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What is SACS?
• Organisational psychology business
• Psychological testing, Wellbeing surveys, 360 degree
feedback
• Organisational and individual development – change
management, coaching, career transition management,
workforce planning

• Recruitment process design and delivery
• Scientist practitioner model – mainly Deakin Uni
• Evidence based approach to people management.
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The Psychology of Power
“Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts
absolutely”

Sir John Dalberg-Acton
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Objectives
•

Psychological Perspective
•
•
•
•

•

Neuroscience of Power
•

•
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Where does it come from?

The Research
•

•

What is Power?
Raven’s Bases of Power
Historical rises to Power
What is it that causes people to acquire Power?

Power, Personality, IQ & Values

What do we suggest?

Your objectives…
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What is Power?
• “An individual’s capacity to modify others’ states by
providing or withholding resources or administering
punishments” (Keltner, Guenfeld, Anderson, 2003)
• Resources can be social - friendship, opportunities,
knowledge
• Or material - money, economic opportunity, job
termination, physical harm
• The value of the power is reflected in how dependent
the individual is on those resources
• The principle of least interest.
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Raven’s 6 bases of power
•

Reward
• Promise of rewards (monetary or otherwise)

•

Coercion

• Punishment or intimidation “Do the job as I say or you will be fired”
•

Legitimate or Position power

• Holding a status of authority e.g. boss, Minister, mum (over children)
•

Expert

• Being an expert in the field… “you must know that I know the best way to
handle this situation
•

Referent

• Admiration or desire to be similar to; the power holder can use similarity of
background and identification as means of enforcing their power
•

Informational

• Influence through passing on or withholding information and how this is
delivered. Can be used by people in low or high status roles.
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Historical rises to power
What causes them to rise from power, from nowhere?
Hitler
•

Came from a position of no advantage

•

Exceptional public speaker

•

Willingness to use violence in advancing is objectives.

•

Was given position of power (Chancellor) by those who
thought he could be controlled

Diocletian

9

•

Born Rome (approx) AD 240, into poverty

•

Rose swiftly through military ranks finally to emperor

•

Willingness to use violence in advancing is objectives.

•

Was given position of power (Chancellor) by those who
thought he could be controlled

What is it that allows people to
acquire power?
• Physical characteristics
• Status, role (e.g. boss, expert, elected official)
• Other’s dependence on the resources/rewards the
person controls
• Perception of success – financial status, etc
• Cognitive ability
• Personality
• Values
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Neuroscience of Power
•

Perspective taking (Galinsky et al., 2006):
• Asked to draw an ‘E’ on their forehead, those primed with higher power tended to
draw the ‘E’ from own perspective. Those with low power drew it from the other’s
perspective.

•

Individuals primed with higher power experience:
• Showed reduced accuracy in social judgment
• Relied too heavily on their own perspective
• Were unable consider others’ perspective

•

Power distorts our visual perception – influencing how we see others
(Yap et al., 2013)
• More powerful = underestimate others’ size (height) in photos and face to face
• Less powerful = overestimate others’ size
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Neuroscience of Power
• Power decreases interpersonal sensitivity (Hogeveen et al.,
2014)
• When one person observes another in action, the mirror
neurons respond, empathising with them
• High powered individuals demonstrate decreased
sensitivity to the actions of others and therefore decreased
empathy and compassion
• Overall: Power decreases people’s ability to consider how
others think, feel and see the world.
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Neuroscience of Power
• Moral Hypocrisy (Lammers et al., 2010)
• High powered individuals are less tolerant of cheating, however
more likely to cheat e.g. when reporting tax earnings, breaking
speeding laws

• Individuals who feel more powerful were more likely
to dehumanize others (attributing animal traits to lowpowered individuals) (Gwinn et al., 2013)
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Neuroscience of Power
• Power causes people to behave as though they have
orbitofrontal lobe damage – causing overly impulsive
and insensitive behaviours (Keltner, 2010)
• The “Power Paradox” :
• “Power simplifies our thinking. We tend to see things in terms of
our own self-interest, and it makes us more impulsive. We forget
our audience in service of gratifying our own impulses.”
• High-power individuals are more likely to speak out of turn,
interrupt others, tease people in a humiliating fashion.
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Where does it
come from – Can
personality predict
power?
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Some interesting findings
•

Individuals differ on their extent to which they seek to dominate others and control resources
and outcomes. (Fiske & Berdahl, 2015)

•

Leaders who crave more power are
•
•
•

•

Personality affects how an individual chooses to use their power
•
•
•

•
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less able to handle stress and conflict in their group (Fodor, 1985)
prefer those who are ingratiators but do not respect them (Operario & Fiske, 2001)
produce more negative self-views among subordinates (Fiske & Berdahl, 2015)

for example high achievement correlated with tighter control strategies (Raven, Freeman &
Haley, 1982)
high authoritarianism results in more coercive tactics (Fiske & Berdahl, 2015)
produce more negative self-views among subordinates (Fiske & Berdahl, 2015)

In interview situations (a power situation) dominant people preferred socially capable
candidates, whereas non dominant people preferred capable candidates (Fiske & Berdahl,
2015; Operario & Fiske, 2001).

Likelihood to sexually harass…(LSH)
• A range of psychological indicators identified, the most easily
measured of which is the Honesty/Humility scale of the HEXACO
Personality Inventory harass
• LSH & Power are linked (Bargh et al., 1995)
•
•
•
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Power is linked to sexual motivation in LSH individuals.
Men who are high on LSH are more likely to find a woman attractive if primed with
thoughts of power. They tend to be unaware that this is the cause of the attraction.
The implication is that men high in LSH can be an inherent sexual harassment risk as
they rise to positions of power.

Nature and Nurture
The tendency to seek and
exercise power
Nature
• Intelligence
•Verbal
•Numerical
•Abstract
• Counterproductive work
behaviours

16

• Personality – eg.
•Honesty-humility
•Emotionality
•eXtraversion
•Agreeableness
•Conscientiousness
•Openness

Nurture
•Skills
•Abilities
•Experience
•Knowledge
•Qualifications
•Attributes
•Style
•Attitudes
•Values

Lee and Ashton’s HEXACO
1: Honesty-Humility

3: Extraversion

5: Conscientiousness

Sincerity

Social Self-Esteem

Organization

Fairness

Social Boldness

Diligence

Greed Avoidance

Sociability

Perfectionism

Modesty

Liveliness

Prudence

2: Emotionality

4: Agreeableness

6: Openness to Experience

Fearfulness

Forgiveness

Aesthetic Appreciation

Anxiety

Gentleness

Inquisitiveness

Dependence

Flexibility

Creativity

Sentimentality

Patience

Unconventionality

7: (Interstitial scale)
Altruism
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Ashton, M.C., & Lee, K. (2005). Honesty-Humility, the big five, and the five-factor model.
Journal of Personality, 73(5), 1321-1354.

Schwartz Personal Values
Questionnaire
SELF
ENHANCEMENT

CONSERVATION
SECURITY

POWER

CONFORMITY

HEDONISM
BENEVOLENCE

SELF
TRANSCENDENCE
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UNIVERSALISM

STIMULATION
SELF
DIRECTION

OPENNESS
TO CHANGE

Personality Predicting Power
(HH) Sincerity
(HH) Fairness
(HH) Greed-Avoidance
(HH) Modesty
(EMO) Fearfulness
(EMO) Anxiety

Model
1

Model Summary
R
R Square Adjusted R
Std. Error of
Square
the Estimate
a
.739
.545
.536
.55436

(EMO) Dependence
(EMO) Sentimentality
(EX) Social Self-Esteem
(EX) Social Boldness
(EX) Sociability
(EX) Liveliness

Power

(A) Forgiveness
(A) Gentleness
(A) Flexibility
(A) Patience
(C) Organisation
(C) Diligence
(C) Perfectionism
(C) Prudence
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Best predictors of Power
(HH) Greed Avoidance

(O) Aesthetic Apprec.

Altruism

(O) Inquisitiveness

(HH) Modesty

(O) Creativity

(A)

(O) Unconventionality
Altruism

Flexibility

(HH) Sincerity

Standardised
Beta weights
-.360
-.176
-.165
-.127
-.102

Personality Predicting Values
60%

53.60%

50%
42.10%

40%
30%
20%

36.30%
29.70% 29.70%
25.80% 25.00%
18.00% 17.50%
12.10%

10%
0%
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Nature vs Nurture
Example:
Nature: Personality

An individual has
high levels of
Conscientiousness

High Power
Nurture: Values

Page 24

They will focus their
conscientiousness
effort on dominating
both resources and
people

High Benevolence
They will focus their
conscientiousness
effort on the welfare of
those close to them

Values predicting Total
Counterproductive Workplace
Behaviours
Model
1

Model Summary
R R Square Adjusted R Std. Error of
Square
the Estimate
a
.426
.181
.175
.38295

Achievement
Benevolence
Conformity
Hedonism
Power

Total CWBs

Security
Self Direction
Stimulation
Tradition
Universalism

Best predictors of Total
CWBs
Conformity
Power
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Standardised Beta
weights

-.280
.230

Benevolence

-.111

Self Direction

.106

Conclusions

47

• Power is powerful in human relationships
• In general, power seeking is a bad thing in
leaders and colleagues
• Power seeking indicates a risk of negative
behaviors such as self interest and domination
• It also tends to increase the likelihood of severe
CWBs such as sexual harassment
• What you really want from people is an outcome
focus, not a power focus
• You can assess for these characteristics before
you hire, and it’s a good idea to do so.
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