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ABSTRACT 

 We investigate class-based differences in the propensity to seek positions of 

power. We first propose that people’s lay theories suggest that acquiring power 

requires exercising political dominance — manipulating one’s way through the social 

world, relying on a pragmatic and Machiavellian approach to impression management 

and social relationships to get ahead. Then, drawing on empirical work showing that 

individuals with low social class are oriented toward interdependence and community, 

we hypothesize that these individuals will show less interest in seeking positions of 

power than others, because they feel less comfortable engaging in political dominance. 

We test these ideas in seven studies. Our findings indicate that, even though 

individuals with lower class see political dominance as a necessary and effective 

strategy for acquiring positions of power, and report that they have the competence to 

execute this strategy, they are reluctant to do so; as a result, they have a weaker 

tendency to seek positions of power. Consistent with our theorizing, we also find that 

individuals with lower class have a stronger desire to seek positions of power in 

organizations that provide an alternative route to power – power through prestige – 

and when they reconstrue power as a superordinate goal that suits their interdependent 

self-construal. These findings suggest that current institutional norms that reward 

political dominance may help explain why class inequalities persist and why creating 

class-based diversity in upper-level positions poses a serious challenge.  
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Introduction 

Morgan Rothschild and Martin Smith have just graduated college, and both 

have accepted entry-level positions at a multinational consulting firm. Morgan grew 

up feeling privileged relative to his peers, taking regular family vacations with his 

parents and their friends. As a young adult, he continues to expect to be treated as a 

member of the elite, given his growing bank account and superior education. Martin’s 

parents both worked for hourly wages; he recalls his family struggling to scrape 

together enough money to fund their children’s education. As a young adult, he 

continues to feel relatively disadvantaged, believing that others view him as occupying 

a lower rung in the social hierarchy. When these two young men begin their new jobs, 

will they both want to rise through the ranks, and take every opportunity to acquire 

positions of greater influence? How will their respective backgrounds and status 

influence their desire for positions of power? 

Many scholars have argued that members of the lower social class struggle to 

advance through workplace hierarchies, belying the American ideology of social 

mobility (Adams, 1931; Hochschild, 1995). Most such scholars have focused on 

structural barriers that prevent lower class individuals from advancing to positions of 

power, in spite of their best efforts and intentions. For example, some scholars have 

argued that because members of the upper class wield the most influence, their desire 

to maintain their status trumps any desire on the part of the lower class to improve 

their standing (Kraus, Piff, & Keltner, 2009; Kraus & Keltner, 2013).  

Others have focused on the role of discrimination and bias (Acker, 1990; Baron & 

Bielby, 1986; Moss & Tilly, 2003; Pager, Western, & Bonikowski, 2009), access to 
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quality mentoring (Blake-Beard, 2001; Essien, 2003), and the role of education and 

experience (Elliott & Smith, 2004; McGuire & Reskin 1993; Smith, 2002; Stephens, 

Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, & Covarrubias, 2012). These explanations all describe 

mechanisms by which society blocks the advancement of members of the lower class, 

in spite of their best efforts and intentions.  

Here we propose an additional, more insidious mechanism through which 

structural factors can interfere with the advancement of lower class individuals. 

Specifically, we propose that most people see that the social world is organized such 

that advancing to positions of greater power requires not only hard work, competence, 

and expertise, but also behaviors like “kissing up” and “slapping down” (e.g., Sutton, 

2007). We also posit that the psychology of low status leads people who feel relatively 

low class to see this second category of behaviors as especially uncomfortable and 

distasteful. In other words, we hypothesize that members of the lower class are 

reluctant to follow the institutional norms of power acquisition, because some 

behaviors associated with these norms fundamentally conflict with their 

interdependent self-construal. We further hypothesize that as a result of this mismatch, 

they do not seek advancement to the same extent as members of the higher class. 

Thus, while a number of existing theories have suggested that existing inequality 

creates structural barriers that block the progress of members of the lower class who 

are striving for positions of power, our hypothesis implies that the dynamics of 

workplace advancement can hold lower class individuals back by dissuading them 

from seeking that advancement in the first place. 
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To lay out the logic underlying our hypotheses, we first outline two intuitively 

plausible and empirically verified strategies for acquiring positions of power: Prestige 

and political dominance. We propose that people’s lay theories suggest they must 

engage in both strategies in order to acquire these positions. Then, we consider how 

class-based differences in interdependence might influence people’s willingness to 

engage in the political dominance strategy, and as a result, their willingness to seek 

positions of power. 

Acquiring power at work 

Positions of power – or high-ranking positions of formal authority within a 

hierarchy – afford a range of benefits to those who hold them. They typically provide 

increased salaries and status (e.g., Lovaglia, Willer, & Troyer, 2003). By definition, 

they also come with power, or the ability to influence others through the control of 

resources (Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003). Power makes people live longer 

(e.g., Marmot, 2004), grants them better intellectual and executive functioning (Smith, 

Jostmann, Galinsky, & van Dijk, 2008; Steele & Aronson, 1995), and improves their 

overall happiness (Kifer, Heller, Perunovic, & Galinsky, 2013). Power also helps 

fulfill the basic human striving for impact (Pauchant, 1995). As a result of these 

benefits, most people likely find the idea of positions of power desirable. 

However, no matter how appealing an end state may be in the abstract, 

people’s motivation to achieve that end state must also relate to their willingness to 

engage in the means they see as necessary to achieve it. In other words, although 

people may see positions of power as desirable in general, they may view them as less 

so to the extent they find themselves unwilling to engage in the behaviors they think 
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will gain them these positions. From this perspective, to understand people’s 

willingness to seek positions of power, we must first understand their lay theories 

about the behaviors necessary for doing so. Below we describe two strategies that, in 

combination, may form these lay theories. 

Power through Prestige. One possible way to acquire positions of power is to 

earn the respect and admiration of others (Durkheim, 1984; Pfeffer, 2010). Some 

evidence suggests that this power-through-prestige1 path is effective: People prefer to 

give power to those who demonstrate their competence and the value they can add to a 

group’s functioning (e.g., Anderson & Kildfuff, 2009; Berger, Cohen, & Zelditch, 

1972; Blau, 1964; Cheng, Tracy, Foulsham, Kingstone, & Henrich, 2013; Hollander & 

Julian, 1969; Thibaut & Kelly, 1959). 

More to the point, we propose that people’s lay theories about power reflect 

the idea that power comes from prestige. When asked to nominate behaviors that 

people use to navigate the social hierarchy and attain influence, people spontaneously 

report tactics such as working hard and displaying knowledge and expertise (Anderson 

& Kildfuff, 2009; Buss, Gomes, Higgins, & Lauterbach, 1987; Kyl-Heku & Buss, 

1996; Sutton & Hagardon, 1996), and helping others and displaying prosociality 

(Hardy & Van Vugt, 2006; Flynn, Reagans, Amanatullah, & Ames, 2006) – behaviors 

that elicit others’ respect and admiration (e.g., Cheng et al., 2013). The power-

through-prestige strategy may reflect, in part, the meritocratic ideology (Kluegel & 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 We use this term – power through prestige – as well as the term power through political dominance 
because of their precedent in the literature (see Cheng et al., 2010; Cheng et al., 2013; Henrich & Gil-
White, 2001). We acknowledge that other terms could be appropriate as well; for instance, in the 
workplace, prestige could be called the meritocratic path to power, whereas political dominance could 
be called the political path to power. However, we thought it appropriate to retain the terms used by the 
prestige and dominance literature, given its connection to our work, rather than come up with new 
labels. 



  

 5 

Smith, 1986) and the belief in a fair and just world (Lerner, 1980): People believe that 

to earn high-ranking positions of influence they must prove their value to the 

organization by working hard and honing their expertise. 

Thus, people may spontaneously believe that attaining positions of power 

requires some degree of prestige. Therefore their willingness to seek these positions 

may depend in part on their willingness to enact prestige-related behaviors - for 

example, working hard, developing expertise, and being a good team player (see Table 

3 for other examples of prestige-related behaviors).  

Power through Political Dominance. A second route to acquiring positions 

of power makes use of a second strategy: political dominance (Pfeffer, 2010). The 

power-through-political-dominance strategy reflects the notion that people can attain 

positions of power by manipulating their way through the social world, relying on a 

pragmatic and Machiavellian approach to impression management and social 

relationships (Ferris, Treadway, Perrewe, Brouer, Douglas, & Lux, 2007; Maner & 

Mead, 2010; Mead & Maner, 2012; Pfeffer, 2010). Some evidence supports the 

effectiveness of the political dominance strategy: Although competence does explain 

some of the variance in promotions at work, scholars attribute the (sizeable) remaining 

variance to political maneuvering (Carmeli, Shalom, & Weisberg, 2007; Mintzberg, 

1985; Ferris et al., 2007; Pfeffer, 2010; Spyropoulous, 2005). Moreover, people do 

grant authority and influence to those who coerce and manipulate (Buss & Duntley, 

2006; Chagnon, 1983; Griskevicius, Tybur, Gangestad, Perea, Shapiro, & Kenrick, 

2009; Hill & Hurtado, 1996; Mazur, 1973; Mead & Maner, 2012).  
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However, again more to the point, we propose that people’s lay theories reflect 

this strategy alongside the power through prestige strategy. Indeed, people also report 

that coercion, social exclusion, and manipulation help to promote rank (Buss et al., 

1987; Kyl-Heku & Buss, 1996; Sutton, 2007). More broadly, political dominance 

requires people to exercise a great deal of strategic agency, often at the expense of 

social niceties and close interpersonal relationships with others. For example, gaining 

power through political dominance sometimes requires overriding one’s moral 

concerns in the face of complex political dilemmas, displaying emotions strategically 

in social interactions, prioritizing one’s professional agenda over the needs of others, 

treating people as means to an end, and cultivating relationships for instrumental, 

rather than social, reasons (Christie & Geis, 1970; Gruenfeld, Inesi, Magee, & 

Galinsky, 2008; Pfeffer, 2010). People may believe that political dominance is 

essential for advancement because they recognize that organizations, even ones which 

value collaboration, are inherently hierarchical and political (Mintzberg, 1985; Ferris 

et al., 2007; Pfeffer, 2010; Sutton & Hargadon, 1996). Indeed, many employment 

decisions, such as personnel selection, performance evaluation, and training 

opportunities and promotions, tend to be quite political in nature (Baldridge, 1971; 

Perrewe & Nelson, 2004; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1974; Stagner, 1969). Thus, many 

scholars contend that acquiring positions of power in organizations requires a high 

degree of political maneuvering (Burt, 2004; Mehra, Kilduff, & Brass, 2001; 

Mintzberg, 1985; Ferris et al., 2007; Pfeffer, 2010). If this is true, then people’s 

willingness to seek positions of power may depend also in part on their willingness to 

engage in political dominance behaviors.  
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Lay Theories: Combining the two strategies. Scholars continue to debate 

which of these two strategies forms the primary path to power (Anderson & Kilduff, 

2009; Barkow, 1975; Ferris et al., 2007; Pfeffer, 2010; Ridgeway, 1987; Ridgeway & 

Diekema, 1989). Recent work attempts to reconcile the two views, suggesting that 

prestige (competence and prosociality) and dominance (aggression and intimidation) 

can both promote rank (Cheng et al., 2013; Henrich & Gil-White, 2001; Maner & 

Mead, 2010; Mead & Maner, 2012).2 In terms of people’s lay theories, though, we 

suspect that most people believe that both strategies are effective (e.g., Buss et al., 

1987; Kyl-Heku & Buss, 1996), and perhaps even that both strategies are necessary. In 

other words, we propose that most people think that getting ahead, professionally, 

requires some degree of skill and competence, as well as some degree of self-

interested political manipulation. 

We test this assumption in two pilot studies; then, we explore how systematic 

class-based differences in self-construal might relate to people’s willingness to engage 

in prestige and political dominance behaviors. In particular, we suggest that the 

interdependent and community-oriented self-construal of lower class individuals may 

make them disinclined to engage in political dominance, which in turn may reduce 

their interest in pursuing positions of power. 

Class, Prestige, and Political Dominance 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 The distinction we make between prestige and political dominance closely parallels these authors’ 
distinction between prestige and dominance; indeed, their terms inspired ours, given that both our work 
and theirs emphasize that there are two distinct (real or perceived) paths to power. However we 
amended the term dominance to political dominance, to denote the subtler and more political form that 
dominance contests often take in organizational contexts (Ferris et al., 2007; Pfeffer, 2010). 
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How might a person’s social class relate to her willingness to pursue prestige 

and political dominance routes to attaining positions of power? The idea of power 

through prestige relates strongly to the concept of meritocracy (Kluegel & Smith, 

1986; Lerner, 1980). People across the class spectrum view meritocracies favorably 

(Cook & Hegtvedt, 1983; Kluegel & Smith, 1986; Hook & Cook, 1979; Lerner, 1980; 

McCoy & Major, 2002; Price & Mueller, 1981), because people strongly believe that 

it is only fair for those who contribute more to receive more (Adams, 1965; Deutsch, 

1975; Lerner, 1977). Meritocracy appeals to members of the higher class, because it 

makes them feel good about having earned their high status (e.g., Son-Hing et al., 

2011), but it also appeals to members of the lower class, because it offers them a clear 

opportunity to better their status (Laurin, Fitzsimons, & Kay, 2011). At work, people 

endorse meritocracy as the appropriate basis for allocating outcomes such as 

recognition and pay (Hook & Cook, 1979), because they assume that meritocratic 

systems motivate people to work hard (Deutsch, 1975). Indeed, the more employees 

perceive that their outcomes are distributed on the basis of meritocracy, the more they 

are satisfied, engaged, and committed to their jobs (Aryee, Budhwar, & Chen, 2002; 

McFarlin & Sweeney, 1992; Pillai, Schriesheim, & Williams, 1999; Price & Mueller, 

1981). Meritocracy has such a powerful appeal that even children as young as five 

years old show a preference for it (Hook & Cook, 1979). Taken together, this evidence 

suggests that people across the class spectrum find meritocracy appealing, and should 

therefore hold favorable views toward the power through prestige strategy (Aryee et 

al., 2002; McFarlin & Sweeney, 1992; Pillai et al., 1999; Son Hing et al., 2011). 
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By contrast, when it comes to political dominance, we reason that upper and 

lower class members may feel very differently. The core idea underlying political 

dominance is that winning is everything (e.g., Christie & Geis, 1970): That one should 

behave in a calculated and manipulative manner to advance one’s own interests, 

regardless of any ethical implications or interpersonal consequences (Ferris et al., 

2007; Pfeffer, 2010). This idea likely does not resonate well with the self-construal of 

members of the lower social class. Relative to upper class members, lower class 

members are oriented toward interdependence, community, and harmony with others: 

They are sensitive to the emotions of others (Kraus, Cote, & Keltner, 2010), make 

decisions that incorporate the perspectives of others (Cote, Piff, & Willer, 2013; 

Stephens, Markus, & Townsend, 2007), and prioritize social and communal 

relationships over monetary gain (Piff, Stancato, Martinez, Kraus, & Keltner, 2012). 

These psychological characteristics inhibit people from making calculated, pragmatic, 

and self-interested decisions (e.g., Christie & Geis, 1970; Galinsky, Maddux, Gilin, & 

White, 2008; Pfeffer, 2010). Perhaps as a result, for example, compared to the upper 

class, members of the lower social class find the pursuit of self-interest more 

objectionable if it entails stepping on others and behaving unethically (Belmi & Neale, 

2014; Piff et al., 2012). In other words, this evidence suggests that members of the 

lower class — who value community and interdependence — may find the philosophy 

underlying political dominance uncomfortable and distasteful. We therefore posit that 

lower class members may be less willing to engage in political dominance relative to 

their upper class counterparts, and as a result less interested in seeking positions of 

power. 
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Definitions of Social Class 

One final question remains: What do we mean by social class? Social class is a 

complex, multi-faceted construct (Adler, Epel, Castellazzo, & Ickovics, 2000; Brown, 

Fukunaga, Umemoto, & Wicker, 1996; Kraus et al., 2012; Krieger, Williams, & Moss, 

1997; see also the APA Task Report on Socioeconomic Status, 2007), and scholars 

who study it typically fall into one of two camps. Some researchers study objective 

social class, indexed by a person’s income, level of educational attainment, and 

occupational prestige in society (Sirin, 2005; Kohn & Schooler, 1973, 1983; 

Matthews, Kelsey, Meilahn, Kuller, & Wing, 1989; Meyer, 1990; Ross & Wu, 1995; 

Snibbe & Markus, 2005; Stephens et al., 2012). Others instead study subjective social 

class – people’s perceptions of their status in society (Adler et al., 2000; Iacoviello & 

Lorenzi-Cioldi, 2014; Kraus et al., 2009, 2010, 2012; Piff et al., 2012a, 2012b). Our 

predictions here are rooted in the idea that members of the lower social class have 

interdependent, community-oriented self-construals that make them shy away from 

political dominance. Our predictions therefore apply most specifically to the form of 

social class – subjective or objective – that is most closely linked to interdependence. 

On the surface, researchers have linked both forms of social class to 

interdependence. In terms of objective social class, parents from low-income (Kohn, 

1969; Lareau, 2003; Miller, Cho & Bracey, 2005), less educated (e.g., Sirin, 2005; 

Snibbe & Markus, 2005; Stephens, Markus, & Townsend, 2007) and first-generation 

(e.g., Horn & Nunez, 2000; Stephens et al., 2012) families tend to place more 

emphasis on interacting with family and participating in hands-on caregiving (Argyle, 

1994; Markus, Ryff, Curhan, & Palmersheim, 2004; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991), 
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and tend to demonstrate an awareness of the needs of others, and adherence to socially 

accepted rules and standards for behavior. By contrast, parents from higher income 

and more educated backgrounds tend to socialize their children to value autonomy and 

independence from others; indeed, they often tell their children to develop their own 

interests because “it’s your world” to pursue (e.g., Argyle, 1994; Kohn, 1969; 

Kusserow, 1999; Markus et al., 2004; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Stephens et al., 

2012). Indeed, students from middle and upper class contexts tend to make choices 

that reflect being unique and different from others (Stephens et al., 2007). 

In terms of subjective social class, other scholars argue that subjective 

measures of social class can capture degrees of nuance absent from objective 

measures. For example, objective measures often take into account participants’ level 

of education, but fail to differentiate between a degree from a local college and the 

same degree from an Ivy League school, even though the latter clearly confers higher 

social status (see Operario, Adler, & Williams, 2004). Moreover, others have proposed 

that regardless of a person’s objective social status and history of socialization, if she 

merely perceives that she is in a disadvantaged position – i.e., if she has low subjective 

social class – she will also as a result feel more oriented towards community and 

connectedness (Iacoviello & Lorenzi-Cioldi, 2014; Kraus et al., 2009, 2010, 2012; Piff 

et al., 2012a, 2012b). When people feel that they lack access to resources, and believe 

that they occupy disadvantaged and underprivileged positions in society, they feel 

threat, constraint, and lack of personal control, which in turn increase both their 

sensitivity to and reliance on others and their social environments (see also, Fiske, 

1993; Keltner et al., 2003; Rusbult,!Verette, Whitney, Slovik, & Lipkus, 1991). 
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Thus, both objective and subjective social class may contribute to a person’s 

sense of interdependence, which is perhaps not surprising given that objective social 

class is one important antecedent of subjective social class (Kraus et al., 2012). We 

suspect, however, that our predictions may hold more consistently for subjective rather 

than objective social class. Several pieces of evidence support the idea that subjective 

social class predicts self-construal more strongly than objective social class.  

First, at least two papers have found that a low sense of agency – an important 

precursor to people’s reliance on others (that is, their interdependence, Lachman, 

1986; Lachman & Weaver, 1998) – is more strongly related to low subjective social 

class than to low objective social class (see Curhan et al., 2014; Kraus et al., 2009). 

Second, some research suggests that subjective (e.g., Piff et al., 2012), but not 

objective (e.g., Cohen, Panter, Turan, Morse & Kim, 2014), social class may more 

strongly predict people’s willingness to adhere to socially accepted rules and standards 

for behavior, which is one critical feature of interdependence. Third, some evidence 

(e.g., Kraus et al., 2009) shows that compared to objective social class, subjective 

social class more strongly predicts people’s awareness of the importance of social 

contexts, another important element of interdependence (see also Stephens et al., 

2014). Finally, at least one paper (Kraus et al., 2009) shows that to the extent that 

objective social class does predict interdependence-related variables, this effect is 

entirely accounted for by subjective social class. That paper suggested that subjective 

social class may “more clearly bring into focus individuals’ construals of their 

hierarchical position vis-à-vis others and, by implication, their degree of control and 

dependence” (p. 1001). Based on all this evidence, we use subjective social class as 
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our primary construct of interest. In all studies, however, we also measure objective 

social class, and report analyses using this variable in an online supplement. 

Overview of Research and Hypotheses 

 To summarize, we hypothesize that most people view both prestige and 

political dominance as effective and necessary for acquiring positions of power at 

work. We further hypothesize that political dominance clashes with the interdependent 

self-construal of individuals who feel they belong to the lower social class, and that as 

a result they have relatively little interest in positions of power. In other words, we 

hypothesize that these lower class individuals feel uncomfortable with some of the 

Machiavellian tactics that most people see as key for advancement, and that as a result 

they opt out of the running for positions of power.  

We begin with two pilot studies testing the assumption that people see prestige 

and political dominance as distinct but effective – even necessary – strategies for 

acquiring positions of power at work (Pilot Studies A and B). We then report five 

studies testing the hypothesis that relative to people high in subjective social class, 

people low in subjective social class will show reluctance to engage in political 

dominance strategies, but not in prestige strategies, and that this reluctance will lead 

them to express less interest in seeking positions of power. We test this hypothesis 

using surveys (Studies 1A and 1B), an experiment (Study 2), and a field study (Study 

3), while ruling out various alternative explanations. Our final study (Study 4) 

examines how a simple reframing exercise might eliminate the subjective class 

difference we have observed, laying the groundwork for a potential intervention.  

Together, these studies offer three major contributions. First, grounding our 
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work in the literature on how people actually gain power, we provide the first 

exploration of people’s lay theories about the dynamics of power acquisition at work. 

Second, we provide the first evidence that people who feel lower in social class opt 

out of the competition for advancement because this competition conflicts with their 

self-construal. This evidence may help illuminate the persistence of class hierarchies: 

To the extent that organizations tie positions of power to political dominance, they 

may inadvertently make positions of power less desirable to those who recognize their 

lower status in society and, thus, block these individuals from pursuing advancement. 

Third, our final study provides one idea for those who seek to level the playing field 

by eliminating these class differences in desire for advancement. 

Pilot Studies A and B 

 In these preliminary pilot studies, we test the assumption that people view 

prestige and political dominance as distinct but effective – and even necessary – 

means of attaining positions of power. In so doing, we also seek to establish that 

people across the subjective social class spectrum view political dominance as equally 

effective, to preempt the argument that people low in subjective social class might be 

less willing to engage in political strategies simply because they view them as less 

effective.  

Method 

*** 

Table 1 

*** 

 Participants. One hundred and eight participants recruited from Amazon 
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Mechanical Turk participated in Pilot Study A (see Table 1 for a comprehensive 

summary of the demographic information of participants in this and all subsequent 

studies). Two hundred and forty participants recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk 

participated in Pilot Study B. Because these studies required participants to evaluate 

ideas that required some understanding of workplace dynamics, we recruited only 

participants who indicated using a yes/no question that they had work experience.  

*** 

Table 2 

*** 

 Procedure. In both studies, participants began by answering several 

demographic questions, which included a measure of subjective social class. Scholars 

conceptualize subjective social class as the acknowledgement that one has the 

advantages of access to more and better resources, and of superordinate positions, 

compared to others (Adler et al., 2000; Brown et al., 1996; Kraus et al., 2012; Krieger 

et al., 1997; see also the APA Task Report on Socioeconomic Status, 2007). Existing 

measures have primarily focused on the acknowledgement of access to resources but 

not the sense of feeling advantaged relative to others (Adler et al., 2000; Griskevicius 

et al., 2011; Piff et al., 2012); we therefore chose to create our own scale that covered 

both components (i.e., five items adapted from Belmi & Neale, 2014, see Table 2; α = 

.92; factor-loadings > .76). We provide evidence from nearly 800 participants of the 

convergent validity of this scale in the Supplementary Online Materials (SOM). 

 Then, participants read the following prompt: 

“To what extent do you think the following strategies 
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can help people advance to a higher rank in an 

organization? To clarify, we are not asking whether you 

think these are morally acceptable strategies, simply 

whether they are likely to work in helping people 

advance to a higher rank.”  

 In both studies, participants then rated each of a list of 30 behaviors (see Table 

3). The first fifteen behaviors reflected the political dominance strategy (e.g., “Being a 

strategic decision maker, one who decides based on business considerations and 

nothing personal”); the next fifteen behaviors reflected the prestige strategy (e.g., 

“Being more productive than anyone else in your team”). We identified these 

behaviors from extant research on power and politics in organizations (e.g., Ferris et 

al., 2007; Pfeffer, 2010), as well as on status and social influence (e.g., Cheng et al., 

2013). 

 In Pilot Study A, participants rated how effective the behaviors were for 

attaining power and higher rank (1 = Not at all effective, 7 = Very Effective); in Pilot 

Study B they rated how necessary the behaviors were for attaining power and higher 

rank (1 = Not at all necessary, 7 = Very Necessary). 

*** 

Table 3  

*** 

Results3 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 In this study (and all subsequent studies), we first ran statistical analyses using the focal variables. We 
then conducted two sets of additional analyses, all reported in the SOM. First, as noted above, we 
conducted the analyses controlling for gender and race, always obtaining virtually identical results. 
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 Prestige and political dominance as distinct strategies. A varimax factor 

analysis of the 30 power-seeking behaviors revealed two distinct factors that explained 

48% of the total variance in Pilot Study A, and 50% of the total variance in Pilot Study 

B. In both studies, the items loaded as theoretically intended (none of the items 

exhibited cross-loading; see Table 3). The results from these two separate studies 

suggest that participants do see prestige and political dominance as distinct power-

seeking strategies.4  

 With this information in hand, we next examined relationships between the 

two strategies, calculating the mean perceived effectiveness (political dominance: M = 

4.99, SD = .83, α = .87; prestige: M = 5.83, SD = .95, α = .95) and mean perceived 

necessity (political dominance: M = 4.67, SD = 1.06, α = .90; prestige: M = 5.65, SD = 

1.04, α = .95) for each set of behaviors. These indices showed no correlation 

(reffectiveness = .02, p = .85; rnecessity = -.05, p = .41), further suggesting that participants 

distinguish between these two strategies. 

 On the whole, participants saw prestige-based behaviors as significantly more 

effective (p < .001) and more necessary (p < .001) than political dominance behaviors 

for attaining a higher rank, a finding consistent with prior work (e.g., Pfeffer, 2010). 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Second, we conducted analyses using objective measures of social class in lieu of subjective social 
class, finding that objective social class sometimes produced effects similar to those produced by 
subjective social class, but that more often than not it produced null results. This is consistent with the 
results of two other investigations which have directly compared the effects of objective versus 
subjective social class on constructs related to independence and interdependence (Kraus et al., 2009; 
Curhan et al., 2014). 
 
4 In both studies, only one item had a factor loading that did not reach the recommended cut-off score of 
.40 (“Being outspoken and provocative, even if it may irritate other people”). However, because 
excluding this item did not make any meaningful difference to the analyses, and because there was 
strong theoretical precedent for including it (Pfeffer, 2010), we report analyses that include this item. 
Analyses excluding this item yielded virtually identical results. 
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However, importantly for our purposes, all ratings for both strategies fell at the high 

end of the (unipolar) scale (significantly higher than the midpoint, ps < .001, very far 

from the first point on the scale, labeled “not at all effective / necessary”). In other 

words, overall, people do believe that both strategies are distinct, but effective and 

even necessary ways of gaining positional power in organizations.  

 Class, Prestige, and Political Dominance. In addition to confirming the 

psychological distinctness of political and prestige-based power-seeking strategies, we 

also sought to identify any systematic relationships between subjective social class and 

the perceived effectiveness and necessity of either strategy. We suspected that there 

would be no such relationships, and instead, that both strategies would be seen as 

effective and necessary regardless of participants’ subjective social class. We 

conducted separate linear mixed-model analyses for our two samples (Judd, Westfall, 

& Kenny, 2012), regressing effectiveness ratings (Pilot Study A sample) and necessity 

ratings (Pilot Study B sample) on subjective social class (mean-centered), strategy 

type (dummy coded: 0 = political dominance, 1 = prestige-based) and the interaction 

of the two predictor variables. 

 For both types of ratings, the interaction term failed to reach significance 

(teffectiveness = .74, p = .46; tnecessity = .16, p = .87)5, suggesting that the relationship 

between subjective social class and perceived effectiveness / necessity was the same 

for both strategies. Indeed, as predicted, this relationship was nonexistent: Subjective 

social class did not predict perceptions of the effectiveness or necessity of either 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 Disagreement exists about how to calculate degrees of freedom and p-values in linear mixed model 
analysis (see Bates, Maechler, & Bolker, 2011). We used the ‘lmerTest’ package in R to calculate p-
values for our mixed model analysis (Kuznetsova, Brockhoff, Christensen, 2014).  
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political dominance (teffectiveness = -.91, p = .36; tnecessity = .63, p = .53) or of prestige 

(teffectiveness = .13, p = .90; tnecessity = .86, p = .39). We found parallel results when we 

analyzed each behavior separately: Among the 60 relationships we examined in that 

way (two correlations for each of 30 behaviors), only three reached significance, 

which is well within what we might expect from chance alone, given an alpha of .05 

(see Table 3).  

Discussion 

 Taken together, results from these pilot studies support our working 

assumptions. People viewed political dominance and prestige-based strategies as 

distinct but effective – and necessary – ways of attaining positions of power. 

Moreover, subjective social class was not systematically associated with the perceived 

effectiveness or necessity of either strategy. Having verified these key assumptions, 

we sought to test our primary hypothesis. 

Study 1A 

 We had two goals in Study 1A. Our first was to test our primary hypothesis: 

That people low in subjective social class find political dominance more distasteful 

than do people high in subjective social class, and that as a result they have less 

interest in positions of power. That is, even though our pilot studies demonstrated that 

most people perceive political dominance as effective and necessary for acquiring 

positions of power, we expected that people low in subjective social class would feel 

less willing to enact this strategy relative to people high in subjective social class, and 

that consequently they would feel less interested in acquiring positions of power.  

 Our second goal was to examine an alternative explanation for our predicted 
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relationships between subjective social class, willingness to engage in political 

dominance, and desire for positions of power. It could be that people low in subjective 

social class have a lower intrinsic desire for power, and that is why they are unwilling 

to engage in political dominance (the Reverse Causality account), whereas our 

hypothesis states that people low in subjective social class should have a lower desire 

for power because they are unwilling to engage in political dominance. In our analyses 

we construct models for both accounts and compare them. 

Method 

*** 

Table 3 

*** 

 Participants. Four hundred eighty one participants recruited from Amazon 

Mechanical Turk participated in this experiment. As in the pilot studies, we recruited 

only individuals who indicated that they had work experience. 

 Procedure. Participants saw the same list of 30 power-seeking behaviors as in 

the pilot studies (see Table 3), and for each they used a 7-point scale (1 = Not at all, 7 

= Very) to answer the question, “To what extent are you willing to engage in the 

following behaviors to acquire positions of power at work?” (αpolitical dominance = .91; 

αprestige = .92). After providing their evaluations, participants reported their desire for 

positions of power, using a 7-point scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree) 

to rate a set of ten items (“I would like to be in a powerful position in an 

organization"; "I aspire to be in a high-ranking position in an organization"; "I seek 

opportunities to advance to a higher rank in the work place; "I want to be in a high-



  

 21 

ranking position in an organization where I have a lot of power”; “I would like to be a 

powerful figure at work”, “At work, I want to be the one with the highest position of 

power”, “At work, I want to be one who is most in command; “In an organizational 

setting, I want to have the most authority”, “In an organizational setting, I want to be 

in a position with the most power”, and “At work, I want to have a great deal of 

power” ; α = .98, factor loadings > .83). 

 Finally, participants completed the same measure of subjective social class as 

in the pilot studies (α = .93), which was embedded in a demographic questionnaire. 

Results 

 Class and Willingness to Perform Power-Seeking Strategies. We 

hypothesized that, relative to participants high in subjective social class, participants 

low in subjective social class would be less willing to engage in political dominance 

behaviors, but no less willing to engage in prestige behaviors. To test this hypothesis, 

we conducted a linear mixed-model analysis (Judd et al., 2012), regressing willingness 

ratings on subjective social class (mean-centered), strategy type (dummy coded: 0 = 

political dominance, 1 = prestige) and their interaction. As predicted, this interaction 

achieved significance, b = -.21, t = -4.66, p < .001 (see Figure 1). 

 We decomposed this and all subsequent interactions using the Aiken and West 

(1991) strategy.6 Here, we found that participants low in subjective social class 

reported being less willing relative to participants high in subjective social class to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 Our measure of subjective social class is continuous, and in all studies its mean falls near the midpoint 
of the scale (i.e., 4; see Table 1). We follow the conventions for breaking down significant interactions, 
examining simple slopes at one standard deviation above and below the mean; for the sake of ease of 
comprehension, though, we discuss our results referring to “participants high in subjective social class” 
and “participants low in subjective social class”.  
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engage in political dominance, b = .18, t = 5.47, p < .001, but no less willing to engage 

in prestige, b = -.03, t = -1.12, p = .26. Viewed differently, although participants 

across the subjective class spectrum felt less willing engaging in political dominance 

than prestige (main effect of strategy type: b = 2.65, t = 41.68, p < .001), this tendency 

was greater for participants low in subjective social class, b = 2.95, t = 32.76, p < .001, 

than for participants high in subjective social class, b = 2.35, t = 4.66, p < .001. 

*** 

Figure 1 

*** 

 Class and Desire for Positions of Power. We also hypothesized that 

participants low in subjective social class would have a lower desire for positions of 

power, and that this relationship would be explained by these participants’ reluctance 

to engage in political dominance. To test this hypothesis, we began by regressing 

desire for positions of power on subjective social class, finding, indeed, that 

participants low in subjective social class were less interested in power, b = .20, t(479) 

= 3.99, p < .001. We then added participants’ willingness to engage in political 

dominance to this model, and found that the coefficient for subjective social class was 

halved, though still significant, b = .10, t(478) = 2.18, p = .03, while willingness to 

engage in political dominance remained a strongly significant predictor, b = .57, 

t(478) = 10.09, p < .001. A bias-corrected bootstrap (1000 iterations) indicated that the 

indirect effect was significant, CI95 = [.06, .16]. In other words, the reluctance of 

participants low in subjective class to engage in political dominance accounted for 

some of their relatively low desire for positions of power (see Figure 2, Upper Panel).  
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*** 

Figure 2 

*** 

 In a parallel analysis using prestige rather than political dominance, subjective 

social class and willingness to engage in prestige both simultaneously predicted desire 

for power, bclass = .22, t(478) = 4.45, p < .001; bprestige = .49, t(478) = 4.45, p < .001; 

however, we found no significant indirect effect, CI95 = [-.04, .01], presumably 

because, as noted above, subjective social class did not predict willingness to engage 

in prestige, b = -.04, t(479) = -1.41, p = .16. Thus, people’s willingness to engage in 

prestige and political dominance were both related to their desire for advancement, but 

subjective social class only related to that desire for advancement through people’s 

willingness to engage in political dominance, not through their willingness to engage 

in prestige. 

 Ruling out the Reverse Causality Account. Next, we investigated the 

Reverse Causality account: That participants low in subjective social class have a 

lower desire for positions power, which in turn, explains why they are less willing to 

engage in political dominance, as opposed to the other way around. At the outset, we 

note that our existing results make this alternative explanation unlikely. The Reverse 

Causality account should have predicted a significant effect on participants’ 

willingness to engage in the prestige strategy as well: If participants low in subjective 

social class had an intrinsically lower desire for positions of power, and that led them 

to become more unwilling to engage in political dominance to seek these positions, 

then surely it should have also led them to feel unwilling to engage in the prestige 
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strategy to seek these positions. 

 Nevertheless, we tested an alternative model in which the dependent variable 

(desire for positions of power) and the proposed mediator (willingness to engage in 

political dominance) were switched. We then used path analysis (Kline, 2010) to 

compare our proposed theoretical model and the alternative theoretical model (see 

Figure 2, Lower Panel). Our theoretical model showed better fit to the data (χ2 = 4.96, 

p = .03; AIC: 4889.56, RMSEA = .09) compared to the alternative theoretical model 

(χ2 = 10.08, p < .001; AIC: 4894.68, RMSEA = .14). In other words, the data better 

approximated a reality where participants low in subjective social class were unwilling 

to engage in political dominance, and therefore had less desire for power, than a 

reality where participants low in subjective social class had a lower desire for power, 

and therefore were less willing to engage in political dominance. 

Discussion 

 Study 1A showed that, relative to participants high in subjective social class, 

participants low in subjective social class reported a lower desire for positions of 

power, specifically because they felt less willing to engage in political dominance. 

Furthermore, Study 1A showed that our proposed mechanism was empirically robust 

and distinct from the alternative explanation that participants low in subjective social 

class have a lower intrinsic desire for power.  

Study 1B 

 We had two goals in Study 1B. Our first was to replicate our finding from 

Study 1A that participants low in subjective social class are less willing to enact 

political dominance relative to participants high in subjective social class, and that 



  

 25 

consequently they would feel less interested in acquiring positions of power. Our 

second goal was to establish that participants low in subjective social class are less 

willing to enact political dominance specifically because of their interdependent self-

construal.  

Method 

 Participants. Three hundred fifty participants recruited from Amazon 

Mechanical Turk participated in this experiment.  

 Procedure. Participants completed the Communal Orientation Scale (Clark, 

Ouellette, Powell, & Milberg, 1987), a 14-item (α = .85) scale that has been used in 

prior research to measure interdependent self-construal. Sample items include, “When 

making a decision, I take other people’s needs and feelings into account”, “I often go 

out of my way to help another person”, and “I’m not especially sensitive to other 

people’s feelings” [reverse-scored] (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree). 

 Next, participants reported their willingness to engage in political dominance 

(α = .92), willingness to engage in prestige (α = .93), desire for positions of power (α = 

.98), and subjective social class (α = .92) using the same measures from Study 1A.  

Results 

*** 

Table 4 

*** 

 Does Study 1b replicate Study 1a? Yes (see Table 4). First, a Class x 

Strategy type interaction also emerged in predicting willingness ratings, b = -.22, t = -

4.29, p <  .001: Participants low in subjective social class in Study 1B reported being 
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less willing relative to participants high in subjective social class to engage in political 

dominance, b = .22, t = 6.19, p < .001, but no less willing to engage in prestige, b = 

.00, t = .13, p = .90. Viewed differently, participants across the subjective social class 

spectrum felt less willing engaging in political dominance than prestige (main effect of 

strategy type: b = 2.94, t = 40.61, p < .001), but this tendency was greater for 

participants low in subjective social class, b = 3.24, t = 31.74, p < .001, than for 

participants high in subjective social class, b = 2.63, t = 25.68, p < .001. 

 Second, participants low in subjective social class in Study 1B were also less 

interested in power compared to participants high in subjective social class, b = .25, 

t(348) = 4.17, p < .001, and a bias-corrected bootstrap (1000 iterations) indicated that 

this effect was mediated by their willingness to engage in political dominance, CI95 = 

[.10, .21] (see Figure 3).7  

 Third, we found that our theoretical model showed better fit to the data (χ2 = 

3.26, p = .07; AIC: 3537.163, RMSEA = .08) compared to the alternative theoretical 

model (χ2 = 11.73, p < .001; AIC: 3545.64, RMSEA = .18; see Figure 3).  

 Is this process driven by lower class individuals’ interdependence? To 

answer this question, we first regressed interdependent self-construal on subjective 

social class, finding indeed that participants low in subjective social class have more 

interdependent self-construals compared to participants high in subjective social class, 

b = -.08, t(348) = -2.76, p < .01. Next, we conducted a bias-corrected bootstrap (1000 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 When we predicted desire for power with class and willingness to engage in political dominance 
simultaneously, class was no longer a significant predictor, b = .10, t(347) = 1.74, p = .08, and 
willingness to engage in political dominance remained a significant predictor, b = .68, t(347) = 10.80, p 
< .001, suggesting full mediation. 
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iterations) in which subjective social class was the predictor, interdependent self-

construal was the mediator, and willingness to engage in political dominance was the 

dependent variable (see Figure 4, Upper Panel). The indirect effect was significant, 

CI95 = [.01, .06]: The interdependent self-construal of participants low in subjective 

social class accounted for some of their reluctance to engage in political dominance.  

 Finally, we tested our complete conceptual model using the PROCESS Macro 

(Model 6; Hayes, 2012; see Figure 4, Lower Panel).8 The indirect effect of subjective 

social class on desire for power via the serial mediators of communal orientation and 

willingness to engage in political dominance was significant, CI95 = [.01, .05], 

consistent with the idea that participants low in subjective social class had a lower 

desire for power because their interdependent self-construals lowered their willingness 

to engage in political dominance, a strategy that they saw necessary to acquire 

positions of power.   

Discussion 

 Studies 1A and 1B showed that, relative to participants high in subjective 

social class, participants low in subjective social class reported a lower desire for 

positions of power, specifically because they felt less willing to engage in political 

dominance. Furthermore, Study 1B replicated those findings, and provided additional 

evidence that participants low in subjective social class were less willing to engage in 

political dominance specifically because of their interdependent self-construal. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 Interestingly, in this full conceptual model, we found a positive direct path between interdependence 
and desire for power. In other words, on the one hand, more interdependent participants felt less willing 
to engage in political dominance, and therefore desired power less; but on the other hand, once we 
accounted for this indirect effect, something else about interdependence predicted a greater desire for 
power. 
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However, the mediation results also suggest that interdependent self-construal did not 

fully account for the relationship between subjective social class and willingness to 

engage in political dominance. We return to interdependence in Studies 2 and 4, where 

we test its role in this process in different ways; however, these results suggest that 

individuals low in subjective social class may have additional reasons to feel reluctant 

to engage in political dominance. We consider this idea in more depth in the General 

Discussion.   

Study 2 

 Our goal in Study 2 was to replicate our primary results using a different 

experimental design. In contrast to Studies 1A and 1B, where we asked all participants 

about the behaviors associated with political dominance and prestige, in Study 2 we 

had them imagine that they had entered a new organization, and manipulated this 

organization’s internal culture. We expected that participants low in subjective social 

class, relative to participants high in subjective social class, would express less desire 

for positions of power in an organization where political dominance constituted the 

primary path to power. In an organization where prestige constituted the primary path 

to power, we expected to find no such class difference. 

 Further, rather than asking about participants’ interdependent self-construal 

directly, as we did in Study 1B, we asked them about the fit between the path to power 

that existed in their organization and their self-construal. We hypothesized that 

participants low in subjective social class would express more self-related concerns 

when political dominance constituted the primary path to power, but not when prestige 

constituted it. We also took advantage of this design to rule out the possibility that 
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participants low in subjective social class simply feel incapable of enacting the 

political dominance strategy. We did this by also asking them about their competence-

based concerns with the path to power. 

 To summarize, we predicted that compared to participants high in subjective 

social class, participants low in subjective social class would experience more self-

related concerns, but no more competence concerns, when contemplating an 

organization where political dominance constituted the primary path to power. We 

further predicted that these self-related concerns would leave them with a lower desire 

for positions of power. Finally, we predicted that we would find no such class-based 

differences among participants contemplating an organization where prestige 

constituted the primary path to power.  

Method 

 Participants. Two hundred and forty-one college students recruited from 

Amazon Mechanical Turk participated in this online experiment. 

 Procedure. Participants began by completing a demographics form, which 

included the same measure of subjective social class from the previous studies (α = 

.92). We then asked them to imagine that their first job after college was an entry-level 

consulting position at Swathmore International, a well-regarded management 

consulting firm in the United States. They read that all new hires start out as Associate 

Consultants, but could move up in the organizational ranks. Participants saw a 

description of the organizational hierarchy, which showed the positions in the 

organization ranked from lowest (Associate Consultant) to highest (Principal 

Consultant).  
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 The next page on the website randomly assigned participants to one of two 

conditions. In the power-through-political-dominance condition, participants read that 

while “moving up the ranks requires some degree of hard work and motivation (as in 

any organization), you’ve learned that at this firm, what’s most likely to help people 

move up in the ranks is pragmatic political skill.”9 Participants also saw some 

examples of “pragmatic political skill”, drawn from the political dominance items 

from Study 1. 

 By contrast, in the power-through-prestige condition, participants read that 

while “moving up the ranks requires some degree of political skill (as in any 

organization), you’ve learned that at this firm, what’s most likely to help people move 

up in the ranks is hard work and effort.” Participants also saw some examples of 

prestige behaviors, drawn from Study 1. 

 In both conditions, participants went on to read that “people who have risen to 

the top of this organization have been successful with these strategies, given the 

culture of the organization. The more you do these things, the more likely it is that 

you’ll ascend to a higher rank and have greater power in this organization.” Thus, the 

two experimental conditions differed only in the way we described the primary path to 

power in the organization: political dominance versus prestige.  

 Participants then rated four sets of items. First, as a manipulation check, they 

used a scale of 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree) to rate their agreement 

with the following two items: (1) “In this organization, what’s most likely to help 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 We used the term “pragmatic political skill” rather than political dominance because we felt that the 
latter might have a negative connotation, whereas the former would convey the same concept more 
neutrally.       
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people move up in the ranks is political skill” and (2) “In this organization, what’s 

most likely to help people move up in the ranks is hard work and effort”. 

 Second, participants reported their self-related concerns about the 

advancement dynamics in the organization. They used the same rating scale to rate 

their agreement with the following four items about the strategy they had just read was 

necessary for advancement (α = .95): (1) “I feel that these strategies are not aligned 

with my own personal values and beliefs”; (2) “I feel that these strategies do not 

reflect who I really am as a person”; (3) “I feel uncomfortable doing these strategies 

because of my upbringing”; and (4) “I feel that I cannot perform these strategies 

because they do not reflect who I am as a person.” 

 Third, they reported their competence-based concerns using the same scale to 

rate the following two items (r = .79): (1) “I feel that I do not have the skills to 

perform these strategies”; and (2) “I feel that I am not competent enough to execute 

these strategies.” Factor analysis confirmed that these six questions loaded on two 

distinct factors, with the items loading as theoretically intended (factor loadings > .81 

for self-related concerns; > .74 for competence-based concerns). 

 Finally, participants reported their intentions to seek positions of power in the 

organization by answering the following question: “Keeping in mind the things that 

you need to do to get to the top, at which level do you want to be on this organization? 

(1 = Associate Consultant [Lowest Position], 2 = Consultant, 3 = Senior Consultant, 4 

= Managing Consultant, 5 = Principal Consultant [Highest Position]).” 

Results 

 Manipulation Check. Before conducting our formal analyses, we checked 
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whether our manipulations were successful. Paired t-tests revealed that participants in 

the power-through-political dominance condition rated political skill (M = 6.50, SD = 

.77) as more helpful than hard work and effort (M = 3.74, SD = 1.74) to move up in 

the ranks, p < .001. By contrast, participants in the power-through-prestige condition 

rated hard work and effort (M = 6.30, SD = 1.04) as more helpful than political skill 

(M = 4.39, SD = 1.75) to move up in the ranks, p < .001. These findings indicate that 

our manipulation was successful. 

 Self-Related Concerns. We first regressed self-related concerns on condition 

(dummy-coded: 0 = Power-through-Political-Dominance Condition, 1 = Power-

through-Prestige Condition), subjective social class (mean-centered), and their 

interaction. As hypothesized, the interaction achieved significance, b = .36, t(237) = 

3.09, p < .01 (see Figure 5, Upper Panel). When acquiring positions of power meant 

enacting political dominance, participants low in subjective social class reported 

stronger self-related concerns compared to participants high in subjective social class, 

b = -.17, t(237) = -2.06, p = .04. By contrast, when acquiring positions of power meant 

enacting prestige, participants low in subjective social class reported even fewer self-

related concerns than participants high in subjective social class, b = .19, t(237) = 

2.31, p = .02. Although we did not predict the latter finding, it is consistent with 

emerging work showing that participants low in subjective social class report a greater 

commitment to working hard in the presence of meritocracy, which the power-

through-prestige condition may have evoked (Laurin et al., 2011).  

 Viewed differently, although all participants tended to report stronger self-

related concerns when acquiring positions of power meant enacting political 
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dominance than when it meant enacting prestige (main effect of condition: b = -3.22, 

t(237) = -19.32, p < .001), this tendency was stronger for participants low in subjective 

social class, b = -3.74, t(237) = -15.85, p < .001, than for participants high in 

subjective social class, b = -2.70, t(237) = -11.45, p < .001. 

 Competence-Based Concerns. A parallel regression predicting competence-

based concerns produced no significant interaction, b = .12, t(237) = .82, p = .41. 

Subjective social class had no relationship with competence-based concerns in the 

power-through-prestige condition, b = -.07, t(237) = -.65, p = .52; although we did 

find a marginal and negative relationship in the power-through-political dominance 

condition, b = -.18, t(237) = -1.80, p = .07. Although we did not expect this latter 

effect, it was much weaker than the parallel effect on self-related concerns. Overall, 

then, these findings support our contention that participants low in subjective social 

class are averse to political dominance more so because of their belief that it is 

misaligned with how they see themselves than because of their belief that they lack the 

skills to perform it. Nevertheless, we compared these possibilities more directly when 

we examine the mediating role of self-related and competence-based concerns (see 

Footnote 11). 

 Intentions to Seek Positions of Power. A third parallel regression predicting 

intentions to seek positions of power produced a significant Condition x Subjective 

Social Class interaction, b = -.24, t(237) = -2.05, p = .04 (see Figure 5, Lower Panel). 

When acquiring positions of power meant enacting political dominance, participants 

low in subjective social class reported lower intentions to seek advancement, 

compared to participants high in subjective social class, b = .28, t(237) = 3.31, p < .01. 
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However, when acquiring positions of power meant enacting prestige, this class-based 

difference disappeared, b = .04, t(237) = .44, p = .66.  

 Viewed differently, although participants, in general, were less willing to seek 

power in a political dominance context than in a prestige context, b = .89, t(237) = 

5.33, p < .001, this tendency was stronger for participants low in subjective social 

class, b = 1.23, t(237) = 5.22, p < .001, than for participants high in subjective social 

class, b = .55, t(237) = 2.31, p = .02. 

*** 

Figure 5 

*** 

 We then conducted two moderated mediation analyses to examine the role of 

self-related concerns in producing these effects. In the first, we compared the indirect 

effects of class on desire for positions of power, through self-related concerns, 

separately for each condition (see Figure 6). When we added self-related concerns (the 

proposed mediator) to the regression model predicting intentions to seek power, the 

interaction between subjective social class and condition lost its significance, b = -.12, 

t(236) = -1.04, p = .30, and within the political dominance condition, the simple effect 

of subjective social class on intentions to seek power was reduced, b = .22, t(236) = 

2.75, p < .01. A bootstrap (1000 iterations) showed that the indirect effect was 

significant and positive in the power-through-political dominance condition [.01, .12], 

but (unexpectedly) significant and negative in the power-through-prestige condition [-
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.14, -.01]10; these two indirect effects were significantly different from each other [-

.23, -.04]. In other words, the self-related concerns of participants low in subjective 

social class explained some of their lower interest in positions of power in the power-

through-political-dominance condition. All in all, these findings suggest that 

participants low in subjective social class desire less power in part because political 

dominance clashes with how they see themselves. 

*** 

Figure 6 

*** 

 We then conducted a second moderated mediation analysis, to examine 

whether self-related concerns explained why participants low in subjective social class 

wanted positions of power more in the power-through-prestige condition than in the 

power-through-political-dominance condition (see Figure 7). The indirect effect of 

condition on desire for position of power, through self-related concerns, was 

significant for participants high in subjective social class [.56, 1.36], but even larger 

for participants low in subjective social class [.77, 1.84], CI95Difference = [.12, .63]. In 

other words, these results suggest that people, in general, desired power less in the 

power-through-political dominance condition than in the power-through prestige 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 In other words, in the power-through-prestige condition, participants low in subjective social class 
felt fewer self-related concerns, which indirectly led them to a stronger desire for positions of power. 
We did not, however, see this reflected in the total effect (as reported above). This pattern often 
indicates a suppression effect, whereby the negative indirect effect masks a positive direct effect. 
Indeed, although the direct effect did not quite reach significance, b = .10, p = .12, CI95 =[-.03, .23], its 
sign was consistent with other findings suggesting that participants low in subjective social class may 
have additional reasons for desiring less power than those we have proposed, even when power comes 
exclusively from prestige (see Jost & Burgess, 2000; Jost & Kay, 2005; Laurin, Gaucher, & Kay, 2013; 
Proudfoot & Kay, 2014). Nevertheless, consistent with our hypotheses, they desired power even less 
when it came primarily from political dominance. 
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condition because enacting political dominance elicited stronger self-related concerns. 

However, this effect was greater for participants low in subjective social class than for 

participants high in subjective social class.11 

*** 

Figure 7 

*** 

Discussion 

 Study 2 showed that, in a context in which power is primarily attained through 

political dominance, participants low in subjective social class had less desire for 

power relative to participants high in subjective social class. Furthermore, Study 2 

converged with Study 1B in showing that this effect was driven by self-related 

concerns, and ruled out the possibility that participants low in subjective social class 

desire less power simply because they feel incapable of exercising political 

dominance. By contrast, in a context where power is primarily attained through 

prestige, participants low in subjective social class desired power just as much as 

participants high in subjective social class.  

Study 3 

 Our goal in Study 3 was to provide a real-world demonstration that participants 

who feel less advantaged are less likely to seek power, particularly through political 

dominance. We conducted a field study among first year MBA students from a top-tier 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 Although competence concerns were only marginally related to subjective social class in the political 
dominance condition, we nevertheless investigated the possibility that competence concerns also 
mediated the relationship between subjective social class and the desire to seek advancement. A 
bootstrap found no significant indirect effect, CI95 = [-.02, .08]; this provides further evidence that 
participants low in subjective social class were less interested in seeking advancement in a political 
dominance organization specifically because of self-related concerns and not due to competence 
concerns. 
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business school, examining their choices of elective courses. We predicted that 

students who feel less advantaged would be less likely to choose a class that explicitly 

aims to help them achieve power in organizations through politics.  

 MBAs in this particular school have similar professional backgrounds and 

industry experience (e.g., consulting, finance), and thus, we anticipated that the 

variance in current subjective social class might be relatively low. In other words, we 

anticipated that most of our participants would feel relatively advantaged in their 

present state. We suspected, however, that students’ childhood socio-economic 

backgrounds might vary more considerably. We also reasoned that, given that self-

construals form early in life (Chen & Miller, 2013; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 

2014), a history of feeling disadvantaged could have left participants feeling more 

interdependent even as adults. We therefore concluded that current social class might 

not show sufficient variance for us to be able to test our hypotheses in this sample, but 

that childhood social class (Piff et al., 2012) might still show lingering effects 

consistent with our theorizing. 

Method 

 Participants. Sixty-eight first-year MBA students from a private West Coast 

University who were taking an introductory course on groups and teams participated 

in the study.  

 Procedure. We administered the survey at the beginning of the academic 

school year (on the second day of the Fall Term) to capture students’ initial course 

preferences, uncontaminated by peer influence and school social norms. We 

advertised the study as a business school survey aiming to understand the elective 
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courses that first year MBA students were interested in taking when they reach their 

second year. In this particular school, first year students all take the same set of 

required courses during their first year, and take elective courses only when they reach 

their second year. 

 Participants first reported their childhood social class, embedded among other 

demographic questions (e.g., age, race). They did so using three items adapted from 

prior research (Piff et al., 2012): “Growing up, I felt relatively wealthy compared to 

the other kids in my school”, “My family was in a much more privileged position 

compared to the other families in my neighborhood”, “Relative to others, I felt that my 

family was treated much more favorably in society” (1 = Strongly Disagree; 7 = 

Strongly Agree). We averaged participants’ responses such that higher scores 

represented higher perceived childhood social class (α = .71). 

*** 

Table 5  

*** 

 Then, participants saw a list of seven Organizational Behavior electives (see 

Table 5). They saw the name of each elective, its course number, and a brief 

description of the elective — all of which we obtained directly from the course 

registrar website. We selected the courses specifically to suit our purposes here; 

among them was a class called “The Paths to Power.” The class was described as a 

course on how “to diagnose organizational politics and how to exercise power 

effectively in organizational situations.” The other courses in our list could potentially 

have been construed as ones that would confer power through prestige (i.e., they were 



  

 39 

courses that at least, in theory, would teach students skills that could subsequently earn 

others’ respect); however, Paths to Power was the only course that seemed likely to 

confer power specifically through political dominance. 

 We confirmed this assumption with a pretest using participants from Amazon 

Mechanical Turk (N =120). We first asked our pretest participants, “Which of these 

classes do you think teaches students skills and ideas that will help them acquire 

positions of power at work?” Five electives were selected by more than 50% of the 

sample, and therefore met our criterion for being power-related. Then, in the next page 

of the survey, we told participants that, “People can acquire positions of power at 

work using two different strategies” and gave them a brief description of prestige and 

political dominance. We then asked participants to select the electives, if any, which 

would help students enact political dominance, and those, if any, which would help 

students enact prestige. In other words, we asked participants to tell us which courses 

would help students enact two strategies that we had explicitly labeled as power-

seeking strategies. The pretest confirmed that Paths to Power was construed, indeed, 

as an elective that helped students acquire power by enacting political dominance; the 

remaining electives were construed as either courses that helped students acquire 

power by enacting prestige, or courses that did not help students acquire power. 

Specifically, using chi square tests, we compared the Paths to Power class against all 

of the other classes that pretest participants indicated would help students acquire 

power. The number of people who indicated that Paths to Power was a political 

dominance course was significantly higher than any other course (ps < .01). 

Furthermore, the number of people who indicated that Paths to Power was a prestige-
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based course was significantly lower than any other course (ps < .03; see Table 5).  

 In our formal study, we instructed our MBA participants to choose the three 

electives they preferred to take in their second year. For each elective, we coded 1 if 

the participant indicated the elective as one of his or her three preferred electives, and 

0 if not. 

Results and Discussion 

 We hypothesized that students who felt they came from less advantaged 

backgrounds would be less likely to choose the power-through-political-dominance 

course (i.e., “Paths to Power”), but just as likely to choose all other courses. To test 

this hypothesis, we used logistic regression to predict participants’ likelihood of 

having chosen each of the classes on our list (0 = Not Selected, +1 = Selected) using 

childhood social class (mean-centered). As predicted, childhood social class predicted 

interest in taking the paths to power class, b = .65, z(66) = 2.33, p = .02, but not 

interest in choosing any other class (ps > .26; see Table 5). In other words, first year 

MBAs who felt they came from less advantaged backgrounds were less interested 

specifically in a class that taught students how to acquire power via political 

dominance. The odds ratio was 1.92, suggesting that the likelihood of selecting the 

power class increases almost two-fold for every unit increase in childhood social class.  

 In summary, consistent with our theoretical arguments, Study 3 found that first 

year MBAs who felt they came from less advantaged backgrounds had less interest in 

taking a class that would help them exercise political dominance en route to power, 

but no less interest in classes that would help them exercise prestige en route to power, 

or in classes unrelated to power.  
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 An alternative possibility is that students who felt they came from less 

advantaged backgrounds were less likely to select Paths to Power, not because they 

were less willing to engage in political dominance, but because they were intrinsically 

less interested in power-related courses. However, we find this implausible, and liken 

our results here to our results in Study 2. Our pre-test results found that Paths to Power 

was the only course that promised to help students attain power via political 

dominance; in that regard we can compare it to the power-through-political-

dominance condition in Study 2. However our pre-test participants also indicated that 

several other courses would help students acquire power, but that they would do so via 

prestige; we can compare these courses to the power-through-prestige condition in 

Study 2. If our results were simply due to lower class individuals’ distaste for power in 

general, we might have expected similar effects on their interest in all power-

conferring courses. Instead, we saw that it was only when a course promised to confer 

power through political dominance that students who felt they came from less 

advantaged backgrounds showed less interest. When courses promised to confer 

power through prestige, all students showed similar interest. This forms the basis for 

our conclusion that students who felt they came from less advantaged backgrounds 

were less interested specifically in Paths to Power because of its political dominance 

content.  

Study 4 

 Thus far, we have provided evidence using a variety of paradigms in support of 

the hypothesis that participants low in subjective social class have less interest in 

acquiring positions of power, specifically because they feel their interdependent self-
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construal is incompatible with political dominance which they, along with everyone 

else, view as a key strategy for attaining positions of power. Moreover, existing 

research strongly suggests that prestige and political dominance can both increase 

people’s chances of climbing the social hierarchy (e.g., Cheng et al., 2013; Ferris et 

al., 2007; Sutton & Hargadon, 1996). These findings, then, have clear implications for 

the outcomes of these individuals, and more broadly for how inequality perpetuates in 

society. Individuals who feel low in social class often feel that way because they do 

have lower social standing – less money, less access to resources, and less 

occupational prestige (Kraus et al., 2012). So long as individuals who are aware of 

their lower social class opt out of political dominance and pursuing positions of 

power, then they are unlikely to earn the kinds of positions that could grant them 

wealth and improve their status. 

 In addition to providing wealth and other material advantages, power can 

improve cognitive function (Smith et al., 2008; Steele & Aronson, 1995), lengthen life 

(e.g., Lovaglia et al., 2003) and improve subjective well-being (Kifer et al., 2013). 

Moreover, organizations can benefit from having leaders with diverse experiences and 

perspectives (Nemeth, 1986; Mannix & Neale, 2005). For all these reasons, we sought 

in our final study to lay the groundwork for a potential intervention that might 

motivate lower class individuals to seek power.  

 The findings from Study 2 provide one indication of how we might motivate 

participants low in subjective social class to seek power. In that study, participants low 

in subjective social class desired power just as much as participants high in subjective 

social class when they learned that prestige led to advancement. However, using this 
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idea to motivate participants low in subjective social class to seek power in the real 

world likely holds little promise. Creating cultural change such that prestige truly 

becomes the primary path to power would be extremely difficult, given what we know 

about organizations’ tendency to reward political dominance with power (Pfeffer, 

2010; Schein, 1985; Sutton & Hargadon, 1996). Simply persuading participants low in 

subjective social class that prestige is the primary path to power would likely doom 

them to failure in the real world, where those who seek power inevitably must deal 

with politics to survive (Ferris et al., 2007; Pfeffer, 2010). 

 Thus, in Study 4, our goal was to develop an alternative approach for creating 

conditions under which participants low in subjective social class feel comfortable 

pursuing power. Study 2 indicated that participants low in subjective social class show 

lower interest in pursuing power because they see a conflict between their self-

construal and the political strategies required to attain positions of power. We 

wondered whether we might reduce this conflict by having them reframe the 

superordinate goal (attaining positions of power) to highlight its match to their self-

construal.  

 We had theorized – and shown in Study 1B – that it is at least in part the 

interdependent, community-oriented self-construal of participants low in subjective 

social class that makes these individuals reluctant to engage in political dominance 

and pursue positions of power. Therefore, in our final study, we investigated whether 

reframing power as a superordinate interdependent goal would make participants low 

in subjective social class more comfortable engaging in political dominance in service 

of that interdependent goal. Specifically, we invited participants to associate power 
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with personal gain and self-interest (an independent construal of power), or to 

associate power with helping others and improving others’ welfare (an interdependent 

construal of power). We predicted that participants low in subjective social class 

would show the familiar aversion to political dominance and power-seeking in the 

independent condition, but would be more similar to participants high in subjective 

social class on these dimensions in the interdependent condition.  

Method 

 Participants. Two hundred and thirty-nine college students recruited from 

Amazon Mechanical Turk participated in this online experiment.  

 Procedure. Participants began by answering demographic questions, which 

included the measure of current subjective social class (α = .90) we used previously. 

We then randomly assigned participants to one of two writing tasks. In the 

independent construal of power condition, we asked participants to reflect how having 

power in an organization could lead to personal gain. In the interdependent construal 

of power condition, we asked participants to reflect how having power in an 

organization could be helpful not only to them but also to their family and loved ones 

as well (see Table 6).  

*** 

Table 6 

*** 

 After writing their essays, participants answered our main dependent measures. 

First, participants saw the same list of 30 power-seeking behaviors from Study 1 and 

the Pilot Studies, and for each they used a 7-point scale (1 = Not at all, 7 = Very) to 
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answer the question, “To what extent are you willing to perform the following 

behavior to attain power?” (political dominance behaviors: M = 4.40, SD = 1.08, 

loadings > .46, α = .91; prestige behaviors: M = 6.33, SD = .74, loadings > .42, α = 

.94). Next, participants reported their desire for positions of power: “I want 

opportunities to advance to a higher rank in the workplace”, “I want to be in a high-

ranking position in an organization where I have a lot of power”, and “I want a great 

deal of power” (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree; α = .87). 

Results 

 Willingness to Engage in Power-Seeking Strategies. We began by 

examining how our manipulations influenced willingness to engage in power-seeking 

strategies. We conducted separate regression analyses predicting willingness to engage 

in political dominance and prestige, regressing each dependent variable on condition 

(dummy-coded: 0 = Independent Construal of Power, 1 = Interdependent Construal of 

Power), subjective social class (mean-centered), and their interaction. 

 In the case of political dominance, the Condition x Subjective Social Class 

interaction achieved significance, b = -.27, t(235) = -2.55, p = .01 (see Figure 8, Upper 

Panel). When we invited participants to think about how power might lead to personal 

gain (independent construal of power condition), participants low in subjective social 

class showed lower willingness to engage in political dominance relative to 

participants high in subjective social class, b = .26, t(235) = 3.62, p < .001. However, 

when we invited participants to think about how power might benefit their loved ones 

(interdependent construal of power condition), this class-based difference 

disappeared, b = -.01, t(235) = -.11, p = .91.  
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 Viewed differently, participants low in subjective social class were more 

willing to engage in political dominance when power was for the benefit of their loved 

ones than when it was for their personal gain, b = .71, t(235) = 3.71, p < .001. By 

contrast, participants high in subjective social class were equally willing to engage in 

political dominance in both conditions, b = .02, t(235) = .09, p = .93.  

 In the case of prestige, the interaction between condition and subjective social 

class was not significant, b = -.01, t(235) = -.09, p = .93: Willingness to engage in the 

prestige strategies had no relationship with subjective social class in either the 

independent construal of power condition, b = -.01, t(235) = -.17, p = .86, or the 

interdependent construal of power condition, b = -.02, t(235) = -.29, p = .78. In other 

words, the interdependent construal of power manipulation eliminated subjective 

class-based differences in attitudes toward political dominance, without influencing 

attitudes toward prestige.   

*** 

Figure 6 

*** 

 Desire for Positions of Power. We conducted an identical regression 

predicting desire for positions of power. The Condition x Subjective Social Class 

interaction achieved significance, b = -.29, t(235) = -2.19, p = .03 (see Figure 8, Lower 

Panel). As hypothesized, participants low in subjective social class showed the 

familiar aversion to seek power when they were invited to think of power in terms of 

personal gain, b = .26, t(235) = 2.86, p < .01, but not when they were invited to think 

of power in terms of helping others, b = -.03, t(235) = -.34, p = .73. 
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 Viewed differently, participants low in subjective social class had a stronger 

desire for positions of power when it was for the benefit of their loved ones than when 

it was for personal gain, b = .87, t(235) = 3.65, p < .001. By contrast, participants high 

in subjective social class desired positions of power equally regardless of whether it 

was for personal gain or for the benefit of their loved ones, b = .13, t(235) = .52, p = 

.60. 

 We then conducted two moderated mediation analyses to examine the role of 

willingness to engage in political dominance in producing these effects (see Figure 9). 

First, we compared the indirect effects of subjective social class on desire for positions 

of power, through willingness to engage in political dominance, separately for each 

condition. This indirect effect was significant in the independent condition [.03, .23], 

but not in the interdependent condition [-.07, .07]; these two indirect effects were 

significantly different from each other [-.27, -.01]. In other words, while participants 

low in subjective social class in the independent condition expressed less willingness 

to engage in political dominance, and therefore less desire for positions of power, 

these relationships were eliminated in the interdependent condition. 

*** 

Figure 9 

*** 

 We also conducted a second moderated mediation analysis in which condition 

served as the independent variable and subjective social class as the moderator 

variable (see Figure 10). The indirect effect of condition on desire for power, through 

willingness to engage in political dominance, was significant for participants low in 
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subjective social class [.10, .60], but not for participants high in subjective social class 

[-.15, .17]. In other words, participants low in subjective social class were more 

willing to pursue positions of power when it was for their family and loved ones 

specifically because thinking of the interdependent benefits of power increased their 

willingness to engage in political dominance. 

*** 

Figure 10 

*** 

Discussion 

 Study 4 showed that framing power in terms of helping and improving their 

beloveds’ welfare eliminated the aversion of participants low in subjective social class 

toward political dominance and power seeking. These findings confirm that the 

aversion of these individuals to political dominance stems from its incompatibility 

with their interdependent self-construal. Moreover, they suggest that one way of 

making individuals low in subjective social class feel more comfortable in pursuing 

positions of power in political environments is by reframing power as a superordinate 

goal that matches their interdependent self-construal.  

General Discussion 

In seven studies, we found support for our theoretical arguments about class 

and desire for positions of power. We first confirmed that most people view political 

dominance and prestige as effective and necessary strategies for acquiring power 

(Pilot Studies A and B). Then, in five studies, we found that relative to individuals 

high in subjective social class, individuals low in subjective social class are less 



  

 49 

interested in seeking positions of power (Studies 1A-4). Further, we found that their 

disinterest in power stems from their aversion to engage in political dominance 

(Studies 1A, 1B, 2, and 4), and that this aversion occurs because individuals low in 

subjective social class find that political dominance clashes with their (interdependent) 

self-construal (Study 1B, Study 2, Study 4). Finally, we demonstrated that individuals 

low in subjective social class desire power just as much as individuals high in 

subjective social class under at least two circumstances: When they work in 

organizations where advancement comes from prestige (Study 2), and when they 

frame power as a superordinate interdependent goal of improving others’ welfare 

(Study 4). This final study shows that when power is for their family and loved ones, 

individuals low in subjective social class are willing to engage in the behaviors that 

clash with their self-construal to acquire positions of power. Overall, these results 

suggest an additional structural mechanism that helps perpetuate the class divide. 

Because people perceive – accurately (Mintzberg, 1985; Ferris et al., 2007; Pfeffer, 

2010) – that advancement often requires some degree of political dominance, those 

members of the lower class who recognize their disadvantaged position often fail to 

pursue advancement in the first place, further entrenching their low status. 

We also explored two alternative explanations. First, we explored the Reverse 

Causality Hypothesis – the idea that individuals low in subjective social class do not 

want or value power, which causes them to become unwilling to engage in political 

dominance. Our data from Studies 1A and 1B demonstrated that this is not necessarily 

the case; in fact, individuals low in subjective social class do want to be in positions of 

power, especially when they can acquire it through prestige (Study 2), and when they 
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frame power as a superordinate interdependent goal of improving others’ welfare 

(Study 4).  

We also explored the possibility that individuals low in subjective social class 

view political dominance as an ineffective strategy for acquiring positions of power. 

Pilot Study A investigated this directly, and found that individuals low in subjective 

social class view political dominance as an effective route to power just as much as 

individuals high in subjective social class. However, Pilot Study A leaves open the 

possibility that individuals low in subjective social class think that political dominance 

is effective generally for others, but not for them. For example, they may fear that 

engaging in these behaviors will not get them power because doing so might cause 

others to punish them, or doubt their legitimacy. 

Two pieces of evidence make this account seem less plausible. First, Study 4 

showed that individuals low in subjective social class are willing to engage in political 

dominance when they frame the superordinate goal of power in an interdependent 

fashion. This suggests that individuals low in subjective social class must believe that 

political behaviors can serve as an effective strategy for acquiring positions of power, 

otherwise they would have no reason to engage in those behaviors, even for the sake 

of an interdependent goal. Second, research suggests that individuals across the class 

spectrum worry about the legitimacy of their status: Members of both the upper and 

lower classes want to believe that their outcomes are solely based on their merit 

(Kluegel & Smith, 1986), and high-status individuals want others to see their status as 

legitimate (e.g., Branscombe, 1998; Iyer, Leach, & Crosby, 2003; Kraus & Keltner, 

2013; Lowery, Knowles, & Unzueta, 2007; Swim & Miller, 1999). Therefore we see 



  

 51 

no reason to believe that only members of the lower class would worry about the 

legitimacy consequences of achieving power through political dominance. Taken 

together, this alternative account seems less plausible in light of the empirical 

evidence and the existing literature.  

Social class and underrepresentation in positions of power 

Members of socially disadvantaged groups are underrepresented in positions of 

power and authority. Many scholars have attributed this reality to discrimination and 

bias (Acker, 1990; Baron & Bielby, 1986; Moss & Tilly, 2003; Pager et al., 2009), 

lack of quality mentoring (Blake-Beard, 2001; Essien, 2003), exclusion from social 

and informational networks (Essien, 2003; McGuire, 2002), and the role of education 

and experience (Elliott & Smith, 2004; McGuire & Reskin 1993; Smith, 2002). These 

explanations all describe mechanisms by which society blocks the advancement of 

members of the lower class, in spite of their best efforts and intentions.  

Taking a different approach, our work highlights the importance of a different 

set of concerns in understanding why disadvantaged group members are 

underrepresented in positions of power and authority. Specifically, our work shows 

that one barrier that makes it difficult for people who are aware of their disadvantaged 

status to pursue positions of power is that they see that, in today’s world, acquiring 

positions of power requires not only enacting prestige, but also political dominance – a 

strategy that clashes with their interdependent orientation. Because they feel 

uncomfortable enacting political dominance, individuals who feel they are part of 

lower class may be more likely to opt out of the competition for positions of power to 
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begin with, leaving more positions of power and authority open for individuals who 

know they belong to the higher class. 

In other words, our perspective suggests that structural features can not only 

interfere with the efforts of members of the lower social class to advance, but inhibit 

them from deploying those efforts to begin with, at least to the extent that they 

recognize their low status. At least two other perspectives make related points; we 

discuss these below. 

System Justification Theory. System Justification Theory (SJT; Jost, Banaji, 

& Nosek, 2004) also posits, as we do here, that members of the lower class opt out of 

the competition for positions of power and authority. SJT anchors on the idea that 

people are motivated to see their society as fair and just, and therefore view their 

status in society as deserved. Thus, from the perspective of SJT, members of 

disadvantaged groups choose to opt out because they feel they deserve to be at the 

bottom of the hierarchy, rather than at the top. For example, they may see themselves 

as lacking ambition, talent, and skill (e.g., Jost & Burgess, 2000; Laurin, Kay, & 

Shepherd, 2011).  

Our perspective shares some similarities with SJT; for example, like SJT, our 

theory proposes that individuals low in subjective social class are unwilling to seek 

positions of power because of existing structural arrangements (e.g., inequality, 

dynamics of workplace advancement). However, unlike SJT, which argues that 

existing structural arrangements cause these individuals to see themselves as unworthy 

of positions of power, we argue that structural arrangements cause them to find the 

process of acquiring power uncomfortable and distasteful. These two theoretical 
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perspectives offer different, but complementary, solutions for rectifying inequality. 

For example, from the perspective of SJT, rectifying inequality requires implementing 

interventions that reduce people’s bias towards upholding the status quo and 

interventions that change how members of disadvantaged groups view their own 

personal abilities. From our theoretical perspective, rectifying inequality requires 

raising awareness about the importance of identity in the workplace, rethinking more 

broadly how organizations can foster advancement dynamics that is more inclusive for 

people of different orientations and backgrounds, and matching power to how people 

see themselves and what they value and aspire for.  

 Beliefs that the world is unfair. Even though people are often motivated to 

believe that the world they live in is fair and meritocratic (Adams, 1965; Jost et al., 

2004; Lerner, 1980; van den Bos & Lind, 2002; Walster, Berscheid, & Walster, 1973), 

people vary in the extent to which they explicitly endorse this belief (e.g., Dalbert, 

2002; Dzuka & Dalbert, 2002, 2007; Lipkus, 1991; Lipkus, Dalbert, & Siegler, 1996; 

Otto & Dalbert, 2005). Those who strongly believe that they live in a meritocratic 

world tend to be happier and more confident in life (Dalbert, 2002; Dzuka & Dalbert, 

2002, 2007; Lipkus et al., 1996; Otto & Dalbert, 2005). More importantly, those who 

believe that they live in a fair world are more willing to pursue their goals: They strive 

to attain their goals, knowing that their efforts will get rewarded (e.g., Laurin et al., 

2011, see also Hafer, 2000; Hafer, Bègue, Choma, & Dempsey, 2005).  

If, as some research suggests, members of the lower class perceive the world as 

less fair (e.g., Kraus & Keltner, 2013), they might be especially likely to abandon any 

goals to pursue power – they believe that striving for power is pointless because their 
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efforts directed at changing their status will not go far. This perspective is related to 

but conceptually different from our theorizing. Whereas our theoretical account 

indicates that individuals low in subjective social class opt out of positions of power 

because some behaviors required for attaining them clashes with their self-construal, 

the fairness account suggests that this occurs because members of the lower class do 

not believe there is anything they can do to effectively gain power. Moreover, from 

the fairness perspective, rectifying inequality requires implementing interventions that 

make lower class individuals believe that the social environment is fair, so that they 

can feel that pursuing their goals is worth the effort. Such interventions would fail to 

address the self-related concerns we have identified here. 

The Reproduction of Inequality 

 Our findings may also help illuminate the persistence of class hierarchies 

(Kohn & Schooler, 1969; Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Markus & Kitayama, 2010). Our 

findings suggest that social class categories may reproduce because norms of power 

acquisition in organizations impede members of the lower class from pursuing 

advancement, at least to the extent that they recognize their disadvantaged social 

status. Because of these norms, members of the lower class miss out on the wealth and 

status that positions of power afford. These norms also dissuade them from pursuing 

positions that would grant them power to create a system that would improve 

opportunities for their lower class peers. Thus, when they implicitly tie positions of 

power to political dominance, organizations may discourage those at a disadvantage 

from moving up, thereby contributing to the growing class divide.  

 There are important social costs when members of socially disadvantaged 
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groups are underrepresented in positions of power and authority. For example, their 

underrepresentation can be a barrier for social innovation, because members of such 

groups are likely to possess unique and valuable insights that can stimulate creativity 

and divergent thinking (Nemeth, 1986; Mannix & Neale, 2005). In addition, 

underrepresentation of socially disadvantaged members in positions of power can 

foster perceptions of imbalance and systemic unfairness, which can contribute to 

dissatisfaction and lower compliance with the existing social system (Tyler, 1994).  

Encouraging diversity in upper-level positions, while not always easy, can be 

fruitful for organizations (e.g., Nemeth, 1986; Mannix & Neale, 2005). The studies we 

report here provide some indication as to how such diversity might be achieved. Our 

findings suggest that it is important to consider whether people feel that attaining 

positions of power represents a goal consistent with how they see themselves. For 

members of the lower class, securing positions of power for the purpose of advancing 

personal wealth and status may not be a pursuit in line with their self-construal. This 

implies that simply offering wealth and other material incentives may not be enough to 

motivate members of the lower social class to participate in politics and to seek 

positions of influence. Rather, it might be more effective to acknowledge their 

background (e.g., Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014) and to contextualize power in 

light of their valued goals (e.g., Piff et al., 2012). In other words, if the aim were to 

increase upper-level diversity and encourage participation among members of the 

lower class in contexts where some degree of politics is necessary (or cannot be 

avoided), then appealing to their goals relating to their family and social community 

may be a promising solution. Broadly, our findings suggest that self-construal can be 
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leveraged to mitigate these class-based differences in power-seeking.   

Lay theories of power 

Our findings also speak to people’s lay theories about how they must act to 

obtain positions of power. In the current investigation, we mapped a longstanding 

debate in the literature onto people’s lay theories about power acquisition, finding that 

intuitively, people believe both strategies are effective and even necessary. These 

findings suggest that, from the lay perspective, the individuals who will successfully 

attain positions of power are those who are comfortable not only with prestige, but 

also with political dominance. 

One important question emerging from this finding is whether these lay 

theories are in fact accurate. As noted in the introduction, scholars debate whether 

power is, in reality, primarily acquired through prestige (Anderson & Kildfuff, 2009; 

Berger et al., 1972; Blau, 1964; Hollander & Julian, 1969; Thibaut & Kelly, 1959) or 

dominance (Buss & Duntley, 2006; Chagnon, 1983; Christie & Geis, 1970; Ferris et 

al., 2007; Griskevicius et al., 2009; Hill & Hurtado, 1996; Mazur, 1973; Mintzberg, 

1985; Pfeffer, 2010). More recently, some theorists have posited that both pathways 

can promote influence and rank (Cheng et al., 2013; Henrich & Gil-White, 2001; 

Maner & Mead, 2010; Mead & Maner, 2012). This newer perspective suggests 

people’s lay theories may be accurate: That power does in fact come from both 

prestige and political dominance. However, we have found that people believe that 

prestige and political dominance are not only effective routes to power, but necessary 

for acquiring power, and that of the two, prestige is more necessary. The existing 

literature offers no clear answer as to whether this particular form of the lay theory is 
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accurate. 

Setting aside the question of overall accuracy, another related question is 

whether people’s lay theories are sensitive to situational differences. In other words, 

can people reliably distinguish between organizations where the primary path to power 

is prestige, and organizations where the primary path to power is political dominance? 

Our findings from Study 2 indicate that lower class individuals’ perceptions of the 

primary path to power strongly influence their behavior; however we have no 

evidence that can speak to how easily people are able to recognize the primary path to 

power in their specific organization. This question seems important: A person who 

accurately perceives the behaviors required for advancement will likely advance much 

more effectively than a person whose lay theory does not match the situation at hand. 

One particular issue to consider is whether these effects are robust across 

different industries and organizational settings. In Study 2, we found that participants 

low in subjective social class showed a lower desire for power relative to participants 

high in subjective social class when they imagined themselves working for a 

consulting firm in which power is primarily attained through political dominance. 

However, would we have obtained the same results if we had used a different setting 

to test our hypothesis (e.g., factory setting, industrial work)? In our view, the type of 

organizational culture matters more than the organization per se – we would predict 

that participants low in subjective social class would show reluctance to seek 

advancement in all organizational cultures that compel them to behave in ways 

contrary to their interdependent self-construal, regardless of industry. 

That being said, we also believe it is worth exploring the extent to which 
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people view prestige and political dominance behaviors as being common, and more 

particularly the extent to which these perceptions vary across different industries. 

People may observe some power-seeking behaviors (e.g., “working hard”, “kissing 

up”) as more common than others (e.g., “manipulating others”), which may translate 

into specific intuitions about certain professions and industries. For example, do 

people intuitively believe that some professions and industries (e.g., business, policy-

making) require a higher degree of political behavior compared to others (e.g., 

academia, medicine)? Do people view some professions and industries as more 

prestige-based, while others as more politics-based? And if so, do these lay beliefs 

influence how people choose which careers to pursue? Answering these questions may 

help us further understand how the psychology of social class helps shape the make-up 

of different sectors of society.  

Another related question pertains to people’s lay theories about the 

maintenance of power: What do people believe they would have to do to hold onto a 

position of power, once they had acquired it? In the United States, at least, people 

view power as something to be used for advancing one’s personal agenda (see Torelli 

& Shavitt, 2010), and thus, people may believe that engaging in political behaviors is 

part of maintaining and exercising power. If this is true, this could be an additional 

reason why members of the lower class are reluctant to seek positions of power: They 

may believe that doing so successfully will commit them to a lifetime of political 

dominance, a prospect they may find unpleasant.  

Finally, taking a step back from our focus on lay theories as a normative 

concept, we might also consider individual differences in these theories. That is, some 
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people may think that political dominance is more necessary for gaining power, while 

some people may think that prestige is. These idiosyncratic lay theories of power 

might be important for several reasons related to the dynamics of workplace 

advancement. First, people’s lay theories of power may influence their attribution for 

workplace events (Bem, 1967; Kelley, 1973). People who believe that positions of 

power are primarily acquired through prestige will likely attribute a failure to get 

promoted to a lack of competence (e.g., “I wasn’t skilled enough at my job”), which 

might lead to reactions focused on self-improvement. By contrast, people who believe 

that positions of power are primarily acquired through political dominance may 

attribute a failure to get promoted to a lack of political skills (e.g., “I didn’t “kiss up” 

to my boss hard enough”), which might lead to reactions like anger and resentment. 

Alternatively, rather than using their lay theories to guide their responses to successes 

or failures, people may strategically endorse different lay theories to self-enhance 

following successes and failures (Jones & Harris, 1967; Ross, 1977). For example, 

they may feel better about themselves if they can attribute their successes to prestige 

(e.g., “I worked hard at my job to get to the top”), but use political dominance as an 

excuse for their failures (e.g., “I wasn’t favored by the political system”). 

Moreover, individual differences in lay theories may lead to interpersonal 

conflict. This may be especially likely if people’s descriptive lay theories translate into 

proscriptive beliefs about what should lead to positions of power – that is, if those who 

believe that prestige does get people power also believe that prestige should get people 

power, and those who believe that political dominance does get people power also 

believe that political dominance should get people power. If this is the case, then 



  

 60 

people who believe that power is primarily acquired through prestige may believe that 

a fair organization is one that rewards people for working hard and achieving 

expertise. Further, they may believe that those who use political means to get to the 

top are acting unethically. By contrast, if those who believe that power is primarily 

acquired through political dominance also believe this is the way the world should 

operate, then they may judge others who strive to rise in the hierarchy through 

diligence and helpfulness as naïve hopefuls who are doomed to fail.  

 People’s lay theories about power may have a wide range of effects on 

people’s attitudes and behaviors. Here we have started to scratch the surface, finding 

that people’s lay theories of power influence their desire to pursue advancement. 

Future research might do more justice to the nuances of the concept of lay theories of 

power. 

 Conclusion 

 Class is truly powerful: It shapes how people define themselves (e.g., 

Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014), the kinds of activities in which they will 

participate (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 2007; Piff et al., 2012), the choices they will 

make (e.g., Stephens et al., 2007; Piff et al., 2012), and the goals they will pursue (e.g., 

Agnew, 1983). In the present investigation, we add to that list of important outcomes: 

people’s desire for positions of power and authority. Current institutional norms that 

emphasize not only prestige but also political dominance may be one reason why there 

are class-based differences in power-seeking, why class inequalities may continue to 

persist, and why approaches to rectifying inequality that do not address the 
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fundamental discrepancy between class-based self-construals and workplace politics 

may fail.  
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Although several validated measures of subjective social class exist, scholars 

debate how to best measure subjective social class. By far the most commonly used 

existing measure is the MacArthur Scale of Subjective Social Status (Adler, Epel, 

Castellazzo, & Ickovics, 2000; cf. Kraus, Piff, Mendoza-Denton, Rheinschmidt, & 

Keltner, 2012), in which participants indicate their self-perceived position on a 10-

rung ladder representing “people’s standing in society”. Despite its frequent use, 

however, numerous researchers, including the scale’s original creator Nancy Adler, 

have suggested that a major issue with this scale is that it is not clear what, exactly, it 

captures (Adler, 2007). Relatedly, Schriesheim and colleagues (1991), in a widely-

cited paper, advise against using single-item measures to assess status-related 

constructs, and contend instead that multi-item measures are more appropriate.  

Given these issues, we consulted the literature on subjective social class, and 

noted that other published scales (e.g., Griskevicius, Delton, Robertson, & Tybur, 

2011) had their own set of issues. In particular, they focus nearly exclusively on 

access to resources (in particular monetary resources), which is only one of many 

components of subjective social class. Scholars consistently say that subjective social 

class represents one’s acknowledgement that one has the advantages of access to more 

and better resources, and of superordinate positions, compared to others (Adler, Epel, 

Castellazzo, & Ickovics, 2000; Brown, Fukunaga, Umemoto, & Wicker, 1996; Kraus, 

Piff, Mendoza-Denton, Rheinschmidt, & Keltner, 2012; Krieger, Williams, & Moss, 

1997; see also the APA Task Report on Socioeconomic Status, 2007). In other words, 

subjective social class includes not only beliefs about access to resources, but also 

feelings of advantage and influence – and, we would argue, privilege. Indeed, 
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Merriam-Webster defines privilege as “the advantage that wealthy and powerful 

people have over other people in a society,” which bears at least some overlap with 

what scholars say people are acknowledging when they claim high subjective social 

class. Confirming this view, a highly-cited review article states that, “If deprivation 

and poverty represent one end of a socioeconomic spectrum, privilege and wealth 

characterize the other" (p. 362, Krieger et al., 1997). These points lead us to conclude 

that feelings of privilege are an inextricable part of subjective social class. We 

therefore constructed a five-item measure which we believed might represent a more 

face-valid measurement of the multifaceted construct of subjective social class, 

assessing not only beliefs about their access to resources, but also the sense of 

advantage and privilege so central to subjective social class: 

•! Relative to others, I feel I’m in a privileged position in society. 

•! Relative to others, I feel I can expect more favored treatment in society. 

•! Relative to others, I have access to certain resources that others do not have. 

•! Relative to others, I am treated more favorably in society. 

•! Relative to others, I have certain advantages that others do not have.  

Empirical Validation of Our Measure of Subjective Social Class 

We conducted two exhaustive, large-sampled validation studies (NA = 357, NB 

= 402) to add some more direct empirical weight to these arguments. In these studies, 

we sought to establish the validity of our new scale, by accomplishing the three 

following goals: 

1.! Examine the relationship between our scale and both the MacArthur scale and 

another commonly used scale, a 3-item measure developed by Griskevicius 
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and colleagues (2011), and used in subsequent research by Piff and colleagues 

(2012b; “I have enough money to buy things I want, “I don’t need to worry too 

much about paying my bills”, and “I don’t think I’ll have to worry too much 

about money in the future”)  

2.! Establish the predictive validity of our scale, by examining how well it 

correlates with variables theoretically related to subjective social class, and 

comparing those correlations with those obtained using the other, established 

measures of subjective social class; 

3.! Confirm the idea that subjective social class overlaps with feelings of privilege 

in a meaningful way  

Method 

 Participants. Three hundred and fifty seven participants recruited from 

Amazon Mechanical Turk participated in Validation Study A; 402 participants 

recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk participated in Validation Study B. See 

Table S1 for detailed demographic information about these participants.  

*** 

Table S1 

*** 

 Procedure. In both studies, we had participants complete both our measure of 

subjective social class, as well as the MacArthur scale, and the Griskevicius and 

colleagues (2011) measure. In both cases, we embedded these measures in a 

demographics questionnaire, which the participants completed at the end of the study. 



  

 99!

In Validation Study A, we also had participants complete a series of measures 

of constructs theoretically related to subjective social class. Based on a literature 

review, we selected the following constructs as criterion variables: Personal Sense of 

Mastery (Lachman & Weaver, 1998); Attitudes toward Greed (Piff et al., 2012a); 

Attitudes toward Egalitarianism (Belmi & Neale, 2014; Piff, Kraus, Côté, Cheng, & 

Keltner, 2010); and Perceived Control (Kraus et al., 2009). To measure personal sense 

of mastery, we used the scale developed by Lachman and Weaver (1998; sample item: 

“I can do just about anything I really set my mind to” α = .87; 1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 

= Strongly Agree). To measure attitudes toward greed, we used the scale developed 

by Piff and colleagues (2012a; sample items: “Overall, greed is good”, “It is good to 

be greedy”; α = .91; 1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly). To measure attitudes 

toward inequality, we administered the original SDO scale by Pratto and colleagues (α 

= .93; sample item: “Some people are just inferior to others”; 1 = Very Negative, 7 = 

Very Positive) and the revised version of this scale by Ho and colleagues (α = .87; 

sample item: “No one group should dominate in society”;  [reverse-scored]; 1 = Very 

Negative, 7 = Very Positive). To measure perceived control, we used a face-valid 

question taken from the World Values Survey: “Please use this scale where 1 means 

“none at all” and 10 means “a great deal” to indicate how much freedom of choice and 

control you feel over the way your life turns out.” 

 In Validation Study B, we had participants complete a widely-cited measure of 

self-perceived privilege (Liu, Pickett, & Ivey, 2007), to examine the overlap between 

privilege and subjective social class. The measure contains eight subscales: (1) the 

privileges of housing and neighborhood (sample item: “I can be reasonably assured of 
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the safety of my neighborhood”); (2) the privileges of economic liberty (sample item: 

“I can be assured of three meals a day with a variety of choice and good nutrition”); 

(3) the privileges of socio-structural support (sample item: “I expect police to protect 

me and my interests”); (4) the privileges of power (sample item: “I feel able to 

influence schools and other institutions to treat my family fairly and give them 

advantages when they deserve it”); (5) familiarity with high-status norms (sample 

item: “I know proper behavior and etiquette when dining in public”); (6) the privileges 

of self-satisfaction (sample item: “I can look at my life and feel that it has been 

reasonably successful”); (7) the privileges of leaving a heritage (sample item: “I can 

be reasonably certain that my child will be as or more prosperous than I am”); and (8) 

the privileges of leisure (sample item: “I can expect to have a vacation every year”). 

The scales showed acceptable internal consistency (range of α = .77-.92).12 

Results 

 Correlations between the three measures of subjective social class. Table 

S2 presents the descriptive statistics and the interrcorrelations between the three 

measures of subjective social class. First, we found that our scale correlates strongly 

with the two existing measures of subjective social class (Validation Study A: 

rourmeasure-AdlerLadder = .53; rourmeasure-Piff/Griskevicius = .50; Validation Study B: rourmeasure-

AdlerLadder = .52; rourmeasureANDPiff/Griskevicius = .56). Importantly, these effect sizes were 

similar to those representing the correlation between the other two previously 

validated scales (Validation Study A: rAdlersLadder-Piff/Griskevicius = .57; Validation Study B: 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 Of the eight subscales, two failed to achieve the .60 cutoff for acceptable internal consistency: 
familiarity with higher status behavioral norms (alpha = .42) and the privileges of self-satisfaction 
(alpha = .55). We therefore analyzed these two measures at the item-level, and found virtually identical 
results. For parsimony purposes, we report the results for these two subscales at the composite level.  
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rAdlersLadder-Piff/Griskevicius = .61). In other words, our measure is as related to these other 

more established measures of social class as these measures are to each other.   

*** 

Table S2 

*** 

Predictive Validity. Second, we computed correlations between each of the 

three measures of subjective social class and the criterion variables that are 

theoretically related to subjective social class. In each case, we found that the three 

measures of subjective social class showed very similar effect sizes in predicting the 

external criterion variable (rsourmeasure: .18 to .31; rsAdlerladder: .15 to .34; rsPiff/Griskevicius: 

.11 to .37; see Table S3 for zero-order correlations and Table S4 for standardized beta-

weights controlling for ethnicity, gender, and income). In other words, our measure 

was just as good at predicting theoretically related constructs, compared to the other 

measures of social class. 

*** 

Tables S3 and S4 

*** 

 Subjective social class and self-perceived privilege. Finally, we examined 

the relationship between subjective social class and privilege. We, along with other 

scholars (Brown, Fukunaga, Umemoto, & Wicker, 1996; Krieger, Williams, & Moss, 

1997; see also the APA Task Report on Socioeconomic Status, 2007), have argued 

that feelings of privilege overlap in a meaningful way with subjective social class, and 

constructed our scale to reflect this idea. Not surprisingly, our scale indeed correlated 
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strongly with the privilege measure (rs of .36 to .64). We also found, however, equally 

strong correlations between the privilege measures and both the ladder measure (rs of 

.39 to .57) and the Piff/Griskevicius measure (rs of .41 to .79). This supports our 

contention that feelings of privilege overlap in a meaningful way with subjective 

social class; moreover it demonstrates that this is no more or less true for our measure 

as for either of these other measures (see Tables S5 and S6). 

*** 

Tables S5 and S6 

*** 

Summary 

We had originally designed this scale to explicitly capture all the theoretically 

identified facets of subjective social class. We found that our new measure captures 

social class in a similar way to the two previously established measures, and also has 

the benefit of face validity. In other words, these validation studies indicate that our 

measure is just as appropriate to use in these studies as the two widely used measures 

to which we compared it. 
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In each of our studies, we included at least one measure of objective social 

class. In each study, we conducted additional analyses, replacing subjective social 

class with the available measures of objective social class, to confirm our expectation 

that subjective social class plays a more proximal role in the processes we have 

documented. 

Pilot Study A and B 

In Pilot Studies A and B, we measured income and educational attainment, 

which were embedded in the demographic questionnaire that the participants 

completed at the end of the study. Participants used an 8-point scale to report their 

annual income (1 = Less than $9,999, 2 = $10,000 – $19,999, 3 = $20,000 – $29,999, 

4 = $30,000 - $49,999, 5 = $50,000 – $74,999, 6 = $75,000 - $99,999, 7 = $100,000 - 

$200,000, 8 = Greater than $200,000). They indicated their educational attainment 

using a 5-point scale (1 = Some High School, 2 = High School Degree, 3 = Some 

College Experience, 4 = College Degree, 5 = Professional Degree/ Graduate Degree). 

In Pilot Study A, the two measures of objective social class showed a less than 

marginal positive relationship with each other (reducation/income = .11, p = .23), and were 

both correlated with our measure of subjective social class (rsubjective/education = .20, p = 

.03; rsubjective/income = .36, p < .001). In Pilot Study B, the two measures of objective 

social class were both correlated with each other (reducation/income = .30, p < .001), and 

with our measure of subjective social class (rsubjective/education = .30, p < .001; 

rsubjective/income = .29, p < .001). These effect sizes are consistent with those previously 

reported in the literature (see Kraus et al., 2012).  

Results 
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*** 

Table S7 

*** 

We repeated our analyses from the pilot study twice, first using income, then 

education, as our objective social class variable. As Table S7 shows, the key Objective 

Social Class x Strategy Type interactions failed to achieve significance in predicting 

perceived effectiveness ratings and perceived necessity ratings. Education and income 

were unrelated to the perceived effectiveness / necessity of prestige strategies and of 

political dominance strategies.  

Study 1A 

In Study 1A, the measures of objective social class were income, educational 

attainment, and parental educational attainment. Participants used the same rating 

scales from the pilot studies to report their income and education. They also used the 

same 5-point rating scale (1 = Some High School, 2 = High School Degree, 3 = Some 

College Experience, 4 = College Degree, 5 = Professional Degree/ Graduate Degree) 

to indicate their mother’s educational attainment and their father’s educational 

attainment. We combined these highly correlated (r = .59) measures into a composite 

score for parental educational attainment.   

These three measures of objective social class were correlated with each other 

(rparenteduc/participanteduc = .24, p < .001; rparenteduc/income  = .11, p < .05 , rincome/ participanteduc = 

.26, p < .001), and with our subjective social class measure (rsubjective/participanteduc = .18, 

p < .001; rsubjective/income  = .26, p < .001; rsubjective/ participanteduc = .26, p < .001). These 
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effect sizes are similar to those previously reported in the literature (see Kraus et al., 

2012).  

Results 

We repeated our analyses from Study 1A three times, each time substituting 

one of the measures of objective social class for our measure of subjective social class. 

The key outcomes are presented in Table S8. 

*** 

Table S8 

*** 

Willingness to Engage in Power-Seeking Strategies. We first examined 

participants' willingness to engage in the two strategies. As Table S8 shows, the key 

Objective Social Class x Strategy Type interaction failed to achieve significance using 

education as the marker of objective social class, but did so when we used income or 

parental education as the markers. In both cases, the simple effects were significant 

and in the predicted direction. These results indicate that participants with lower 

income or less educated parents were less willing to engage in political dominance 

behaviors, but no less willing to engage in prestige, compared to participants with 

higher income or more educated parents.  

Desire for Power. We then examined participants' desire for positions of 

power. As Table S8 shows, only income significantly predicted this desire, although 

the effect also approached significance in the expected direction in the case of parental 

education. We then examined the indirect paths leading from class to desire for power, 

via willingness to engage in political dominance using bias-corrected bootstraps (1000 
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iterations; see Figure S1). The indirect path approached marginal significance for both 

income and parental education, and failed to achieve significance for participant’s 

education. 

*** 

Figure S1 

**** 

Summary of Findings 

Taken together the results of Study 1A showed that income, and to a lesser 

degree parental education, played a role similar to that of subjective social class.  

Study 1B 

We used the same measures of objective social class in Study 1B as we did in 

Study 1A. As in Study 1A, the three measures of objective social class were correlated 

with each other (rparenteduc/participanteduc = .33, p < .001; rparenteduc/income  = .14, p < .01 , 

rincome/ participanteduc = .33, p < .001), and with our subjective social class measure 

(rsubjective/participanteduc = .25, p < .001; rsubjective/income  = .17, p < .01; rsubjective/ participanteduc = 

.18, p < .001).  

Results 

Three participants did not report their income, one participant did not report his 

educational attainment, and two participants did not indicate their parents’ educational 

attainment; the relevant analyses excluded these participants. The key results are 

presented in Table S8. 
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Willingness to Engage in Power-Seeking Strategies. Linear mixed model 

analyses similar to those we reported in Study 1A yielded no significant results. None 

of the interactions and simple effects achieved significance.    

Desire for Positions of Power. Next, we explored how each measure of 

objective social class related to people’s desire for positions of power using standard 

OLS. None of the measures significantly related to participants’ desire for positions of 

power.  

 Test of Indirect Effects. Finally, we examined the indirect paths leading from 

class to desire for power, via willingness to engage in political dominance using bias-

corrected bootstraps (1000 iterations; see Figure S2). Not surprisingly, given the lack 

of effects in our previous analyses, no significant indirect effects emerged in these 

tests.  

*** 

Figure S2 

**** 

Summary of Findings 

Contrary to Study 1A, in Study 1B none of the objective social class measures 

produced effects similar to those of subjective social class. 

Study 2 

In Study 2, we measured annual household income. Participants (all of whom 

were college participants) reported their annual family household income using the 

same scale from Study 1A and Study 1B. As in the previous studies, income was 

correlated with our subjective social class measure (r = .27, p < .001) 
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Results 

*** 

Table S9 

*** 

 We repeated all of our analyses in the main text, this time using income in lieu 

of subjective social class. All of the key results are summarized in Table S9; none of 

the key effects of theoretical interest attained significance. The only objective social 

class effect that came close to achieving traditional levels of significance was a 

marginal tendency for lower income participants to report greater competence-based 

concerns in the power-through-political dominance condition compared to higher 

income participants. Interestingly, as reported in the main text, we found a similar 

marginal effect when we used subjective social class in our analysis.  

Study 3 

The objective social class measure for Study 3 was annual household income. 

Participants (all of whom were MBA students) reported their annual family household 

income using the same scale from Study 1A, Study 1B, and Study 2. Income was 

correlated with our subjective childhood social class measure (r = .29, p = .02). 

Results  

*** 

Table S10 

*** 

We used logistic regression to predict participants’ likelihood of having chosen 

each of the classes on our list (0 = Not Selected, +1 = Selected) using income (mean-
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centered), and found no such relationship between income and interest in taking the 

paths to power course b = .02, z(66) = .11, p = .92, or income and any of the other 

courses (ps > .07; see Table S10). 

Study 4 

The objective social class measure for Study 4 was annual household income. 

Participants (all of whom were college students) reported their annual family 

household income using the same scale from the previous studies. As in the previous 

studies, income was correlated with our subjective social class measure (r = .23, p < 

.001). 

Results 

*** 

Table S11 

*** 

We repeated all of our analyses in the main text, this time using income in lieu 

of subjective social class. All of the key results are summarized in Table S11. As can 

be seen from that table, none of the key effects of theoretical interest attained 

significance. The only significant class effect that emerged in these analyses was an 

unexpected tendency for lower income participants to report lower willingness to 

engage in prestige behaviors in the interdependent construal of power condition 

compared to higher income participants. Because we do not have any theoretical basis 

for expecting such an effect, and because we can think of no sensible way to explain 

it, we hesitate to treat it as meaningful. 

Overall Summary of Studies 1A to 4 
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Objective social class predicted desire for power and willingness to engage in 

political dominance in only one (i.e., Study 1A) out of the five studies. In the majority 

of these re-analyses, objective social class showed no relationship with desire for 

power or willingness to engage in political dominance, although in many cases the 

predicted interactions and simple effects were in the right direction. Taken together, 

these analyses suggest that our measure of subjective social class captures our effects 

more reliably than do measures of objective social class. We found these results 

unsurprising, as they are consistent with the results of other investigations which have 

directly compared the effects of objective versus subjective social class on constructs 

related to independence and interdependence (Kraus et al., 2009; Curhan et al., 2014). 
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In an effort to demonstrate that our results truly do arise from subjective social 

class, rather than from some other related demographic variable, we repeated all of our 

analyses, controlling for gender and ethnicity. 

Pilot Study A and B 

 We conducted separate linear mixed-model analyses for our two samples, 

regressing effectiveness ratings (Pilot Study A sample) and necessity ratings (Pilot 

Study B sample) on subjective social class (mean-centered), strategy type (dummy 

coded: 0 = political dominance, 1 = prestige-based) and the interaction of the two 

predictor variables 

*** 

Table S12 

*** 

 As Table S12 shows, the Subjective Social Class x Strategy type interactions 

predicting effectiveness and necessity ratings remained non-significant, and gender 

and ethnicity had no effects.  

Study 1A 

 Willingness to Perform Power-Seeking Strategies. Using LMER, we 

regressed willingness ratings on gender (dummy coded: 0 = Females + 1 = Males), 

ethnicity (dummy coded: 0 = Ethnic Minorities, + 1 = Whites), subjective social class 

(mean-centered), strategy type (dummy coded: 0 = political dominance, 1 = prestige) 

and the interaction between subjective social class and strategy type.  

*** 

Table S13 
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*** 

 As Table S13 (Model 3) shows, the predicted Subjective Social Class x 

Strategy type interaction and the relationship between subjective social class and 

willingness to engage in political dominance remained robust even after controlling 

for ethnicity and gender. Moreover, gender and ethnicity had no effects.  

 Desire for Positions of Power. Using standard OLS, we regressed desire for 

positions of power on subjective social class, dummy-coded gender, and dummy-

coded ethnicity. As Table S13 (Model 6) shows, ethnic minorities and men showed a 

stronger desire for power. Importantly, the effect of subjective social class persisted 

even after controlling for these variables, and the indirect effect of class via 

willingness to engage in political dominance remained significant.   

Study 1B 

 Willingness to Perform Power-Seeking Strategies. We conducted analyses 

identical to those of Study 1A. As Table S14 (Model 3) shows, the predicted 

Subjective Social Class x Strategy type interaction and the relationship between 

subjective social class and willingness to engage in political dominance remained 

robust even after controlling for ethnicity and gender. Moreover, gender and ethnicity 

had no effects. 

*** 

Table S14 

*** 

 Desire for Positions of Power. As Table S14 (Model 6) shows, ethnic 

minorities and men showed a stronger desire for power. Importantly, the effect of 
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subjective social class persisted even after controlling for these variables, and the 

indirect effect of subjective social class via willingness to engage in political 

dominance remained significant.  

*** 

Table S15 

*** 

 Communal Orientation. As Table S15 (Model 6) shows, women were more 

communally oriented than men. Importantly, the relationship between subjective 

social class and communal orientation persisted even after controlling for gender and 

ethnicity. Furthermore, the indirect effect of subjective social class on willingness to 

engage in political dominance via communal orientation was also significant.  

Study 2 

We repeated our analyses in the main text and regressed the relevant dependent 

variables on ethnicity (dummy-coded: 0 = Ethnic Minorities, +1 = Whites), gender 

(dummy-coded: 0 = Females, +1 = Males), condition (dummy-coded: 0 = Power-

through-Political-Dominance Condition, 1 = Power-through-Prestige Condition), 

subjective social class (mean-centered), and the interaction between condition and 

subjective social class.  

*** 

Table S16 

*** 

 As Table S16 shows, all of the predicted interactions and simple effects 

remained robust even after controlling for ethnicity and gender. The indirect effect of 
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subjective social class on desire for power via self-related concerns also remained 

significant. Ethnicity was unrelated to self-related concerns, competence concerns, and 

desire for power; gender was unrelated to both types of concerns, but men reported a 

greater interest to seek advancement compared to women.   

Study 3 

 We reran our logistic regression analysis controlling for gender and ethnicity, 

and found that the relationship between subjective childhood social class and interest 

in the power class remained robust controlling for demographic variables (i.e., 

ethnicity and gender; b = .74, z[64] = 2.40, p = .02). Moreover, neither gender nor 

ethnicity showed any effects. 

Study 4 

We repeated our analyses in the main text and regressed the relevant dependent 

variables on ethnicity (dummy-coded: 0 = Ethnic Minorities, +1 = Whites), gender 

(dummy-coded: 0 = Females, +1 = Males), condition (dummy-coded: 0 = Independent 

Construal of Power Condition, +1 = Interdependent Construal of Power Condition), 

subjective social class (mean-centered), and the interaction between condition and 

subjective social class. 

*** 

Table S17 

*** 

 As Table S17 shows, all of the predicted interactions and simple effects 

remained robust even after controlling for ethnicity and gender. In the political 

dominance condition, the indirect effect of subjective social class via willingness to 
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engage in political dominance also remained significant. Ethnicity was unrelated to 

willingness to engage in political dominance (Model 3) and desire for power (Model 

9), but ethnic minority participants reported lower willingness to engage in prestige 

behaviors, compared to White participants. Women, compared to men, were less 

willing to engage in political dominance (Model 3), more willing to engage in prestige 

(Model 6), and less interested in pursuing positions of power (Model 9).  
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