
Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin
2015, Vol. 41(8) 1135 –1146
© 2015 by the Society for Personality
and Social Psychology, Inc
Reprints and permissions: 
sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
DOI: 10.1177/0146167215591494
pspb.sagepub.com

Article

The state of having power, or asymmetric control over 
resources relative to another person, is known to afford a 
variety of psychological and social benefits (see Fiske, 
2010), including increased distinctiveness (Lee & Tiedens, 
2001) and heightened attention from others (Fiske, 1993). 
Because power provides material, psychological, and social 
benefits, it is generally perceived as a desirable and desired 
social commodity (Kifer, Heller, Perunovic, & Galinsky, 
2013). In addition, power facilitates behavioral approach ori-
entation (Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003), leading to 
a focus on the self as well as an agentic tendency to pursue 
rewards. Consistent with these findings, power often triggers 
dominant behaviors, either in the service of goal pursuit or in 
an attempt to preserve one’s position in the hierarchy 
(Georgesen & Harris, 1998; Goodwin, Operario, & Fiske, 
1998; Kipnis, 1972). By displaying such dominance and thus 
exerting asymmetric control over their more submissive 
peers, power-holders are able to maintain their distinctive 
and superior positions.

In contrast to the idea that power is an appealing experi-
ence, however, some people report discomfort with if not 
outright distaste for power, even the power that they them-
selves possess (Gruenfeld & Tiedens, 2010). For instance, 
Lee and Tiedens (2001) described how power feels lonely 
despite being accompanied by high levels of actual interde-
pendence. Other research has shown that mismatches 
between power and self-perceptions can lead to psychologi-
cal and behavioral displays of discomfort (Chen, Langner, & 

Mendoza-Denton, 2009; Fast & Chen, 2009). This leads to 
the possibility that some powerful individuals exhibit more 
(or less) dominance than others. In the present research, we 
examine a novel idea—that power-holders who have a high 
need to belong and fit in with others will view the distinctive-
ness that accompanies their power as threatening, and will 
respond by engaging in more submissive behaviors relative 
to power-holders who have a low need to belong.

Power and Social Distinctiveness

Traditional definitions of power state that power-holders are 
less dependent on their subordinates than subordinates are on 
power-holders (e.g., Emerson, 1962). This difference in rela-
tive dependence serves to enhance distinctiveness from others, 
in part because power-holders are less motivated to attend to 
the needs, characteristics, and psychological states of their 
subordinates than the reverse (Fiske, 1993). For example, 
power makes people less likely to take others’ perspectives 
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(Galinsky, Magee, Inesi, & Gruenfeld, 2006), more likely to 
see others as objects (Gruenfeld, Inesi, Magee, & Galinsky, 
2008), and more prone to react against the goals that others 
would like them to pursue (Inesi & Rios, 2013). At the same 
time, it is in subordinates’ best interests to pay close attention 
to the powerful and monitor their actions (Fiske, 1993), which 
means that power-holders frequently come to be seen—and to 
see themselves—as distinctive (Lee & Tiedens, 2001).

As noted earlier, holding power is widely regarded as a 
positive state for those who have it. For example, power 
affords the ability to control others’ outcomes and get what 
one wants, as well as respect and admiration from one’s peers 
(i.e., high status; Fiske, 2010). Thus, to maintain their position 
on top of the social hierarchy, power-holders often exhibit 
indirect as well as direct attempts to dominate and control 
other people. Such attempts include stereotyping lower-power 
individuals and groups (Fiske, 1993; Goodwin et al., 1998), 
evaluating others negatively (Georgesen & Harris, 1998), and 
using coercive influence tactics (Kipnis, 1972). Through these 
behaviors, power-holders remain distinctive by continuing to 
garner disproportionate levels of control, status, and attention 
relative to others (Fiske, 1993; Lee & Tiedens, 2001).

The above ideas are predicated on the notion that the power-
ful are motivated to be distinctive from other people. To main-
tain their position, power-holders must demonstrate that they 
stand out from their peers in positive ways—for example, that 
they are larger, more competent, better liked, or generally supe-
rior. Otherwise, they may come to be seen as no different and 
no more worthy of a dominant position, compared with the 
general population. Yet, there is reason to suggest that the dis-
tinctiveness and attention that accompany power are not always 
desirable. For instance, recent research suggests that some 
people are reluctant to assume high-ranked positions within a 
group, due to their expectations that other group members will 
perceive them as contributing little value (Anderson, Willer, 
Kilduff, & Brown, 2012). As a result, they tend to self-efface 
by rating themselves as lower in status than do their peers 
(Anderson, Srivastava, Beer, Spataro, & Chatman, 2006). In 
the present work, we introduce a different theoretical account 
of when and why individuals may find power aversive, and we 
directly explore the consequences of this aversion for submis-
siveness, defined as behavior that signals attempts to be subor-
dinate and yield to others (Gilbert, 1992; Gilbert & Allan, 
1994). This explanation is rooted in the notion that people not 
only have a strong need to be distinctive, but are also motivated 
to belong and connect with others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 
Brewer, 1991; Leonardelli, Pickett, & Brewer, 2010).

Need to Belong: Seeing Power as 
a Social Threat and Responding 
Submissively

According to Optimal Distinctiveness Theory (Brewer, 
1991; Leonardelli et al., 2010), individuals’ motives for 
belonging and distinctiveness are simultaneous and often in 

competition. As such, when individuals feel too distinctive 
from others, they will strive to assimilate and fit in with their 
peers; whereas when they feel too similar to others, they will 
strive to distinguish themselves from their peers. In other 
words, excessive distinctiveness presents a threat to belong-
ingness motives, and excessive similarity presents a threat to 
distinctiveness motives (Brewer, 1991).

People who have a high chronic or situationally induced 
need to belong strive for meaningful and mutual interpersonal 
connections (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). However, holding a 
powerful position in a hierarchy is associated with increased 
distinctiveness (Lee & Tiedens, 2001) and even social dis-
tance (Lammers, Galinsky, Gordjin, & Otten, 2012; Magee & 
Smith, 2013). Although such distinctiveness is often per-
ceived as a positive aspect of power (Lammers et al., 2012; 
Magee & Smith, 2013), those high in need to belong are 
likely to consider it at odds with their desire for mutual rela-
tionships (see Anderson et al., 2006; Lee & Tiedens, 2001). 
Thus, they may be more uncomfortable with having and 
asserting power than their low need to belong counterparts 
and, accordingly, behave submissively as a means of mini-
mizing distinctiveness between themselves and others.

As noted earlier, power-holders have generally been 
shown to exhibit dominant rather than submissive behaviors 
(Georgesen & Harris, 1998; Goodwin et al., 1998), and little 
research has examined the factors that lead the powerful to 
act submissively. Nevertheless, some studies suggest that 
submissiveness can have important functions in social inter-
actions. For example, non-human animals are thought to dis-
play submissive behaviors to deescalate conflict and signal 
to other (i.e., more dominant) parties that they do not pose a 
threat (Archer, 1988; Caryl, 1988; Schenkel, 1967), and 
humans who are not in a position of power behave submis-
sively with their superiors so as to maintain smooth social 
interactions (Tiedens & Fragale, 2003). Extending these 
findings, we suggest that power-holders who have a high 
need to belong may also perceive that submissiveness serves 
a valuable purpose.

What, specifically, makes powerful individuals more 
likely to respond submissively when they are high (versus 
low) in need to belong? Some scholars have speculated that 
people who are concerned with social acceptance might fear 
the backlash that could result from attaining a powerful or 
high-status position. For instance, they may face resentment 
from those who already occupy such positions for attempting 
to subvert their power and/or from those who do not occupy 
such positions for competing directly with them (Anderson 
et al., 2006). According to research in clinical psychology, 
such anticipated backlash can manifest itself through fear of 
positive evaluation, or anxiety about drawing unwanted posi-
tive attention to the self (e.g., attention that results from 
prominence or status). For individuals high in fear of posi-
tive evaluation, distinctiveness is a drawback rather than an 
advantage of holding power (Weeks, Heimberg, Rodebaugh, 
& Norton, 2008).
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Notably, fear of positive evaluation and fear of negative 
evaluation (i.e., the fear that others will notice one’s short-
comings and faults; Leary, 1983) both independently predict 
submissiveness. However, in the case of fear of negative 
evaluation, the submissiveness stems from internalizing the 
(presumably negative) way that others see the self. By con-
trast, in the case of fear of positive evaluation, the submis-
siveness stems from not wanting one’s distinctive positive 
characteristics (e.g., power) to stand out—that is, from not 
wanting to risk the reprisals triggered by one’s distinctive-
ness (Weeks, Jakatdar, & Heimberg, 2010).

We argue that one predictor of fear of positive evaluation, 
and ultimately submissiveness, is the specific combination of 
power and need to belong. For individuals who are chroni-
cally or induced to be high in need to belong, fitting in with 
others is of paramount importance. Because of this, such 
individuals will seek to blend in with those from whom they 
believe they will incur social repercussions due to their 
power and might do so by behaving more submissively than 
those who are low in need to belong. Submissiveness may be 
perceived as curbing potential backlash and even aggression 
by reducing the amount of attention garnered from others 
(Anderson et al., 2006). Therefore, although power has gen-
erally been found to trigger dominant behavior (Fiske, 1993; 
Georgesen & Harris, 1998; Goodwin et al., 1998), we do not 
expect high need to belong individuals to respond to power 
with dominance. In fact, we predict that, when in power, 
people high in need to belong will be more submissive than 
their low need to belong counterparts.

Overview of Research

We tested the relationship between power, need to belong, 
and submissiveness across three studies. In each study, we 
collected data from at least 20 participants per cell, consis-
tent with previous research (e.g., Narayanan, Tai, & Kinias, 
2013). In Study 1, participants were assigned to either a 
high-power or neutral-power role and were induced to feel 
either high or low in need to belong. They then wrote an 
autobiographical essay, which was coded for dominance 
versus submissiveness. In Study 2, participants completed 
the Need to Belong Scale and recalled a previous situation 
in which they either had or lacked power, prior to partici-
pating in an online debate in which they could adopt a 
more or less submissive strategy. In Study 3, participants 
were primed with either high need to belong or a control 
topic, and were assigned to either a high-power or neutral-
power role. They also completed the Fear of Positive 
Evaluation Scale (Weeks, Heimberg, & Rodebaugh, 2008) 
and a self-reported measure of submissive behavior. We 
predicted that high-power participants would evince more 
submissive behaviors the higher they were in need to 
belong and that fear of positive evaluation would drive 
these effects.

Study 1

In this study, we examined whether high (relative to low) 
need to belong would foster submissiveness among high-
power, but not neutral-power, participants.

Method

Participants. One hundred and fifty-eight U.S. residents (90 
men, 66 women, 2 unspecified; Mage = 31.45, SD = 11.90) 
completed the study on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk website. 
Although (as part of the game described below) participants 
were initially told that they would receive US$1 and the 
opportunity to earn additional money, all participants received 
US$2. Participants were randomly assigned to either the 
high-power or neutral-power condition, and to either the high 
need to belong or control (low need to belong) condition. In 
addition, they were randomly assigned to learn that their auto-
biography would be read either by the same person from the 
first part of the study or by a different person.1

The data from one participant who completed the study 
twice, one participant who did not complete the need to 
belong manipulation, two non-native English speakers, and 
three non-U.S. citizens were omitted, leaving 151 individu-
als in the final sample.

Procedure and materials. All experimental materials were 
administered online. Participants were told that the study 
consisted of three unrelated experiments, which had been 
combined because of their brevity.

Participants first completed the need to belong prime 
(Sommer & Baumeister, 2002), described as a “language 
judgment study.” Participants in both conditions were given 
20 sets of four words and were instructed to form meaningful 
phrases by omitting one “filler” word. In the high need to 
belong condition, 10 of the sets contained a word related to 
interpersonal rejection (e.g., feels she top rejected), whereas 
in the control (low need to belong) condition, 10 of the sets 
contained a word related to interpersonal acceptance (e.g., 
feels she top accepted).

Immediately after the need to belong prime, participants 
completed two measures of their belongingness needs, serv-
ing as a manipulation check. The first was the 10-item Need 
to Belong scale (e.g., “I have a strong need to belong”; Leary, 
Kelly, Cottrell, & Schreindorfer, 2013). The second was the 
5-item Fear of Social Isolation Scale (e.g., “One of the worst 
things that could happen to me is to be excluded by people I 
know”; Hayes, Matthes, & Eveland, 2013; see also Morrison 
& Matthes, 2011). These measures were strongly correlated 
(r = .87, p < .001), so all 15 items were averaged to form a 
composite (M = 3.12, SD = 0.82, α = .93).

For the “next study,” participants read that they were 
going to play a game with “another participant.” In the high-
power condition, participants played a “Dictator Game,” in 
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which they had the power to choose how to divide five quar-
ters between themselves and the other person. To raise the 
stakes, participants also read that they and the other partici-
pant would keep the quarters they had been allocated (i.e., 
that it would be added to their compensation on Mechanical 
Turk). In the neutral-power condition, participants played a 
“Divide Quarters” game, in which they had to decide how 
many quarters (out of five) to put in their right versus left 
hand. Participants read that at the end of the study, they and 
the other participant would see how each other responded in 
the game.

Due to a programming error, the power manipulation 
check that was intended to follow the game was not adminis-
tered. However, 104 participants in a separate sample were 
assigned to either the high-power or neutral-power condition 
and then responded to the question “How much power do 
you feel you have relative to the other participant?” (1 = the 
other participant has much more power than I do, 7 = I have 
much more power than the other participant). Participants in 
the high-power condition reported feeling more powerful (M 
= 5.92, SD = 1.15) than did participants in the neutral-power 
condition (M = 3.84, SD = 1.14), F(1, 102) = 82.97, p < .001, 
ηp
2  = .45, thus validating our power manipulation.
For the ostensible “third study,” participants read that they 

would write a brief autobiographical essay, which another 
participant would read and evaluate. Two independent cod-
ers rated the degree to which each participant expressed 
dominance versus submissiveness in the autobiographical 
statement. Specifically, they rated (a) how submissive versus 
dominant the writer seemed to be (1 = very submissive,  
5 = very dominant) and (b) how low in power versus high in 
power the writer seemed to be (1 = very low in power,  
5 = very high in power). Because the four ratings (i.e., each 
coder’s rating on each of the two traits) demonstrated high 
reliability (α = .83), we averaged them to form a submissive-
ness score. Given our focus on submissiveness, we reverse-
coded the ratings so that higher scores indicated more 
submissive self-presentations.2

Finally, participants were debriefed and paid.

Results

Need to belong manipulation check. The need to belong 
manipulation has been previously validated (Morrison & 
Matthes, 2011; Rios & Chen, 2014). In addition, we admin-
istered a manipulation check. As anticipated, participants in 
the high need to belong condition (M = 3.24, SD = 0.84, 95% 
confidence interval [CI] = [3.05, 3.44]) reported higher sub-
sequent belongingness needs than did participants in the con-
trol condition (M = 3.02, SD = 0.78, 95% CI = [2.85, 3.20]), 
F(1, 149) = 2.74, p = .10, ηp

2
 = .02. Although this difference 

was marginal, it is consistent with prior studies.

Power, need to belong, and submissiveness. We predicted that 
participants in the high-power condition would present them-
selves more submissively in their autobiographies after being 

primed to have a high need to belong, but that the self-pre-
sentations of participants in the neutral-power condition 
would not differ as a function of need to belong prime. To 
test this hypothesis, we conducted a 2 (high-power vs. neu-
tral-power condition) × 2 (high need to belong vs. control 
prime) between-subjects ANOVA with submissiveness 
scores as the dependent measure.

Surprisingly, participants in the high-power condition pre-
sented themselves as more submissive overall (M = 3.08, SD 
= 0.86, 95% CI = [2.93, 3.27]) than did participants in the 
neutral-power condition (M = 2.74, SD = 0.66, 95% CI = 
[2.53, 2.90]), F(1, 147) = 8.80, p < .005, ηp

2
 = .06. However, 

this main effect was qualified by the predicted interaction 
between power condition and need to belong prime, F(1, 147) 
= 4.03, p < .05, ηp

2
 = .03. Simple-effects tests revealed that 

high-power participants presented themselves as marginally 
more submissive in the high need to belong prime condition 
(M = 3.24, SD = 0.82, 95% CI = [2.99, 3.48]) than in the con-
trol prime condition (M = 2.95, SD = 0.88, 95% CI = [2.72, 
3.18]), F(1, 147) = 2.87, p = .09, ηp

2
 = .02. By contrast, neu-

tral-power participants presented themselves as equally sub-
missive in the high need to belong prime condition (M = 2.61, 
SD = 0.61, 95% CI = [2.33, 2.89]) and the control prime con-
dition (M = 2.83, SD = 0.69, 95% CI = [2.58, 3.07]), F(1, 147) 
= 1.38, p = .24, ηp

2
 = .01. In additional simple effects tests, 

participants in the high need to belong prime condition dem-
onstrated significantly greater submissiveness in the high-
power than neutral-power condition, F(1, 147) = 11.22, p = 
.001, ηp

2  = .07, whereas participants in the control prime 
condition did not differ in their submissiveness across power 
conditions, F(1, 147) = .51, p = .48, ηp

2  = .003.

Discussion

The results of this study supported our prediction that need to 
belong would be associated with increased submissiveness 
tendencies among power-holders. Participants who were 
assigned to divide quarters between themselves and another 
person in a “Dictator Game” (but not participants who played 
a neutral, power-irrelevant game) presented themselves as 
lower in power and more submissive in their autobiographi-
cal essays after they had unscrambled rejection-related words 
than acceptance-related words.

There was also an unexpected main effect of power on 
submissiveness tendencies: Those in the high-power role of 
“dictator” presented themselves as more submissive than did 
those in a neutral role. This effect should be interpreted with 
caution until replicated, as we were primarily interested in 
the interaction between power and need to belong. However, 
one possible explanation is that high-power participants may 
have felt a need to compensate for their tendency to allocate 
more quarters to themselves than to the “other participant.” 
Indeed, the mean number of quarters that high-power partici-
pants kept for themselves was 3.46 (SD = 1.05) out of 5, 
which is more self-interested than the scale midpoint of 2.5, 
one-sample t(82) = 37.12, p < .001.
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Study 2

In Study 2, we sought to increase generalizability by using 
different operationalizations of power, need to belong, and 
submissiveness. Participants completed an individual-differ-
ences measure of need to belong and were primed with 
power by recalling a previous instance in which they either 
had or lacked power. Thus, the control condition in this study 
was a low-power manipulation, rather than a neutral-power 
manipulation as in Study 1. This helps to rule out an alterna-
tive account, which is that exposure to any kind of hierar-
chy—regardless of whether one is high or low in the 
hierarchy—may have produced the effects observed in Study 
1, rather than feelings of high power as we have theorized. 
After the power prime, participants engaged in an online 
debate in which they had the opportunity to send either sub-
missive or non-submissive messages to their partner.

Method

Participants. Eighty-one U.S. residents (47 men, 34 women; 
Mage = 33.72, SD = 11.86) completed this study on Mechani-
cal Turk in exchange for US$.50. Participants were randomly 
assigned to either the high-power or low-power condition.

Eight participants suspected that the online debate was 
not real and were omitted. One participant was omitted for 
being a non-native English speaker, and one participant was 
omitted for completing the study in less than 3 min (M = 9.64 
min, SD = 1.41 min). In addition, one participant was 
excluded because his or her Cook’s D score on the Power 
condition × Need to belong regression analysis (.16) was 
more than 5 SD above the sample mean, thus rendering him 
or her an influential outlier.3 The data from the remaining 70 
individuals were retained.

Procedure and materials. All materials were administered 
online. Participants read that the purpose of the study was to 
better understand the relationship between language use and 
debate styles, and that they would complete both a writing 
task on their own and a debate with another participant.

First, participants completed a demographic question-
naire, which included a question assessing their attitude 
toward the issue that they would be debating: Whether clini-
cally obese airline passengers should be required to purchase 
two plane tickets instead of one. Forty-one participants 
responded “yes,” and 29 participants responded “no.”

Participants then completed the 10-item Need to Belong 
Scale (Leary et al., 2013; M = 3.08, SD = 0.73 on a 5-point 
scale; α = .84), described as a self-perceptions survey.

Next, participants completed the power manipulation, 
described as a writing task (Galinsky, Gruenfeld, & Magee, 
2003). In the high-power condition, participants were 
instructed to write about a time that they had power over 
another person (i.e., were in a position to evaluate him or her 
and controlled his or her ability to get what he or she wanted). 

In the low-power condition, participants were instructed to 
write about a time that another person had power over them 
(i.e., was in a position to evaluate them and controlled their 
ability to get what they wanted). Immediately after the writ-
ing task, participants completed the following manipulation 
check: “How much power did you feel that you and the other 
person had in this situation?” (1 = the other person had much 
more power than I did, 7 = I had much more power than the 
other person did).

Participants then completed a behavioral measure of 
conflict style (Rios, DeMarree, & Statzer, 2014; see also De 
Dreu & van Knippenberg, 2005). Participants were told that 
they would partake in a debate with another person who 
was also currently participating in the study and had the 
opposite attitude toward the airline policy as they did (i.e., 
they were told that the other person opposed [supported] 
the policy if they themselves supported [opposed] it). To 
“set the stage” for the debate, participants had the opportu-
nity to send pre-written messages to the other person in 
each of four rounds. They could choose from nine mes-
sages: Three reflected a competitive style (e.g., “Don’t 
count on me to compromise on this issue”), three reflected 
a problem-solving style (e.g., “Hi, let’s work together on 
this issue and see where we agree”), and three reflected a 
yielding (submissive) style (“I’m uncertain of my views so 
you should try to convince me of yours”; “I think your 
opinion on this issue is probably correct”; and “It is likely 
that you will be able to convince me of your opinion on this 
issue”). Participants had the option not to send a message in 
any given round and could send the same message more 
than once.

Following Rios et al. (2014), we summed the number of 
each type of message that participants chose to send to their 
debate partner, ranging from 0 to 3 (competitive: M = 0.39, 
SD = 0.82; problem-solving: M = 1.94, SD = 1.22; yielding 
M = 0.21, SD = 0.44). Because the numbers of competitive 
and yielding messages were highly positively skewed (skew-
ness = 2.52 for competitive messages, skewness = 1.94 for 
yielding messages; SE = .29), we took the square root of 
these scores to reduce skew (skewness = 1.50 for competitive 
messages, skewness = 1.62 for yielding messages after trans-
formation) and used the transformed scores in the analyses 
below.

After participants sent their messages to the “other per-
son,” they were debriefed and paid.

Results

Power manipulation check. Participants in the high-power 
condition reported that they felt more powerful relative to the 
person they wrote about (M = 6.11, SD = 1.05, 95%  
CI = [5.74, 6.49]) than did participants in the low-power con-
dition (M = 1.71, SD = 1.18, 95% CI = [1.34, 2.09]), F(1, 68) 
= 272.05, p < .001, ηp

2  = .80, which validates our power 
manipulation.
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Power, need to belong, and debate style. We did not have any a 
priori hypotheses about the numbers of competitive or prob-
lem-solving messages that participants would send, as these 
two types of messages are not directly related to dominance 
versus submissiveness. However, we hypothesized that Need 
to Belong scores would (positively) predict the number of 
yielding messages sent to one’s debate partner in the high-
power condition, but not in the low-power condition. To test 
this prediction, we regressed number of yielding messages 
onto power condition (0 = low-power, 1 = high-power), Need 
to Belong (mean-centered continuous variable), and the 
Power condition × Need to Belong interaction term, with the 
main effects interpreted in the first block and the interaction 
in the second block of the analysis (Aiken & West, 1991).

There were no main effects of power condition or Need to 
Belong (ps > .41). However, the predicted interaction between 
power condition and Need to Belong was significant (b = .31, 
SE = .14), t(66) = 2.23, p < .03, total R2 = .08 (see Figure 1). 
Simple slopes tests revealed that participants in the high-
power condition sent more yielding (submissive) messages to 
their debate partner the higher their Need to Belong scores  
(b = .19, SE = .10), t(66) = 2.08, p < .05, whereas participants 
in the low-power condition showed no relationship between 
their Need to Belong scores and the number of yielding mes-
sages sent (b = −.11, SE = .10), t(66) = −1.10, p = .27. In addi-
tion, whereas the high-power manipulation caused participants 
with low Need to Belong scores (1 SD below the mean) to 
send fewer yielding messages than those in the low-power 
condition (b = −.30, SE = .14), t(66) = −2.17, p = .03, it did not 
do so among participants with high Need to Belong scores  
(1 SD above the mean; b = .15, SE = .14), t(66) = 1.02, p = .31.

Discussion

The results of Study 2 conceptually replicated those of Study 1 
by showing that Need to Belong scores predict submissiveness 

among individuals made to feel powerful, but not among indi-
viduals made to feel powerless. In so doing, Study 2 used a 
different power manipulation (asking participants to recall a 
past instance in which they had or lacked power in a hierarchi-
cal relationship), a measure rather than manipulation of need to 
belong, and a different dependent variable (number of submis-
sive messages sent to “another person” in a debate).

One discrepancy between the findings of Studies 1 and 2 
is that in Study 2, participants low in need to belong were 
more submissive when they lacked power than when they 
had power, and participants high in need to belong were 
equally submissive regardless of power condition. By con-
trast, in Study 1, low need to belong (control) participants 
were equally submissive across power conditions, whereas 
high need to belong participants were more submissive when 
they had power than when they lacked power. This may be 
because Study 1 primed power using a role manipulation 
(i.e., assigning participants to be the “dictator” in a game), 
whereas Study 2 primed power using a mindset manipulation 
(i.e., asking participants to recall a time in which they were 
powerful), and perhaps the former was more likely to trigger 
submissiveness due to participants’ motives to compensate 
for their self-interested behavior in the Dictator Game. We 
return to this issue in the “General Discussion” section.

Study 3

The primary goal of Study 3 was to test our theory regarding 
why power and need to belong interact to predict submissive 
behavior. As noted earlier, individuals with a chronically 
high or situationally induced need to belong seek to affiliate 
with others (Maner, DeWall, Baumeister, & Schaller, 2007). 
Consequently, high need to belong individuals may be appre-
hensive of the attention and distinctiveness that accompanies 
their power, as they may worry that their power creates dis-
tance from others at best and social backlash (i.e., from being 
perceived as competing with others for resources and atten-
tion) at worst. To address this possibility, we measured Fear 
of Positive Evaluation (Weeks, Heimberg, & Rodebaugh, 
2008) as a mediator of the relationship between power, need 
to belong, and submissiveness. As noted earlier, people with 
a high fear of positive evaluation dislike receiving positive 
attention—such as that associated with power—from their 
peers and would instead prefer to “blend in,” as this positive 
attention may render them targets of others’ resentment 
(Weeks, Heimberg, & Rodebaugh, 2008).

Method

Participants. One hundred and forty-one U.S. residents, all of 
whom reported being native English speakers and U.S. citi-
zens, completed the study on Mechanical Turk. Participants 
were randomly assigned to either the high need to belong or 
control condition, and to either the high-power or neutral-
power condition.
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1 SD), Study 2.
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One participant who completed the study twice, three par-
ticipants who completed the study in 3 min or less, and one 
participant with an extremely high score on the Submissive 
Behavior Scale (4.88—more than 3 SD above the sample 
mean) were omitted from analyses. The data from the 
remaining 136 participants were retained.

Procedure and materials. All materials were administered 
online. The study was described as three separate experi-
ments, which had been combined due to their brevity. For the 
first “experiment,” participants were asked to describe in 
writing a personal experience that they had had. This consti-
tuted the need to belong manipulation. Participants in the 
high need to belong condition described a time that they had 
been socially excluded (e.g., were not invited to a party, felt 
left out of a group; see Knowles & Gardner, 2008, for a simi-
lar manipulation), whereas participants in the control condi-
tion described the last time that they went grocery shopping. 
Immediately after the writing task, participants completed 
the Leary et al. (2013) Need to Belong scale as a manipula-
tion check (M = 3.22, SD = 0.75; α = .86).

For the “second experiment,” actually the power manipu-
lation, participants were told that they and another person 
would each complete two different reasoning tasks (in real-
ity, there was no such person). In the high-power condition, 
participants were told that they had been assigned the role of 
“boss” and the other person had been assigned the role of 
“worker,” meaning that participants had the authority to 
select which two tasks they would complete and which two 
tasks the “worker” would complete. In the neutral-power 
condition, participants were told that they and the other per-
son had both been assigned the role of “worker,” meaning 
that the computer would select which two tasks they would 
each complete. To increase participants’ involvement in the 
manipulation, they were instructed to write one or two sen-
tences either describing to the “worker” why they chose the 
tasks they did (high-power condition) or describing to the 
computer which tasks they preferred and why (neutral-power 
condition). The four tasks from which participants could 
choose were as follows: an anagram task, an emotion recog-
nition task, a logic task, and a creativity task.

Participants then responded to the following question as a 
power manipulation check: “In this study, how much power 
do you feel you have?” (1 = no power at all, 5 = a great deal 
of power).

For the “third experiment,” participants were told that 
they and the other person from the second study would par-
take in a first impressions task, in which they would com-
plete two personality measures and evaluate each other’s 
responses. The first measure was the Fear of Positive 
Evaluation Scale (e.g., “If I was doing something well in 
front of others, I would wonder whether I was doing ‘too 
well’”; Weeks, Heimberg, & Rodebaugh, 2008). The second 
measure was the Submissive Behavior Scale (e.g., “I do what 
is expected of me even when I don’t want to”; “I avoid direct 
eye contact”; Gilbert & Allan, 1994). Participants were 

instructed to respond to all items according to how they felt 
at the moment, rather than in general or on average, and their 
responses were averaged into two separate composites (Fear 
of Positive Evaluation Scale: M = 4.39, SD = 1.83 out of 9,  
α = .89; Submissive Behavior Scale: M = 2.59, SD = 0.65 out 
of 5, α = .89).

Finally, participants were debriefed and paid.

Results

Power manipulation check. Participants in the high-power 
condition (M = 3.44, SD = 1.09, 95% CI = [3.20, 3.69]) 
reported feeling more powerful than did participants in the 
neutral-power condition (M = 2.00, SD = 0.83, 95% CI = 
[1.77, 2.22]), F(1, 134) = 76.51, ηp

2  = .36, p < .001. Thus, 
our power manipulation was successful.

Need to belong manipulation check. Participants in the high 
need to belong condition (M = 3.38, SD = 0.74, 95% CI = 
[3.21, 3.57]) had higher subsequent scores on the Need to 
Belong measure than did participants in the control condition 
(M = 3.08, SD = 0.73, 95% CI = [2.91, 3.26]), F(1, 134) = 
5.60, p < .02, ηp

2  = .04, which validates our need to belong 
manipulation.

Submissiveness. We predicted that among participants in the 
high-power (but not neutral-power) condition, those who had 
been primed with need to belong would exhibit higher scores 
on the Submissive Behavior Scale than those who had been 
primed with a control topic. To test this prediction, we con-
ducted a 2 (high-power vs. neutral-power condition) × 2 
(high need to belong vs. control prime) between-subjects 
ANOVA with submissiveness scores as the dependent 
measure.

There were no main effects of power condition or need to 
belong prime on submissiveness (ps > .19). However, the 
predicted Power condition × Need to belong prime interac-
tion was significant, F(1, 132) = 3.91, p = .05, ηp

2  = .03. 
Consistent with Studies 1 and 2, simple effects tests indi-
cated that high-power participants demonstrated more sub-
missiveness in the high need to belong prime condition (M = 
2.78, SD = 0.64, 95% CI = [2.55, 3.01]) than in the control 
prime condition (M = 2.42, SD = 0.64, 95% CI = [2.19, 
2.64]), F(1, 132) = 5.01, p < .03, ηp

2
 = .03. In contrast, neu-

tral-power participants demonstrated equivalent levels of 
submissiveness in the high need to belong prime condition 
(M = 2.54, SD = 0.60, 95% CI = [2.32, 2.76]) and the control 
prime condition (M = 2.62, SD = 0.68, 95% CI = [2.41, 
2.82]), F(1, 132) = .25, p = .62, ηp

2
 = .002. The comparisons 

between the high-power and neutral-power conditions were 
not significant in either the high need to belong or control 
prime conditions (ps > .14).

Fear of positive evaluation. We further predicted that high-
power participants would report a higher fear of positive 
evaluation in the high need to belong than control prime 
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condition. To test this prediction, we submitted participants’ 
Fear of Positive Evaluation scores to a 2 (high-power vs. 
low-power) × 2 (high need to belong vs. control) between-
subjects ANOVA.

There were no main effects (ps > .38). However, a signifi-
cant interaction between power condition and need to belong 
prime condition emerged, F(1, 132) = 4.27, p = .04, ηp

2
 = 

.03. Decomposition of the interaction indicated that partici-
pants assigned to the high-power role had higher Fear of 
Positive Evaluation scores after being primed with the need 
to belong (M = 4.99, SD = 1.73, 95% CI = [4.35, 5.63]) than 
after being primed with a control topic (M = 4.08, SD = 1.74, 
95% CI = [3.45, 4.72]), F(1, 132) = 3.92, p = .05, ηp

2
 = .03. 

By contrast, participants assigned to the neutral-power role 
had equivalent Fear of Positive Evaluation scores regardless 
of whether they were primed with the need to belong  
(M = 4.07, SD = 1.78, 95% CI = [3.46, 4.68]) or a control 
topic (M = 4.46, SD = 1.95, 95% CI = [3.88, 5.03]),  
F(1, 132) = .82, p = .37, ηp

2  = .01. Additional simple effects 
tests revealed that whereas high need to belong participants 
had higher Fear of Positive Evaluation scores in the high-
power than neutral-power condition, F(1, 132) = 4.17,  
p = .04, ηp

2
 = .03, low need to belong participants did not 

differ in their Fear of Positive Evaluation scores across 
power conditions, F(1, 132) = .74, p = .39, ηp

2
 = .01.

Mediation analysis. Given our hypothesis that power and 
need to belong would elicit submissive behavior because of 
a fear of unwanted attention (and possibly backlash resulting 
from this distinctiveness) among high-power, high need to 
belong individuals, we tested whether Fear of Positive Eval-
uation scores would mediate the interactive effects of power 
and need to belong on submissiveness. We did so via a medi-
ated moderation analysis (Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007). 
As noted above, power condition (0 = neutral, 1 = high) and 
need to belong prime condition (0 = control, 1 = high need to 
belong) interacted to predict both submissiveness (the pro-
posed dependent measure; b = .44, SE = .22), t(132) = 1.98, 
p = .05, and Fear of Positive Evaluation scores (the proposed 
mediator; b = 1.29, SE = .62), t(132) = 2.07, p = .04. Further-
more, there was a positive relationship between Fear of Posi-
tive Evaluation scores and submissiveness (b = .26, SE = 
.02), t(134) = 12.35, p < .001. Thus, the first three criteria for 
mediation were satisfied.

When submissiveness scores were regressed onto power 
condition, need to belong condition, the Power × Need to 
belong interaction term, and Fear of Positive Evaluation 
scores, the relationship between Fear of Positive Evaluation 
scores and submissiveness remained significant (b = .26,  
SE = .02), t(131) = 11.92, p < .001. Importantly, however, the 
effect of the Power × Need to belong interaction term on 
submissiveness was reduced to non-significance (b = .11,  
SE = .16), t(132) = .69, p = .49. A bootstrapping analysis with 
1,000 estimates revealed that this reduction was reliable 
(boot = .33, SE = .16, 95% CI = [0.04, 0.66]). Thus, Fear of 

Positive Evaluation scores mediated the relationship between 
power condition, need to belong prime, and submissiveness 
(see Figure 2).

Discussion

In addition to demonstrating the effects of power and need to 
belong on a different measure of submissiveness (the self-
reported Submissive Behavior Scale), the results of Study 3 
shed light on why high-power, high need to belong individu-
als are motivated to downplay their power. Specifically, the 
results showed that these individuals are fearful of the social 
repercussions of their distinctiveness and of being evaluated 
too positively (i.e., being seen by others as potential com-
petitors). As a result, they present themselves in a way that 
makes their power less evident and conspicuous—by behav-
ing submissively. Indeed, in this study, the tendency for 
power-holders primed with a high need to belong to exhibit 
submissiveness was mediated by Fear of Positive Evaluation 
scores.

General Discussion

Building on a small but growing literature indicating that 
possessing power is sometimes aversive (e.g., Chen et al., 
2009; Fast & Chen, 2009), we predicted that individuals who 
have a high need for acceptance and belonging would feel 
uncomfortable with the social attention that accompanies 
power. This attention—despite being largely positive—could 
eventually breed resentment from others who are competing 
for valued commodities (Weeks et al., 2008). The mere pos-
sibility of such resentment born of positive evaluation is 
aversive to high-power, high need to belong individuals, and 
as a result, such individuals may downplay their power in an 
effort to reduce their distinctiveness from others. The find-
ings of three studies are consistent with this idea.

In Study 1, participants in a high-power role (but not a 
neutral-power role) presented themselves more submissively 
in an autobiography when they were induced to have a high 
need to belong. In Study 2, participants who were primed 
with a high-power mindset, and who were chronically high 
in need to belong, sent more submissive messages to “another 
person” in an ostensible debate. Study 3 was designed to 
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elucidate the mechanism behind these effects. We predicted 
that the combination of power and need to belong would 
induce submissive behavior because individuals high in need 
to belong are uncomfortable with their power (and the dis-
tinctiveness associated with it). In this study, high-power, 
high need to belong participants reported more submissive-
ness in their social relationships, and this effect was driven 
by their fear of positive evaluation. That is, these participants 
were concerned about the unwanted attention they might 
receive from others (e.g., jealousy and/or resentment of their 
high power) as a result of their holding a dominant position, 
which in turn led them to exhibit greater submissiveness.

Although need to belong significantly predicted greater 
submissiveness among high-power participants in all three 
studies, one inconsistency in the present results involves the 
relationship between power and submissiveness among 
those high (vs. low) in need to belong. Specifically, our 
effects were driven by high need to belong participants (who 
became significantly more submissive when in power) in 
Study 1, by low need to belong participants (who became 
significantly less submissive when in power) in Study 2, and 
by neither high nor low need to belong participants in Study 
3. As noted earlier, one potential explanation is that we used 
three different manipulations of power (assignment to roles 
in Studies 1 and 3, and recalling an instance of power in 
Study 2), which perhaps produce slightly different effects on 
submissiveness. To address this inconsistency and determine 
whether our overall effects were strongest among partici-
pants high or low in need to belong, we conducted a com-
bined analysis of Studies 1, 2, and 3. First, we dummy-coded 
power (0 = low/neutral, 1 = high) and standardized need to 
belong and submissiveness scores. We then regressed sub-
missiveness scores onto power, need to belong, and their 
interaction.4

As predicted, the only significant result was the Power × 
Need to belong interaction (b = .35, SE = .10), t(353) = 3.41, 
p = .001. Simple slopes analyses revealed that high need to 
belong participants (1 SD above the mean) were more sub-
missive when primed with power than when not primed with 
power (b = .51, SE = .15), t(353) = 3.45, p = .001, whereas 
low need to belong participants (1 SD below the mean) were 
equally submissive across power conditions (b = −.20, SE = 
.15), t(353) = −1.38, p = .17. These findings thus suggest that 
on the whole, power increases submissiveness among people 
high in need to belong.

Implications

Our results contribute to an emerging literature identifying cir-
cumstances under which power can be a source of discomfort. 
Although power is associated with many psychological bene-
fits (e.g., Fiske, 2010), recent work has revealed that the 
expectations introduced by high-power roles can cause people 
to feel threatened and to engage in compensatory behaviors 

when they feel unable to fulfill their roles (Cho & Fast, 2012; 
Fast & Chen, 2009). However, the present findings identify 
an additional reason that some people may find power aver-
sive. Namely, having power creates feelings of distinctive-
ness and invites attention from others, both of which are 
potentially threatening to those with a high need to belong. 
High need to belong individuals are motivated to blend in 
and connect with, rather than stand out from, others (see 
Leary, 2010), and so they attempt to downplay their power to 
minimize their social distinctiveness and the chances of 
incurring backlash.

Notably, a recent set of studies demonstrated that power-
holders respond to heightened belongingness needs by sub-
sequently expressing greater motives for social affiliation 
(Narayanan et al., 2013). These studies complement the pres-
ent results by highlighting another consequence of the high-
power, high need to belong combination. However, we see 
them as distinct from our research in two ways. First, whereas 
the desire to connect with others involves prosocial behav-
iors by nature, submissiveness may involve either prosocial 
behaviors (e.g., conforming to others) or antisocial behaviors 
(e.g., avoiding direct eye contact; Gilbert & Allan, 1994). 
Second, the effects on affiliative tendencies in the Narayanan 
et al. (2013) studies were driven by approach-oriented 
motives among power-holders (i.e., power-holders tend to 
behave consistently with their personal goals, which for high 
need to belong individuals means connecting with others; 
Keltner et al., 2003). The present findings, by contrast, are 
not well explained by approach-oriented motives; rather than 
acting as a vehicle for goal pursuit among high need to 
belong individuals, power interferes with these individuals’ 
ability to establish mutual (versus hierarchical) social con-
nections. Indeed, our results were mediated by a fear of the 
social attention that individuals high in need to belong antici-
pate receiving because of their power.

One possibility we did not consider here is that for indi-
viduals with a high need to belong, possessing power raises 
the specter of not just positive but also negative attention. 
Power is widely associated with ruthless greed, ambition, 
and self-interest. These perceptions may be grounds for 
social exclusion. If this were the case, high-power, high need 
to belong individuals might try to appear submissive to show 
humility and provide reassurance about their motives, not 
just to reduce distinctiveness. Humility, according to recent 
studies (e.g., Ashton & Lee, 2005), is perceived in others 
who are modest (claiming no special entitlements or stature) 
and straightforward (without ulterior motives). Although 
humility is somewhat related to our submissiveness mea-
sures, it is a distinct construct that appears more closely 
related to the dimension of agreeableness than dominance. 
Humility also seems more likely to be driven by a fear of 
negative, not positive, evaluation. Whether power and need 
to belong affect expressions of humility, and through what 
process, are questions that await future investigation.
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Limitations and Future Directions

Although our studies provide convergent evidence for the 
relationship between power, need to belong, and submissive-
ness across several different operationalizations, one limita-
tion is that they were all conducted with online samples, thus 
calling into question the generalizability of these findings to 
more realistic situations. The fact that we manipulated power 
by assigning participants to particular roles in Studies 1 and 
3 is reassuring, as is the fact that we measured submissive-
ness in an ostensibly real online chat with “another person” 
in Study 3. Nevertheless, we hope the present studies inspire 
researchers to replicate our effects in the laboratory, using 
face-to-face interaction paradigms (e.g., coding participants’ 
nonverbal behaviors in the presence of a confederate, after 
having been primed with power and need to belong).

It would also be interesting to consider other circum-
stances or individual differences—besides need to belong—
that may contribute to feelings of threat among power-holders. 
Some prior work has shown that women feel more ambiva-
lent about holding positions of power than do men (e.g., 
Fong & Tiedens, 2002), but it remains to be seen whether this 
ambivalence leads female power-holders to experience more 
fear of positive evaluation, exhibit more submissive behav-
iors, or both. In addition, perhaps members of numerical 
minority groups (e.g., opinion minorities, social category 
minorities) who hold positions of power are particularly 
likely to demonstrate submissiveness, due to their power 
being perceived—either by themselves or by others—as 
inconsistent with their minority status (Horcajo, Petty, & 
Briñol, 2010; but see Prislin, Sawicki, & Williams, 2011).

Another intriguing possibility, given that our need to 
belong manipulations and measures likely invoked feelings 
of social exclusion as well as belongingness motives, is that 
social exclusion has different effects on power-holders’ sub-
missive behaviors, depending on the perpetrator of the exclu-
sion. In the present studies, need to belong was unrelated to 
one’s sense of power (e.g., participants in Study 3 wrote 
about a previous instance of social exclusion prior to being 
assigned a power role). However, it may be that powerful 
participants would have behaved more dominantly rather 
than submissively had they been excluded by their subordi-
nates. Some research indeed suggests that social exclusion 
triggers antisocial behavior against the perpetrators of the 
exclusion, but not against unrelated others (Maner et al., 
2007).

Finally, although our studies provide insight into why and 
under what conditions power-holders will attempt to down-
play their dominance, it is important to consider how these 
tendencies toward submissiveness influence other people’s 
perceptions of power-holders. On one hand, others may like 
(even if they do not respect) power-holders who exhibit sub-
missive behaviors more than those who do not. On the other 
hand, others may prefer power-holders who are more domi-
nant and hence consistent with societal stereotypes of a “good” 

leader (Eagly & Karau, 2002). In light of these issues, future 
research will need to take into account not only how people 
react to having power, but also how their reactions ultimately 
affect (and are interpreted by) those with whom they 
interact.
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Notes

1. This manipulation was included for exploratory purposes and 
produced no main effects or interactions with the other inde-
pendent variables on the submissiveness composite (ps > .25), 
so it will not be discussed further. The results of this study are 
therefore reported as a 2 (high-power vs. low-power) × 2 (high 
need to belong vs. control) design.

2. Example excerpts from essays coded as dominant included “I 
am a hardworking individual that is very career-minded and 
always looking to succeed . . . ” and “I was the first person in my 
family to go to college and obtained a master’s degree in eco-
nomics. I then had a very successful career as a consultant . . . ” 
Example excerpts from essays coded as submissive included “I 
am short, fat, and balding . . . I prefer to avoid people. I usually 
only leave my apartment to go grocery shopping” and “I have 
had a very difficult life. I was born into a family with limited 
resources . . . I do not know what the future will bring but I sus-
pect I might be in for a great deal more pain.”

3. There were no participants with Cook’s D scores more than 5 SD 
above the sample mean in Study 1 or Study 3.

4. When two dummy-coded variables corresponding to study/sam-
ple were included in the analysis as a factor, there were no sig-
nificant three-way interactions with power and need to belong 
on submissiveness (ps > .49), indicating that our effects did not 
differ significantly by study.

Supplemental Material 

The online supplemental material is available at http://pspb. 
sagepub.com/supplemental.
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