably 

clear visualization of the speaking time feedback. Secondly, the task used in the study was 
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originally designed for groups of three people. We therefore decided not to change the task 

and proceeded with three-member groups. Groups were subject to a 2 (type of speaking time 

feedback: individual vs. group) by 2 (task interdependence: high vs. low) between-subjects 

design. Groups were randomly assigned to one of the 4 conditions.  

Warm-up. Upon arrival, participants introduced themselves in a 5-min warm-up 

discussion. In this warm-up phase, we asked participants to briefly introduce themselves 

while becoming acquainted with receiving feedback on their speaking time. Also, the group 

was instructed on how to read the feedback and how to understand the meaning of the numbers on the 

wall. While the group members were interacting, we registered each member’s speaking time. 

Group discussion. Groups then received the instructions concerning the problem-solving 

task. Before working on the task as a group, group members were given 5 min to solve the 

task individually. In all conditions, groups were told that each person might have unique 

pieces of information and that we thus encourage them to exchange the information they have. 

This is the typical instruction for hidden profile tasks: groups are informed that the 

information given to the members might not be entirely identical (Lu, Yuan, & McLeod, 

2012; Stasser & Titus, 1985; Stasser, Taylor, & Hanna, 1989). Participants then had 15 min to 

discuss their individual solutions in the group and reach a consensus decision. They were 

informed that if the group discovered the correct answer, they would be paid a bonus 

(equivalent of 5 US$ per group member). We left a timer on the table so that the groups were 

able to observe the remaining discussion time. One minute before the end of the discussion, 

the experimenter raised a sign showing that the group had to come to a final decision. When 

time was up, the experimenter stopped the recording and collected the group solution. Then, a 

questionnaire was distributed asking the participants to report how difficult they found the 

task (perceived task difficulty). Participants then learned about the correct solution for the 

task and were paid and thanked. 
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Microcone device. Speaking time was assessed with the Microcone (Innovative 

microphones for groups, 2017). The Microcone consists of an array of 6 microphones in one device 

placed in the middle of a table around which speakers sit. It can identify, register, and record the 

voices of up to 6 individuals. Applications that connect to Microcone provide real time information 

about the speaking behavior of the group and also each individual. The Microcone is able to 

distinguish the voices of the speakers in a group and calculate the percentages of the speaking time for 

the group as a whole and also for each group member individually. For example, it can provide 

feedback that the group communicated 90% of the time from the start of the discussion. The 

proportion of the dead-air time was taken into account to calculate this feedback. Microcone can also 

provide individualized feedback. For example, in a group of three when everybody speaks perfectly 

equally the Microcone will provide the following feedback: Speaker 1: 30%, Speaker 2: 30%, and 

Speaker 3: 30 %. Overlaps in the discussion were taken into account for all speakers involved. 

Therefore, the sum of the speaking percentages is generally over 100%. The dead-air time was 

neglected when calculating the relative contribution of group members. 

Manipulation of speaking time feedback. During the group discussion, participants 

obtained real-time speaking time feedback. We used Microcone to provide such feedback while the 

discussions unfolded. Groups were randomly assigned to either obtain individual speaking time 

feedback or group speaking time feedback (= control). In both conditions, this information was 

projected on the walls of the room around the discussion group, so that all group members could easily 

see the feedback in real time (Figure 3). In the individual speaking time feedback condition, each 

member’s contribution was recorded and the percentages of the members’ speaking time relative to the 

entire time of the group discussion was calculated. Recordings of the speaking time started from 

the moment the first person started talking. Therefore, the group saw each member’s percentage of 

speaking time in relation to the entire group’s speaking time on the wall (Figure 1). In the control 

condition, feedback was given about the cumulative speaking time of the entire group relative 

to the duration of the discussion. That is, during the discussion, the group members saw how 

much they talked as a group (Figure 2). The researchers did not provide any information about the 
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interpretation of the feedback and about whether the members should change their behavior based on 

the feedback during the group discussion or not.  

Manipulation of task interdependence. We used an existing personnel selection task 

in which an airline company is hiring a new pilot for long-distance flights (Schulz-Hardt, 

Brodbeck, Mojzisch, Kerschreiter, & Frey, 2006). The resumes of four applicants were 

presented to the participants, but only one applicant (applicant C) was the best candidate for 

the position based on the favorable ratio of positive compared to negative points in his resume 

(7 positive and 3 negative points, all other applicants had 4 positive and 6 negative points). 

Task interdependence refers to the degree to which the completion of a task depends 

on the combined inputs of all group members (Wildschut, Lodewijkx, & Insko, 2001). The 

high interdependent task was presented as a hidden profile task: Each member of the group 

had unique pieces of information about the applicants that were hidden from the other 

members (i.e., different unique pieces of information are known to different group members) 

(Schulz-Hardt et al., 2006). More specifically, the pieces of information within the group were 

distributed equally in such a way that each member had 6 pieces of information about each 

candidate. Among these 6 pieces, two were uniquely held by each member and the other 4 

pieces were shared, meaning that all group members had them. This made the value of each 

member’s contribution equal because each member had an equal number of hidden pieces of 

information. Finding the best applicant required sharing information among all group 

members. Group members needed to discuss each piece of information so that by 

accumulating the pieces of information, the correct solution emerged. The best solution 

cannot be detected by relying only on the shared information (Schulz-Hardt et al., 2006). This 

type of task is relatively interdependent because the group members need to share all the 

information and especially the unique (unshared) information they hold. 

We also created a low interdependent version of this task by simply providing each 

group member with all the information needed to solve the task. The members received 10 



            147 

 

pieces information about each candidate and therefore had the full information for selecting 

the best candidate. This necessitated much less exchange of information during the group 

discussion. Because all group members were able to individually identify the best applicant 

given they all possessed the same pieces of information and they all possessed all pieces of 

information about all applicants, the sharing of information was not needed once the group 

members discovered that each group member had all the information needed at hand. In both 

conditions, members were required to memorize the information about the applicants prior to 

the group discussion and no notes or information sheets were allowed during the discussion. 

In the low-interdependent groups, the members had to recall more pieces of information (10) 

compared to the interdependent teams (6). In the relatively low interdependent task, the 

memorization was harder (more pieces of information), but in the relatively high 

interdependent task, remembering all the unique pieces of information of the other group 

members was taxing. We therefore assumed that the higher number of pieces of information 

to remember in one condition would be balanced out by the number of unique pieces of 

information that needed to be discovered and retained in the other condition. Nevertheless, we 

measured perceived task difficulty (see below). 

Measures 

Initial individual speaking time. In the warm-up phase, group members got 

acquainted with each other. They had to introduce themselves and provide information about 

themselves and their education. We recorded each participant’s speaking time during the 5-

min warm-up phase and classified them into over- and under-participators. Because initial 

individual speaking time was not normally distributed, we used the cut-off points proposed by 

Hayes (2017): over-participators (N = 69), average-participators (N = 271), and under-

participators (N = 65) were based on the cut-off points of 16
th

 and 84
th

 percentile of the 

distribution suggested by Hayes. Over-participators were those whose speaking time was in 
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the first 16
th

 percent of the speaking time distribution in the warm-up phase. Correspondingly, 

under-participators were those whose speaking time was in the last 16
th

 percent of the 

speaking time distribution in the warm-up phase. The rest were categorized as average 

participators.  

Individual speaking time. During group discussion, individual speaking time was 

assessed by the Microcone. Each member’s speaking time contribution was calculated as the 

percentages of the member’s speaking time relative to the entire time of the group discussion (M = 

39.58; SD = 11.60). 

Hierarchy. We used the standard deviation of the average speaking time across group 

members as a measure of emergent hierarchy (Schmid Mast, 2001, 2002). To illustrate, in a 3-

person-group, if every group member talks about the same amount of time, the hierarchy 

would be flat (equal to zero). Larger numbers indicate a more hierarchical organization within 

a group. 

Perceived task difficulty. After groups finalized their solution and finished the group 

discussion, participants reported how difficult they perceived the group task to be, using one 

item on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (very easy) to 7 (very hard). Higher scores indicated 

higher task difficulty (M = 3.13; SD = 1.83). We averaged the task difficulty scores among 

group members (Cronbach’s Alpha = .63) to obtain a measure of perceived task difficulty on 

the group level.  

Control variables. Past research has shown that in general it is necessary to statistically 

control for individual level attributes that enhance the effect of that attribute on the group 

level. As we measured social hierarchy using the speaking time variable, we needed to control 

for the variables that are related to individual speaking time. Therefore, we asked participants 

to report their fluency in the French language, level of education, age, and gender at the end 

of the study to be considered as control variables.  
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Results 

Effects of Speaking Time Feedback and Task Interdependence on Hierarchy 

To test Hypotheses 1 and 2, we calculated a 2 (speaking time feedback: individual vs. 

control) by 2 (task interdependence: high vs. low) ANOVA with speaking time hierarchy as 

the dependent variable. Confirming Hypothesis 1, results showed a significant speaking time 

feedback main effect, F(1,126) = 4.32, p = .040, showing that individual speaking time 

feedback resulted in a more egalitarian distribution of speaking time among group members 

(M = 9.19; SD = 4.84) compared to the control condition (M = 11.12; SD = 5.20). There was 

also a significant task interdependence main effect, F(1,126) = 5.19, p = .025, confirming 

Hypothesis 2 and showing that being faced with a high interdependent task resulted in a more 

hierarchical distribution of speaking time among group members (M = 11.19; SD = 5.12) than 

being faced with a relatively low interdependent task (M = 9.09; SD = 4.88). The interaction 

effect was not significant, F(1,126) = 1.02, p = .314. 

Understanding How Individual Speaking Time Feedback Makes Hierarchies Flatter 

We tested whether initial over-, average-, and under-participators differed with respect 

to how much they spoke during the group discussion with a linear contrast analysis showing 

that indeed, over-participators spoke more (M = 48.65; SD = 10.00) than average (M = 39.17; 

SD = 10.38), and under-participators (M = 31.66; SD = 11.69), Fcontrast (2, 134) = 35.13, p < 

0.001.  

We predicted that speaking time feedback moderates the relation between initial 

participation and speaking time during the group discussion such that initial over-participators 

reduce their speaking time in the group discussion in the presence of individual speaking time 

feedback as compared to control (Hypothesis 1.1) and that under-participators increased it 

compared to control (Hypothesis 1.2). To test these hypotheses, we created three dummy 

variables: under-participator (is 1 when the speaking time is in the first 16
th

 percent and 0 
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otherwise), average-participator (is 1 when the speaking time is in the larger than 16
th

 percent 

and smaller than 84
th

 percentile and 0 otherwise), and over-participator (is 1 when the 

speaking time is in the last 16
th

 percent and 0 otherwise). We cluster regressed group 

discussion individual participation on speaking time feedback (individual vs. control), and the 

dummy variables of the  over- and under-participators (we excluded the average participators 

dummy variable to have it as the reference base), the interaction of the latter variables, as well 

as task interdependence, age, study level, participant gender, and French level as controls (we 

used these controls because they were either related to individual speaking time in the warm-

up or in the group discussion;
12

 see Table 1). Taking out the controls did not change the 

results. 

There was a significant interaction effect between speaking time feedback and the 

initial individual participation of the over-participators (Figure 4) (𝛽= -7.35, p < .01) 

confirming Hypothesis 2.1: initial over-participators significantly decreased their speaking 

time during group discussion in the individual speaking time feedback condition compared to 

the group speaking time feedback condition. Contrary to Hypothesis 2.2, there was no 

significant interaction effect between speaking time feedback and the initial individual 

participation of the under-participators (𝛽= 2.27, p = .48).  

Understanding How Task Interdependence Makes Hierarchies Steeper 

To understand how task interdependence made hierarchies steeper (Hypothesis 2 was 

confirmed), we investigated whether for individuals with different initial individual 

participation (over- and under-participators), task interdependence influenced speaking time 

contribution during the group discussion differently. In other words, we tested whether initial 

over-participators increased their speaking time behavior in the presence of a relatively high 

interdependent task (Hypothesis 2.1) and whether under-participators decreased it 

(Hypothesis 2.2). We used the same dummy variables (under-participator, average-
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participator, and over-participator) explained in the last section to test these hypotheses. We 

cluster regressed group discussion individual participation on task interdependence (high vs. 

low), the dummy variables of initial participation (over-and under-participator), the 

interaction of the latter variables, as well as speaking time feedback, age, study level, 

participant gender, and French level as controls (because they were either related to individual 

speaking time in the warm-up or in the group discussion – see footnote 1 and Table 2). Again, 

taking out the controls did not change the results. 

We found a significant interaction effect between task interdependence and the initial 

individual participation level of the under-participators (𝛽= -10.14, p < .01), but not for the 

over-participators (𝛽= 3.29, p = .23) (Figure 5). Contrary to Hypothesis 4.1, over-

participators faced with a high interdependent task (as compared to being faced with a low 

interdependent task) did not increase their speaking time during the group discussion. 

However, confirming Hypothesis 4.2, under-participators faced with high task 

interdependence (as opposed to low task interdependence) significantly decreased their 

speaking time during group discussion. 

Discussion 

The present study was aimed at understanding how differences in speaking time 

among group members in task groups emerge and how speaking time feedback influences 

how pronounced the emerging hierarchy is as well as how task type influences the emergence 

of such hierarchies. We showed that individual speaking time feedback leads to flatter 

hierarchies and that high task interdependence drives groups to form steeper hierarchies. Our 

results also show that individual speaking time feedback resulted in flatter hierarchies because 

over-participators decreased their speaking time contribution over time (and not under-

participators increasing their speaking time). Also, task interdependence resulted in steeper 
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hierarchies because under-participators decreased their speaking time contribution over time 

(and not over-participators increasing their speaking time). 

Effects of Speaking Time Feedback 

We replicated existing empirical findings (Bachour et al., 2010; Kim, Chang, Holland, 

& Pentland, 2008) showing that individual speaking time feedback during a group discussion 

resulted in flatter emerging hierarchies. The reason why we wanted to replicate this result was 

to test whether it is robust with respect to a more appropriate control condition. Previous work 

has either used no feedback (Terken & Sturm, 2010; DiMicco et al., 2007; Kim et al., 2008) 

or feedback about other things (e.g., content) (Bachour et al., 2010) as the control condition. 

We now show that individual speaking time feedback resulting in flatter hierarchies is not due 

speaking time being salient or the fact of being observed (Hawthorne effect (Mayo, 1993; 

Roethlisberger & Dickson). It is really receiving individual speaking time feedback that most 

likely activates an equality norm that then becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy within the group 

(Ridgeway & Berger, 1986), making for flatter hierarchies. Seeing a visual display of the 

relative individual speaking time dynamically evolving in real time during a group discussion 

equalizes the individual contributions because those who have a tendency to speak a lot 

restrain from speaking (and not that those who have a tendency to speak less initially, speak 

more). We showed that over-participators significantly decreased in speaking time, whereas 

the increase in speaking time for the under-participators was not significant. In sum, 

egalitarian distribution of speaking time -when there is individual speaking time feedback 

present- is more driven by over-participators decreasing their participation than by under-

participators increasing their participation.  

Effects of Task Type 

Our results also shows that when groups work on a relatively high interdependent task 

that necessitates information sharing, steeper hierarchies emerge compared to groups working 
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on relatively low interdependent tasks. We manipulated the type of task to test its effect on 

hierarchy formation within a group. The more a task necessitates interaction, exchange, and 

discussion (relatively high interdependent task), the more differences in individual speaking 

time contributions emerge. This finding confirms our hypothesis and is important because 

typically, scholars posit (Halevy, Chou, & Galinsky, 2011; Halevy et al., 2012) that 

interdependent tasks necessitate flatter hierarchies for good outcomes. We show, however, 

that in leaderless groups, group members organize themselves in a more hierarchical way 

when faced with an interdependent task. Whether this steeper hierarchy is conducive to better 

group performance is not clear and future research might want to tackle this question. 

Such steeper hierarchies are formed because under-participators further decrease their 

participation but not because over-participators increasing theirs. When faced with high 

compared to low interdependent tasks, under-participators drive the effect more so than over-

participators. 

Interestingly, how steeper or flatter hierarchies emerge are not the same for speaking 

time feedback and for task type. Speaking time feedback has an effect on the over-

participators (who will speak less so that the hierarchy will become flatter) whereas task 

interdependence influences under-participators more (in that they will speak even less so that 

the hierarchy will become steeper). Future research might want to systematically test which 

aspect the environment influences initial under- or over-performers more. When the equal 

opportunity norm is activated, this seems to stop over-participators, but when a hierarchy is 

called for, the under-participators hold back even more.  

The high and low interdependent tasks were different in terms of difficulty.
13

 The 

relatively low interdependent task was perceived to be easier than the high interdependent 

task. This is in line with findings of scholars suggesting that the preference for a hierarchical 

formation is most prevalent in cases of high task difficulty (Samuelson, 1991). When redoing 
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the ANOVA reported in the Result section, the task type effect becomes marginally 

significant (F(1, 126) = 3.20, p = .076). There was, however, no significant relation between 

perceived task difficulty and hierarchy (r = .14, p = .11). Future research on the effect of task 

structure on the emergence of a hierarchy might want to disentangle the effect of task 

structure and task difficulty. We deliberately opted for using exactly the same stimulus 

material, meaning the same task content and simply change the structure of the task. This was 

not possible without affecting task difficulty at the same time.  

Moreover, our results explain the emergent hierarchy formation in same-gender 

groups and we do not know whether the results would be different for opposite-gender 

groups. We opted for all-male and all-female groups because the association between 

speaking time and dominance is stronger for same-gender groups compared to mixed-gender 

groups (Schmid Mast, 2002). Future research could try to replicate our finding in mixed-

gender groups. 

Conclusion 

This study contributes to the understanding of the formation of hierarchies in small 

groups. The effect of the group task on hierarchy formation has not been the subject of much 

research attention so far. Results from this study show that for tasks that necessitate relatively 

high levels of information sharing (interdependent tasks), emerging hierarchies are steeper. 

Moreover, we confirm findings from the literature showing that individual speaking time 

feedback influences group dynamics towards a more egalitarian distribution of speaking time. 

We also show that when the group has a tendency to increase the hierarchy steepness because 

of task interdependence, then it is done via under-participators holding back even more (and 

not over-participators taking more of the floor) whereas when the group has a tendency to 

decrease the hierarchy steepness because of individual speaking time feedback, this is 

accomplished mostly by over-participators holding back (and not by under-participators 
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speaking up).  

It is important to understand how hierarchies emerge and under which conditions they 

might become steeper or flatter because many of us regularly work in small, leaderless 

groups. Given that speaking time represents the opportunity to influence others, it is important 

to understand how it is distributed within a group. Providing speaking time feedback to work 

groups can be an efficient way of equalizing people’s opportunities to contribute and is 

relatively easy to implement using different devices or simply applications on the phones of 

group members. For example, the concept of the flipped classroom is very popular nowadays. 

In flipped classroom models, students read the material and do the assignments at home and 

come to class to engage in a teacher-guided discussion around a topic (DeLozier & Rhodes, 

2017). The flipped classroom model enhances learners’ motivation and engagement (Chen, 

Lui, A. & Martinelli, 2017). However, if the class discussion is dominated by over-

participators then the active learning processes will be disrupted. One way to avoid this could 

be to give students speaking time feedback. However, given that we showed that speaking 

time feedback influences over-participators, there might be a particular need for other 

methods to encourage under-participators to contribute.  

Our results suggest that the way a task is structured can in itself create unequal 

amounts of speaking time. Therefore, when presenting a task to a team, one might want to 

initially provide everybody with equal amounts of task relevant information so that 

contributions might be more evenly distributed. For instance, in a meeting on the decision to 

launch a new product in an organization, it is best to provide the decision maker with a fully 

documented report on different aspects of the product development and share the pieces of 

information before the final decision making meeting. We would like to emphasize that, 

unequal distribution of speaking time is neither good nor bad, and that it is something that 

happens and we often are not aware of it. 
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Footnotes

                                                 

 

12
 We cluster regressed the speaking time behavior of members (in the warm-up phase 

and in the group discussion) on individual characteristics and found that individuals who had 

a higher education level (𝛽 = 3.06, p = .047), spoke more in the warm-up phase and that 

participants who were female (𝛽 = 1.97, p = .003), who were older (𝛽 = 0.45, p = .05), and 

who had better French skills (𝛽 = 4.01, p = .001) spoke more during the group discussion. 

Therefore, in our regression analyses we controlled for participant age, gender, level of 

French, and educational level. 

13
 We tested whether perceived task difficulty differed between the low and high 

interdependent task. Results showed a significant effect of task type on perceived difficulty, 

t(128) = 5.99, p < 0.001, such that groups with high interdependent task perceived their task 

as more difficult (M = 3.78; SD = 1.35) than those who faced with the low interdependent task 

(M = 2.49; SD = 1.10).  

 



 

Table 1 

Regression Estimates Predicting Individual Speaking Time from the Interaction between 

Speaking Time Feedback and Initial Participation Level, Task Interdependence, and the 

Control Variables 

Model (1) (2) (3) 

Age .46**(2.10) .46**(2.14) .45**(2.11) 

Female 1.05*(1.84) 1.09**(1.89) 1.00*(1.71) 

French level  3.36**(3.38) 3.41**(3.45) 3.41**(3.44) 

Study level -1.41(0.87) -1.77(1.10) -1.36(0.84) 

Task interdependence -.47(0.86) -.60(1.08) -.38(0.66) 

Speaking time feedback .51(0.96) 1.78**(2.48) .15(0.20) 

Over-participants 9.12**(7.40) 13.08**(7.31) 9.12**(7.41) 

Under-participants -7.67**(5.09) -7.64**(5.96) -8.79**(4.16) 

Over-participants×Sp. 

Feedback 

 -7.35**(2.86)  

Under-participants×Sp. 

Feedback 

  2.27(0.71) 

Constant 20.56**(4.10) 20.03**(4.01) 20.62**(4.09) 

R
2
 0.212 0.226 0.213 

Note. N = 405; clustered robust t-statistics in parentheses; gender dummy coded as 2 = 

female and 1 = male; ** p < .05 * p < .1; French level coded as 1 = fluent, 2 = bilingual, 3 = 

mother tongue; Study level coded as 1 = Bachelor’s and 2 = Master’s level  
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Table 2 

Regression Estimates Predicting Individual Speaking Time from the Interaction between Task 

Interdependence and Initial Participation Level, Speaking Time Feedback, and the Control 

Variables 

Model (1) (2) (3) 

Age .46**(2.10) .44**(2.02) .41*(1.90) 

Gender 1.05*(1.84) .97*(1.68) .68*(1.11) 

French level  3.36**(3.38) 3.36**(3.39) 3.20**(3.23) 

Study level -1.41(0.87) -1.41(0.87) -1.43(0.88) 

Task interdependence -.47(0.86) -1.03(1.40) 1.17(1.57) 

Speaking time feedback .51(0.96) .56(1.05) .08(0.13) 

Over-participants 9.12**(7.40) 7.34**(3.53) 9.09**(7.41) 

Under-participants -7.67**(5.09) -7.66**(5.09) -2.34(1.01) 

Over-participants×task 

interdependence 

 3.29(1.22)  

Under-participants×task 

interdependence 

  -10.14**(3.29) 

Constant 20.56**(4.10) 21.25**(4.11) 21.90**(4.33) 

R
2
 0.212 0.215 0.237 

Note. N = 405; clustered robust t-statistics in parentheses; gender dummy coded as 2 = female 

and 1 = male; ** p < .05 * p < .1; French level coded as 1 = fluent, 2 = bilingual, 3 = mother 

tongue; Study level coded as 1 = Bachelor’s and 2 = Master’s level  
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Figure 1. Display of the individual speaking time feedback. Participants knew which number 

in the circle represented which participant and could observe the percentages of speaking time 

change in real time for all 3 group members. They were instructed to ignore the other 

information on the display (which remained unchanged during the group discussion). In this 

example, one group member spoke 54% of the time while the other group members spoke 

39% and 29% respectively. The cumulative percentage across all participants often rose over 

100% because of overlapping speech of the group members. 
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Figure 2. Display of the group speaking time feedback. Participants were instructed to focus 

on the percentage written next to “total speaking time” – here 85% - and they were informed 

about what that number meant. They were also instructed to ignore the other information on 

the display (which remained unchanged during the group discussion).  
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Figure 3. Display of the speaking time feedback in the room where group discussion 

occurred. Participants were instructed to find the feedback either according to their speaking 

time or according to group speaking time and they were informed about what that number 

meant.  
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Figure 4. Interaction effect of speaking time feedback and initial individual participation 
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Figure 5. Interaction of task interdependence and initial individual participation 
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