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Abstract

Five studies investigated the hypotheses that the sense of power increases optimism in perceiving risks
and leads to more risky behavior: In Studies 1 and 2, individuals with a higher generalized sense of
power and those primed with a high-power mind-set were more optimistic in their perceptions of risk.
Study 3 primed the concept of power nonconsciously and found that both power and gain/loss frame
had independent effects on risk preferences. In Study 4, those primed with a high-power mind-set were
Q more likely to act in a risk-seeking fashion (i.e., engage in unprotected sex). In Study 5, individuals

with a higher sense of power in a face-to-face negotiation took more risks by divulging their interests.
The effects of power on risk-taking were mediated by optimistic risk perceptions and not by self-
efficacy beliefs. Further, these effects were attenuated when the high-power individual felt a sense of
responsibility. Copyright © 2006 John Wiley & Sons, Lid.

Power fascinates. People spend an inordinate amount of time attending to, thinking about, and
discussing the thoughts and behaviors of powerful and prestigious individuals—be they heads of state,
CEOs, or prominent members of their local church, club, or community (Chance, 1967; Fiske, 1993;
Hall, 1984; Kelmer & Robinson, 1997). Though typically viewed as frivolous and the province of
gossip and gawking, this interest in powerholders is often important and useful. On a practical level,
understanding the minds of those with power helps people appreciate how their leaders make
decisions—decisions that impact people’s own lives. The behaviors of the powerful have inordinate
pull, in that their actions have greater impact and matter more compared to those without power. On a
theoretical level, understanding powerholders’ behavior can also provide a window into human nature
more broadly; for only when people possess power do some of their deepest desires and motivations
reveal themselves in the light of day.

Research on the possession of power has shown that power affects diverse psychological processes,
from stereotyping (Fiske, 1993) to styles of dress (Pfeffer, 1992). To help integrate these disparate
findings, a recent theory proposed that power influences the relative activation of two broad and
fundamental behavioral systems: the behavioral approach and inhibition systems (Keltner, Gruenfeld,
& Anderson, 2003). As we discuss below, these two behavioral systems help individuals pursue
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rewards and avoid threats, respectively, by coordinating diverse affective, cognitive, and behavioral
processes. Although a number of recent studies have begun to provide empirical support for this theory
(Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Galinsky, Gruenfeld, & Magee, 2003), many of its tenets and
implications have yet to be directly examined.

In the current investigation, we explore the implications of this Approach/Inhibition model by
examining the effects of possessing power on risk perceptions and risk-taking behavior, Intuitively, it
might seem that lacking power would be associated with maore risky behaviors, and there is some
empirical evidence to support this intuition. For example, low levels of socioeconomic status (SES) have
been associated with higher rates of risky sexual behavior, drug use, and behavioral habits (Adleret al.,
1994; Capaldi, Stoolmiller, Clark, & Owen et al, 2002; Marmot, Shipley, & Rose, 1984). Social
exclusion has been shown to produce more risky, self-defeating behaviors (Twenge, Catanese, &
Baumeister, 2002). Some additional evidence emerges from primate studies in which lower-status male
vervet monkeys tend to be more impulsively violent compared to their higher status peers (Fairbanks,
Melega, Jorgensen, Kaplan, & McGuire, 200 1). In fact, this violent impulsivity is one mechanism by
which a low-status monkey can climb the status hierarchy. Thus, low-power individuals might be more
risk-seeking because they are willing to do anything to get out of their disadvantaged position.

This notion also brings into sharp relief the fact that low-power individuals have less to lose by
behaving in a risky manner. The powetful may lose access to and control over valued resources if the
downside of risk is realized, and thus the powerful might fear losing what they have (i.e., their gains),
and act more conservatively. This logic of the powerless having less to lose by taking risks would also
appear to be consistent with prospect theory (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979), which states that being in
domain of losses produces risk-secking behavior, If the lack of power puts people in the domain of
losses and possessing power puts people into the domain of gains, then power should have a negative
relationship with risky behavior.

However, based on the idea that possessing and lacking power differentially activate the behavioral
approach and inhibition systems, we propose that power increases, rather than decreases, risk-taking
behavior. As we will argue, possessing power should lead individuals to pay more attention to the
potential payoffs inherent in risky actions and devote less attention to the potential dangers. And as we
detail in Study 3, the value function of prospect theory is conceptually independent of the optimism
people feel toward potential outcomes, and therefare our hypotheses are independent of those from
prospect theory. Therefore, power should increase optimism when perceiving risks, which should lead
to an increased propensity to engage in risks.

We tested the path from power to optimism to risky behavior in five studies, using multiple
instantiations of the sense of power, and multiple measures of optimism, risk perception, and risk
preference. Across these studies, we examined whether power leads to more optimistic risk
perceptions and to a preference for riskier paths of action, regardless of how the sense of power is
activated or assessed (semantically, through a recall task, with an individual difference measure, or a
context-specific measure), or the nature of the risk involved (minor or major, relevant to self or not,
controllable or uncontrollable). Further, we aimed to rule out alternative explanations for the findings,
such as self-efficacy based accounts, and to identify boundary conditions—specifically, we aimed to
show that when powerful individuals feel a sense of responsibility they become less risk-secking.

POWER, APPROACH, AND INHIBITION

Power is often defined as the capacity to influence others and it primarily stems from the control over
valuable resources and the ability to administer rewards and punishments (Emerson, 1962; French &
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Raven, 1959; Goldhamer & Shils, 1939; Keltner et al., 2003; Lewin, 1951). Thus, power is a relational
variable, in that individuals’ power can be understood only in relation to another person or a group
(Emerson, 1962; Thibant & Kelley, 1959).

According to the Approach/Inhibition Theory of power, possessing power triggers the relative
activation of the behavioral approach and inhibition systems (Carver & White, 1994; Fowles, 1980;
Gray, 1982, 1987, 1991; Higgins, 1997, 1998; Newman, 1997; Sutton & Davidson, 1997). The
behavioral approach system is posited to regulate behavior associated with rewards, such as food,
achievement, sex, safety, and social attachment. For example, positive emotion motivates approach-
related behavior, scanning for rewards in the environment, and forward locomotion (Carver & White,
1994; Gray, 1994; Higgins, 1997, 1998). The behavioral inhibition system has been equated to an
alarm system. Once activated by threats or potential punishments, this system triggers affective states
such as anxiety, heightened vigilance for threats in the environment, and avoidance and response
inhibition (Gray, 1991; Higgins, 1997).

Having high power is posited to activate the approach system for two reasons. First, elevated power
is associated with increased access to rewards. When people have power they have access to more
material resources such as financial resources and physical comforts, as well as social resources such
as higher esteem, praise, and positive attention (Buss, 1996; Chance, 1967, Derber, 1979;
Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1989; Ellis, 1993; French & Raven, 1959; Keltner, Young, Heerey, Oemig, &
Monarch, 1998; Mazur, 1973; Operario & Fiske, 2001; Savin-Williams, 1979; Weisfeld, 1993).
Second, when people have power they encounter less interference from others when pursuing rewards
(Keltner et al., 1998; Weber, 1947; Winter & Stewart, 1983). For complementary reasons, having low
power is proposed to activate the inhibition system. When people have low power they are subject to
more social and material threats, especially the threat of losing favor among the powerful (e.g.,
Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Chance, 1967; Fiske, 1993; Hall & Halberstadt, 1994; Whitney & Smith,
1993), and they are acutely aware of the constraints the these threats place upon their behavior
(Anderson, John, & Keitner, 2005; Keltner et al., 2003).

A number of recent studies have begun to provide support for the Approach/Inhibition Theory.
Individuals randomly assigned to high-power conditions through a variety of means have been shown
to pay more attention to positive and rewarding information, experience more positive affect, express
themselves more freely in social interactions, pursue rewards more assertively, and show to be more of
an action-orientation toward the material and social environment compared to individuals in low-
power conditions (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Galinsky et al., 2003; Langner et al., 2005; Smith &
Bargh, 2005).

POWER AND RISK

Based on the Approach/Inhibition Theory, we propose that possessing power increases people’s
proclivity for risk. When people have power and their behavioral approach system is more active, they
attend more to reward-laden information; thus, powerful people presented with a choice to engage in a
risky course of action should focus more on the potential payoffs of that risk. At the same time, when
people have power and their behavioral inhibition system is less active, they should attend less the
potential dangers inherent in that risk. Focusing on rewards and being less aware of dangers should
propel the powerful toward rigky behavior. For example, individuals with power should be more likely
to engage in behaviors such as gambling or unprotected sex, because they would be more focused on
money they could win or the physical pleasure involved in the sexual encounter, and less focused on

the possibility of losing the gamble or contracting a sexually transmitted disease. That is, power might
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make people less aware of the risks in the first place. Furthermore, they might be more optimistic of
their chances of winning and of avoiding a disease—basically, power would induce a perceived
reduction in the probability of experiencing the downside of risk.

In support of our hypotheses, previous work has shown that optimism, the behavioral approach
system, and past successes lead to riskier behavior, First, anger and happiness, two emotions that differ
with regard to valence but are considered to be part of the behavioral approach system (BAS), both
lead to more optimism which in turn translates into risky behavior. These emotions increase risk-
taking becanse their cognitive appraisal ‘traces’ entail high certainty and raise the subjective
probabilities of positive outcomes; in addition, a sense of control mediates the effects of BAS
emotions on optimism and risk (Lerner & Keltner, 2001). Second, past successes and the accumulation
of rewards can also lead to optimism and risky behavior. In the stock market arena, previous capital
gains have been shown to increase investors’ optimism and risk-takin. , whereas previous market
losses have increased risk aversion by exacerbating the fear of incurring further losses (Barberis,
Huang, & Santos, 2001). Similarly, the house-money effect, a situation in which ‘beating the house’
leads to rigkier gambles, also suggests that prior gains increase risk-taking (Thaler & Johnson, 1990).
Finally, the number of stock options given to a CEO (which can serve both as a source of wealth—and
thus power—and as a risk-encouraging incentive system) is positively related to investment in risky
projects (Guay, 1999; Rajgopal & Shevlin, 2002). In sum, because power activates BAS emotions and
is often the product of recent successes at acquiring resources, it should be positively connected to
both optimism and risk.

Our hypotheses are also consistent with prior theorizing that low-power individuals and members
of low-power gronps behave in less distinctive ways than high-power individuals (Brauer, 2001;
Braver & Judd, 2000; Guinote, Judd, & Brauer, 2002; Hollander, 1958). For example, Guinote and
colleagues (2002) found that members of low-power groups behave more similarly to each other than
members of high-power groups, who behave in ways more distinct from each other. Inasmuch as
behaving in distinctive and nonconforming ways represents risky social behavior (because of the
potential social backlash nonconformity can incur), this work provides indirect evidence that high-
power individuals behave in a more risky fashion.

THE SENSE OF POWER

Although power is often conceived of as a structural variable (Ng, 1980) and as a property of social
relationships (Emerson, 1962), power can also be regarded as a psychological property of the
individual (Anderson, John, & Keltner, 2005; Bargh, Raymond, Pryor, & Strack, 1995; Bugental,
Blue, & Cruzcosa, 1989; Chen, Lee-Chai, & Bargh, 2001; Galinsky et al., 2003). Individuals can form
internal representations of their power relative to others in specific contexts or relationships (Bugental
et al., 1989), and in general, across contexts and relationships (Anderson et al., 2005). Because power,
by definition, is & structural and relational concept, the sense of power is anchored in relational
experiences and is a psychological extension of the socio-structural landscape. The sense of power can
be activated whenever cues to the possession of power are implied, consciously or non-consciously, in
the environment or when past experiences with power are recalled (Chen et al., 2001; Galinsky et al.,
2003). Once activated, the sense of power has been shown to influence individuals’ behavior in
meaningful and predictable ways.

For example, Bargh and his colleagues (Bargh, Raymond, Pryor, & Strack, 1995; Chen et al., 2001)
were the first to activate the concept of power and observe its effects on behavior. They invoked the
anto-motive model (Bargh, 1990) to explain how mental constructs—from semantic constructs to

Copyright © 2006 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 36, 511-536 (2006)



Power and risk-taking 515

goals—can be stored in memory and thus be subject to the principles of general construct activation:
Whenever a goal or construct, such as power, is activated, associated concepts and behavioral
tendencies are also activated. In one study, Bargh et al. (1995) found that activating the concept of
power through a word-fragment completion task led those with a predisposition toward sexual
harassment to view women in sexual terms. Because power and sex were strongly associated for these
men, simply activating power automatically activated their sexual desire.

Galinsky et al. (2003) used a mind-set priming method to activate the sense of power. In their
method, participants recalled either a situation in which they either possessed power over someone
else, or a situation in which someone else possessed power over them. Simply recalling a time one
possessed power increased manifestations of action in the service of personal desires; high-power
participants were more likely to act on an annoying fan in a situation where it was unclear whether one
was permitted to do so, and tended to act on a common social fund, regardless of whether doing so had
prosocial or antisocial consequences (Galinsky et al., 2003).

Finally, Anderson and colleagues (2005) developed a measure that assesses individuals® sense of
their power. They created different versions of the scale. One version was tailored to assess
individuals’ power in a specific context, group, or relationship. Another version assesses an
individuals’ power in general, across their social relationships and groups. They found that these
measures correlated with people’s standing in power hierarchies and whether they occupied powerful
roles (Anderson et al., 2005).

Tn the current work, we instantiated the psychological state of power using the four different methods
mentioned above; measuring individual differences in the sense of power (Studies 1 and 2), recalling a
time in which one possessed or lacked power (Studies 2 and 4), activating the semantic construct of
power (Study 3), and measuring context-specific differences in the sense of power (Study 5).

STUDY 1: OPTIMISTIC PERCEPTIONS OF PERSONALLY RELEVANT RISKS

We began our investigation in Study 1 by examining the link between power and optimistic risk
estimates. Specifically, we tested whether people with a higher generalized sense of power would show
more optimistic perceptions of risk than people with a lower generalized sense of power. ‘We focused
on individuals’ estimates of the likelihood that specific positive and negative events would occur in
their own life. Thus, we were first focused on risk assessments when probabilities are unknown and
when outcomes are personally relevant.

Methods
Participants
Participants were 44 undergraduates at Northwestern University (28 men, 16 women) who received

course credit. The average age was 20 years (SD = 1.82). Twenty-five were Caucasian, fourteen were
Asian or Asian-American, four were African-American, and one was of another ethnicity.

Sense qof Power Scale

The generalized version of the Sense of Power scale (Anderson et al., 2005) asks participants to report
their generalized beliefs about the power they have in their relationships with others. Participants were
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asked to rate their agreement with eight items such as ‘In my relationships with others, I think I have a
great deal of power,’ on a scale from 1 (“Strongly disagree’) to 7 (“Strongly agree’). These items are
shown in Appendix A. As in previous research, the scale showed high internal consistency,
alpha =0.88 (M =5.16, SD =0.91).

Optimism Measure

To assess participants’ optimistic perceptions of future events, we used an adapted version of
Weinstein’s (1980) optimism scale (see Lerner & Keltner, 2001). Participants were asked to estimate
their own chances of experiencing 15 different life events, such as ‘Enjoying your post-graduation
job,’ ‘Having your achievements displayed in the newspaper,” ‘Having your home double in value in
10 years,’ and ‘Having gum problems’ (reverse-scored) on a scale from —4 (‘Extremely unlikely’) to 4
(‘Extremely likely’). After reverse-scoring the negative events, these items were intercorrelated,
alpha = 0.72, and were thus combined to form one measure of optimism (M =0.03, SD =0.90). There
were no effects for sex or ethnicity. However, there was a significant effect for age, standardized
regression coefficient f=—0.45, 1(43) = —3.25, P <0.01, This indicates older individuals were less
optimistic than younger individuals in their perceptions of future events. Therefore, we controlled for
age in our analyses.

Results and Discunssion

As expected, there was a significant relation between the generalized Sense of Power and optimism in
perceiving future events, =0.52, 1(43) =4.48, p < 0.01. People who had a higher sense of power in
general had more optimistic perceptions of the futnre. In addition, this relation held up whether the
future events were positive or negative; the relation between the Sense of Power and optimism for
positive events was §=0.59, #(42) =4.73, p < 0.01, and for avoiding negative events was §=0.47,
1(42)=2.72, p <0.01. In a moderated multiple regression (Aiken & West, 1991), we found that sex
did not moderate the relation between the sense of power and optimistic risk perceptions; the
standardized coefficient for the interaction was —0.13, #(39) = —1.10, ns Therefore, both men and
women with higher generalized senses of their power were more optimistic in their perceptions.
Also intriguing is that the Sense of Power was related to individuals’ optimism in estimating events
that could be considered more within their control and to events seemingly more outside their control.
For example, events such as avoiding turbulence on an airplane ride and avoiding an encounter with a
dangerous snake while on vacation are somewhat outside individuals’ control, yet both were perceived
optimistically by individuals with a higher sense of power (8's =0.24 and 0.19, respectively), just as
more controllable events were, such as having their achievements displayed in newspaper (3 =0.58)
and enjoying their post-graduation job (4= 0.47). As the optimism exhibited by people with a higher
sense of power extended to events that seemed outside their control, in the next study, we wanted to
further examine the extensiveness of powerful individuals’ optimism in their perceptions of risk.

STUDY 2: OPTIMISTIC PERCEPTIONS OF DANGERS IN THE WORLD

Study 1 demonstrated that a sense of power as assessed by an individual difference measure predicted
how optimistic individuals were about positive and negative possibilities that were personally relevant.

Copyright © 2006 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. Eur. J. Sac. Psychol. 36, 511-536 (2006)
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In Study 2, we examined whether powerful individuals’ optimism in their risk perceptions would
extend to outcomes beyond their own lives. That is, if power increases attention toward positive
aspects of the environment and decreases attention to negative aspects of the environment, one should
expect people with power to not only be more optimistic when estimating the likelihood of personally
relevant events, but also to view the world in general as less dangerous and threatening. In short,
individuals with power compared to individuals with less power should perceive that all people face
less risk. To test this hypothesis, we used Johnson and Tversky's (1983) measure of risk perception,
which asks people to estimate the number of fatalities per year in the United States due to various
causes of death (e.g., tornadoes, plane crashes, lung cancer).

Moreover, to allow causal inference between power and perceptions of risk, in addition to
measuring the generalized Sense of Power, we menipulated individuals’ power mind-set by asking
participants to either recall a time in which they had power over someone else, or a time when someone
else had power over them (see Galinsky et al., 2003). Thus, we expected two independent effects: first,
a negative correlation between the generalized sense of power and perceptions of risk, and second, a
negative effect for the power mind-set manipulation.

Methods
Participants

Participants were 36 undergraduates at Northwestern University (22 men, 14 women) who received
course credit. The average age was 20 years (SD = 1.97). Twenty-eight were Caucasian, 11 were Asian
or Asian-American, 1 was African-American, and 1 was of another ethnicity.

Generalized Sense of Power Scale

Following the power mind-set manipulation, we again administered Anderson et al’s generalized
Sense of Power measure (2005) to assess participants’ generalized beliefs about the power they had in
their relationships with others. The scale again showed internal consistency, alpha=0.88 (M =5.16,
SD=0.91).

Power Mind-set Manipulation

Galinsky et al.’s (2003) manipulation of power asks participants to write a narrative essay about a
particular incident in their lives. Participants assigned to the high-power condition were instructed to
recall a particular incident in which they had power over another individual or individuals. Power was
defined for them as a situation in which they controlled the ability of another person or persons to get
something they wanted, or were in a position to evaluate those individuals. Participants assigned to the
low-power condition were instructed to recall a particular incident in which someone else had power
over them; power was defined in the same way as in the high-power condition.

To check for the effectiveness of the manipulation (i.e., the power essays), an independent coder
who was blind to the study’s hypotheses coded the essays on how much power the participant reported
having on a 7-point scale. As expected, the power manipulation led participants to describe themselves
as having different levels of power in their essays, #(34) =8.61, p < 0.01. Those participants who were
asked to write about a time they had power over someone were coded as having more power in the
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essay (M =4.19, SD =0.75) than were participants asked to write about a time someone had power
over them (M = 1.50, §D = 1.05). To check the reliability of these codes, a second independent coder
rated all 36 power essays; the inter-judge correlation was high, 7=0.86 (p <0.01). There was no
relation between the power mind-set manipulation and the generalized Sense of Power scale
(F(1,34)=0.17, ns). This null relation was expected, as the generalized Sense of Power is designed
to tap into enduring, stable individual differences in the Sense of Power, and therefore should be
unaffected by experimental manipulations. This is similar to the work on self-esteem, which
demonstrates that generalized or trait-level self-esteem measures are typically unaffected by experi-
mental manipulations, whereas state-level or context-specific measures of self-esteem are responsive
to experimental manipulations (Heatherton & Polivy, 1991).

Perceptions of Risk

Johnson and Tversky’s (1983) measure of risk perception tells participants ‘About 50 000 in the
United States die in motor vehicle accidents per year,’ and asks them to ‘estimate the number of
annual fatalities due to each of the remaining 17 causes of death.’ It lists 17 causes of death, such as
tornados, lung cancer, and airplane accidents. Because these estimates tend to span several orders of
magnitude and produce skewed distributions (Johnson & Tversky, 1983), we converted participants’
estimates into logarithmic form, which produces a more normal curve. There were no significant
main or interaction effects for sex or ethnicity on perceptions of risk. There was again a significant
effect for age, however, §=0.55, #(34) = 3.82, p < 0.01, indicating that older people perceived more
risk in the environment than younger people. Therefore, we again controlied for participants’ age in
our analyses.

Results and Discussion

In a simultaneous regression, we predicted estimated fatalities with the power mind-set prime and the
generalized Sense of Power scale. As hypothesized, participants primed with the high-power power
mind-set estimated a lower number of fatalities from the causes of death (log-transformed M = 9.27,
SD=0.67) than participants primed with the low-power mind-set (log-transformed M = 10.20,
S§D =1.64), B=—0.30, #(35) = —2.27, p < 0.05. The raw-mean differences across the two conditions
(before being log-transformed) are shown in Figure 1. These results demonstrate that individuals who
were simply placed in a high-power mind-set perceived the world as less dangerous and filled with
fewer risks than individuals in a low-power mind-set. In addition, there was a significant correlation
between the level of power the participants were coded to have possessed in their essays and their
estimates of fatalities, 7(36) = —0.37, p = 0.05. Thus, the more power participants recalled possessing,
the lower their estimates of fatalities.

Participants with a higher generalized sense of power also estimated a lower number of fatalities
doe to the 17 causes of death than participants with a lower generalized sense of power, though this
effect was marginally significant, §=—0.25, #35)=—1.88, p=0.07. Thus, this suggests that
individuals with a higher generalized sense of power in their relationships with others tend to perceive
less risk in the environment more broadly.

In a moderated multiple regression (Aiken & West, 1991), we did not find a significant interaction
(standardized coefficient —0.09, ns) between generalized Sense of Power and the power mind-set
manipulation. Moreover, there were no sex differences in the effects of the power mind-set prime on
risk perceptions, or in the relation between the generalized sense of power and risk perceptions. Both
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Figure 1. Study 2: Estimated number of fatalities across 17 potential canses of death (e.g., tornados, lung cancer,
and airplane accidents) by power condition. Two participants in the low-power condition made extremely high
average estimates, and were thus excluded when computing the means for Figure 1. The effect of the power mind-
set manipulation was significant whether we included or excluded these two participants, [This figure is available
in colour online at www.interscience.wiley.com]

men and women who were in the high-power condition and who had higher generalized senses of
power perceived less risk in the world.

Building from the findings of Study 1, these results suggest that when people have a heightened
sense of power, they are not only more optimistic about risks inherent in their own lives, but also about
the risks in the world in general, the risks that confront everyone as they go through life. Across the
first two studies, a sense of power, whether activated or measured, made participants more optimistic
in their risk perceptions. The next three studies turn to whether a sense of power actually increases
risky behavior.

STUDY 3: POWER, GAIN-LOSS FRAME, AND RISK PREFERENCES

Study 3 was designed to extend the findings from the previous studies in four important ways. First,
given our previous studies established a link between power and optimistic risk perceptions, we
examined whether power influences individuals’ actual preference for risk.

Second, we have emphasized the effects of high power on individuals’ preference for risk.
However, as our comparisons so far have been between individuals with a high or low sense of
power, we do not know whether possessing power is associated with risk, lacking power is associated
with risk aversion, or both. To tease apart the effects of possessing and lacking power on risk
preferences, we included a neutral condition in Study 3 so that we could examine the effects of high-
and low-power separately and independently.

Third, we wanted to address the apparent contradiction between our hypothesis and prospect theory
(Tversky & Kahneman, 1981). Prospect theory proposes that individuals are more risk-seeking in the
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domain of losses and more risk averse in the domain of gains. As we have pointed out, if powerless
individuals are more focused on threats and negative outcomes (Keltner et al., 2003), this seems to
suggest they are cognitively operating in the domain of losses, and thus that they should be more risk-
seeking than powerful individuals. Similarly, if powerful individuals are more focused on rewards and
positive outcomes as we have argued, this seems to imply that they are cognitively operating in the
domain of gains, and thus that they should be more risk averse.

However, we believe this to be only an apparent contradiction. Prospect theory, in essence, argues
that the value of gains and losses are experienced differently; for example, people are more likely to
take risks in the domain of losses because of diminishing sensitivity to large losses, producing a
convex portion of the value function (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981). Thus, framing an outcome in
terms of a gain or loss shapes the value people assign to certain and uncertain outcomes, leading to
acute avoidance of sure losses (i.e., risk-seeking) or an attraction to sure gains (i.e., the risk-averse
choice). However, the value function of prospect theory is conceptually independent of the
probabilities that people assign to potential outcomes (Gonzalez & Wu, 1999). Our argument of
relating power to increased proclivity to risk is about perceived probability. Given the powerful were
more optimistic in the first two studies, they should act in a more risky manner because they will be
assigning higher probabilities to positive possibilities and lower probabilities to the possibility of
negative outcomes regardless of how the outcomes are valued or framed. The independence of the
value function and optimistic probabilities is supported by a set of findings by Lerner and Keltner
(2001), which showed two independent effects for framing and emotion on risk preferences. In
addition to finding the typical framing effect, they found that fearful participants were more risk
averse because they were less optimistic about risky options paying off. In the current experiment,
we predicted that power and a loss frame would both independently and additively increase
preferences for risk.

To test these two independent effects, we used the classic framing paradigm. In Tversky and
Kahneman'’s Asian Disease Problem (1981), participants are presented with one of two set of choices
between a sure outcome and an uncertain, risky outcome in deciding how to deal with a health
epidemic. Although the expected outcomes do not differ, these choices are presented in one of two
frames. In the gain frame, the emphasis is on lives saved and in the loss frame the emphasis is on lives
lost. Despite no differences in expected values, people tend to be risk-seeking (i.e., choose the gamble)
in the domain of losses and risk averse (choose the certain outcome) in the domain of gains. These
framing effects tend to be quite robust and reliable (see Dawes, 1998 for a review).

Fourth and finally, we wanted to go further in our attempts to avoid demand characteristics. Thus,
we went the additional step of priming power with a method that does so nonconsciously (Bargh et al.,
1995). In short, the prime we used involves presenting participants with word fragments and asking
them to complete the words by filling in the missing letters; in the power-prime condition, five of the
words they complete can only be completed with a word related to power (e.g., ‘authority,” ‘control’);
in the neutral condition, the words are unrelated to power (e.g., ‘automobile,’ ‘book’); in the low-
power condition, the words are related to lacking power (e.g., ‘subordinate,’ ‘defer’).

Methods

Farticipants and Design

Participants were 86 students from Northwestern University. Demographic information could not be
obtained for these participants. The experiment had a 3(power: high vs. neutral vs. low) x 2(framing:
gain vs. loss) between participants design.
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Power Priming Manipulation

Participants were given 15 word fragments and instructed to ‘please complete the following word
fragments with the first word that comes to mind.’ In the high-power condition five of the word
fragments could only be completed with words related to power (authority, boss, control, executive,
influence; see Bargh et al., 1995). In the neutral condition, words were selected to be similar in length
and difficulty to the power words but they could only be completed with words unrelated to power. In
the low-power condition five of the word fragments could only be completed with words related to low
power (subordinate, dependent, defer, underling, submit).

Risk Preference

We used an adaptation of Tversky and Kahneman’s (1981) Asian Disease Problem. Specifically,
participants were told ‘Imagine that you work for a large car manufacturer that has recently been hit
with a number of economic difficulties. It appears as if three plants need to be closed and 6000
employees laid off. As vice president of production, you have been exploring alternative ways to avoid
this crisis.’ In the gain frame, participants were told ‘Plan A will save one of the three plants and 2000
jobs. Plan B has a 1/3 probability of saving all three plants and all 6000 jobs, but has a 2/3 probability
of saving no plants and no jobs.’ In the loss frame, participants were told ‘Plan A will result in the loss
of two of the three plants and 4000 jobs. Plan B has a 1/3 probability of losing no plants and no jobs,
but has a 2/3 probability of resulting in the loss of all three plants and 6000 jobs.' Participants were
asked ‘Please indicate the extent to which you would favor one option over the other, if at all.’
Responses ranged from 1 (*Very much prefer program A’) to 6 (*Very much prefer program B’).

Results and Discussion

We conducted a 3(power: high vs. neutral vs. low) x 2(framing: gain vs. loss) between participants
ANOVA. Consistent with previous research, and as shown in Figure 2, participants in the loss frame
(M =3.30, SD = 1.22) preferred the riskier Plan B more than participants in the gain frame (M= 2.76,
SD =0.99), F(1,80)=6.44, p<0.05.

More germane to our hypothesis, however, there was an independent main effect of the power
prime, F(2,80)=3.98, p<0.05. Planmed comparisons showed that participants in the high-power
condition (M =3.50, SD=1.05) preferred the riskier Plan B more than participants in the neutral
condition (M =2.79, SD=1.35), F(1,47)=5.55, p <0.05, and more than participants in the low-
power condition (M=2.86, SD=0.97), F(1,47)=6.97, p < 0.05. However, participants in the low-
power condition did not differ in their risk preferences from participants in the neutral condition,
F(1,55)=0.15, ns This suggests that activating high-power drove individuals to be more risk-taking,
but that activating low-power did not lead individuals to be more risk averse. There was not a
significant interaction between power-prime condition and gain-loss frame, F(1,47)=0.01, ns
Importantly, these findings further support the link between power and risk-taking, this time providing
evidence using a nonconscious power-prime manipulation.

STUDY 4: POWER AND RISK: ENGAGING IN UNPROTECTED SEX

So far, we have demonstrated that power is associated with more optimistic risk perceptions and with
preferences for risk. In Study 4, we examined whether powerful individuals' prefer risks because they
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Figure 2. Study 3: Preference for riskier plan by power condition and frame condition. [This figure is available in
colour online at www.interscience.wiley.com]

are more optimistic. That is, do powerful individuals engage in more risky behavior because they are
more confident their gamble will reap rewards? An alternative explanation is that the effects of power
on risk-taking might be due to differences in self-efficacy beliefs. Self-efficacy is defined as a
perception of one’s capability to attain a specified level or type of performance in a given setting
(Bandura, 1982). Thus, power might increase individuals’ self-efficacy beliefs because power provides
people with confidence in their skills and abilities. If so, the link between power and risk would be less
about perceptions of risk, per se, than about individuals’ beliefs in their abilities to overcome obstacles
if their risky behaviors result in disaster. We manipulated power by administering Galinsky et al.’s
(2003) power mind-set manipulation that we used in Study 2. To measure the potential mediators of
perceived risk and perceived self-efficacy, we asked individuals at the end of the vignette about their
perceptions of the rigky behavior (i.e., their thoughts about the risks inherent in unprotected sex), and
coded the power vignettes for how much they exhibited high self-efficacy beliefs.

To measure risky behavior, participants were asked the likelihood that they would engage in sexual
intercourse without a condom (MacDonald, Fong, Zanna, & Martineau, 2000). An advantage of using
this decision-making context is that it confronts participants with a situation which is relevant to their
own lives, a dilemma with which they could easily be faced. As research has shown, sexual activity
among college students is quite prevalent and unprotected sex is widespread (MacDonald et al., 2000).
Following the procedure of MacDonald et al. (2000), we created an inhibiting cue by reminding
participants that they would be having sex without a condom if there were to engage in sexual
intercourse.

In using the mind-set manipulation again, however, we also wanted to rule out a potential confound:
when we ask individuals in the high-power condition to write about a time in which they had power
over someone else, it is possible that they will write more about risk-taking in their essays than people
in the low-power condition. Thus, the effect of the high-power mindset manipulation on risk-taking
might occur because it directly primes the concept of risk. If this were the case, then engaging in risky
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