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CHAPTER 1 

General Introduction 

From ancient empires to modern-day organizations, many leaders, both in the political 

as well as business arena, have been, and still are, preoccupied with power. There are 

examples of leaders who are strongly motivated to acquire more power, leaders who fear that 

they might soon lose their power, and/or leaders who have been corrupted by their power. In a 

world with substantial power differences, where powerful leaders make decisions that affect 

millions of lives, it seems crucial to understand how power affects its beholders.  

This dissertation examines power in an organizational context. Power, defined as 

asymmetric control over valued resources, is a fundamental feature of organizations (Flynn, 

Gruenfeld, Molm, & Polzer, 2011; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). Leaders at the top of the 

organizational hierarchy control valued resources, such as the financial bonuses and task 

assignments of other employees. Employees who occupy relatively low-power positions in 

organizations, on the other hand, depend on their leaders for such valued resources. It is hard 

to overestimate the importance of power for organizational life. Indeed, power is such a 

fundamental feature of organizations that Clegg, Courpasson, and Phillips (2006, p. 3) 

remarked that “power is to the organization as oxygen is to breathing”.  

Considering the important role of power in society and in organizations, it is 

unsurprising that social scientists have long been interested in power (Foucault, 1980; Russell, 

1938; Weber, 1947). Following this interest, in the past decades, a wealth of social 

psychological research has empirically examined the consequences of power (Fiske, 1993; 

Galinsky, Gruenfeld, & Magee, 2003; Guinote, 2007). Individuals with higher power, for 

instance, think more abstractly (Smith & Trope, 2006), experience less empathy (van Kleef et 

al., 2008), and take greater risk (Anderson & Galinsky, 2006) than less powerful individuals. 

Although this line of work has greatly advanced our understanding of power and its 
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consequences, there are still important topics within the power literature that require further 

attention.   

Firstly, the academic literature addressing power has primarily conceptualized power 

as a fixed and stable construct (Galinsky et al., 2003; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). In real-life 

settings, however, power is more dynamic, as power relations change over time (Flynn et al., 

2011; Schaerer, Lee, Galinsky, & Thau, 2018). In fact, in organizational contexts, power is 

often challenged and renegotiated and power shifts have become an increasingly common 

attribute of current organizational life (Greer, Van Bunderen, & Yu, 2017; Wisse, Rus, Keller, 

& Sleebos, 2019). In today’s organizations, powerful leaders might thus fear that they will 

soon lose their power, while relatively powerless employees might believe that they will be 

promoted to higher ranked positions in the near future. Considering this ubiquity of power 

(in)stability in modern-day organizations, it seems crucial to consider a more dynamic 

approach to power, and also take into account its instability. The first aim of this dissertation 

is to do exactly this, as I examine intrapersonal (Chapter 2) and interpersonal (Chapter 3) 

consequences of unstable power in organizations.  

Secondly, abundant anecdotal evidence suggests that power corrupts those who 

possess it. In line with this negative view of power, the academic literature addressing power 

has often conceptualized power as a corrupting force, identifying detrimental consequences of 

power, such as stealing (Yap, Wazlawek, Lucas, Cuddy, & Carney, 2013), lying (Boles, 

Croson, & Murnighan, 2000), and derogating others (Kipnis, 1972). A rapidly accumulating 

body of research suggests, however, that the association between power and unethical 

behavior is more complex (Chen, Lee-Chai, & Bargh, 2001; Lammers, Galinsky, Dubois, & 

Rucker, 2015; Pitesa & Thau, 2013b). Considering these findings, it seems important to move 

beyond the classic notion that “power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts 

absolutely” (Lord Acton, 1887), and also focus on circumstances under which power might 



538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM
Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019 PDF page: 8PDF page: 8PDF page: 8PDF page: 8

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

8 
 

discourage unethical behavior of those who possess it. The second aim of this dissertation is 

to do exactly this, as I identify conditions and psychological processes that may restrain 

powerholders’ misconduct (Chapter 4).   

Overall, this dissertation aims to further the academic understanding of power in 

meaningful ways. First, this dissertation moves towards a more dynamic view of power by 

illustrating that the (in)stability of power hierarchies should be considered in order to fully 

understand the consequences of power in organizations. Second, this dissertation aims to 

move towards a more nuanced view of power and unethical behavior by showing that power 

is not always a corrupting force (see also DeCelles, DeRue, Margolis, & Ceranic, 2012; 

Schmid & Schmid Mast, 2013; Smith & Magee, 2015). Furthermore, in addressing these two 

issues, this dissertation combines experimental research designs with survey-based research 

designs to study the experiences of actual powerholders in organizational field settings, 

thereby increasing the much-needed ecological validity of power research (Flynn et al., 2011). 

Overall, this dissertation aims to shine more light on one of the most fundamental constructs 

in organizations: power.  

In this introduction, I first give a definition of power. I then provide an overview of 

this dissertation by identifying two key subjects in the power literature that require further 

attention and describing how this dissertation’s empirical chapters address these two critical 

topics.  

What is Power?  

Power has a long research tradition, and academics from different fields have studied 

power at a wide variety of levels, such as the societal-, group-, dyadic-, and individual-level 

(Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Pfeffer & Salanick, 1978; Pratto & Sidanius, 1999; Winter, 

1988). Consequently, there are many definitions of power, some focusing on power as an 

ability of an individual (Weber, 1947), while others emphasize the premise that power is a 
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social concept (Emerson, 1962). In this dissertation, I adopt the most widely-used definition 

of power in the social psychological literature, defining power as asymmetrical control over 

valued resources (Dépret & Fiske, 1993; Fiske, 2010; Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 

2003; Magee & Galinsky, 2008).  

By adopting this definition, it becomes apparent that this dissertation focuses on social 

power, as opposed to personal power. The latter refers to a person’s ability to bring out 

intended effects (Lammers, Stoker, & Stapel, 2009; Overbeck & Park, 2001). In contrast, 

social power reflects a dependency between two or more parties, in which the powerful 

depend less on the powerless for valued resources than vice versa (Emerson, 1962). In 

organizational contexts, for example, leaders have more power than their subordinates do, as 

leaders typically control subordinates’ salaries, promotions, and demotions. Subordinates, on 

the other hand, are largely dependent on their leaders for such decisions and resources.  

The valued resources that powerholders, such as organizational leaders, control can be 

both positive or negative (Magee & Galinsky, 2008). Positive resources refer to rewards that 

lower-power individuals generally desire and want more of, such as a financial bonuses or 

social approval. Negative resources, on the other hand, refer to punishments that lower-

power individuals typically desire less of or fear, such as assignment to undesirable tasks or 

demotions. Furthermore, as the above examples illustrate, these resources can be both 

physical (i.e., money, food, or economic security) and social (i.e., social approval, affection, 

or information; Keltner et al., 2003).   

Another important aspect of these resources is that they ought to be valued by at least 

one of the two parties (Keltner et al., 2003; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). Organizational 

leaders, for example, have more power than their subordinates do, because leaders control 

the financial compensation of their subordinates and because subordinates typically value 

the level of their financial compensation (i.e., they find it important to receive higher 
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payments). In other words, the value of the controlled resources determines the degree of 

dependence between the two parties, and, consequently, the degree to which the powerful 

can enforce their will and influence the relatively powerless (Cartwright, 1965; Tost, 2015).  

Defining power in this way clearly separates it from the related concept of status 

(Blader & Chen, 2012). Although both power and status represent fundamental dimensions of 

social hierarchies, these two constructs are distinct (Magee & Galinsky, 2008). Power refers 

to the amount of valued resources an individual controls, while status refers to how other 

people perceive an individual’s standing within a group (Anderson, John, Keltner, & Kring, 

2001; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). As such, an individual can have power without having status 

and can have status without having power (Fast, Halevy, & Galinsky, 2012). Indeed, prior 

research has shown that status has different, and sometimes even opposing, effects as 

compared to power (Blader & Chen, 2012; Blader, Shirako, & Chen, 2016).   

Overview of this Dissertation  

Power and power (in)stability. Over the past decades, abundant social psychological 

research examined the consequences of power. An important finding in this regard is that 

having power increases approach-related behaviors and cognitions (i.e., positive affect, 

attention to rewards, automatic information processing, and disinhibited behavior), while 

lacking power elicits inhibition tendencies (i.e., negative affect, attention to threats, controlled 

information processing, and inhibited behavior; Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Anderson & 

Galinsky, 2006; Boksem, Smolders, & Cremer, 2012; Keltner et al., 2003). This and related 

work has greatly advanced our understanding of power and its consequences.  

As a next step, this dissertation aims to move beyond this important line of work by 

taking a more dynamic perspective on power. Indeed, in real life organizational settings, 

power is often unstable (Flynn et al., 2011; Schaerer et al., 2018). Power (in)stability refers to 

the degree of actual or perceived mutability of one’s position in the power hierarchy 
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(Cummings, 1980; Lammers, Stoker, Jordan, Pollmann, & Stapel, 2011; Tajfel & Turner, 

1986; Henri Tajfel & Turner, 1979). When a power hierarchy is stable, power positions are 

fixed and unchangeable. In an unstable power hierarchy, on the other hand, there is a 

possibility for change, such that higher-power individuals can lose their control over valued 

resources and/or lower-power individuals can gain control over such resources. Lower-power 

individuals, for instance, can climb a power hierarchy by developing certain skills or by 

gaining experience. Higher-power individuals, on the other hand, can lose their power 

positions because of external turbulence, harsh competition, or because of their own 

wrongdoings (Anderson & Brion, 2014; Fast, Sivanathan, Mayer, & Galinsky, 2012).   

Considering the high prevalence of power (in)stability in organizations, it seems vital 

to examine organizational consequences of power (in)stability. This dissertation therefore 

examines power (in)stability in an organizational field setting and identifies key 

organizational outcomes of power (in)stability. Specifically, Chapter 2 identifies important 

intrapersonal consequences of power (in)stability (i.e., work stress). Moreover, Chapter 3 

identifies important interpersonal consequences of power (in)stability (i.e., distrust and lack of 

power sharing). By doings so, this dissertation moves towards a more dynamic view of power, 

showing the important role of power (in)stability in understanding the consequences of power 

in organizations. 

Intrapersonal consequences of power (in)stability. Scholars initially demonstrated the 

importance of power (in)stability among groups of non-human primates (Sapolsky, 1993, 

2005). Particularly, this line of highly influential work showed that power and its (in)stability 

critically shape animal’s stress levels. As power offers animals many benefits, such as shelter, 

access to food, and mating opportunities, researchers found that animals higher in the power 

hierarchy experienced more stress when the hierarchy was unstable compared to when the 

hierarchy was stable (Manuck, Marsland, Kaplan, & Williams, 1995; Sapolsky & Share, 
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1994, 2004). Lower-power animals, on the other hand, experienced most stress when the 

hierarchy was stable, as opposed to unstable, because of their impossible prospects for 

resource gains; essentially, they were stuck with what they were allotted (Sapolsky, 1993, 

2005). The (in)stability of the power hierarchy thus seemed to have a profound impact on 

these animals (e.g., chimpanzees, baboons and wolves).  

Several theories suggest that power and its (in)stability might similarly impact 

humans’ stress experiences as well. The conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1981), in 

particular, argues that individuals are motivated to acquire and protect valued resources and 

are threatened by the potential or actual loss of such resources. As such, this theory proposes 

that “resource loss is the principal ingredient in the stress response” (Hobfoll, 2001, p. 303). 

Moreover, to date, first experimental research examined the impact of power and its 

(in)stability for humans’ stress levels, showing that individuals assigned to unstable high-

power and stable-low power positions experience more stress, compared to individuals 

assigned to stable high-power and unstable low-power positions (Jordan, Sivanathan, & 

Galinsky, 2011).  

Although the work of Jordan and colleagues (2011) has greatly advanced our 

understanding of how power and its (in)stability interact to shape humans’ stress levels, this 

work was conducted among student participants in an experimental research setting, and the 

authors predominantly based their argumentation on findings and reasoning from animal 

research. Therefore, important issues regarding the findings’ generalizability to organizational 

field settings, in particular, remain to be resolved. Chapter 2 addresses these issues. 

Specifically, Chapter 2 examines the role of power and power (in)stability for organizational 

members’ work stress. Replicating prior laboratory findings among a sample of organizational 

members, this chapter shows that individuals in unstable high-power and stable low-power 
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positions experience more work stress compared to individuals in stable high-power and 

unstable low-power positions.  

Moreover, Chapter 2 shows that, in organizational contexts, the interactive 

relationship of power and its (in)stability with stress is more complex than researchers 

previously assumed, and is moderated by organizational members’ social dominance 

orientation (SDO). SDO refers to the extent to which individuals prefer hierarchical 

differentiation, with individuals higher in SDO preferring unequal power relations more 

strongly than those lower in SDO (Pratto, Sidanius, Stallworth, & Malle, 1994; Pratto & 

Sidanius, 1999). The findings in this chapter show that individuals higher (but not lower) in 

SDO experience more stress in unstable high-power and stable low-power positions compared 

to stable high-power and unstable low-power positions. By doing so, the research presented in 

Chapter 2 suggests that in organizational contexts, power not only affords individuals material 

resources (e.g., money, shelter, and nourishment), but also the fulfillment of psychological 

needs that are particularly important in organizational settings (e.g., autonomy and status), 

and whose value differs between individuals.  

Interpersonal consequences of power (in)stability. This dissertation further proposes 

that power (in)stability does not only have important intrapersonal consequences, but also has 

important consequences for how powerholders perceive and treat the people around them. 

Hence, Chapter 3 examines the interpersonal consequences of power (in)stability. 

Particularly, in Chapter 3, I argue and show that leaders who feel that their power is unstable 

are particularly motivated to protect their power, which results in detrimental consequences 

for how they perceive and act towards their employees. 

Several theories on social hierarchies have highlighted the motivation of powerholders 

to protect their power (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004; Pratto & Sidanius, 1999). Social 

dominance theory (Pratto & Sidanius, 1999), in particular, argues that members of relatively 
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powerful groups are motivated to protect and justify existing power hierarchies in society, 

because such maintenance and justification protects the benefits they obtain from occupying a 

privileged position in society. Consequently, in order to stabilize and justify existing power 

arrangements, powerful groups adopt and spread ideologies that the powerful (and powerless) 

deserve their positions in the social hierarchy, as well as the (lack of) resources and privileges 

that accompany these positions (Pratto & Sidanius, 1999; Sidanius, Pratto, Van Laar, & 

Levin, 2004).  

At the individual level, similar processes seem to operate. As mentioned above, power 

affords individual leaders many benefits (i.e., access to resources, status, and autonomy; Fast, 

Gruenfeld, Sivanathan, & Galinsky, 2009; Magee & Galinsky, 2008), and consequently, 

leaders are strongly motivated to protect their power (Fehr, Herz, & Wilkening, 2012; 

Mooijman, van Dijk, Ellemers, & van Dijk, 2015). These protective tendencies are 

particularly pronounced when powerholders feel that their power is unstable (Williams, 

2014). In such situations, higher-power individuals therefore act in ways that protect their 

power by, for instance, derogating the powerless (Georgesen & Harris, 1998, 2006), hindering 

their team members’ performance and collaborations (Case & Maner, 2014; Maner & Mead, 

2010) or by closely monitoring their team members’ behaviors (Mead & Maner, 2012).   

Chapter 3 aims to extend this line of important work by examining, across five studies, 

the impact of power (in)stability for leaders’ willingness to share their power with employees 

(i.e., delegating responsibility and authority and incooperating employees’ ideas in their 

decisions; Kalshoven, Den Hartog, & De Hoogh, 2011). As power sharing requires leaders to 

relinquish at least part of their power to lower-level employees (Kalshoven et al., 2011; 

Ratcliff, Vescio, & Dahl, 2015), I argue and show that unstable power undermines a leader’s 

power sharing. Considering the wide range of benefits of power sharing, for leaders 

themselves, but also for their employees and organizations (e.g., Auh, Menguc, & Jung, 2014; 
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Huang, Iun, Liu, & Gong, 2010; Vecchio, Justin, & Pearce, 2010), it seems crucial to identify 

such psychological barriers towards leaders’ power sharing.  

Furthermore, to date, little attention has been paid to identifying psychological 

mechanisms that could help explain the behavioral consequences of power (in)stability. To 

completely understand the behavioral responses of power (in)stability, however, it seems vital 

to identify such underlying mechanisms. Therefore, Chapter 3 further focuses on why power 

(in)stability hinders leaders’ power sharing and examines the mediating role of distrust in this 

regard. The findings presented in this chapter show that a leader who feels that his or her 

power is unstable distrust others, and that these increased feelings of distrust, in turn, diminish 

a leader’s willingness to share power with his or her employees.  

Moreover, following previous research (Bigley & Pearce, 1998; Dimoka, 2010), I 

make a distinction between leaders’ emotional assessment of employees’ ill will (i.e., 

benevolence distrust; McKnight & Chervany, 2001) and leaders’ cognitive assessment of 

employees’ capabilities (i.e., ability distrust; McKnight & Chervany, 2001). I aim to show 

that these two dimensions of distrust can explain leaders’ lack of power sharing with different 

employees. That is, I propose that certain employees present a different threat to those whose 

power is unstable than do other employees. Specifically, I propose that while unstable power 

hinders leaders’ power sharing with relatively senior employees because leaders distrust their 

benevolence, unstable power hinders leaders’ power sharing with relatively junior employees 

because leaders distrust their abilities. The findings presented in Chapter 3 support the notion 

that unstable power is associated with diminished power sharing because leaders distrust their 

employees’ benevolence as well as abilities. It further shows that employee seniority 

moderates the indirect association between unstable power and power sharing, via 

benevolence (but not ability) distrust, such that this particular indirect relationship is more 

pronounced for relatively senior (compared to junior) employees. By doing so, Chapter 3 
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furthers the academic understanding of why unstable power hinders leaders’ power sharing 

with specific employees, and thereby shines greater light on why power sharing, despite its 

many benefits, remains so elusive in many of today’s organizations.  

Power and Unethical Behavior 

The second topic that I address in this dissertation is the relationship between power 

and unethical behavior. Throughout history, many have argued that power corrupts. Sorokin 

and Lunden already debated in 1959, “that the greater, more absolute, and coercive the power 

of rulers, political leaders, and big executives of business, labor and other organizations, and 

the less freely this power is approved by the ruled population, the more corrupt and criminal 

such ruling groups and executives tend to be” (p. 37). A few decades later, Kipnis (1972, 

1976) showed that power was associated with an increased attempt to influence and devaluate 

the powerless, and concluded that power corrupts.  

Since then, a wealth of research examined this intriguing research topic, and much of 

it confirmed the negative side of power (e.g., Giurge, van Dijke, Zheng, & De Cremer, 2019; 

Gruenfeld, Inesi, Magee, & Galinsky, 2008; Lammers, Stoker, Jordan, Pollmann, & Stapel, 

2011). In this regard, scholars have linked power to corruption (Bendahan, Zehnder, Pralong, 

& Antonakis, 2015) as well as stealing, cheating, and engaging in traffic violations (Yap et 

al., 2013). Moreover, scholars have shown that, compared to lower-power individuals, higher-

power individuals are less concerned with the suffering of others (van Kleef et al., 2008), 

more likely to dehumanize others (Gwinn, Judd, & Park, 2013; Lammers & Stapel, 2010) and 

perceive others as objects they can use to achieve their own goals (Gruenfeld et al., 2008).  

These negative effects of power are typically explained with the notion that power is 

associated with increased behavioral freedom and makes individuals less dependent on others 

(Fast et al., 2009; Keltner et al., 2003). This increased freedom and independence, in turn, 

elicits a self-focus, causing the relatively powerful to be primarily concerned with their own 



538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM
Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019 PDF page: 17PDF page: 17PDF page: 17PDF page: 17

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

17 
 

well-being, ignoring the social consequences of their behavior, and disregarding the feelings 

of others (Galinsky, Magee, Inesi, & Gruenfeld, 2006; Pitesa & Thau, 2013a; van Kleef et al., 

2008).  

Literature has emerged, however, that offers contradictory findings about the 

corrupting effects of power (e.g., DeCelles, DeRue, Margolis, & Ceranic, 2012; Overbeck & 

Park, 2001; Schmid Mast, Jonas, & Hall, 2009). These studies suggest that the experience and 

possession of power can also enable moral behavior. That is, contrary to the research 

mentioned above, these studies suggest that power decreases self-interested behavior and 

increases interpersonal sensitivity (DeCelles et al., 2012b; Schmid Mast et al., 2009).  

How can one reconcile these seemingly contradicting findings? The answer to this 

question may lie in the fact that the increased freedom and independence elicited by power 

and its increased self-focus, may mean that powerholders, to a great extent, act in accordance 

with their underlying traits and salient goals (Guinote, 2007). As such, when individuals have 

anti-social traits or goals power elicits unethical tendencies. However, when individuals have 

pro-social traits or goals, power enhances ethical tendencies (Chen et al., 2001; DeCelles et 

al., 2012b).  

Overall, this research thus suggests that power does not always corrupt. Instead, a 

growing body of research suggests that the relationship between power and unethical behavior 

is more complex and may be more nuanced than previously thought. The present dissertation 

aims to build on this line of important work by examining conditions and behavior 

psychological processes that may restrain, rather than encourage, powerholders’ misconduct. 

Particularly, Chapter 4 examines the important role of self-serving justifications in shaping 

powerholders’ unethical behavior.  

Self-serving justifications are strategies that people adopt to convince themselves that 

their misconduct is actually not that unethical (Bandura, 1990; Tsang, 2002). Individuals can, 
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for instance, justify their unethical behavior by telling themselves that their misconduct was 

for the greater good or that everybody misbehaves from time to time (Bandura, 1990). Such 

self-serving justifications allow individuals to act unethically while at the same time thinking 

of themselves as moral individuals (Shalvi, Gino, Barkan, & Ayal, 2015). As people typically 

value a moral self-image, they are more inclined to misbehave when such self-serving 

justifications are easily accessible, compared to when they are not (Shalvi, Dana, Handgraaf, 

& De Dreu, 2011; Shalvi, Eldar, & Bereby-Meyer, 2012).  

To date, scholars have assumed that self-serving justification processes are equally 

important in shaping misconduct of all organizational members – irrespective of their position 

in the organizational power hierarchy (Bandura, 1990; Shalvi et al., 2011). Drawing from the 

situated focus theory of power (Guinote, 2007), however, in Chapter 4, I propose that self-

serving justifications are particularly important for determining the unethical behavior of 

relatively powerful individuals.  

Specifically, this theory states that because relatively powerful individuals have 

greater access to resources, they experience greater freedom to act upon their own goals and 

desires (Guinote, 2007; Keltner et al., 2003). The powerless, on the other hand, are dependent 

on others for valued resources, and thus aim to increase the predictability of their environment 

by focusing their attention outwards (Guinote, 2007). Consequently, higher-power individuals 

experience more control over their behavior and attend more to their internal states compared 

to lower-power individuals (Fast et al., 2009; Guinote, 2010).  

Building on these notions, in Chapter 4, I propose that self-serving justifications are 

more important in shaping the misconduct of higher-power compared to lower-power 

individuals. Freed from social constraint, higher-power individuals may experience increased 

internal conflict when acting unethically, as they focus more on their internal states and 

experience greater control over their (unethical) behavior (Fast et al., 2009; Galinsky, Magee, 



538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM
Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019 PDF page: 19PDF page: 19PDF page: 19PDF page: 19

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

19 
 

Gruenfeld, Whitson, & Liljenquist, 2008). Hence, I propose that in order to act unethically, 

relatively powerful individuals require particular opportunities for self-justification in order to 

rationalize their misconduct and reduce the internal conflict that may arise from misbehaving. 

For relatively powerless individuals, on the other hand, it should be easier to rationalize their 

own misconduct even when self-serving justifications are not readily accessible, as they, by 

default, more easily blame such behavior on external circumstance (Fast et al., 2009; 

Galinsky, Magee, et al., 2008). As such, in Chapter 4, I aim to show that self-serving 

justifications are particularly important in shaping higher-power (as opposed to lower-power) 

individuals’ misbehavior.  

Across two studies, using both an experimental manipulation of power and measuring 

organizational power in an online field experiment, Chapter 4 shows that higher-power 

individuals act less unethically when self-serving justifications are not available compared to 

when justifications are available, while the availability of such self-serving justifications is 

less important in determining the misconduct of lower-power individuals. By doing so, 

Chapter 4 contributes to a more complete understanding of the role of self-serving 

justifications in organizational contexts, and builds towards a more nuanced picture of power 

and unethical behavior. Specifically the findings presented in Chapter 4 suggest that power is 

not always a psychologically liberating and corrupting force, but can also constrain the 

immoral behavior of the individuals who possess it.  

Overall, this dissertation aims to addresses two key issues in the power literature. First, 

in Chapter 2 and 3 I adopt a more dynamic approach to power and examine the intra- and 

interpersonal consequences of power (in)stability in organizations. Second, in Chapter 4, I 

demonstrate a more nuanced view of power and unethical behavior by showing the important 

role self-justifications for powerholders’ engagement in unethical behavior. 
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CHAPTER 2 

The Hazard of Teetering at the Top and Being Tied to the Bottom:  

The Interactive Relationship of Power, Stability, and Social Dominance Orientation with 

Work Stress1 

 

Abstract 

This study examines the roles of power, stability, and social dominance orientation (SDO) 

for work stress. Initial laboratory research has demonstrated that power and the stability of one’s 

power position interact to influence stress. Using a sample of Chinese managers, we replicate and 

extend this finding in an organizational field setting, illustrating that the interactive role of power 

and stability hinges on individuals’ SDO. Individuals higher (but not lower) in SDO experienced 

more work stress in unstable high-power and stable low-power positions, compared to their 

counterparts in stable high-power and unstable low-power positions. These results underscore the 

role of stability for understanding the power-stress relationship and emphasize individual 

differences in needs and motivations as an important boundary condition.  

 

Keywords:  

Power, work stress, stability, social dominance orientation 

  

                                                           
1 This chapter is based on Feenstra, S., Jordan, J., Walter, F., Yan, J., & Stoker, J.I. (2017). The hazard of 

teetering at the top and being tied to the bottom: The interactive relationship of power, stability, and social dominance 

orientation with work stress. Applied Psychology: An International Review, 66, 653-673.  
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Power, defined as asymmetric control over valued resources (Magee & Galinsky, 2008; 

Westphal & Zajac, 1995), is a pervasive element of human and non-human interactions (Anderson 

& Brion, 2014; Sapolsky, 2005). Higher power has been associated with numerous favorable 

outcomes in humans, such as reduced stress experiences (Schmid & Schmid Mast, 2013; Sherman 

et al., 2012). Research on non-human primates suggests, however, that high power can be stressful 

as well, especially when one’s power position is threatened (i.e., when the power hierarchy is 

unstable; Sapolsky, 1993, 2005; Sapolsky & Share, 1994). Lower power, in contrast, appears 

particularly stressful when there is no prospect of improvement on the power ladder (i.e., when the 

power hierarchy is stable; Barnett, 1955; Sapolsky, 1993). Collectively, this research on non-human 

primates suggests that stress is not merely a function of variations in power, but instead, stems from 

the prospect of imminent resource losses (unstable high power) or an enduring lack of resources 

(stable low power). With stress influencing individuals’ health and well-being (Dimsdale, 2008; 

Eysenck, 1988; Steptoe & Kivimäki, 2012), it is important to better understand these potentially 

stressful consequences of unstable high power and stable low power among humans as well.  

To date, however, only a handful of studies have examined the power-stress linkage in 

human samples (Hellhammer, Buchtal, Gutberlet, & Kirschbaum, 1997; Mehta, Jones, & Josephs, 

2008; Schmid & Schmid Mast, 2013; Sherman et al., 2012), and only one of these has investigated 

the role of power stability (i.e., Jordan, Sivanathan, & Galinsky, 2011). While informative, this 

latter work is based on laboratory research with student participants, and the authors primarily drew 

on findings and arguments from animal research to support their reasoning. Furthermore, more 

recently, Scheepers, Röell, and Ellemers (2015) examined the interactive effects of power and 

stability for individuals’ physiological threat and challenge reactions, again utilizing a laboratory 

design with student participants. Hence, important questions about external validity and 

generalizability (e.g., to organizational field settings where power, and its stability, are particularly 

salient) remain to be addressed. Moreover, as humans and non-human species differ in their 
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psychological needs and motivations (Gosling, 2001; Harlow, Gluck, & Suomi, 1972), we believe 

the interactive relationship of power and stability with stress among humans is more complex – at 

least in organizational field settings – than the existing literature suggests. Research on social 

dominance orientation (SDO; Pratto, Sidanius, Stallworth, & Malle, 1994) has shown, in particular, 

that individuals differ fundamentally in their preferences for power and hierarchical differentiation. 

Therefore, we expect that individual differences in SDO will serve as an important contingency 

variable for the joint role of power and stability for human stress experiences.  

Consequently, the purpose of the current investigation is twofold. First, by examining the 

interactive role of power and stability for individuals’ stress experiences, we seek to constructively 

replicate previous laboratory findings (i.e., Jordan et al., 2011; see also Scheepers et al., 2015) in an 

organizational field context. Scholars have noted that such constructive replication is an important, 

yet often neglected part of scientific progress, strengthening our confidence in the validity of 

observed relationships and promoting knowledge accumulation by elucidating the scope and 

potential boundaries of such effects (Asendorpf et al., 2013; Eden, 2002; Jasny, Chin, Chong, & 

Vignieri, 2011). Furthermore, researchers have called for the investigation of power’s 

consequences in organizational field settings, arguing that “too few studies attempt to assess the 

thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of actual power-holders” (Flynn, Gruenfeld, Molm, & Polzer, 

2011, p. 498). Second, by examining SDO as a moderator of the power-stability interaction on 

individuals’ work stress, our goal is to add new perspectives to our theoretical knowledge on 

power-stress linkages, illustrating that differences in individuals’ attitudes and worldviews should 

be considered to better understand such associations. 

Power, Stability, and Stress 

Ethological research on non-human species has demonstrated that power and stability 

interact to affect animals’ stress levels (as measured, for example, by the secretion of 

glucocorticoids, such as cortisol; Blanchard et al., 1995; Creel, Marushacreel, & Monfort, 1996). 
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This research has found stress to be more pronounced among animals higher in the power hierarchy 

when the hierarchy was unstable rather than stable (Manuck et al., 1995; Sapolsky & Share, 1994, 

2004), whereas animals lower in the power hierarchy experienced more stress when the hierarchy 

was stable rather than unstable (Barnett, 1955; Sapolsky, 1993).  

The theoretical reasoning behind this pattern of findings is that power affords animals (e.g., 

chimpanzees, baboons, wolves, and mice) important resources, such as food, shelter, and mating 

opportunities (Dewsbury, 1982; Ellis, 1995; Sapolsky, 2005). As such, high power can 

substantially reduce stress, particularly if power relations are consistent and stable. In this situation, 

higher-power animals can benefit from superior resources over an extended time period, whereas 

lower-power animals are cast into a constant state of resource deprivation (Barnett, 1955; Sapolsky, 

2005). With unstable power relations, in contrast, this pattern of relationships is reversed; higher-

power animals face the tangible risk of resource losses and have to consistently defend their 

dominant position, whereas lower-power animals face prospects of possible resource gains that can 

improve their precarious situation (Kaplan, Manuck, Clarkson, Lusso, & Taub, 1982; Manuck et 

al., 1995; Sapolsky, 1995). 

Consistent with this reasoning, a number of studies have shown similar patterns among 

humans as well. Although not directly examining power-stress linkages, for example, research has 

found that members of higher-status groups feel more threatened when status differences between 

groups are unstable, whereas members of lower-status groups feel more threatened when such 

status differences are stable (Scheepers, 2009; Scheepers & Ellemers, 2005). Similarly, Knight and 

Mehta (2017) have demonstrated that individuals assigned to higher-status positions experience 

increased stress when their status position was unstable compared to stable. Finally, Scheepers and 

colleagues (2015) have found that unstable power relations elicit physiological reactions associated 

with threat among powerful individuals, whereas such instability triggers physiological reactions 

associated with challenge among powerless individuals. 
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As noted before, we are aware of only one study that has directly probed the interactive 

effects of power and stability on human stress experiences (Jordan et al., 2011), illustrating that 

participants assigned to unstable high-power and stable low-power conditions experienced more 

stress, as compared to participants assigned to stable high-power and unstable low-power 

conditions. Like the research on non-human species discussed above, this latter study used a 

resource-based reasoning to explain its predictions and findings. The researchers defined unstable 

high power as “precarious control over valued resources” and stable low power as “persistent lack 

of control over valued resources”, arguing that these situations are substantially more stressful than 

stable high power (“enduring control over valued resources”) or unstable low power (“potential 

control over valued resources”; Jordan et al., 2011, p. 531). This rationale is consistent with 

prominent stress theories that cast the conservation of resources as a fundamental motive of human 

action, with actual and expected resource losses and shortages representing major stressors 

(Hobfoll, 1989, 2001; Lee & Ashforth, 1996). In a first step, the present investigation aims to 

replicate Jordan and colleagues’ (2011) findings in an organizational field setting. Building on this 

research, we anticipate that individuals experience more work-related stress in unstable high-power 

and stable low-power positions, as compared to their counterparts in stable high-power and 

unstable low-power positions. We formulate the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 2.1: Power and the stability of one’s power interact to influence work stress, 

such that individuals experience more stress in unstable high-power and stable low-power 

positions, as compared to their counterparts in stable high-power and unstable low-power 

positions. 

The Moderating Role of Social Dominance Orientation 

Basic similarities in the roles of power and stability notwithstanding, it is clear that the 

specific resources power affords humans are different and more varied than for non-human species 

(Gosling, 2001; Harlow et al., 1972). Among animals, the resources that accompany high-power 



538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM
Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019 PDF page: 25PDF page: 25PDF page: 25PDF page: 25

CHAPTER 2: POWER, STABILITY, & STRESS        

25 
 

positions are critical for survival and fundamental biological processes (e.g., food, reproductive 

success; Dewsbury, 1982; Ellis, 1995; Sapolsky, 2005). Among humans, in contrast, power’s 

benefits go beyond tangible resources (e.g., money, shelter, nourishment) to also provide 

individuals with psychological and social benefits (e.g., prestige, autonomy, and control over 

others; Fast, Gruenfeld, Sivanathan, & Galinsky, 2009; Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003; 

Magee & Galinsky, 2008). Such intangible resources leave room for preferential differentiation, 

with some individuals attaching greater relevance than others to these immaterial benefits 

(Altemeyer, 1998; Duckitt, 2001, 2006; Pratto et al., 1994; Son Hing, Bobocel, Zanna, & McBride, 

2007). In the current investigation, we propose that such individual differences shape the link 

between power, stability, and work stress. 

Theory and research on social dominance suggest, in particular, that an individual’s SDO 

plays an important role in this regard (Pratto et al., 1994). The SDO construct was initially 

developed to explain how group-based hierarchies are initiated and maintained, with people higher 

in SDO being more motivated to preserve strong hierarchical differentiation (Pratto et al., 1994; 

Pratto & Sidanius, 1999). Some theorists have argued that this general preference for unequal 

power relations may apply regardless of whether an individual is located towards the higher or 

lower end of the power spectrum (Sidanius, Levin, Federico, & Pratto, 2001). In other words, 

individuals higher in SDO may have a tendency to justify existing power relations, even when they 

are in a low-power position (Jost & Burgess, 2000; Overbeck, Jost, Mosso, & Flizik, 2004). 

Other theorists, however, have argued that individuals higher in SDO view the world as a 

competitive jungle were the ‘have nots’ (i.e., the powerless) lose and the ‘haves’ (i.e., the powerful) 

win, and that this ‘social-Darwinist’ view of the world, in turn, activates personal motivational 

goals of power and dominance (Altemeyer, 1998; Duckitt, 2001, 2006). Based on this theoretical 

perspective, it is logical to expect that in an organizational context, individuals higher in SDO 

attach greater relevance to the psychological and social resources that accompany high-power 
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positions and, thus, will be more motivated to maintain and acquire positions of high power, as 

compared to individuals lower in SDO. Consequently, people higher in SDO should experience 

more stress when they are unable to maintain and/or acquire high-power positions. Supporting this 

rationale, research has linked SDO to individuals’ desire for interpersonal dominance and power 

(Altemeyer, 1998; Duriez & Van Hiel, 2002), control over resources (De Cremer, Cornelis, & Van 

Hiel, 2008) , and social status (Pratto, Stallworth, Sidanius, & Siers, 1997; Pratto & Sidanius, 

1999). Furthermore, scholars have shown that people higher in SDO are more likely than people 

lower in SDO to assume high-power positions (Son Hing et al., 2007). 

Building on this theoretical and empirical foundation, we predict that SDO moderates the 

two-way interaction of power and stability with work stress. This interactive relationship should be 

more pronounced for individuals higher rather than lower in SDO. For individuals higher in SDO, 

in particular, unstable high power should be more stressful than stable high power, because it 

entails the risk of salient resource losses and social decline (Jordan et al., 2011). Similarly, stable 

low power should be more stressful than unstable low power for high-SDO individuals, because 

they would see themselves as part of the undesirable group of ‘have-nots’ (Duckitt, 2001, 2006), 

with little prospect of escaping this precarious position. Individuals lower in SDO, in contrast, 

should attach less relevance to power and its associated psychosocial resources (e.g., Altemeyer, 

1998; Duriez & Van Hiel, 2002; Son Hing et al., 2007). As such, their stress levels are less likely to 

be affected by their current power position and its (in)stability. We therefore predict a three-way 

interaction of power, stability, and SDO with work stress (see Figure 2.1), such that individuals 

higher (but not lower) in SDO experience more stress in unstable high-power and stable low-power 

positions, as compared to their counterparts in stable high-power and unstable low-power positions. 

We thus hypothesize:  

Hypothesis 2.2: Power, stability, and SDO interact to influence work stress, such that 

individuals higher (but not lower) in SDO experience more work stress in unstable high-power and 
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stable low-power positions, as compared to their counterparts in stable high-power and unstable 

low-power positions. 

 

Figure 2.1. Predicted three-way interaction of stability, power, and SDO with work stress: 

Individuals higher (but not lower) in SDO are predicted to experience more stress in unstable high-

power and stable low-power positions, as compared to their counterparts in stable high-power and 

unstable low-power positions. 

 

Method 

Participants and Procedures 

Participants were Chinese managers from various organizations, industries, and hierarchical 

levels. Specifically, they were members of an MBA program at a major university in eastern China. 

Participants were approached by their former lecturer with the request to complete an online survey 

about their experiences at their workplace. To encourage participation, participants were 

reimbursed 20 Renminbi (RMB; around $3) for their time taking the survey. The survey included 

measures of power, stability, SDO, and work stress. To alleviate common method concerns, we 

separated the work stress measure from the other measures through several unrelated items 
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(Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). In total, we contacted 252 managers, of which 

167 completed the survey (response rate = 66%).2 Eighteen participants were excluded because 

they failed the attention check (see below), and seven participants were excluded because they 

entered redundant identification numbers. Hence, our final sample consisted of 142 participants 

(Mage = 33.25, SD = 5.32; 41.5% female).3 The majority of participants supervised between one and 

five direct reports, and their average organizational tenure was 9.05 years (SD = 4.81). 

Measures 

All measures were translated from English to Mandarin Chinese using a back-translation 

procedure. Unless indicated otherwise, all measures were rated on a scale from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). 

Stability. We measured the stability of participants’ power position using three items 

derived from common definitions of stability (Maner, Gailliot, Butz, & Peruche, 2007; Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979, 1986). These items were, “I think my position in the organization will probably soon 

change” (reverse-coded), “I think my position in the organization will probably remain the same for 

some time” and, “I feel my position in the organization is stable”, α = .66.4 

                                                           
2 The present data were collected in two separate waves (i.e., within two separate cohorts of executive MBA 

students, about one year apart). We combined the data from both waves into one dataset, given that both waves targeted 

highly similar populations and used identical data collection procedures and measures. Moreover, we note that 

controlling for the wave of data collection did not meaningfully alter our findings or conclusions. 

3 One participant did not complete the stability measure, two participants did not complete the power 

measures, and two participants did not complete the SDO measure. Hence, the two-way interactions were tested among 

139 participants and the three-way interactions were tested among 137 participants. 

4 We acknowledge that the internal consistency reliability estimate for this measure is somewhat low. We note, 

however, that Cronbach’s Alpha is a conservative estimate of reliability and is influenced by the number of items 

(Cortina, 1993). Moreover, Cronbach’s Alpha increased to .68 when excluding the reverse-coded item, and examining 
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Power. We used two items to capture participants’ power (Lammers & Imhoff, 2016; 

Lammers et al., 2011; Lammers, Stoker, & Stapel, 2010). First, we measured subjective power by 

asking participants, “At your place of work, what level are you in the organizational hierarchy?” 

We provided participants with a 0-100 slider scale on which they could indicate their subjective 

power within their organizations (0 = bottom; 100 = top). In addition, we captured formal 

hierarchical power by asking participants to indicate their position within their respective 

organization on a 3-point scale: lower management (coded as 1; n = 50), middle management 

(coded as 2; n = 52), or top management (coded as 3; n = 38). These two power measures were 

highly correlated (r = .77, p < .001, α = .87). Hence, besides separately testing our study hypotheses 

based on both of the above measures, we also created a composite power measure by first 

standardizing and then averaging the respective items, and we repeated all hypotheses tests using 

this combined power measure. 

Social dominance orientation. We measured social dominance orientation using Pratto and 

colleagues’ (1994) 16-item measure. Sample items included, “Some groups of people are simply 

inferior to other groups” and “To get ahead in life, it is sometimes necessary to step on other 

groups”, α = .72. 

Work stress. We measured work stress using Motowidlo, Packard, and Manning’s (1986) 

4-item measure. This instrument has been widely used in research on stress in the workplace, with 

numerous studies illustrating its reliability and validity (e.g., Bradley, 2007; Chiang, Birtch, & 

Kwan, 2010; Dubinsky, Yammarino, Jolson, & Spangler, 1995). Sample items included, “I feel a 

great deal of stress because of my job” and, “My job is extremely stressful”, α = .72.  

                                                           
our hypotheses with and without this item yielded equivalent results. Hence, we report findings based on the full three-

item measure in the following. 
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Attention check. To safeguard data quality, we included an attention check in which 

participants were asked to “please click answer option 4”. Participants were only included in our 

final sample if they accurately selected the respective answer option.  

Control variables. We considered participants’ age and gender as possible covariates 

because previous research has shown that these variables are related to work stress (Barnes-Farrell, 

Rumery, & Swody, 2002; Rauschenbach, Krumm, Thielgen, & Hertel, 2013; Watson, Goh, & 

Sawang, 2011).  
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Results 

Table 2.1 provides descriptive statistics and intercorrelations for all study variables. 

Consistent with the three-way interaction pattern we predicted, none of the independent variables 

had a significant bivariate association with work stress. Moreover, none of the control variables 

were significantly associated with work stress. Therefore, we did not incorporate the control 

variables in the analyses reported below in order to avoid biased parameter estimates (Becker, 

2005). Notably, inclusion of the covariates did not alter the pattern of the results or influence our 

substantive conclusions.5 

 

                                                           
5 To further examine our findings’ robustness, we (a) repeated the hypotheses tests after excluding two 

outliers, (b) performed bootstrap analyses on our regression models, and (c) explored participants’ educational level 

and organizational tenure as additional control variables, although we had no a-priori theoretical expectations regarding 

their associations with stress. These analyses showed that, with one exception, all hypothesized interaction coefficients 

were significant at the .05 level when excluding the two outliers (the two-way interaction with formal hierarchical 

power was marginally significant, p = .082), and all interaction patterns remained virtually unchanged. Furthermore, 

bootstrap analyses (based on 5000 resamples) revealed significant coefficients for all hypothesized two-way 

interactions, both when including and when excluding the outliers. For the bootstrapped three-way interactions, all of 

the respective coefficients (with one exception) were marginally significant when including the outliers (the three-way 

interaction with hierarchical power was not significant, p = .130), and all of these interaction coefficients were 

significant when excluding the outliers. Also, using bootstrapping procedures did not meaningfully change any of the 

interaction patterns. Finally, incorporating the additional control variables did not alter the significance or pattern of the 

reported results. 
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Table 2.2 depicts results of the moderated hierarchical regression analyses (using 

standardized predictor variables) used to test our predictions. As expected, we found highly similar 

and significant two-way interactions between power and stability on work stress using the 

subjective (B = -.21, p = .012), formal hierarchical (B = -.20, p = .011), and composite power (B = -

.23, p = .007) measures. Figure 2.2 depicts the respective interaction for the composite power 

measure (cf., Aiken & West, 1991).6 Consistent with predictions, a marginally-significant negative 

simple slope for the stability-stress relationship among individuals with higher power (+ 1 SD; B = 

-.21, SE = .12, p = .075) suggested that the relatively powerful experienced increased work stress 

when their position was unstable rather than stable. For lower-power individuals, on the other hand, 

a marginally-significant positive simple slope (- 1 SD; B = .25, SE = .13, p = .069) suggested that 

the relatively powerless experienced decreased work stress when their position was unstable rather 

than stable.  

 

                                                           
6 The interaction patterns for the two single-item power measures were nearly identical for the two-way and 

three-way interaction; additional graphs and simple slopes analyses are available from the first author. 
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Figure 2.2. Two-way interaction of stability and power predicting work stress. 

 

Importantly, these two-way interactive relationships were qualified by three-way 

interactions between power, stability, and SDO for the subjective (B = -.17, p = .033), formal 

hierarchical (B = -.15, p = .050), and composite power (B = -.17, p = .035) measures; see Figure 

2.3. Consistent with predictions, the interaction of power and stability with work stress was only 

significant among individuals higher in SDO (+ 1 SD; B = -.33, SE = .11, p = .003; based on the 

composite power measure), but not among individuals lower in SDO (- 1 SD; B = .01, SE = .13, p = 

.957). Further analyses among participants with higher SDO revealed the expected negative simple 

slope for the stability-stress relationship among individuals with higher power (+ 1 SD; B = -.35, 

SE = .17, p = .040), indicating that the relatively powerful experienced increased work stress when 

their position was unstable rather than stable. Among lower-power individuals, on the other hand, a 

marginally-significant positive simple slope for the stability-stress relationship (- 1 SD; B = .31, SE 

= .16, p = .056) illustrated that the relatively powerless experienced decreased work stress when 

their position was unstable rather than stable. 
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Discussion 

Theoretical Implications 

The present research examined the roles of power, stability, and SDO for individuals’ work 

stress. Our findings make several contributions to the literature on power and its consequences for 

individuals’ stress experiences. First, using two different measures of power, we demonstrated that 

power and stability interact to influence work stress. In doing so, the present research shows that 

the role of power and stability for physiological stress previously observed in laboratory settings 

(Jordan et al., 2011; Scheepers et al., 2015), similarly applies to individuals’ subjective stress 

experiences in an organizational field setting. Hence, this study contributes to the development of a 

coherent body of evidence that illustrates power is not universally stress-reducing or stress-

inducing. Instead, these results highlight the role of positional stability as a key boundary condition 

for understanding power-stress linkages, showing the interactive effects of power and stability for 

stress across differing research methods and study contexts.  

Second, our findings advance theory on power and stress by emphasizing that the power-

stress linkage may be more nuanced than previously believed, with both contextual factors 

(stability) and individual differences (SDO) shaping this association. As such, we add diversity to 

earlier theorizing that has used a resource-based logic to explain power and stability’s joint effects 

(Jordan et al., 2011; Sapolsky, 2005). This work has argued that higher power is particularly 

stressful when the power hierarchy is unstable, whereas lower power is particularly stressful when 

the power hierarchy is stable. We provide initial evidence to qualify this notion by demonstrating 

that, in organizational settings, this may only be valid for individuals higher in SDO. As such, our 

findings suggest that research on power in organizations may require a broader conceptualization of 

‘resources’ than ethological or experimental findings might indicate. Such resources may go 

beyond the mere fulfillment of primal needs (e.g., access to food, shelter, and mates) to also include 
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social and psychological resources (e.g., autonomy, prestige, and status) whose salience may differ 

between individuals.  

Third, our results demonstrate that among high-SDO individuals, teetering at the top (i.e., 

unstable high power) may elicit more stress than any other organizational situation (including both 

stable and unstable low power; see Figure 2.3). This pattern is consistent with conservation of 

resources theory (Hobfoll, 2001), which identifies (expected) resource losses as a primary source of 

stress. In accordance with conservation of resources theory’s first principle (i.e., the primacy of 

resource loss; Hobfoll, 2001), the present findings support the notion that anticipating an 

impending loss of power may be more stressful than the prospect of remaining in a low-power 

position.  

Finally, the present research corroborates and extends earlier findings by investigating the 

interactive roles of power and stability in a Chinese context. As of this investigation, the 

relationship between power and stress has exclusively been examined in Western samples (Jordan 

et al., 2011; Scheepers et al., 2015; Schmid & Schmid Mast, 2013; Sherman et al., 2012). Together 

with this previous work, the current research suggests that the effects of power and stability for 

stress may similarly apply across diverse cultures – despite marked differences in power-relevant 

values between China and many Western countries (e.g., in terms of power distance [Hofstede, 

1980] and deference toward authority [Javidan, Dorfman, De Luque, & House, 2006]). 

Practical Implications 

From a practical perspective, our results present an interesting dilemma when trying to 

reduce work stress in organizations. Whereas persons in high-power positions may benefit from a 

situation in which their power is stable and secure, low-power individuals are likely to suffer in 

such situations. Hence, policies that alter the stability of an organization’s power hierarchy to 

ameliorate stress experiences among one group (i.e., relatively powerful members of the 

organization) may, at the same time, risk alienating another group (i.e., relatively powerless 
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members). Importantly, the present findings also point toward a potential solution to this dilemma. 

That is, organizations could emphasize career paths that offer alternatives to classic upward 

mobility, such as lateral moves (Chudzikowski, 2012). Such career policies can create advancement 

possibilities and, thus, increase perceptions of power instability among lower-power individuals, 

without destabilizing those in higher-power positions. Horizontal, cross-functional, or 

geographically-diverse career trajectories that present unique challenges, experiences, and growth 

opportunities may be important elements in this regard (Peiperl & Baruch, 1997). 

Limitations and Future Research  

We acknowledge that the present research is not without limitations. In particular, the cross-

sectional, single-source nature of our data is a potential source of concern, preventing causal 

inference and raising the possibility of common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). At the same 

time, our two-way interaction results are consistent with Jordan and colleagues’ (2011) 

experimental findings, attenuating concerns about the plausibility of the assumed causal relations. 

Moreover, common method variance is unlikely to account for the interactive pattern of 

relationships we have obtained, as it is virtually impossible to observe such moderated relations in 

the presence of common method bias (Evans, 1985; Siemsen, Roth, & Oliveira, 2010). 

Additionally, in designing the study questionnaires, we followed several recommendations by 

Podsakoff and colleagues (2003) to further reduce possible common method concerns. First, as 

noted before, we separated the work stress measure from the other constructs through several 

unrelated items to reduce artificial inflation of the respective relationships. Second, our survey used 

widely differing response formats for the power measures (i.e., a 0-100 slider instrument and a 

three-point scale), compared to the other constructs’ measures (i.e., six-point Likert scales) to 

achieve further “methodological separation” (Podsakoff et al., 2003, p. 887). And third, we assured 

participants of the anonymity and confidentiality of their responses and emphasized that there were 

no right or wrong answers. Consequently, we note that all of the bivariate correlations between 
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distinct constructs (as presented in Table 1) are small to moderate in magnitude, rendering inflation 

through common method issues unlikely. Nevertheless, although our subjective operationalization 

of stress taps into an important and meaningful aspect of individuals’ work experience, future 

research may supplement self-report measures of work stress with physiological indicators, such as 

cardiovascular functioning (Jordan et al., 2011; Scheepers et al., 2015) or cortisol levels (Mehta et 

al., 2008; Mehta & Josephs, 2010) to create additional confidence in our findings. Furthermore, 

although similar to previous studies investigating three-way interactions (e.g., Emans, Munduate, 

Klaver, & Van de Vliert, 2003; George & Zhou, 2002, 2007), we note that our sample size was 

somewhat small for examining this complex pattern of relationships. Hence, future research using 

larger samples may further enhance our findings’ generalizability and robustness.  

Beyond addressing such limitations, future research could expand the present model by 

examining other potential moderators of the relationship between power, stability, and stress. In 

addition to SDO, for example, pre-existing physiological states, such as testosterone levels (Mehta 

et al., 2008; Vongas & Al Hajj, 2015), could moderate these interactive effects, with high 

testosterone exacerbating and low testosterone attenuating the pattern witnessed in the current 

study. Prior research on humans and non-human primates, accordingly, has linked testosterone to 

increased dominance (Borowski, Malinowska, & Książek, 2014; Mehta & Josephs, 2010; Ostner, 

Heistermann, & Schülke, 2008). Examining such biological markers in power-stress linkages may 

advance a more fundamental understanding of power’s role for individuals’ stress experiences. 

Finally, future studies could examine the down-stream consequences of the power-stability-

SDO relation with work stress in organizational settings. Through their interactive effects on work 

stress, for example, power, stability, and SDO might influence managers’ leadership behaviors. 

Prior research has shown that managers whose dominant positions were threatened (i.e., unstable 

high power) acted in such a way as to protect their high-power positions (Mead & Maner, 2012; 

Williams, 2014). Combining this evidence with the present findings, one might expect that these 
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consequences are particularly pronounced among managers higher in SDO. These managers may 

try to secure their unstable high power by, for example, avoiding participative power-sharing 

behaviors (Ahearne, Mathieu, & Rapp, 2005; Amundsen & Martinsen, 2014), prioritizing their own 

interests over organizational objectives (Maner & Mead, 2010), or undermining their subordinates’ 

goal attainment (Duffy, Ganster, & Pagon, 2002; Georgesen & Harris, 2006). Higher SDO 

managers placed in stable low-power positions, on the other hand, might be particularly prone to 

excessive risk-taking or coercive power tactics to improve their precarious situation (Goodstadt & 

Hjelle, 1973; Jordan et al., 2011). 
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CHAPTER 3 

Why Power Instability Reduces Leaders’ Power Sharing:  

The Mediating Role of Distrust7 

 

Abstract  

Although previous research has identified various beneficial consequences of power 

sharing, less effort has been made to explain when and why leaders are willing or reluctant to share 

power with their employees. To address this gap, across five studies, the present research identifies 

important social and psychological barriers to leaders’ power sharing. Studies 3.1a and 3.1b 

demonstrate that the instability of a leader’s power position undermines his or her power sharing. 

Study 3.2 then demonstrates that distrust acts as a key psychological mechanism that can explain 

this relationship. Then, in Studies 3.3a and 3.3b, we distinguish between two dimensions of distrust 

and examine the moderating role of employee seniority. We show that power instability hinders 

leaders’ power sharing because leaders distrust their employees’ benevolence and ability. We 

further show that employee seniority moderates the indirect association between power instability 

and power sharing, via benevolence (but not ability) distrust, such that this indirect relationship is 

more pronounced for relatively senior (compared to junior) employees. Overall, our findings 

provide valuable insights into when and why leaders are willing to share their power with 

employees or strive to protect their privileged power position by “clinging to their power”.  

 

Keywords: Power instability, power sharing, benevolence distrust, ability distrust, employee 

seniority, leadership 

 

                                                           
7 This chapter is based on a manuscript under review at Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes.  
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Rapidly changing and increasingly competitive working environments have encouraged 

many of today’s organizations to adopt participative processes and work procedures (Seibert, 

Silver, & Randolph, 2004; Sharma & Kirkman, 2015). In such systems, leaders are urged to share 

power with their employees by delegating responsibility and authority and by incorporating 

employees’ ideas into their decisions (Kalshoven et al., 2011; Seibert et al., 2004). The increasing 

popularity of this type of leadership is unsurprising, considering the wealth of beneficial outcomes 

associated with power sharing – both for individual employees (e.g., improved job attitudes; Miller 

& Monge, 1986; Spector, 1986; Vecchio, Justin, & Pearce, 2010) and for organizations as wholes 

(e.g., higher performance; Auh, Menguc, & Jung, 2014; Bradford & Cohen, 1997; Huang, Iun, Liu, 

& Gong, 2010). 

In order to investigate possible antecedents of leaders’ power sharing, the present research 

focuses on a fundamental element of leadership, namely leaders’ power (i.e., their asymmetric 

control over valued resources; Galinsky, Gruenfeld, & Magee, 2003; Jordan, Sivanathan, & 

Galinsky, 2011; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). Although one can have power without being a leader, 

leaders typically possess some degree of power due to their formal hierarchical positioning within 

the organization (Galinsky, Jordan, & Sivanathan, 2008; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). Hence, the 

psychological experience of power is central to leadership and provides key insights to 

understanding leaders’ behavior (Flynn et al., 2011). 

In this regard, social psychological research has shown that having power brings about 

many individual benefits (e.g., access to important resources, freedom, and prestige; Anderson & 

Galinsky, 2006; Galinsky et al., 2003). As a consequence, power holders exhibit a strong tendency 

toward protecting their privileged positions (Magee & Galinsky, 2008). These protective tendencies 

are especially pronounced when powerful individuals feel that their power is unstable, that is, when 

they feel that their power could deteriorate in the foreseeable future (Jordan, Sivanathan, & 

Galinsky, 2011; Williams, 2014). For example, the instability of a power holder’s position has been 
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show to motivate him or her to sabotage team members’ performance in an effort to avert potential 

power threats (Case & Maner, 2014; Maner & Mead, 2010).  

Building on this motivational perspective on power protection (see also Sligte, de Dreu, & 

Nijstad, 2011), the current research proposes that leaders are less willing to share power with their 

employees when they feel that their power position is unstable rather than stable. After all, power 

sharing requires leaders to relinquish authority and control to lower-level employees (Kalshoven et 

al., 2011; Ratcliff et al., 2015). Hence, the present research extends prior work on the consequences 

of power instability (Case & Maner, 2014) by examining a different type of outcome variable. We 

argue that beyond sabotaging team members’ performances (Maner & Mead, 2010), such 

instability might also make leaders reluctant to rely on employees and, thus, to actively involve 

them in the decision-making process. 

Beyond directly examining behavioral implications associated with a leader’s power 

instability, a full understanding of the power instability to power sharing relationship requires 

consideration of its underlying psychological mechanisms. We therefore expand on existing 

research on the behavioral consequences of power instability (e.g., Maner & Mead, 2010) by 

investigating the underlying psychological mechanisms that explain why leaders are less willing to 

share power in unstable rather than stable power positions. We propose that power instability 

critically shapes leaders’ interpretation of their social environment to be consistent with their 

motivation to protect their power (Stamkou, Kleef, Fischer, & Kret, 2016). We thus hypothesize 

that power instability triggers a tendency among leaders to distrust others (Mooijman et al., 2015) 

and that these increased feelings of distrust, in turn, diminish a leader’s willingness to delegate 

important decisions and responsibilities to employees (Das & Teng, 2004). Hence, we cast leaders’ 

distrust as a key mediating mechanism in the relationship between power instability and power 

sharing.  
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The literature further proposes that distrust is not a unidimensional, but rather a multi-

dimensional construct - distinguishing between a cognitive and an affective dimension (Bigley & 

Pearce, 1998; Dimoka, 2010; Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995). The affective dimension refers 

to an individual’s perception that others only think about themselves and try to take advantage of 

the focal individual (i.e., benevolence distrust; McKnight & Chervany, 2001). The cognitive 

dimension refers to an individual’s perception that others are incompetent and do not have the 

abilities required for adequate task accomplishment (i.e., ability distrust; McKnight & Chervany, 

2001). We propose that these different dimensions of distrust explain leaders’ (lack of) power 

sharing with different types of employees. Specifically, for relatively senior (vs. junior) employees, 

due to their more advanced position in the organizational hierarchy, and therefore greater likelihood 

of near-term promotion (Gordon & Johnson, 1982), we expect that power instability will reduce 

leaders’ power sharing because leaders distrust these employees’ benevolence (Coleman, 2004; 

Khan, Moss, Quratulain, & Hameed, 2018). In contrast, for relatively junior (vs. senior) employees, 

due to their lack of tacit knowledge, expertise, and experience, we expect that power instability will 

reduce leaders’ power sharing with these employees because leaders distrust these employees’ 

abilities (Georgesen & Harris, 2006; Leana, 1986). We thus examine both a cognitive and affective 

route in the power-instability to power-sharing relationship. 

The present investigation employs five studies to examine these propositions and, in doing 

so, it aims to make several important contributions to theory. First, this investigation adds to the 

growing body of work on how leaders protect and maintain their power positions (Magee & 

Galinsky, 2008; Williams, 2014). Although this line of inquiry has illustrated important behavioral 

consequences of power instability in experimental settings (e.g., Jordan et al., 2011; Maner & 

Mead, 2010), it has not yet examined the important outcome variable of power sharing. Second, the 

existing research has not identified key psychological mechanisms underlying behavioral responses 

following unstable power. By empirically examining the mediating role of distrust, both with 
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regards to employees’ benevolence and their ability, we aim to provide a fuller understanding of the 

psychological processes linking power instability to power sharing. Finally, by examining the 

moderating role of employee seniority, we shine greater light on how different psychological 

mechanisms explain leader’s (lack of) power sharing with different employees. Overall, the present 

research aims to identify psychological barriers to leaders’ power sharing, thereby explaining why 

power sharing, despite its potential benefits, remains so elusive in many of today’s organizations 

(Sharma & Kirkman, 2015). 

Leaders’ Power Instability and Power Sharing 

Being in a position of power brings about many benefits for individuals. Relative to those 

with less power, for example, more powerful persons are less dependent on others, and they can act 

to a greater extent according to their own goals and desires (Chen et al., 2001; Galinsky et al., 

2003; Guinote, 2007). Moreover, the powerful have more autonomy (Lammers, Stoker, Rink, & 

Galinsky, 2016) and control over their surroundings (Fast, Gruenfeld, Sivanathan, & Galinsky, 

2009), and they are often respected and admired for their privileged positions (Magee & Galinsky, 

2008). Accordingly, studies have linked power to increased well-being (Kifer, Heller, Perunovic, & 

Galinsky, 2013), self-esteem (Wojciszke & Struzynska–Kujalowicz, 2007), and optimism 

(Anderson & Galinsky, 2006; Fast, Sivanathan, Mayer, & Galinsky, 2012), as well as reduced 

feelings of stress (Schmid & Schmid Mast, 2013; Sherman et al., 2012) and loneliness (Waytz, 

Chou, Magee, & Galinsky, 2015). 

Given these benefits, being in a position that puts these advantages at risk is stressful for 

power holders (Feenstra, Jordan, Walter, Yan, & Stoker, 2017; Jordan, Sivanathan, et al., 2011). 

Consequently, when powerful individuals fear they could lose their power, they typically focus on 

defending their privileged position, such that “retaining a hold on power will jump to the top 

priority” (Williams, 2014, p. 1370). Consistent with this reasoning, theory and research on threat-

rigidity effects suggest that, “there may be general tendency for individuals to behave rigidly in 
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threatening situations” (Staw, Sandelands, & Dutton, 1981, p. 502), with people becoming less 

flexible and aiming for more control over their social environment (see also D’Aunno & Sutton, 

1992). In fact, several studies have empirically investigated the role of power instability for diverse 

behavioral outcomes. In an effort to preserve their power, for example, individuals in unstable 

(rather than stable) power positions have been found to more strongly derogate their working 

partners (Georgesen & Harris, 1998, 2006), sabotage the functioning of high-performing group 

members (Case & Maner, 2014; Maner & Mead, 2010), make more conservative decisions (Jordan 

et al., 2011; Maner, Gailliot, Butz, & Peruche, 2007), and seek greater physical proximity to 

potentially threatening others (Mead & Maner, 2012).  

Building on these insights, we propose that a leader who feels that his or her power is 

unstable (versus stable) will share less power with his or her employees. After all, power sharing 

entails relinquishing at least part of one’s power and delegating some of one’s decision-making 

authority (Kalshoven et al., 2011; Ratcliff et al., 2015). Rather than preserving the existing power 

distribution, such behavior transfers important resources toward employees and, thus, potentially 

reduces leaders’ power and further threatens their positions (Coleman, 2004; Tjosvold & Sun, 

2006). As illustrated above, however, power preservation is a key behavioral motive for powerful 

individuals – particularly when they perceive their power positions to be under threat (Williams, 

2014). Therefore, we predict: 

Hypothesis 3.1: The instability of leaders’ power decreases leaders’ power sharing. 

Studies 3.1a and 3.1b 

Studies 3.1a and 3.1b tested Hypothesis 3.1 using experimental research designs. Study 3.1a 

examined if participants in unstable-power positions would be less willing to share power 

compared to participants in stable-power positions. In an effort to illustrate that the effects 

uncovered in Study 3.1a were driven by reduced power sharing in the unstable-power condition (as 

suggested by Hypothesis 3.1) rather than enhanced power sharing for participants with stable power 
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(see also Case & Maner, 2014), Study 3.1b then extended this design by including a control 

condition. 

Methods 

Participants and design. Studies 3.1a and 3.1b used experimental scenario designs. In 

Study 3.1a, we recruited 100 participants from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (Mturk; 

https://www.mturk.com/). In Study 3.1b, we recruited 230 participants from Prolific Academic 

(https://prolific.ac/). All participants in Study 3.1a were located in the United States and all 

participants in Study 3.1b were located in the United Kingdom. We invited participants to take part 

in a study on workplace behavior in exchange for a monetary compensation. Prior validation 

studies have shown that such online data collection methods are as reliable as data collected in 

research labs or field settings (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011; Goodman, Cryder, & 

Cheema, 2013; Mason & Suri, 2012; Paolacci, Chandler, & Ipeirotis, 2010; Peer et al., 2017). To 

further ensure data quality, we included comprehension and instructional manipulation checks (see 

below).  

In Study 3.1a, we excluded nine participants because they had identical IP addresses. We 

also excluded 11 participants because they failed the comprehension check, whereas no participants 

failed the instructional manipulation check. Hence, we conducted the analyses using 80 participants 

(response rate = 80%; Mage = 35.38, SD = 9.85; 51% female). Sixty-five percent of these 

participants worked in an organization at the time of the study. We randomly assigned participants 

to either an unstable- or a stable-power condition.  

In Study 3.1b, we excluded 19 participants because they failed the comprehension check 

and 29 participants because they failed the instructional manipulation check. Hence, we conducted 

the analyses using 182 participants (response rate = 79%; Mage = 36.55, SD = 9.76; 55% female). 

Seventy-seven percent of these participants worked in an organization at the time of the study and 

https://www.mturk.com/
https://prolific.ac/
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55% of them supervised at least one employee. We randomly assigned participants to an unstable-

power, stable-power, or control condition.  

Manipulations, procedures, and measures. Participants responded to all items on a scale 

from 1 (highly unlikely) to 7 (highly likely). We further note that we have reported all 

manipulations and measured variables in the sections that follow.  

Power instability. To manipulate power instability, we first asked participants in both 

studies to imagine that they were a senior manager of a large company, responsible for supervising 

more than twenty employees. Moreover, they were told that their position in the organization gave 

them great power to make independent decisions and placed them at the higher end of the 

organizational hierarchy (Bowles & Gelfand, 2009; Karelaia & Keck, 2013). On this basis, we 

subsequently implemented the stable- and unstable-power manipulations (Studies 3.1a and 3.1b), as 

well as the control condition (Study 3.1b only). In the stable-power condition, participants read that 

after a talk with a representative from the Human Resources department, they felt that their position 

in the organizational hierarchy was quite stable and that they would remain in the same position in 

the near future. In the unstable-power condition, participants read that after a talk with a 

representative from the Human Resources department, they felt that their position in the 

organizational hierarchy was quite unstable and that they feared being demoted to a lower position 

in the near future. In the control condition (Study 3.1b only), participants received no information 

about the (in)stability of their position.  

Power sharing. After the manipulations, all participants read a scenario in which they had 

to decide on a suitable location for a new branch for their company (adapted from Vroom & Jago, 

1974). We asked the participants to imagine that they had recently attained a large amount of 

funding in order to open a new branch. Participants further read that the success of this new branch 

was very important for their company, and, to a large extent, depended on finding a suitable 

location. We then used four items referring to this scenario to measure power sharing (adapted from 
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Kalshoven et al., 2011). Specifically, we asked the participants to indicate whether they would: 

“Allow my employees to influence the location of the new branch”; “Delegate the problem of 

finding a location for the new branch to my employees”; “Reconsider my decision of a suitable 

location on the basis of recommendations made by my employees”; and “Give my employees the 

responsibility of finding a suitable location for the new branch” (Study 3.1a, α = .80; Study 3.1b, α 

= .76). 

Comprehension and (instructional) manipulation checks. Following Oppenheimer and 

colleagues (2009), we included an instructional manipulation check to detect careless responding. 

That is, we showed participants a paragraph of wordy instructions that eventually told them to 

ignore the question that appeared in boldface at the bottom of the screen. Additionally, as a 

comprehension check, we asked the following open-ended question: “For the opening of a new 

branch for your company; what did you have to decide on?” As indicated before, we only included 

participants in our final data analyses if (a) they correctly followed the instructional manipulation 

check and (b) their answer to the comprehension check indicated that they had understood that they 

had to decide on the new branch’s location. 

Further, as a manipulation check, after the measurement of the dependent variable, 

participants in both studies rated the instability of their power with the following two items: “My 

position in the organization is quite unstable” and, “I think I will be demoted to a lower position in 

the near future”. The two items were highly correlated (Study 3.1a: r = .94, p < .001, α = .97; Study 

3.1b: r = .94, p < .001, α = .97).  

Results  

Manipulation check. Table 3.1 depicts descriptive statistics for Studies 3.1a and 3.1b. The 

manipulation check for Study 3.1a demonstrated that participants in the unstable-power condition 

perceived more power instability (M = 6.07, SD = 1.16), compared to participants in the stable-

power condition (M = 1.40, SD = .99), t(78) = -19.41, p < .001, d = 4.35.  
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Similarly, in Study 3.1b, participants reported different levels of power instability across the 

three conditions, F(2,114.22) = 627.53, p < .001,  = .88.8 Games-Howell post-hoc tests further 

revealed that participants in the unstable-power condition perceived more power instability (M = 

6.07, SD = .91), compared to participants in the stable-power (M = 1.35, SD = 0.60; 95% CI [4.38, 

5.05]), p < .001) and control conditions (M = 1.77, SD = 0.88 95% CI [3.92, 4.69], p < .001). 

Furthermore, participants in the stable-power condition reported lower power instability than 

participants in the control condition (95% CI [-.75, -.09], p = .008). Hence, our manipulation of 

power instability was successful in both studies.  

  

                                                           
8 Levene’s test of homogeneity rejected the null hypothesis that variances are equal across conditions, 

F(2,179) = 3.13, p = .046. Therefore, we report Welch’s adjusted ANOVA results and Games-Howell post-hoc tests 

(Games & Howell, 1976; Welch, 1951). 

2

p
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Table 3.1 

Means (and Standard Deviations) per Condition for Studies 3.1a (top) and 3.1b (bottom) 

 Unstable-power 

condition 

Stable-power 

condition 

Control          

condition 

Study 3.1a; n per 

cell 

38 42 - 

Power instability 6.07 (1.16)a 1.40 (0.99)b - 

Power sharing 3.51 (1.11)a 4.07 (1.20)b - 

    

Study 3.1b; n per 

cell 

59 61 62 

Power instability 6.07 (0.91)a 1.35 (0.60)b 1.77 (0.88)c 

Power sharing 3.12 (0.97)a 3.85 (1.14)b 3.61 (1.04)b 

Notes. Within rows, means with different subscripts are significantly different at p < .05 level based 

on independent-samples t-test (for comparisons of two conditions), Games-Howell post-hoc tests 

(for comparison of power instability among three conditions) or Tukey’s honest significance 

difference test (for comparison of power sharing among three conditions).  

 

Hypothesis test. In line with Hypothesis 3.1, an independent-samples t-test in Study 3.1a 

showed that participants in the unstable-power condition (M = 3.51, SD = 1.11) reported lower 

willingness to share power than participants in the stable-power condition (M = 4.07, SD = 1.20), 

t(78) = 2.13, p = .04, d = .48. Similarly, for Study 3.1b, a one-way ANOVA showed that 

participants across the three conditions differed in their willingness to share power, F(2,179) = 

7.46, p = .001,  = .08. Tukey’s honest significance difference test showed that participants in the 

unstable-power condition (M = 3.12, SD = 0.97) reported lower power sharing, compared to 

2

p
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participants in both the stable-power (M = 3.85, SD = 1.14; 95% CI [-1.18, - .28], p = .001) and 

control (M = 3.61, SD = 1.04; 95% CI [-.94, -.03]), p = .03) conditions. There was no significant 

difference, however, between power sharing in the stable-power and control conditions (95% CI [-

.69, .20], p = .41). Parenthetically, we note that both in Studies 1a and 1b, participants’ age and 

gender did not influence the pattern of the results or alter our conclusions when included as 

covariates.  

Discussion  

Supporting Hypothesis 3.1, Studies 3.1a and 3.1b both demonstrated an effect of power 

instability on power sharing, such that participants reported lower willingness to share power with 

their employees when their power was unstable rather than stable. The experimental set-up of these 

studies has noteworthy strengths, allowing us to make causal attributions for the relationship 

between power instability and power sharing. In addition, we show that these effects hold with 

participants located on two different continents – North America and Europe. At the same time, this 

research design may raise questions about our findings’ generalizability toward organizational 

settings. Moreover, the present studies did not examine why power instability hinders leaders’ 

power sharing. To address these unanswered questions, we conducted another study in an 

organizational field setting. Beyond aiming to constructively replicate Studies 3.1a and 3.1b in a 

more naturalistic context, this study examined leaders’ distrust as a potential mediator to explain 

the psychological processes linking power instability and power sharing.  

The Mediating Role of Leaders’ Distrust 

As outlined before, powerful individuals generally have a strong motivation to protect their 

power, and this tendency is particularly pronounced when they perceive their power to be unstable 

(Case & Maner, 2014; Williams, 2014). Building on this motivational perspective on power 

protection (see also Sligte et al., 2011), we propose that power instability critically shapes leaders’ 

social perceptions, which in turn directs their behaviors to be in line with their motivation to protect 
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their power. Specifically, we suggest that leaders in relatively unstable power positions exhibit 

greater distrust toward their employees because of the potential threat that these employees could 

pose. Such distrust, in turn, serves as a key mediator in the power instability-power sharing 

relationship. 

Scholars have argued that distrust contains two critical elements (Bijlsma-Frankema, Sitkin, 

& Weibel, 2015; Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & Camerer, 1998). First, distrust comprises negative 

expectations toward others’ intentions and behaviors (i.e., the anticipation that other persons are 

unwilling and/or unable to act in one’s best interest, Lount & Pettit, 2012; McKnight & Chervany, 

2001; Rousseau et al., 1998). And second, these negative expectations form the basis for an 

individual’s unwillingness to make him- or herself vulnerable to the respective others (Lewicki, 

Tomlinson, & Gillespie, 2006; Mayer et al., 1995; McKnight & Chervany, 2001).  

Building on this conceptualization, scholars have described distrust as a possible “resource-

protection strategy” (Mooijman et al., 2015, p. 2) for leaders, because trusting others could damage 

one’s power position and, thus, distrust shields leaders against perceived or actual power threats. 

When in an unstable power position, in particular, a leader might sense an acute risk that his or her 

employees will act against their best interests, consequently reducing their willingness to make 

themselves vulnerable toward employees – the sheer definition of distrust (Williams, 2014). By 

contrast, a leader who feels that his or her power is secure will view other people’s intentions and 

behaviors with less suspicion, because his or her position is less vulnerable. Accordingly, compared 

to leaders who risk losing their power, power-stable leaders hold more positive expectations toward 

others and, consequently, are more willing to accept vulnerability (i.e., have lesser distrust toward 

employees).  

Corroborating this reasoning, empirical research has shown that power holders’ thinking 

becomes more vigilant and threat-oriented when their power is unstable (Keltner et al., 2003; 

Scheepers et al., 2015). In an effort to preempt potential hazards to their position, powerful 
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individuals who worry about losing their power therefore devote greater attention to others who 

potentially endanger their power position (Stamkou, Kleef, Fischer, & Kret, 2016). On this basis, 

we predict that the instability of leaders’ power increases leaders’ distrust.  

 Moreover, we anticipate that a leader’s distrust, in turn, will be negatively associated with 

his or her power sharing. As outlined above, distrust involves an individual’s negative expectations 

toward others and, thus, a pronounced unwillingness to make oneself vulnerable (Bigley & Pearce, 

1998; Mayer et al., 1995; Rousseau et al., 1998). Importantly, power sharing has the potential to 

critically enhance a leader’s vulnerability and to put him or her at greater risk of others’ 

exploitation. That is, power sharing entails granting authority and decision-making responsibility to 

employees, increasing a leader’s dependency on employees’ willingness and ability to act on the 

leader’s behalf and adequately handle important issues  Smith & Barclay, 1997). It is therefore 

likely that leaders experiencing stronger distrust will be motivated to avoid the risks and 

uncertainty associated with such behavior and to retain tight control over key decisions and actions 

(Das & Teng, 2004; Schoorman et al., 2007; Vlaar, Van den Bosch, & Volberda, 2007). Hence, as 

compared with more trusting leaders, less trusting leaders are more likely to preserve decision-

making authority for themselves, rather than delegating important tasks and responsibilities to 

others (Colquitt, Scott, & LePine, 2007; Leana, 1986; Yukl & Fu, 1999).  

The above theorizing suggests that power instability enhances a leaders’ distrust in others - 

with such distrust diminishing the respective leader’s power-sharing behavior. Taken together, this 

conceptual rationale positions leaders’ distrust as a core mediating mechanism to explain the 

relationship between power instability and power sharing. To formally examine this indirect 

association, we propose: 

Hypothesis 3.2: Leaders’ distrust mediates the negative relationship between leaders’ 

power instability and power sharing. 

Study 3.2 
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In a correlational field study among organizational leaders, Study 3.2 tested the mediating 

role of distrust in the relationship between power instability and power sharing. By doing so, we 

aimed to replicate the findings of Studies 3.1a and 3.1b in a more naturalistic context and add 

theoretical understanding by demonstrating why power instability decreases leaders’ power sharing.  

Method 

Participants and procedure. We approached potential participants via the newsletter and 

website of a popular management magazine in The Netherlands. This invitation included a link to 

an online leadership questionnaire that contained measures of power instability, distrust, power 

sharing, and paranoia (see supplementary analysis described below).9 We guaranteed participants 

that their responses were anonymous and confidential. In exchange for their participation, all 

participants were entered into a raffle for a book gift certificate. 

Only individuals who indicated that they currently worked in an organization and 

supervised other employees could complete the questionnaire. In total, 402 individuals participated 

in the study. We excluded two participants because they had identical IP addresses. Hence, we 

conducted the below analyses using 400 participants (Mage = 51.01, SD = 8.47; 35% female). 

Participants’ average organizational tenure was 13.81 years (SD = 11.45) and they were all Dutch. 

Of the participants, 37.8% supervised between 1 and 10 employees, 21.8% supervised between 11 

and 20 employees, and 40.5% supervised more than 20 employees. Finally, participants occupied 

substantial positions of power in their organizations, with most of the participants representing 

either top-management (50%) or middle-management positions (42.8%).  

Measures. All measures were translated from English to Dutch using a back-translation 

procedure. Unless indicated otherwise, all measures were accompanied by a scale from 1 

(completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree).  

                                                           
9 This questionnaire was part of a larger research project. Hence, after the measures of interest for this study, 

measures of constructs unrelated to the current research were included. 
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Power instability. To measure power instability, we asked participants to rate the extent to 

which they felt that six characteristics of their power in the organization were “THREATENED - a 

possibility that they get worse in the future” (Chandler, Kennedy, & Sandhu, 2007; Fugate, Kinicki, 

& Prussia, 2008; Fugate, Prussia, & Kinicki, 2012). Specifically, we asked the participants to 

indicate their threat perceptions with regard to their position, control, influence, power, authority, 

and status in the organization (1 = not at all threatened, 5 = threatened to a great extent; α = . 94). 

Distrust. We measured leaders’ distrust with eight items (Carvalho et al., 2015; Fenigstein 

& Vanable, 1992). We slightly adapted these items such that they applied to an organizational 

context. Example items were, “In my organization, it is safer to trust no one” and, “I often wonder 

what hidden reason another person in my organization may have for doing something nice for you” 

(α = .87).  

Power sharing. We measured leaders’ power sharing with six items from Kalshoven and 

colleagues (2011). Example items were, “I allow my employees to influence critical decisions” and, 

“I delegate challenging responsibilities to my employees” (α = .79). 

Control variables. We considered leaders’ age (in years), gender (0 = female, 1 = male), 

organizational tenure (in years), and power (i.e., operationalized as a leader’s management level [1 

= no management; 2 = lower management; 3 = middle management; 4 = top management], as a 

leader’s hierarchical power level [measured on a 0-100 slider scale, with 0 = bottom and 100 = top] 

and by the number of employees the leader supervised [1 = between 1 and 5; 2 = between 6 and 10, 

3 = between 11 and 15; 4 = between 16 and 20; and 5 = more than 20]; Lammers & Stoker, 2010) 

as potential control variables, as previous research has shown that they are associated with (some 

of) our outcome variables (Eagly & Johnson, 1990; Jago & Vroom, 1982; Mooijman et al., 2015; 

Somech, 2003). 

Results  
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Factor structure. We conducted confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) to examine how the 

data fit our proposed three-factor model, with power instability, distrust, and power sharing as 

correlated latent factors and no indicator cross-loadings permitted. This model showed a good fit to 

the data (χ2[167] = 293.66, p < .001, CFI = .97, RMSEA= .044, TLI = .96), and all of the respective 

survey items loaded significantly on their latent variables (all p’s < .001). Furthermore, the three-

factor model had a better fit to the data than a one-factor model (in which all items loaded on one 

latent variable; Δχ2 (3) = 1384.38, p < .001), as well as the best fitting two-factor model (Δχ2[2] = 

491.39, p < .001). These findings corroborate our measures’ convergent and discriminant validity.  

Hypotheses tests. Table 3.2 depicts descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for all 

Study 3.2 variables and Table 3.3 depicts the regression results conducted to test our hypotheses. 

Analysis revealed that power instability was positively associated with distrust (B = .30, SE = .03, p 

< .001, R2 = .20) and that distrust, in turn, was negatively associated with power sharing (B = -.13, 

SE = .03, p < .001, R2 = .06). To formally assess Hypothesis 3.2, we used the SPSS macro 

‘PROCESS’ (Hayes, 2012), using a bootstrapping procedure (with 10,000 resamples), as proposed 

by Preacher and Hayes (2008). In accordance with Hypothesis 3.2, this analysis revealed a 

significant negative indirect association between power instability and power sharing through 

distrust (estimate = -.06, 95% CI [-.09, -.03]). 

Of the potential control variables, leaders’ management position was positively associated 

with power sharing (r = .16, p = .001) and negatively associated with distrust (r = -.26, p < .001). 

Also, leaders’ hierarchical power level was positively associated with power sharing (r = .14, p = 

.006) and negatively associated with distrust (r = -.24, p < .001; see Table 2). Hence, we repeated 

all regression analyses with these variables included as covariates. Results showed that all 

hypothesized coefficients remained statistically significant and that their direction remained 

unchanged when incorporating these controls. Similarly, controlling for other potential control 

variables (i.e., leaders’ age, gender, organizational tenure and/or number of employees leaders 
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supervised) did not meaningfully change the pattern or significance of the reported results. Overall, 

our findings support Hypothesis 3.2. 
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Table 3.3 

Results for the Mediation Analysis of Distrust in the Relationship between Power Instability and 

Power Sharing for Study 3.2 

 B SE p 95% CI 

Path / Relationship     Lower Upper 

Power instability  distrust .30 .03 < .001 .24 .36 

Distrust  power sharing -.13 .03 < .001 -.18 -.08 

Indirect relationship  -.06 .01  -.09 -.03 

Notes. N = 400. Coefficients are unstandardized regression coefficients. The indirect relationship is 

based on bootstrapping procedure (10,000 samples) proposed by Preacher and Hayes (2008).  

 

Supplementary analyses. To further increase confidence in our proposed conceptual model 

and to examine the generalizability of our theorizing, we explored the possible mediating role of a 

more severe form of distrust, namely leaders’ paranoia. Paranoia is a heightened and exaggerated 

form of distrust that includes individuals’ suspicion that others might exploit or harm them 

(Kramer, 2001). We expected that, similar to distrust, power instability is associated with increased 

paranoia among leaders. Such paranoia, in turn, is suggested to diminish leaders’ power sharing. 

We measured leaders’ paranoia using eight scenario items adapted from Fenigstein (1984; 

see Appendix). Each of these scenarios asked participants to imagine themselves in a specific 

situation (e.g., “You are walking down the hallway at your office when one of your employees 

walks right by without saying ‘hello’ to you”). After reading a scenario, participants indicated how 

they would interpret the respective situation. Answer options included both relatively neutral 

interpretations (e.g., “Your employee was preoccupied and didn’t notice you”) and interpretations 

indicating paranoid tendencies (e.g., “Your employee wanted to avoid a conversation with you”). 

Participants assessed the likelihood of either interpretation being valid on a scale from 1 (not at all 
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likely) to 5 (extremely likely). Following prior research (e.g., Fenigstein, 1984), we used the mean 

score of the “paranoid” response options as the measure of paranoia (α = .69).  

As shown in Table 3.4, regression analyses demonstrated that power instability was 

positively associated with paranoia (B = .20, SE = .02, p < .001, R2 = .16) and that paranoia, in turn, 

was negatively associated with power sharing (B = -.15, SE = .03, p < .001, ΔR2 = .08). To directly 

assess the mediating role of paranoia in the relationship between power instability and power 

sharing, we again used the bootstrapping procedure proposed by Preacher and Hayes (2008; with 

10,000 resamples). Supporting our expectations, this analysis revealed a significant negative 

indirect relationship between power instability and power sharing, through paranoia (B = -.06, 95% 

CI [-.09, -.04]). Hence, these supplementary findings indicated that a more extreme form of distrust 

also serves as a mediating mechanism in the power instability – power sharing relationship.   

 

Table 3.4 

Results for the Mediation Analysis of Paranoia in the Relationship between Power Instability and 

Power Sharing for Study 3.2 

 B SE p 95% CI 

Path / Relationship    Lower Upper 

Power instability  paranoia .20 .02 < .001 .15 .24 

Paranoia  power sharing -.15 .03 < .001 -.20 -.10 

Indirect relationship -.06 .01  -.09 -.04 

Notes. N = 400. Coefficients are unstandardized regression coefficients. The indirect relationship is 

based on bootstrapping procedure (10,000 samples) proposed by Preacher and Hayes (2008).  
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Discussion 

Study 3.2 extended the findings of Studies 3.1a and 3.1b by examining the relationship 

between power instability and power sharing in an organizational field setting and by 

demonstrating the mediating role of distrust (and paranoia) in this regard. By doing so, we shine 

greater light on a key underlying mechanism that explains why leaders in relatively unstable 

positions share less power with their employees than leaders in more stable power positions. 

That said, some unanswered questions remain. First, our cross-sectional research design 

does not allow for causal conclusions. Although we hypothesized that leaders in unstable power 

positions distrust others more than leaders in stable positions, the current study cannot rule out the 

alternative direction of our hypothesized effect or the impact of confounding variable affecting our 

constructs. Hence, in order to support our causal claims, in the following study we will examine the 

impact of power instability for distrust using an experimental research design. Another limitation of 

the current study is that we measured general distrust toward others in the organization, as opposed 

to capturing individualized distrust toward leaders’ employees, in particular. 

Furthermore, the present study has taken a rather “broad brush” examination of distrust. 

Research shows, however, that distrust is a multi-dimensional construct (McKnight & Chervany, 

2001). Specifically, scholars have argued that distrust contains both an affective (i.e., emotional 

construal of another individual’s intent to exert harm on the focal individual) and cognitive 

dimension (i.e., an individual’s rational construal of another individual’s ability to successfully 

complete a task; Dimoka, 2010; Rousseau et al., 1998). In this study, although the scale we used 

was a general distrust scale, the items appear to capture more of an affective dimension of distrust 

than a cognitive dimension (e.g., “Some people in my organization have tried to steal my ideas and 

take credit for them” and, “Most people in my organization will use somewhat unfair means to gain 

profit or an advantage, rather than lose it”).  
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Thus, in the studies that follow, we measure distrust toward leaders’ employees and 

examine the possible mediating role of a cognitive form of distrust (McKnight & Chervany, 2001). 

Moreover, as it seems likely that these different forms of distrust will be differently applicable 

towards different employees, we examine how a relevant characteristic of employees (i.e., seniority 

level) moderates these indirect relationships.  

Benevolence Distrust, Ability Distrust, and the Moderating Role of Employee Seniority  

Leaders’ Benevolence and Ability Distrust 

Following previous research (Bhattacherjee, 2002; McKnight & Chervany, 2001) we 

distinguish between two dimensions of distrust. First, benevolence distrust refers to an emotional 

assessments of another person’s ill will (Dimoka, 2010; McKnight & Chervany, 2001). Second, 

ability distrust is based on a negative cognitive assessment of another person’s capabilities 

(Dimoka, 2010; McKnight & Chervany, 2001). Building on research that has shown that 

individuals with unstable power are motivated to protect their power (Sligte et al., 2011; Williams, 

2014), we propose that both dimensions of distrust mediate the relationship between power 

instability and power sharing. In a first step toward unravelling the potential mediating role of 

benevolence and ability distrust, we will first examine how power instability may directly affect 

leaders’ respective distrust dimensions.  

We first argue that power instability increases leaders’ distrust in their employees’ 

benevolence. As mentioned before, power instability makes leaders focus on protecting their power 

(Williams, 2014). Hence, powerful individuals who are worried about losing their power are likely 

to fixate on how their employees could further endanger their precarious position (Keltner et al., 

2003; Scheepers et al., 2015). One important way in which employees could represent a danger, in 

this regard, is by deliberately trying to topple the leader’s power in an effort to usurp his or her role 

(Khan et al., 2018). Hence, when placed in an unstable power position, a leader might sense an 

acute risk that his or her employees could self-servingly act against the leader’s best interests, thus 
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heightening a leader’s benevolence distrust. In contrast, a leader who feels that his or her power is 

relatively stable will be less likely to interpret employees’ intentions and behaviors with such 

suspicious motives (Keltner et al., 2003; Scheepers et al., 2015), thereby preventing feelings of 

benevolence distrust toward employees. Hence, we predict: 

Hypothesis 3.3a: The instability of leaders’ power increases leaders’ benevolence distrust. 

Second, in addition to endangering a leader’s power position by intentionally seeking to 

sabotage the leader, employees could seriously (albeit unintentionally) damage a leader’s power 

position by mishandling important tasks and decisions due to sheer incompetence (Mayer et al., 

1995). Even when they share power, leaders typically bare final accountability for their team’s 

outcomes (Yukl & Fu, 1999). As such, they may face substantive repercussions when employees 

cannot meet goals due to insufficient abilities. Hence, the potential that a leader’s employees will 

not be qualified to handle important task as well as the leader would handle them him- or herself  

may pose a significant threat. Accordingly, we propose that leaders in unstable power positions are 

particularly distrusting of the abilities of their employees (Georgesen & Harris, 1998). By contrast, 

a leader who feels that his or her power is relatively stable should be less preoccupied with 

subordinates’ potential inability to deliver on their task (Georgesen & Harris, 2006), because such 

inability is less likely to harm the leader’s position in the organizational hierarchy. Overall, we thus 

propose that power instability makes leaders more distrustful their employees’ abilities. We thus 

hypothesize:  

Hypothesis 3.3b: The instability of leaders’ power increases leaders’ ability distrust. 

Study 3.3a  

Study 3.3a empirically tested Hypotheses 3.3a and 3.3b using an experimental research 

design. We examined whether participants in an unstable power position exhibited greater distrust 

toward their employees’ benevolence and ability, as compared to participants in a stable power 

position and in a control condition.  
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  Method.  

Participants and design. We recruited 231 participants via Prolific Academic (we ensured 

that these individuals had not participated in Study 3.1b), in exchange for a small monetary 

compensation. All participants were located in the United States. We excluded six participants 

because they had identical IP addresses and 13 participants because they failed the instructional 

manipulation check (see below). Hence, we conducted our final data analyses using 212 

participants (response rate = 92%; Mage = 37.25, SD = 9.68; 41% female). Ninety-seven percent of 

the final sample worked in an organization at the time of the study and, of these, 45% supervised at 

least one employee. We randomly assigned participants to an unstable-power, stable-power, or 

control condition.  

Manipulations, procedures, and measures. Participants responded to all items on a scale 

from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). We further note that we have reported all manipulations and 

measured variables in the sections that follow. 

Power instability. We administered the same power instability manipulation as in Study 

3.1b. Specifically, we asked participants to imagine that they were a senior manager of a large 

company and that they felt that after a talk with a representative from the Human Resources 

department their position in the organizational hierarchy was quite stable (unstable). As in Study 

3.1b, participants in the control condition received no information about the (in)stability of their 

position. 

Distrust. Following the manipulation, we measured participants’ benevolence and ability 

distrust toward their employees with four items each (adapted from Mayer & Davis, 1999). 

Example items for benevolence distrust were, “I would be concerned that my employees do not 

care about my welfare” and, “I would be concerned that my employees would try to take advantage 

of me” (α = .92). Example items for ability distrust were, “I would be concerned that my employees 
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are incapable of handling important tasks” and, “I would be concerned that my employees would 

lack knowledge about critical decisions” (α = .96).10  

(Instructional) manipulation checks. We included the same instructional manipulation check 

as in Studies 3.1a and 3.1b (Oppenheimer et al., 2009). Furthermore, as a check for our 

manipulation, we measured perceived power instability with the same two items as in Studies 3.1a 

and 3.1b (r = .95, p < .001, α = .97).  

Results.  

Manipulation check. Table 3.5 depicts descriptive statistics for Study 3.3a. The 

manipulation check revealed that participants across the three conditions differed in their perceived 

power instability, F(2, 209) = 599.09, p < .001,  = .85. As expected, Tukey’s honest significance 

difference test showed that participants in the unstable-power condition perceived more power 

instability (M = 6.37, SD = 1.03) compared to participants in the stable-power (M = 1.49, SD = 

1.11; 95% CI [4.49, 5.26]), p < .001) and control (M = 1.54, SD = .71; 95% CI [4.45, 5.21], p < 

.001) conditions. Hence, our manipulation of power instability was successful. Furthermore, there 

were no differences for power instability between the stable-power and control conditions (95% CI 

[-.43, .34], p = .96). 

 

 

 

                                                           
10 In addition to benevolence and ability distrust, researchers have examined integrity distrust (i.e., the 

perception that another person does not adhere to important values and rules; Mayer et al., 1995; McKnight & 

Chervany, 2001). Although we do not expect power instability to impact leaders’ integrity distrust, for completeness 

we also measured this distrust dimension. As expected, analysis revealed that power instability does not impact 

integrity distrust, F(1, 209) = .53, p = .59.  
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Table 3.5 

Means (and Standard Deviations) per Condition for Study 3.3a 

 Unstable-power 

condition 

Stable-power 

condition 

Control        

condition 

n per cell 72 69 71 

Power instability 6.37 (1.03)a 1.49 (1.11)b 1.54 (0.71)b 

Benevolence distrust 3.77 (1.52)a 3.14 (1.43)b 3.12 (1.61)b 

Ability distrust 3.58 (1.76)a 3.28 (1.67)a 3.14 (1.76)a 

Notes. Within rows, means with different subscripts are significantly different at p < .05 level based 

on Tukey’s honest significance difference test. 

 

Hypotheses tests. To test Hypotheses 3.3a and 3.3b, we used a one-way multivariate 

analysis of variance (MANOVA) with condition as the independent variable and benevolence and 

ability distrust as dependent variables. The analysis showed a marginally-significant multivariate 

effect, F(4, 418) = 2.11, p = .078,  = .02. Further, a univariate ANOVA revealed a main effect of 

power instability on benevolence distrust, F(2, 209) = 4.16, p = .02,  = .04. In support of 

Hypothesis 3.3a, Tukey’s honest significance difference tests showed that participants reported 

higher benevolence distrust in the unstable-power condition (M = 3.77, SD = 1.52), compared to the 

stable-power (M = 3.14, SD = 1.43; 95% CI [.01, .80], p = .04) and control conditions (M = 3.12, 

SD = 1.61, 95% CI [.03, 81], p = .03). There was no difference between the stable-power and 

control conditions (95% CI [-.40, .38], p = .99). Contrary to Hypothesis 3.3b, however, ANOVA 

results for ability distrust indicated no significant differences between the three conditions, F(2, 

209) = 1.22, p = .30,  = .01. Including participants’ age and gender as covariates did not 

influence the pattern of the results or alter our conclusions for either analysis.  

2

p

2

p

2

p



538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM
Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019 PDF page: 69PDF page: 69PDF page: 69PDF page: 69

CHAPTER 3: POWER INSTABILITY, DISTRUST, & POWER SHARING 

69 
 

Discussion. The findings of Study 3.3a support Hypothesis 3.3a, showing that the instability 

of leaders’ power increases leaders’ distrust regarding their employees’ benevolence. In contrast, 

our findings do not support Hypothesis 3.3b, as we observed no differences between conditions for 

ability distrust. Hence, this study provides preliminary evidence for the value of distinguishing 

between benevolence and ability distrust when examining distrust as a mediator in the power-

instability to power-sharing relationship and that the affective dimension (i.e., benevolence distrust) 

is particularly important in this regard.  

At the same time, this study is unable to draw conclusions beyond the power-instability to 

distrust direct relationship. Thus, we still need to include a measure of power sharing and test the 

full mediation pathways. Second, in Study 3a, we did not explore the possibility of moderating 

variables. Research suggests that due to employees’ specific qualities or characteristics, different 

employees pose different threats to leaders’ power positions (Khan et al., 2018). Hence, it seems 

particularly important to investigate the moderating role of employee characteristics in this regard. 

In fact, such moderating factors might explain the unexpected findings uncovered for ability 

distrust. Hence, in order to address these limitations, the following study, examines the full 

mediation pathways of benevolence and ability distrust and simultaneously explores employee 

seniority as a moderating variable.  

The Moderating Role of Employee Seniority 

Thus far, we have hypothesized that in an effort to protect their power, leaders who perceive 

that their power is unstable will distrust their employees and therefore, will be less willing to 

involve them in decision-making processes and delegate important tasks. Also, we have proposed 

two dimensions of distrust as mechanisms for this relationship. Importantly, however, it seems 

unlikely that these mechanisms apply uniformly to all employees. Hence, although we believe that 

leaders in unstable power positions are generally unwilling to share power with their employees, 
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we propose that the reasons why power instability hinders leaders’ power sharing differs depending 

on a key employee characteristic: employees’ seniority level.  

Seniority is an important predictor of leaders’ power sharing, as leaders are typically more 

likely to depend on, and share power with, their more senior employees (Yukl & Fu, 1999). At the 

same time, however, relatively senior employees (compared to more junior employees) generally 

occupy higher-level positions and are entitled to numerous employee benefits, such as higher 

salaries, job security, and advancement opportunities (Gordon & Johnson, 1982). Leaders who 

worry about losing their power might therefore perceive these senior, more highly-positioned 

employees, as having a greater chance to usurp the threatened leader’s role during times of 

instability (Khan et al., 2018). Hence, sharing power with such employees (as compared to more 

junior employees) might be a riskier bet for leaders whose power is already unstable, because doing 

so would mean that they give power to employees that both have the potential and the position to 

take over their position (Coleman, 2004; Tjosvold & Sun, 2006). In accordance, we propose that 

when considering senior (but not junior) employees, leaders who feel that their power is unstable 

are less willing to share power because they distrust these employees’ benevolence. We therefore 

hypothesize:  

Hypothesis 3.4a: Employee seniority moderates the indirect association between power 

instability and power sharing via leaders’ benevolence distrust, such that benevolence distrust only 

mediates this indirect linkage for relatively senior (as opposed to junior) employees. 

Relatively junior employees, on the other hand, have little working experience and a 

relatively low hierarchical position within their teams (Gordon & Johnson, 1982). These employees 

could thus potentially damage the leader as well, not because of the direct threat they pose to the 

power position of the leader, but because of their incompetence to carry out tasks that the leader 

delegates to them (Mayer et al., 1995). As such, sharing power with such employees (relative to 

more senior employees) might be particularly risky for leaders in an unstable power position, 
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because these employees could unsuccessfully handle important tasks and decisions (Leana, 1986). 

Taken together, we thus argue that when considering junior (but not senior) employees, leaders 

who feel that their power is unstable are less willing to share power because they distrust these 

employees’ abilities. We therefore hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 3.4b: Employee seniority moderates the indirect association between power 

instability and power sharing via leaders’ ability distrust, such that ability distrust only mediates 

this indirect linkage for relatively junior (as opposed to senior) employees. 

Study 3.3b  

Study 3.3b empirically tested Hypotheses 3.4a and 3.4b using an online sample of 

organizational leaders. In order to extend the findings of Study 3.3a, we incorporated leaders’ 

benevolence distrust and ability distrust as mediators in the relationship between power instability 

and power sharing, and we simultaneously examined the moderating role of employee seniority for 

these indirect associations.  

Method.   

Participants and procedure. As we were interested in leaders’ power sharing with different 

employees, individuals were only eligible to partake in this study if they supervised more than one 

employee. We contacted possible participants via Qualtrics Online Panel 

(https://www.qualtrics.com/online-sample/; Bartneck, Duenser, Moltchanova, & Zawieska, 2015). 

We first verified whether all of respondents held a formal organizational leadership position. In 

total, 257 eligible participants completed our study. We excluded 23 of them because they failed 

the instructional manipulation check (see below). Hence, we conducted our final analyses using 

234 participants (response rate = 91%; Mage = 43.48, SD = 12.38; 62% female). All participants 

were located in the United States, and they worked in a wide variety of sectors (e.g., 

manufacturing, retail, public, business). Their organizational tenure was, on average, 10.93 years 

(SD = 7.56). All participants occupied a formal leadership position (27% lower management, 64% 

https://www.qualtrics.com/online-sample/
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middle management, and 9% top management). Furthermore, 60% of the final sample directly 

supervised between 2 and 10 employees, 22% between 11 and 20, and 18% more than 20 

employees.  

All participants received an e-mail containing a link to a secure online questionnaire, which 

asked them to take part in a study about their experiences in the workplace and with their 

employees. We randomly asked half of the participants to think about either a very junior or a very 

senior employee (i.e., an employee with very little/a lot of experience who occupies a relatively 

low/high position within the team), and to report the first name of this employee. Subsequently, the 

participants answered several questions about this focal employee. 

Measures. Unless indicated otherwise, all measures were rated on a scale from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). We further note that we have reported all measured variables in the 

sections that follow. 

Power instability. As in Study 3.2, we measured power instability by asking leaders to rate 

the extent to which they felt that five aspects of their power (i.e., control, position, influence, 

power, and authority) were threatened, using a scale from 1 (not at all threatened) to 7 (threatened 

to a great extent; α = .95).11  

Employee seniority. We asked leaders to indicate the seniority level of the focal employee 

on a scale from 1 (very junior – low position) to 10 (very senior – high position).  

Distrust. As in Study 3.3a, we measured leaders’ benevolence and ability distrust toward the 

focal employee with four items each (adapted from Mayer & Davis, 1999; α = .93 and .94, 

respectively). 

                                                           
11 In Study 3.2 we additionally included an item about “status in my organization”. As we are interested only 

in leaders’ perceptions of their power position, and not their status position, we did not measure this item in Study 3.3b. 

We further note that excluding this item in Study 3.2’s analyses does not meaningfully change the presented results.    
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Power sharing. As in Study 3.2, we measured leaders’ power sharing with the focal 

employee with six items from Kalshoven et al. (2011; α = .86).  

Control variables. We considered leaders’ age (in years), gender (0 = female, 1 = male), 

organizational tenure (in years), relationship tenure with the focal employee (in years) and power 

(i.e., operationalized as a leader’s management level [1 = no management; 2 = lower management; 

3 = middle management; 4 = top management], as a leader’s hierarchical power level [measured on 

a 0-100 slider], and by the number of employees the leader supervised [1 = between 1 and 5; 2 = 

between 6 and 10; 3 = between 11 and 15; 4 = between 16 and 20; and 5 = more than 20]; 

Lammers, Stoker, & Stapel, 2010) as previous research has shown that they are associated with 

some of our outcome variables (Eagly & Johnson, 1990; Jago & Vroom, 1982; Leana, 1986; 

Mooijman et al., 2015; Somech, 2003). 

Results.  

 Measurement model. We used CFAs to examine the factor structure of our measured study 

variables. A four-factor model (with power instability, benevolence distrust, ability distrust, and 

power sharing as correlated latent factors, all items loading on their suggested latent factors, and no 

item cross-loadings allowed) showed a good fit to the data (χ2 [146] = 236.67, p < .001, CFI = .98, 

RMSEA = .05, TLI = .97), and all items loaded significantly on their latent variables (p < .001). 

Furthermore, the four-factor model had a better fit to data than a one-factor model (in which all 

items loaded on the same latent variable; Δχ2 [6] = 1954.15, p < .001) as well as the best fitting 

two-factor model (i.e., with the items of power instability loading on one latent factor and all other 

items loading on a second latent factor; Δχ2 [5] = 848.79, p < .001) and three-factor model (i.e., 

with the items of ability distrust and power sharing loading on one latent factor, the items of power 

instability loading on a second latent factor, and the items of distrust benevolence loading on a third 

latent factor; Δχ2 [3] = 306.59, p < .001). 
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Hypotheses tests. Table 3.6 depicts descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for Study 

3.3b’s variables. As shown, employee seniority was negatively related with leaders’ benevolence 

distrust (r = -.20, p = .002) as well as ability distrust (r = -.47, p < .001), whereas employee 

seniority was positively related with power sharing (r = .58, p < .001). Furthermore, there was a 

relatively high correlation between benevolence and ability distrust (r = .60, p < .001). Hence, we 

tested our hypotheses regarding benevolence and ability distrust in separate regression analyses. 
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In a first step, we explored the mediating role of benevolence and ability distrust without 

accounting for employee seniority (see Tables 3.7 and 3.8). Analysis revealed that power instability 

was positively associated with both benevolence distrust (B = .45, SE = .09, p < .001) and ability 

distrust (B = .33, SE = .11, p = .003). Moreover, both benevolence distrust (B = -.30, SE = .05, p < 

.001) and ability distrust (B = -.44, SE = .04, p < .001) were negatively associated with power 

sharing. To further assess the mediating role of benevolence and ability distrust, we used the SPSS 

macro ‘PROCESS’ (Hayes, 2012), using a bootstrapping procedure (with 10,000 resamples), as 

proposed by Preacher and Hayes (2008). Results showed that both benevolence and ability distrust 

mediated the negative relationship between power instability and power sharing (estimate for 

benevolence = -.13, SE = .04, 95% CI [-.23, -.07]; estimate for ability = -.14, SE = .05, 95% CI [-

.24, -.05]).  

 

Table 3.7 

Results for the Mediation Analysis of Benevolence Distrust in the Relationship between Power 

Instability and Power Sharing in Study 3.3b 

 B SE p 95% CI 

Path / Relationship    Lower Upper 

Power instability  benevolence distrust .45 .09 < .001 .26 .63 

Benevolence distrust  power sharing -.30 .05 < .001 -.40 -.19 

Indirect relationship -.13 .04  -.23 -.07 

Notes. N = 234. Coefficients are unstandardized regression coefficients. The indirect relationship is 

based on bootstrapping procedure (10,000 samples) proposed by Preacher and Hayes (2008).  
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Table 3.8 

Results for the Mediation Analysis of Ability Distrust in the Relationship between Power Instability 

and Power Sharing in Study 3.3b 

 B SE p 95% CI 

Path / Relationship    Lower Upper 

Power instability  ability distrust .33 .11 < .01 .11 .54 

Ability distrust  power sharing -.44 .04 < .001 -.52 -.36 

Indirect relationship -.14 .05  -.24 -.05 

Notes. N = 234. Coefficients are unstandardized regression coefficients. The indirect relationship is 

based on bootstrapping procedure (10,000 samples) proposed by Preacher and Hayes (2008).  

 

Moreover, we used Model 7 of the SPSS macro ‘PROCESS’ to test our moderated 

mediation hypotheses (based on 10,000 bootstrap samples; Hayes, 2012; Preacher, Rucker, & 

Hayes, 2007; see Tables 3.9 and 3.10). The index of moderated mediation (Hayes, 2012) showed 

that the indirect relationship between power instability and power sharing, via benevolence distrust, 

was moderated by employee seniority (index = -.07, SE = .03, 95% CI = [-.14, -.02]). Supporting 

Hypothesis 3.4a, this negative indirect relationship was only significant for relatively senior 

employees (+ 1 SD; estimate = -.20, SE = .05, 95% CI = -.31, -.11), but not for relatively junior 

employees (- 1 SD; estimate = -.07, SE = .05, 95% CI [-.18, .01]).  
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Table 3.9 

Results for the Moderation Mediation Analysis with Benevolence Distrust (Mediator) and 

Employee Seniority (Moderator) Predicting Power Sharing in Study 3.3b 

 B (SE) 95% CI R2 

Model with mediator variable   .15*** 

Power instability .45 (.09)*** .27, .62  

Employee seniority  -.27 (.09)** -.45, -.09  

Power instability × employee seniority .23 (.09)** .05, .41  

Model with dependent variable    .13** 

Benevolence distrust  -.30 (.05)***   

Power instability .09 (.08)    

Index of moderated mediation  -.07 (.03) -.14, -.02  

Notes. N = 234. Coefficients are unstandardized regression coefficients. Results are based on 

10,000 bootstrap samples proposed by Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007. ***p < .001, **p < .01.  

 

Similarly, the index of moderated mediation showed that the indirect relationship between 

power instability and power sharing, via ability distrust, was also moderated by employee seniority 

(index = -.09, SE = .04, 95% CI = [-.17, -.003]). Contrary to Hypothesis 3.4b, however, the 

negative indirect effect was only significant with regards to relatively senior employees (+ 1 SD; B 

= -.22, SE = .06, 95% CI = -.35, -.12), but not relatively junior employees (- 1 SD; B = -.07, SE = 

.04, 95% CI [-.18, .06]). Hence, Hypothesis 3.4b was not supported.12 

                                                           
12 We note that we obtained a similar pattern of findings (such that Hypothesis 3.4a was supported and 

Hypothesis 3.4b was not) when using a binary conceptualization of employee seniority (i.e., based on whether a 

participant was asked to think about a junior or a senior employee; 0 = junior, 1 = senior) rather than the continuous 

seniority measure. We further note that the association between benevolence distrust and power sharing, and hence, the 
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Table 3.10 

Results for the Moderation Mediation Analysis with Ability Distrust (Mediator) and Employee 

Seniority (Moderator) Predicting Power Sharing in Study 3.3b 

 B (SE) 95% CI R2 

Model with mediator variable   .27*** 

Power instability .31 (.09)** .13, .50  

Employee seniority  -.76 (.09)*** -.94, -.57  

Power instability × employee seniority .19 (.09) .01, .38  

Model with dependent variable    .36** 

Ability distrust  -.44 (.04)*** -.52, -.36  

Power instability .10 (.07) -.03, .23  

Index of moderated mediation  -.09 (.04) -.17, -.003  

Notes. N = 234. Coefficients are unstandardized regression coefficients. Results are based on 

10,000 bootstrap samples proposed by Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007.  ***p < .001, **p < .01.  

 

As shown in Table 3.6, of the potential control variables, only leaders’ age (in years) the 

number of employees that leaders supervise, and leaders’ relationship tenure with the focal 

employee correlated with some, or all, of the outcome variables. Hence, we repeated all regression 

analyses with these variables as covariates. Results showed that for benevolence distrust, none of 

the reported results or conclusions were meaningfully affected by the inclusion of these covariates. 

For ability distrust, however, the respective (unexpected) index of moderated mediation was no 

longer significant when including these controls (index = -.06, SE = .04; 95% CI [-.14, .008]). 

                                                           
moderated mediation index with benevolence distrust, is no longer significant when examining benevolence and ability 

distrust in a single regression analysis. There are no meaningfully changes in the significance levels or patterns of the 

reported results for ability distrust when including benevolence distrust.   
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Moreover, we note that inclusion of the other potential control variables did not alter the pattern of 

the results or influence our substantive conclusions. 

Discussion. 

Study 3.3b examined our full moderated mediation model. Analyses revealed that both 

benevolence and ability distrust mediated the relationship between power instability and power 

sharing. Moreover, leaders generally exhibited less distrust toward more senior employees and 

were more willing to share power with these employees. Findings further showed that employee 

seniority moderated the indirect relationship between power instability and power sharing, via 

benevolence distrust, such that benevolence distrust only mediated this indirect relationship for 

relatively senior employees. In contrast, employee seniority did not moderate the indirect 

relationship between power instability and power sharing through ability distrust. Overall, the 

findings of this study provide a better understanding of the psychological processes linking power 

instability to power sharing and the boundary conditions that shape such indirect effects. This 

study, however, also has some noteworthy limitations. Most importantly, the cross-sectional 

research design prevents causal inferences and raises possible concerns about common method 

bias. We note, however, that common method variance is unlikely to account for the interactive 

pattern of relationships we have obtained (Evans, 1985; Siemsen et al., 2010) and that our previous 

experimental studies ameliorate some of these concerns. 

General Discussion 

The present research employed five studies across populations in three countries to examine 

the role of leaders’ power instability for their power sharing. The first two studies showed that the 

instability of leaders’ power decreased their power sharing. In a third study, we then examined the 

underlying mechanism for the power instability to power sharing association, and we showed the 

crucial role of distrust. The final two studies aimed to further examine the nuances of the mediating 

role of distrust. Our results suggest that power instability hinders leaders’ power sharing because it 
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leads them to distrust their employees’ benevolence and abilities. Finally, we focused on seniority 

as an important moderating employee characteristic and showed that the indirect association 

between power instability and power sharing, via benevolence distrust (but not ability distrust), is 

moderated by employee seniority, such that it is more pronounced for relatively senior (compared 

to junior) employees.  

Theoretical Contributions 

These findings make several important theoretical contributions. First, this study contributes 

to the development of a coherent body of evidence demonstrating that power instability critically 

shapes leaders’ behaviors to be consistent with their motivation to protect their power (cf. Maner & 

Mead, 2010; Williams, 2014). Specifically, our findings suggest that leaders’ reluctance toward 

power sharing represents a motivated attempt to protect their unstable power and preserve the 

benefits associated with it.  

Moreover, our findings extend this important line of work by identifying key psychological 

mechanisms underlying the behavioral consequences of power instability. Whereas power itself 

typically promotes a more optimistic outlook (Anderson & Galinsky, 2006b; Keltner et al., 2003), 

our results demonstrate that power instability makes leaders distrustful of their employees’ 

intentions and behaviors. These increased feelings of distrust, in turn, make leaders unwilling to 

delegate important decisions-making authority to them. Moreover, our findings suggest that the 

behavioral consequences of power instability are driven by both emotional processes of leaders 

worrying that their employees will deliberately do something to harm them and usurp their 

positions, as well as more rationale processes by which leaders worry about employees’ lack of 

abilities. We thus demonstrate both an affective and cognitive route in the power-instability to 

power-sharing relationship. 

Our results build on the results of Maner and colleagues, who showed that leaders in 

unstable power positions sabotage their team members’ performance (i.e., Case & Maner, 2014; 
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Maner & Mead, 2010). Comparing the results in detail reveals some noteworthy differences. 

Specifically, an important distinction is that Maner et al. adopted an experimental paradigm in 

which a leaders’ power instability was a direct result of their group members’ good performance. 

As such, in these studies, leaders in unstable power positions worried that group members would 

again perform well, resulting in leaders sabotaging highly qualified group members’ performance. 

Our theorizing and results extend this line of work, as we show that, at least in organizational 

settings, leaders in unstable power positions may also worry about their employees’ poor 

performance. This makes sense considering that in organizations in particular, leaders’ power 

positions are not so much threatened by employees’ good performance, but more by employees’ 

potentially poor performance, as leaders’ are  ultimately the ones responsible and held accountable 

for the outcomes of their teams (Yukl, 2012).  

Furthermore, our findings on the moderating role of seniority provide initial steps toward a 

more nuanced, dyadic understanding of the consequences of leaders’ power instability. Our 

findings suggest that to fully understand the reasons why power instability hinders leaders’ power 

sharing, one should take into account characteristics of employees as well. Particularly, our results 

show that leaders in unstable power positions are unwilling to share power with all of their 

employees (both senior and junior), because leaders worry that their employees might lack 

important qualities and abilities. For senior employees, in particular, power instability further 

hinders leaders’ power sharing because leaders worry that senior employees might take advantage 

of them and topple their privileged power-positions. 

Lastly, our findings have important implications for organizational research on trust and 

distrust. To date, this line of inquiry has predominantly examined how trust can be developed and 

sustained (e.g., Mayer et al., 1995). This focus on trust (instead of distrust) is likely the result of the 

fact that most research has implicitly assumed that trust and distrust are opposite ends of the same 

conceptual spectrum (Cho, 2006). A growing body of work suggests, however that trust and 
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distrust are two distinct constructs that have different predictors (e.g., Bijlsma-Frankema et al., 

2015; Dimoka, 2010). In light of these findings researchers have called for more research on the 

development of distrust (Cho, 2006). Our findings shine more light on this important issue by 

showing the impact of power instability for shaping leaders’ distrust.   

Practical Contributions 

The current findings also offer relevant practical implications for organizations. In 

particular, when striving to empower their workforce, our findings suggest that organizations 

should pay specific attention to the instability of leaders’ power positions. Although complete 

positional security is virtually impossible, and could  potentially induce feelings of entitlement and 

evoke related problems (e.g., misuse of power and moral hypocrisy; Jongenelen & Vonk, 2007; 

Lammers, Stapel, & Galinsky, 2010), organizations that strive to encourage more power sharing 

among their leaders should enhance leaders’ feelings of security and stability with regards to their 

future within the organization. Organizations could increase such perceptions of security and 

stability, for example, by utilizing longer employment contract times (Cuyper & Witte, 2006), 

offering support for internal career opportunities, and/or by ensuring that organizational processes 

and procedures (e.g., promotion and demotion decisions) are fair and transparent (García-Izquierdo, 

Moscoso, & Ramos-Villagrasa, 2012; Loi, Lam, & Chan, 2012).  

Moreover, organizations aiming to promote their leaders’ power sharing seem advised to 

reduce an atmosphere of distrust. First, organizations should increase leaders’ confidence in their 

employees’ abilities by, for instance, coaching their leaders to trust their employees (Ladegard & 

Gjerde, 2014). Furthermore, to increase leaders’ power sharing with more senior employees, in 

particular, organizations should tackle leaders’ perceptions that their employees are selfish and out 

to hurt the leader (i.e., benevolence distrust). Organizations could strengthen leaders’ perceptions of 

employees’ benevolence, by, for example, fostering cohesion among leaders and their senior 

employees (Gilbert & Tang, 1998).   
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Limitations and Future Research Directions 

The current research is not without limitations. First, Studies 3.1a, 3.1b, and 3.3a asked 

participants to imagine themselves in a more or less stable power position and to indicate how they 

would act. On the one hand, this experimental approach allows us draw causal conclusions and is 

thus beneficial in terms of internal validity. On the other hand, scenario methodology raises 

questions about participants’ ability to adequately picture themselves in the respective situation and 

assess their actual behavioral reactions, possibly creating external validity concerns. Notably, 

Studies 3.2 and 3.3b’s replication of these experimental findings in survey-based field settings, 

using online samples of organizational leaders, attenuates these concerns. Given their cross-

sectional, single-source designs, however, Study 2 and Study 3b cannot warrant causal claims by 

themselves (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Overall, we believe the multi-study design employed in this 

research is a distinct strength, because it counterbalances many of the weaknesses associated with 

each of the individual studies. Nevertheless, we believe additional studies would be worthwhile to 

further corroborate our conclusions. Such research could include experimental studies with 

behavioral outcome measures, for example, or correlational field studies with multiple 

measurement sources and/or longitudinal designs.  

Second, we note some inconsistencies in our findings. While our predictions regarding 

benevolence distrust were all supported, we obtained mixed support for our predictions regarding 

ability distrust. Particularly, adopting an experimental research design, in Study 3.3a, we found no 

support that power instability impacts leaders’ ability distrust. We did, however, find support for a 

mediating role of ability distrust for the power-instability to power-sharing association in an 

organizational field setting (i.e., Study 3.3b). In this later study, however, we found no support that 

the indirect linkage between power-instability and power sharing via ability distrust was qualified 

by seniority level of the employee. Overall, we thus acknowledge that conclusions regarding the 
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role of ability distrust warrant particular caution and that future research should further examine the 

role of ability distrust in explaining the impact of power instability for power sharing.  

Third, although the present research examined the mediating role of two dimensions of 

distrust (i.e., benevolence and ability), future research could expand on the present model by 

examining other types of mediators for the power instability - power sharing relationship. In 

addition to distrust, a leader’s motivation to demonstrate competence could, for instance, mediate 

this relationship, with leaders who fear that they might lose their power positions being particularly 

eager to demonstrate their own competence, and hence, preferring to handle important tasks and 

decisions themselves (Harter, 1978; Kanfer, 1990).  

Similarly, while the present research examined the moderating role of employee seniority, 

future research could expand the current model by examining additional moderating variables. The 

organizational context in which leaders and employees find themselves, for instance, might prove 

to be particular important in this regard (Porter & McLaughlin, 2006).  It is possible that in a 

competitive working environment in which leaders are fostered to see their employees as 

competitors (Tjosvold, 1988, 1998), leaders perceive power sharing more as a zero-sum 

phenomenon (i.e., if you share power with others, you lose power yourself; Coleman, 2004). 

Hence, in such competitive contexts, power instability might increase an atmosphere of distrust, 

and consequently diminish a leader’s power sharing. In more cooperative work settings, by contrast 

power sharing might be perceived as more beneficial to leaders’ power positions, and hence, power 

instability might not hinder leaders’ power sharing to the same extent. 

Moreover, our theorizing and measures exclusively focused on negative forms of power 

instability (i.e., expected power loss or power threat). Future research could build on our insights 

by also investigating positive forms of power instability, as reflected in the possibility to climb the 

power hierarchy (Jordan, Sivanathan, et al., 2011). It is possible that providing leaders with 

opportunities to expand their power, could also reduce power sharing – but for reasons other than 
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distrust. For example, leaders in such situations could fear that organizational decision-makers 

perceive power sharing as a sign of weakness, which could limit their upward mobility (Coleman, 

2004). Rather than sharing power, leaders might be particularly motivated, then, to demonstrate 

that they can independently handle their responsibilities and task assignments.  

Finally, future research could examine the long-term consequences of leaders’ reluctance 

towards power sharing. Although our theorizing and results suggest that leaders do not delegate 

authority and responsibilities because they want to protect their (fragile) power positions, it remains 

to be seen whether this is indeed a fruitful strategy. Many scholars have argued that leaders must 

involve lower-level employees in the decision-making process and harvest their talents and 

knowledge in order to remain effective and successful (e.g., Shalley & Gilson, 2004; Zhang & 

Bartol, 2010). Thus, even though a leader’s lack of power sharing is aimed at protecting his or her 

privileged power position, in the long haul, it might actually contribute to the leader’s downfall.  

Conclusion 

Research has shown the many positive individual and organizational benefits of power 

sharing. However, in the volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous world in which many leaders 

currently find themselves, the instability of their power is likely to become increasingly salient. At 

the same time, there is evidence that future generations expect greater empowerment from their 

leaders in order to maintain job satisfaction and not demonstrate high turnover. The current 

research sheds light on not only if instability reduces power sharing but also why and under what 

conditions, with the hope that this knowledge can arm organizations with a greater ability to 

encourage this important leadership behavior and reduce leaders’ need to ‘cling to their power’.  
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Appendix  

 

Paranoia scenarios (adapted from Fenigstein, 1984) 

 

On the following pages, eight hypothetical, everyday working situations are described. For each 

situation, two responses are depicted. 

 

Please carefully read each situation, and imagine yourself being in such a situation. When you have 

a good sense of the situation, please indicate how likely you are to respond in the described ways 

on a scale from 1 (not at all likely) to 5 (extremely likely).  

 

Please note that there are no right or wrong answers. Also, the two responses are not dependent on 

each other – meaning that you can think that both are likely, both are unlikely, or that one response 

is likely, while the other response is unlikely. 

 

1. You are walking down the hallway at your office when one of your employees walks right by 

without saying “hello” to you. How likely is it that: 

(a) your subordinate was preoccupied and didn't notice you? 

(b) your subordinate wanted to avoid a conversation with you?* 

 

2. You notice that your colleagues are having a meeting without you about one of the projects 

you’re involved in. How likely is it that: 

(a) your colleagues forgot to invite you to the meeting? 

(b) your colleagues actively decided to exclude you from the meeting?* 
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3. You’ve sent an email to one of your employees a couple of days ago about an important issue 

that you are in charge delivering for a client. You need this person’s response to proceed and the 

deadline is quickly approaching. Your subordinate has not yet responded to your email. How likely 

is it that: 

(a) your subordinate is busy and did not yet have time to respond to you? 

(b) your subordinate is trying to sabotage your success?* 

 

4. While you are working, your boss unexpectedly stops by and asks what you are working on. He 

seems quite interested and wants to know the details. How likely is it that: 

(a) your boss was curious to see what you’re working on? 

(b) your boss was there to see how productive you’re being?* 

 

5. A meeting with your colleagues and boss has ended. When you have left the room, you hear your 

colleagues and boss laughing. How likely is it that: 

(a) your colleagues and boss were mocking something you said?* 

(b) your colleagues and boss were laughing at a joke one of them told? 

 

6. Two of your colleagues are standing at the coffee machine. They notice you, and their 

conversation stops. How likely is it that: 

(a) your colleagues were talking negatively about you?* 

(b) your colleagues were talking about work, in general? 

 

7. You are working one day when your boss asks you to come to his office straight away. How 

likely is it that: 

(a) your boss is going to give you bad news about your performance?* 
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(b) your boss wants to ask you something about one of your projects? 

 

8. You are very busy and therefore one of your employees offers to help you with your work. How 

likely is it that: 

(a) your subordinate has a hidden motive and wants something from you?* 

(b) your subordinate wants to help you finish in time? 

 

* is the paranoid response. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Self-serving Justifications Shape the Unethical Behavior of the Powerful 

 

Abstract 

People generally want to maintain a positive and moral view of themselves and, thus, value 

self-serving justifications that allow them to act unethically while at the same time upholding a 

moral self-image. To date, scholars have assumed that such self-serving justification processes are 

equally important in shaping the unethical behavior of all organizational members – irrespective of 

their position in the organization. Drawing from the situated focus theory of power, however, we 

propose that self-serving justifications are particularly important for shaping unethical behavior 

among more (rather than less) powerful individuals, because the powerful are freed from external 

pressures and thus feel greater internal pressures and conflict when acting unethically. As such, we 

hypothesize that higher-power individuals act less unethically when self-serving justifications are 

not available and more unethical when such justifications are available, while the availability of 

self-serving justifications is less important for the ethical misconduct of lower-power individuals. 

Across two studies, using both an experimental manipulation of power and measuring 

organizational power in an online field experiment, we find support for our theorizing. Hence, the 

current research provides a more complete understanding of the role of self-serving justifications in 

organizational contexts, and it advances a more nuanced picture of the role power for individuals’ 

ethically reprehensible behavior.  

 

Keywords: Self-serving justifications, unethical behavior, ethics, power. 
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Ethical failures in the workplace are widespread, and they can cause substantial harm both 

to organizations and to society as a whole. The Association of Certified Fraud Examiners (ACFE, 

2018) recently estimated, for example, that a typical organization loses approximately five percent 

of its annual revenue to members’ unethical actions. Such ethical lapses range from banking 

employees creating fraudulent accounts (as in the Wells Fargo scandal; Verschoor, 2016), to 

engineers installing illegal software in cars to circumvent emission control standards (as in the 

Volkswagen “dieselgate” scandal; Siano, Vollero, Conte, & Amabile, 2017), to CEOs taking 

unauthorized bonuses and loans (as in the case of Dennis Kozlowski, former CEO of Tyco; Sims, 

2003).  

Despite this relative prevalence of unethical behavior in organizations, social psychological 

research has consistently shown that morality is a central part of people’s self-concept (Mazar, 

Amir, & Ariely, 2008) and that individuals generally strive to maintain a positive, moral view of 

themselves (Dunning, 2007; Jordan, Mullen, & Murnighan, 2011; Steele, 1999). Acting unethically 

thus often produces internal tensions and psychological conflicts (Barkan, Ayal, Gino, & Ariely, 

2012). Accordingly, studies have repeatedly shown that individuals use an array of self-deception 

strategies to manage and reduce such internal tensions – for example by adopting self-serving 

justifications to reframe unethical behavior in more favorable terms for themselves (e.g., Bandura, 

1990; Tsang, 2002). Through such self-serving justifications, individuals seek to subjectively 

legitimize their own unethical conduct, providing seemingly genuine arguments and reasons that 

make such behavior appear less unethical (Shalvi et al., 2015). Hence, self-serving justifications 

enable an individual to misbehave while avoiding the mental self-label that he or she is a bad or 

unethical person (Shalvi et al., 2011, 2012).  

Although the literature on the role of self-serving justifications and self-concept 

maintenance in unethical behavior has provided important insights, the respective research has 

often neglected the organizational context in which such unethical behavior occurs (Shalvi et al., 
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2015; Tsang, 2002). As such, it has been (implicitly) assumed that self-serving justification 

processes are equally important for all organizational members’ unethical conduct, irrespective of 

their position in the organizational hierarchy. Drawing from the situated focus theory of power ( 

Guinote, 2007), by contrast, we argue that consideration of organizational context factors is crucial 

for a more complete understanding of the relevance of self-serving justifications for individuals’ 

ethically reprehensible behavior. Specifically, we build on this theoretical perspective to cast an 

individual’s power (defined as asymmetrical control over valued resources; Magee & Galinsky, 

2008) as a key contextual boundary condition for the linkage between self-serving justifications 

and unethical acts. 

The situated focus theory of power (Guinote, 2007) argues that higher-power individuals are 

less dependent on others for valued resources (as compared to lower-power individuals) and, thus, 

direct greater attention toward themselves, largely relying on internal goals, values, and subjective 

experiences to guide their actions (see also Kifer, Heller, Perunovic, & Galinsky, 2013; Pitesa & 

Thau, 2013). Hence, individuals in high-power positions are less constrained by situational aspects, 

and they experience more control over their own behavior (Fast et al., 2009; Keltner et al., 2003). 

This reasoning also implies, however, that more powerful individuals may find it more difficult 

than less powerful individuals to attribute their undesirable (e.g., unethical) behavior to external 

circumstances or other persons (Cooper, 1971; Joshi & Fast, 2013). Rather, they may primarily 

attribute ethical lapses to their own internal characteristics, including their character traits, goals, or 

personal beliefs (Galinsky, Magee, et al., 2008).  

Building on this logic, we purport that unethical behavior is particularly likely to elicit 

internal tensions and psychological conflicts among individuals with high (as opposed to low) 

power. Logically, then, the role of self-serving justifications may be particularly important for 

unethical behavior among higher-power (rather than lower-power) individuals, enabling 

powerholders to psychologically legitimize unethical acts and, thus, to maintain a favorable self-



538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM
Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019 PDF page: 93PDF page: 93PDF page: 93PDF page: 93

CHAPTER 4: SELF-SERVING JUSTIFICATIONS, POWER, & UNETHICAL BEHAVIOR 

93 
 

image despite their undesirable behavior. Without such self-serving justifications, more powerful 

organizational members may thus exhibit less unethical behavior to avoid the resulting 

psychological tensions. 

On this basis, we develop a theoretical model that suggests that the availability of self-

serving justifications is particularly important for unethical behavior among organizational 

members in relatively powerful positions, whereas the availability of such justifications should bear 

little relevance for unethical behavior among less powerful individuals (see Figure 4.1). By 

examining this model across two independent studies, the present research aims to advance theory 

on the role of self-serving justifications and self-concept maintenance for unethical behavior. We 

extend this literature, in particular, by identifying power as a critical situational boundary condition 

for self-serving justification processes and, thus, anchoring such processes within their 

organizational context. Moreover, this research aims to extend our understanding of power. 

Previous research has often depicted power as a psychologically liberating and corrupting force, 

enabling individuals to follow their own goals and desires regardless of the ethical consequences 

(Galinsky et al., 2006; Gruenfeld et al., 2008; Keltner et al., 2003). Our model suggests, however, 

that higher-power individuals may be more sensitive to internal conflicts than lower-power 

individuals, restraining powerholders’ unethical behavior when appropriate self-serving 

justifications are not readily available. Hence, the present research enhances a more nuanced 

picture of power. 
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                                                                 Power 

 

 

    Self-serving justifications                 Unethical behavior 

 

Figure 4.1. Conceptual research model. 

 

Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development 

Self-serving Justifications and Unethical Behavior 

Festinger’s (1957) cognitive dissonance theory provides an important conceptual fundament 

for explicating why people may adopt self-serving justifications to legitimize their own unethical 

acts. This theory argues that individuals experience internal conflict, referred to as “dissonance”, 

when their behaviors are inconsistent with their cognitions. Such dissonance is unpleasant and 

undesirable and, therefore, it strongly motivates individuals to reduce the respective 

inconsistencies. To achieve this, individuals may either change their divergent behavior, alter 

relevant cognitions, or add new patterns of thought that minimize their internal conflicts (Harmon-

Jones, 2000).  

Recent research has applied these notions to the moral domain, arguing that unethical 

behavior may elicit cognitive dissonance because it is generally inconsistent with individuals’ view 

of themselves as moral human beings (Barkan et al., 2012; Steele, 1999). A core idea underlying 

this argument is that all societies possess some form of morality, and individuals are socialized to 

appreciate and value these moral principles (Tsang, 2002). As such, individuals typically think of 

themselves as moral (Aquino & Reed, 2002; Sanitioso, Kunda, & Fong, 1990) and are motivated to 

uphold this self-concept (Dunning, 2007; Jordan, Mullen, et al., 2011; Steele, 1999). Illustrating 
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this important role of self-concept maintenance for (un)ethical behavior, a study has shown that 

cabdrivers were less likely to overcharge (allegedly) blind passengers, as compared to non-blind 

passengers, even though it was obvious that blind passengers were less likely to notice such fraud 

(Ariely, 2013). A plausible explanation for this outcome is that overcharging a seeing customer 

might appear morally justifiable, whereas it is considered “beyond the moral pale” to dupe a blind 

person.  

An important way through which individuals resolve, or at least reduce, the cognitive 

dissonance that may result from acting unethically is by justifying their misconduct and convincing 

themselves that their behavior, in fact, does not violate important moral standards after all 

(Bandura, 1990; Tsang, 2002). Organizational members may, for instance, justify unethical 

behavior by pointing out that existing organizational rules are unclear, that the respective behavior 

was for the greater good, or that many other people in the organization exhibit the same type of 

behavior (Bandura, 1990). Such self-serving justifications enable individuals to act unethically 

while simultaneously upholding their moral self-image (Pittarello, Leib, Gordon-Hecker, & Shalvi, 

2015; Shalvi et al., 2012). Accordingly, experimental studies have shown that individuals faced 

with the opportunity to lie in order to increase a monetary rewards typically refrain from lying to 

the fullest possible extent and instead lie “just a bit” (Fischbacher & Föllmi-Heusi, 2013; Hilbig & 

Hessler, 2013). As people can more easily justify smaller lies, they often adopt a strategy that 

allows them to “behave dishonestly enough to profit but honestly enough to delude themselves of 

their own integrity” (Mazar et al., 2008, p. 633). 

 Similarly, research has directly demonstrated the tendency for individuals to act more 

unethically when self-serving justifications are available (rather than unavailable). Using a ‘die-

under-the-cup’ paradigm, Shalvi and colleagues (2011) found that participants over-reported the 

outcome of a hidden die roll (which determined their bonus payment) to a greater extent when the 

experimental instructions asked them to roll the die two additional times after the initial roll that 
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determined their payoff, as compared with participants that were asked to roll the die only once. 

The authors argued that observing a higher roll outcome on one of the additional rolls offered self-

serving justifications that allowed participants to over-report their actual outcome while minimizing 

any negative feeling in this regard. 

The Moderating Role of Power  

 Adding to the above insights, the current research proposes that self-serving justification 

processes are not equally relevant for all individuals’ unethical behavior. We build on the situated 

focus theory of power (Guinote, 2007), in particular, to cast a person’s power position as a key 

contextual boundary condition. This theoretical perspective holds that higher-power (rather than 

lower-power) individuals have greater access to important resources and, therefore, are less 

dependent on others (Fiske, 1993; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). As such, individuals in a relatively 

powerful position experience greater freedom to follow their own goals and desires and to act upon 

on their own, subjective experiences and preferences (see also Keltner et al., 2003). Individuals 

with less power, on the other hand, are more dependent on others for valued resources (Emerson, 

1962; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). Hence, in an effort to increase predictability and control, these 

individuals focus more attention on their surroundings (Fiske, 1993). Research has shown, 

accordingly, that higher-power individuals experience greater autonomy and control (Fast et al., 

2009; Keltner et al., 2003) and are more aware of their own thoughts and feelings than lower-power 

individuals (Guinote, 2010; Pitesa & Thau, 2013a). Therefore, internal states and preferences more 

strongly drive higher-power individuals’ behavior, such that they are more likely than lower-power 

individuals, for example, to act against external annoyances (Galinsky et al., 2003), eat when 

hungry (Guinote, 2010), and smile when happy (Hecht & LaFrance, 1998).  

Building on the notion that greater power leads individuals to attend more to their internal 

states, we propose that self-serving justifications are more important as drivers of (un)ethical 

behavior among high-power than among low-power individuals. Freed from social constraints to a 



538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM
Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019 PDF page: 97PDF page: 97PDF page: 97PDF page: 97

CHAPTER 4: SELF-SERVING JUSTIFICATIONS, POWER, & UNETHICAL BEHAVIOR 

97 
 

larger extent, high-power persons may experience more control over their (unethical) behavior 

(Fast et al., 2009; Galinsky, Magee, et al., 2008). Thus, unethical behavior should be particularly 

threatening for these individuals’ self-concepts because, eventually, they are likely to feel 

responsible for such counter-normative actions and their consequences (Joshi & Fast, 2013; Kifer et 

al., 2013). Consistent with this argumentation, research has shown that higher-power individuals 

are more likely to experience internal conflicts when their behavior is inconsistent with their 

cognitions (Galinsky, Magee, et al., 2008). Particularly, Galinsky and colleagues (2008) found that 

participants primed with high power experienced greater internal conflict than those primed with 

low power when making statements that contradicted their own attitudes, because of the greater 

behavioral discretion that high-power participants experienced. 

Drawing from this overall logic, we suggests that to engage in unethical behaviors, 

relatively powerful individuals require specific opportunities for self-serving justifications in order 

to rationalize such reprehensible conduct and, thus, to ameliorate any cognitive dissonance that 

may arise. When appropriate self-serving justifications are unavailable, by contrast, we expect 

higher-power persons to largely refrain from unethical behavior to avoid cognitive dissonance and 

maintain a favorable self-concept. Hence, we anticipate a positive relationship between the 

availability of self-justifications and unethical behavior among relatively powerful persons. 

Low-power individuals, by contrast, focus less attention on themselves and experience less 

control over what they are able to say or do (Fast et al., 2009; Pitesa & Thau, 2013). As such, it 

should be easier for these individuals to rationalize unethical acts – even if viable self-serving 

justifications are unavailable - as they may more easily blame such behavior upon external 

circumstances, pressures, and constraints already (Galinsky, Magee, et al., 2008). Consequently, we 

do not anticipate a strong linkage between the availability of self-serving justifications and 

unethical behavior among relatively powerless individuals. 

Taken together, we build on this theoretical and empirical foundation to predict that:  
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Hypothesis 4.1: Power moderates the relationship between self-serving justifications and 

unethical behavior, such that this association is more pronounced among high-power rather than 

low-power individuals.  

We examine this hypothesis across two studies, comprising an online experiment and an 

online field experiment among individuals in diverse organizational leadership positions. 

Study 4.1 

Study 4.1 examined our hypothesis in an online experiment. Following prior research on 

self-serving justifications and unethical behavior (Gino & Ariely, 2012; Shalvi et al., 2011), this 

study adopted a “die-under-cup” paradigm to examine the role of self-serving justifications, and it 

employed an experiential power prime (Keltner et al., 2003) to investigate the moderating role of 

power.  

Method 

Participants and design. Three hundred and fifty participants from Amazon’s Mechanical 

Turk (https://www.mturk.com/) participated in this study in exchange for monetary compensation. 

Prior studies have shown that online data collected via Mechanical Turk is similarly reliable as data 

collected in research labs or field contexts (Buhrmester et al., 2011; Goodman et al., 2013; Mason 

& Suri, 2012). We excluded 28 participants because they failed to follow the experimental 

instructions (see below). Hence, we tested the hypothesis using 322 participants (Mage = 34.20, SD 

= 11.84; 49% female). Sixty-three percent of these participants worked in an organization at the 

time of the study. We randomly assigned participants to one of six conditions in a 3 (high-power, 

low-power, control) × 2 (self-justification, no self-justification) between-subjects design.  

Procedure.  

Power manipulation. Participants first completed an adapted version of the experiential 

power prime described by Galinsky et al. (2003). In the high-power condition, we asked 

participants to recall a situation in which they had power over another individual or individuals. In 

https://www.mturk.com/
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the low-power condition, by contrast, we asked participants to recall a situation in which someone 

else had power over them. Finally, in the control condition, participants recalled a typical Tuesday. 

Hereafter, we asked the participants, in three open-ended questions, to describe the setting of the 

imagined situation, the resources they or someone else controlled (or, in the control condition, what 

they typically do on Tuesdays), and how the imagined situation made them feel.  

Self-serving justification manipulation. Participants completed an adapted version of the 

die-under-cup task (Fisbacher & Heusi, 2008; Shalvi et al., 2011). Specifically, we asked 

participants to roll a six-sided virtual die anonymously (i.e., without the experimenters’ knowledge 

of the outcome) and self-report their roll outcome. The die roll would determine participants’ bonus 

payment ($0.10 for 1, $0.20 for 2, etc.). To assure participants that their die roll was unknown to 

the researchers, we provided participants with two external websites where they could roll a virtual 

die. Alternatively, we told participants that they could also roll a real die or use a respective mobile 

phone application.  

In the no self-serving justification condition, we instructed participants to roll the die once 

and then self-report the outcome. In the self-serving justification condition, we instructed 

participants to roll the die, remember their outcome, and then roll the die two more times to verify 

its legitimacy. In the self-serving justification condition, however, we instructed participants to 

report the first roll’s outcome, and only use the other two roles for verification purposes. As noted 

before, previous research has shown that such additional die rolls provide people with a viable 

opportunity to self-justify over-reporting their outcome (Shalvi et al., 2011).  

Unethical behavior. We used the self-reported outcomes of the die rolls to measure 

unethical behavior. Specifically, if participants would over-report their roll outcome more (less) in 

one of the six experimental conditions (following the experimental manipulations), then the self-

reported mean outcome should be significantly higher (lower) in these conditions, compared to the 

others.   
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Check of experimental instructions. After the task, we asked the participants to indicate 

how many times they have rolled the die. We only included participants in our final sample if they 

indicated that they had correctly followed the respective instructions. As noted above, we excluded 

28 participants on this basis.  

Results 

We examined our hypothesis using a 3 (high-power, low-power, control) × 2 (no self-

serving justification, self-serving justification) analysis of variance (ANOVA). This analysis 

revealed a main effect of the justification manipulation, F(1, 316) = 4.79, p = .03,  = .02, such 

that participants reported higher roll outcomes in the self-serving justification condition (M = 4.28; 

SD = 1.61) than in the no self-serving justification condition (M = 3.86, SD = 1.60). There was no 

main effect of the power manipulation, F(2,316) = 1.89, p = .15,  = .01.  

More importantly, in line with our hypothesis, the analysis revealed a power × self-serving 

justification interaction, F(2, 316) = 3.25, p = .04,  = .02 (see Figure 4.2). As anticipated, 

participants in the high-power condition reported lower roll outcomes when a self-serving 

justification was not available (M = 3.50, SD = 1.69) compared to when a self-serving justification 

was available (M = 4.53, SD = 1.46), F(1,107) = 11.43, p = .001,  = .10. By contrast, we 

observed no differences between the two self-serving justification conditions for participants in the 

low-power, F(1,99) = .08, p = .78,  = .001, or control conditions, F(1,110) = .03, p = .86,  = 

.00. Overall, these results support our theoretical rationale, indicating that self-serving justifications 

are more important for unethical behavior among individuals with high rather than low power.  
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Figure 4.2. Self-reported mean roll outcome as a function of power and self-serving justification 

conditions in Study 4.1.  

Study 4.2 

Study 4.2 examined our hypothesis in an online field experiment. In this study, we 

manipulated the availability of self-serving justifications through scenarios. Furthermore, instead of 

manipulating participants’ power (as we did in Study 4.1), we measured participants’ actual power 

in their respective organizations. By doing so, we aimed to show that the results obtained in Study 

4.1 also applied to actual powerholders in organizational settings, and thus to increase the 

generalizability of our finding across research methods and samples.  

Method 

Participants and design. We invited readers of an online newsmagazine in The 

Netherlands to complete an online study on leadership. In collaboration with the newsmagazine, we 

posted a link to the survey on the newsmagazine’s website and distributed the survey link via an 

online newsletter. The newsmagazine consisted of an online platform that focuses on financial and 

business related news. As we operationalized power as participants’ position in their organization, 
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we only included participants that indicated that they worked for an organization at the time of the 

study. In total, 128 eligible participants completed our study. These participants were, on average, 

44.41 years of age (SD = 11.10), 45.2% were female, and they worked in a wide variety of sectors 

(e.g., government, education, and business). Furthermore, 50% of the respondents had formal 

managerial responsibilities in their organizations. Using an experimental design, we randomly 

assigned participants to a self-serving justification or a no self-serving justification condition, and 

measured participants’ power and unethical behavioral intentions.  

Procedure and Measures.  

Power measure. Consistent with prior research (Lammers et al., 2011; Lammers, Stoker, et 

al., 2010) participants reported their power by indicating their level in the organizational hierarchy 

of their workplace on a scale from 0 (bottom) to 100 (top).  

Self-serving justification manipulation. We asked participants to carefully read five short 

scenarios adapted from Detert, Treviño, and Sweitzer (2008) and Mulder (2013) and to imagine 

themselves in the respective situations. Each scenario described a type of unethical behavior, such 

as over-claiming a dinner bill to one’s organization. Moreover, for participants in the self-serving 

justification condition, the scenarios contained possible justifications for such behavior (e.g., 

indicating that the company’s travel budget was enormous and that the company could easily 

reimburse the whole bill). These justifications were not included for the participants in the no self-

serving justification condition, although the scenarios were otherwise identical across the two 

conditions. See Appendix A for the full scenarios with and without self-serving justifications.  

Unethical behavioral intentions. Following Detert and colleagues (2008), we asked 

participants how likely they were to engage in the described behavior using a scale of 1 (highly 

unlikely) to 7 (highly likely) for each of the five scenarios. Cronbach’s alpha was .72.  

Control variables. As we measured instead of manipulated participants’ power, we 

examined several control variables. Specifically, we considered participants’ age (in years), gender 
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(0 = female, 1 = male) and job tenure (in years), as potential controls, as previous research has 

shown that these variable relate with individuals’ unethical behavior (e.g., Kelley, Ferrell, & 

Skinner, 1990; Sikula & Costa, 1994; Smith & Oakley, 1997). 

Results 

Table 4.1 provides descriptive statistics and intercorrelations for all study variables. Of the 

possible controls, only gender correlated with unethical behavior (r = .19, p = .04), with men 

exhibiting greater unethical conduct. We therefore only included gender as a covariate when testing 

the study hypothesis to avoid biased parameter estimates (Becker, 2005). We note, however, that 

the pattern and significance of the reported results remained virtually identical when including or 

excluding all of the controls.  
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Table 4.1 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Bivariate Correlations of Study Variables in Study 4.2 

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Age 44.76 11.31 - - - - - 

2. Gender .56 .50 .18* - - - - 

3. Job tenure 6.18 8.17 .48** .19* - - - 

4. Self-serving 

justification 

condition 

.53 .50 -.07 .08 -.05 - - 

5. Power 62.86 23.26 .19* -.10 -.06 -.01 - 

6. Unethical 

decision-making 

2.48 1.17 .04 .19* .04 .12 -.10 

Notes. N ranges from 113 to 125. For gender, 0 = female and 1 = male. For self-serving justification 

condition, 0 = no self-serving justification condition and 1 = self-serving justification condition. * p 

< .05 ** p < .01. 

 

Table 4.2 depicts the results of the moderated hierarchical regression analysis (with 

standardized predictor variables) used to test our hypothesis.13 There were no main effects of self-

serving justification condition (B = .35, t = 1.56, p = .12) or power (B = -.08, t = -.66, p = .51) on 

unethical behavior. Importantly, the analyses revealed a marginally significant power × self-serving 

justification interaction (B = .40, t = 1.78, p = .08; see Figure 4.3). Simple slopes analyses showed 

that, as expected, high-power individuals acted less unethically when a self-serving justification 

was unavailable rather than available (simple slope at +1 SD: B = .74, t = 2.38, p = .02). By 

                                                           
13 In total, 11 participants did not complete our measure of power and/or unethical behavior, and two 

participants did not report their gender. We therefore performed all final regression analyses using 115 participants. 
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contrast, the availability of self-serving justifications did not impact low-power individuals’ 

unethical behavior (-1 SD; B = -.04, t = .13, p = .90). Despite the marginal significance of the 

interaction coefficient, this pattern of results is in line with the findings obtained in Study 1 and, 

thus, provides general support for our theorizing. 

 

Table 4.2 

Regression Results Study 4.2 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 

Control variable    

   Gender -.47 (.22)* -.42 (.22)+ -.42 (.22)+ 

Independent variables    

   Self-serving justification condition  .35 (.22) .33 (.22) 

   Power  -.08 (.11) -.27 (.16)+ 

Interaction    

   Self-serving justification condition × power   .40 (.22)+ 

R2 change .04* .03 .03+ 

Notes. N = 115. Values are unstandardized regression coefficients. Standard error estimates are in 

parentheses. * p < .05, + p < .10. 
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Figure 4.3. Unethical decision-making as a function of power and self-serving justification 

conditions in Study 4.2.  

 

Discussion 

Theoretical Implications 

Across two studies, the present research examined the roles of self-serving justifications and 

power for individuals’ unethical behavior. Our findings make several important theoretical 

contributions. First, we advance theory on self-concept maintenance and self-serving justifications 

for unethical conduct. This line of research has shown that individuals are more likely to act 

unethically when self-serving justifications are available (Shalvi et al., 2011, 2012). We provide an 

important qualification for this notion by identifying power as a key situational boundary condition. 

Drawing from the situated focus theory of power (Guinote, 2007), our theorizing and results 

suggest that self-serving justifications are particularly important for shaping the unethical behavior 

of high-power (rather than low-power) individuals. Hence, the current research offers a more 
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complete understanding of the role of self-serving justifications for individuals’ ethical misconduct, 

illustrating the relevance of considering the respective linkages within a focal individual’s specific 

organizational context. 

Second, our theorizing and results advance our understanding of the psychological 

experience and consequences of power. To date, scholars have generally argued that powerholders 

depend less on others because they control valued resources, and that “this lack of dependency 

means the powerful have reduced pressure to abide by social norms or perform ‘good’ behaviors” 

(Lammers, Galinsky, Dubois, & Rucker, 2015, p. 15). As such, power has often been associated 

with increased behavioral and psychological freedom (Guinote, 2010; Keltner, Gruenfeld, & 

Anderson, 2003), as well as a disregard of others’ interests and feelings (Galinsky, Magee, Inesi, & 

Gruenfeld, 2006; Gruenfeld, Inesi, Magee, & Galinsky, 2008). Somewhat paradoxically, however, 

our model suggest that higher-power individuals’ immunity to external pressures, in fact, may 

make them particularly sensitive to experiencing internal pressures and tensions. This, in turn, may 

restrain, rather than encourage, powerful individuals’ misconduct, namely if self-serving 

justifications for unethical behavior are not available. Hence, the current research advances more 

nuanced picture of power, such that power is not always psychologically liberating and corrupting 

force but can also confine those who possess it (cf. Galinsky, Magee, Gruenfeld, Whitson, & 

Liljenquist, 2008).   

Practical Implications 

The current research shows that self-serving justifications are important for the unethical 

behavior of a specific and crucial group of organizational members, namely the powerful. From a 

practical perspective, it seems of utmost importance to identify antecedents of unethical behavior 

among this particular group of individuals. In fact, research has shown that ethical lapses of people 

at the top of the organizational power hierarchy have particularly detrimental and far-reaching 

consequences, inflicting serious harm on stakeholders (ACFE, 2018) and promoting an unethical 
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climate throughout the organization as a whole (Mayer, Kuenzi, Greenbaum, Bardes, & Salvador, 

2009).  

In this regard, our results suggest that an important way through which organizations can 

reduce the misconduct of the powerful is by limiting the availability of self-serving justifications 

that could otherwise allow members in high-power positions to self-justify their unethical behavior. 

Organizations could accomplish this, for example, by minimizing ethical gray areas that easily 

enable (and may even encourage) self-serving justifications (Schweitzer & Hsee, 2002; Shalvi et 

al., 2015). By setting clear-cut rules and unambiguously specifying the types of behavior that are 

permissible and not permissible, organizations may create an environment with little room for 

(powerful) members to convince themselves that their unethical behavior is ‘not so bad after all’ 

(Mulder, Jordan, & Rink, 2015).  

Limitations and Future Research Suggestions 

Despite some notable strengths (e.g., a two-study approach using distinct research designs 

across different cultural contexts), the current investigation is not without limitations. A first set of 

possible issues relates to our operationalizations of power. Study 4.1 manipulated power via a 

power prime (Galinsky et al., 2003), which might raise concerns about external validity and 

demand effects (Sturm & Antonakis, 2015). Moreover, Study 4.2 measured power using a single-

item instrument (Lammers, Stoker, et al., 2010), raising possible questions about reliability. 

Importantly, we note that (a) prior research has demonstrated similar effects for the power prime 

manipulation and measures of power, as compared with role-based manipulations of power that put 

participants in an actual high- or low- power positions (Anderson & Galinsky, 2006; Galinsky et 

al., 2003) and (b) previous studies have shown Study 4.2’s single-item instrument to strongly 

correlate with various other power measures (Feenstra et al., 2017; Lammers, Stoker, et al., 2010). 

Nonetheless, future research could benefit from further replicating the observed interaction pattern 
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using other manipulations and/or measures of power (Bendahan, Zehnder, Pralong, & Antonakis, 

2015; Lammers et al., 2010).  

We further acknowledge that the marginally significant interaction term observed in Study 

4.2 warrants a relatively cautious interpretation of our findings and conclusions. Even though the 

interaction pattern is consistent with our theorizing and is similar to the pattern observed in Study 

4.1, more research is needed to further validate the interactive effects of power and self-serving 

justifications for unethical behavior.  

Beyond this, future research could expand our conceptual model by empirically examining 

the mechanism underlying the observed interaction. Our theorizing suggests that self-serving 

justifications are more important for high-power (rather than low-power) individuals because the 

powerful are more attuned to their inner states, and are thus particularly susceptible to internal 

conflict when acting unethically. The current research, however, did not empirically test this 

theorizing. Future research could benefit from empirically examining this issue, thus 

complementing the present investigation and further highlighting why power and self-serving 

justifications may interactively associate with unethical behavior.  

Finally, future research could expand the current model by examining whether the 

interactive role of self-serving justifications and power depends on how power is construed. 

Research has shown that different cultures hold different conceptualizations of power, such that 

power is associated with rewards and freedom in Western cultures, whereas power is associated 

with constraints and responsibilities in Eastern cultures (Zhong, McGee, Maddux, & Galinsky, 

2006). Combining this evidence with our theorizing, one might expect that self-serving 

justifications are particularly important for shaping powerholders’ misconduct in Western cultures, 

because having power may decisively focus individuals’ attention on themselves and their internal 

experiences in such contexts (Guinote, 2007, 2010). By examining these and other boundary 

conditions, scholars may contribute to a more complete understanding of how self-serving 
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justifications shape unethical behavior among organizational members, in general, and among 

powerholders, in particular. 
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CHAPTER 5 

General Discussion 

Power is a fundamental feature of social and organizational life. Hence, abundant research 

has examined the psychological consequences of power, showing that it changes individuals’ 

cognition, emotion, and behavior (Fiske, 1993; Galinsky et al., 2003; Guinote, 2007). Building on 

these important insights, this dissertation addressed two critical issues within the power literature, 

which I believe warranted further attention. Specifically, in Chapter 1, I argued that the academic 

literature addressing power has predominantly conceptualized power as a (1) fixed and stable 

construct, and (2) corrupting force. This final chapter summarizes how the studies of Chapters 2, 3, 

and 4 addressed these two topics, and, by doing so, contribute to a more dynamic view of power 

and a more nuanced view of the relationship between power and unethical behavior. In addition, in 

this final chapter, I describe this dissertation’s main limitations, and offer suggestions for how 

future research could build on the findings presented in this dissertation to further the academic 

understanding of power. Finally, I will end this chapter by describing the contributions of this 

dissertation for practice. 

Overview of Main Findings  

Chapter 2 examined the intrapersonal consequences of power (in)stability. Initial laboratory 

research showed that power and its (in)stability interact to influence stress, such that individuals 

assigned to unstable high-power positions and stable low-power positions experience more stress 

than their counterparts is stable high-power and unstable low-power positions (Jordan, Sivanathan, 

et al., 2011). Using a sample of Chinese managers, I replicated this important finding in an 

organizational field setting. Moreover, I extended this line of work by showing that the interactive 

effect of power and power (in)stability critically hinges on individuals’ social dominance 

orientation (SDO). Specially, the findings presented in Chapter 2 showed that unstable power and 

stable powerlessness were only stressful for individuals higher (but not lower) in SDO. 
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Chapter 3 also examined the consequences of power (in)stability – but this time, in an 

interpersonal rather than intrapersonal way. Across five studies, I investigated the relationship 

between unstable (versus stable) power, on the one hand, and leaders’ power sharing, on the other. I 

showed that unstable power undermined a leader’s power sharing. Furthermore, the findings 

presented in Chapter 3 demonstrated that distrust acted as a key psychological mechanism that 

explains this relationship between unstable power and power sharing. I further distinguished 

between two dimensions of distrust and showed that occupying an unstable-power position 

hindered leaders’ power sharing because leaders distrusted their employees’ benevolence and 

abilities. Finally, I focused on seniority as a key moderating employee characteristic and showed 

that employee seniority moderated the indirect association between power (in)stability and power 

sharing, via benevolence (but not ability) distrust. Specifically, results showed that benevolence 

distrust only mediated the relationship between power (in)stability and power sharing with 

relatively senior employees, but not with more junior employees.  

Finally, Chapter 4 examined the role of power as a potentially corrupting force. In this 

chapter, I proposed that self-serving justifications are particularly important in shaping the 

unethical behavior of higher-power (as opposed to lower-power) individuals, because the powerful 

experience relatively little external constraints and, thus, greater internal conflict when acting 

unethically (Galinsky, Magee, et al., 2008). Across two studies, measuring power in an 

organizational field setting and using experimental manipulations of power, the findings showed 

that higher-power individuals acted less unethically when self-serving justifications were not 

readily accessible, while lower-power individuals’ engagement in unethical behavior was not 

impacted by the accessibility of self-serving justifications.  

Theoretical Contributions 

The findings presented in this dissertation make several important theoretical contributions. 
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A dynamic view of power. First, this dissertation advances a more dynamic view of power, 

as it examined the intra- and interpersonal consequences of power (in)stability in organizations. As 

described in Chapter 1, the power literature has primarily conceptualized power as a fixed and 

stable construct (e.g., Galinsky et al., 2003; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). Chapters 2 and 3 of this 

dissertation support the power literature’s progress (cf. Maner & Mead, 2010; Williams, 2014) 

from this somewhat static focus to a more dynamic and organizationally-oriented focus, as I took 

into account that power relations in organizations can and do change over time. 

The findings presented in Chapters 2 and 3 showed that unstable power is threatening and 

shapes powerholders’ behavior to be consistent with their motivation to protect this treasured 

resource. So far, power has typically been construed as a positive construct, with scholars showing 

its associations with, for instance, increased freedom (Keltner et al., 2003), well-being (Kifer et al., 

2013), and optimism (Anderson & Galinsky, 2006). A pioneering body of research suggests, 

however, that when power is unstable, this association between power and beneficial outcomes 

breaks down (Jordan, Sivanathan, et al., 2011; Maner, Gailliot, Butz, & Peruche, 2007; Williams, 

2014). In such situations of instability, higher-power individuals focus on protecting their 

privileged power positions. The empirical experimental and field findings presented in this 

dissertation support this proposition, by showing that unstable power is indeed associated with 

increased stress and distrust and a reduced willingness of leaders to share their power. Hence, 

Chapter 2 and 3 of this dissertation suggest that occupying a high-power position can in fact be 

psychologically demanding, as it may influence leaders to focus on protecting their power.  

Moreover, the present dissertation further extends this line of work by showing that such 

psychologically demanding effects of unstable power are not equally applicable to all individuals. 

Instead, the results presented in this dissertation suggest that individuals differ in in the extent to 

which they value the psychological and social resources that accompany higher-power positions. 

Hence, only individuals who are strongly motivated to acquire and protect power and have a 
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competitive view of the world (i.e., individuals higher in SDO) are negatively impacted by unstable 

power. Individuals with more egalitarian views and motives (i.e., individuals lower in SDO), on the 

other hand, seem to not bothered so much by power (in)stability.    

Furthermore, moving beyond the moderating role of characteristics of powerful leaders 

themselves (i.e., SDO), the findings presented in this dissertation suggest that, with regards to 

interpersonal consequences of power (in)stability, it is important to consider characteristics of the 

targets of powerful leaders’ behaviors. Chapters 3’s results, in particular, illustrated that while 

unstable power influences leaders to distrust the benevolence of their more senior employees, 

unstable power is not associated with increased benevolence distrust towards more junior 

employees. Overall, the findings presented in this dissertation thus suggest that in order to fully 

understand the intra- and interpersonal consequences of power (in)stability, it is important to take a 

broader perspective and consider the individual differences of those who hold power and those who 

surround the powerful.   

A nuanced view of power and unethical behavior. Second, this dissertation contributes to 

a more nuanced view of power and unethical behavior by demonstrating the important role of self-

serving justifications in shaping the unethical behavior of the powerful. As described in Chapter 1, 

the academic literature addressing power has primarily conceptualized power as a corrupting force 

(e.g., Bendahan, Zehnder, Pralong, & Antonakis, 2015; Yap, Wazlawek, Lucas, Cuddy, & Carney, 

2013). In this regard, scholars have argued and shown that higher-power individuals (compared to 

lower-power individuals) depend less on others and consequently experience less pressure than 

lower-power individuals to behave according to existing social norms (Galinsky et al., 2003; 

Lammers et al., 2015). The findings presented in Chapter 4 of this dissertation suggest, however, 

that powerholders’ lack of external pressures makes them particularly likely to experience internal 

pressures and conflicts when acting unethically (cf. Galinsky et al., 2008). Hence, instead of 

portraying higher-power individuals as ’corrupt and free’, these findings suggest that power is not 
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always a corrupting entity, nor something that is psychologically liberating (see also Overbeck & 

Park, 2001; Schmid Mast, Jonas, & Hall, 2009).  

Limitations and Future Research Directions  

In the following section, I discuss the main limitations of this dissertation. Following these 

limitations, I propose several potential directions for future research, which could further improve 

the academic understanding of the dynamic nature of power and the association between power and 

unethical behavior.  

 A main limitation of the studies presented in Chapters 2 and 3, however, is that one could 

question whether or not the adopted approach fully realized a dynamic approach to power. 

Particularly, this dissertation focused solely on powerholders’ self-perceived anticipated changes in 

power. On the one hand, one can say that this psychological experience of power (in)stability is 

crucial because higher-power individuals act upon their own perception, and therefore, it is logical 

to focus on individuals’ self-perceived power (in)stability. On the other hand, this approach did not 

allow for the examination of how actual, real-time losses and gains in power influence key 

organizational outcomes.  

Hence, to examine the dynamic nature of power in organizations in more depth, it seems 

particularly relevant for future research to study the consequences of actual or objective changes in 

power in real time. Recent research suggests that actual power losses have similar detrimental 

consequences as the anticipated power losses identified in this dissertation. Brion, Mo, and Lount 

(2019), for instance, showed that actual power losses (gains) over time decreased (increased) 

individuals’ trust in others. Furthermore, following Brion and colleagues (2019), future research 

could benefit from taking up a more dynamic methodological approach to studying power 

(in)stability by adopting longitudinal research designs which allow for the examination of actual 

changes in power over time. By doing so, scholars may contribute to a more comprehensive 

understanding of the dynamic nature of power in organizations.  
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Related to the previous point, another limitation of this dissertation is that it predominantly 

focused on downward power (in)stability (i.e., expected power losses). Power (in)stability, 

however, can also apply in an upward direction, as reflected in the potential to gain additional 

power in one’s group or organization. Research in this regard showed that individuals respond 

more strongly to gains in power (i.e., by demanding more resources for themselves), as compared 

to similar sized losses in power (i.e., their demands for resources only decrease by little; 

Sivanathan, Pillutla, & Murnighan, 2008). This finding suggests that leaders’ perceived and actual 

gains in power may be even more important in shaping their thoughts, feelings, and behavior than 

their perceived or actual power losses. Hence, future research could explore the consequences of 

such upward (in)stability in order to further advance our knowledge on power (in)stability and its 

consequences.     

Furthermore, this dissertation examined the moderating role of a unidimensional version of 

SDO. Ho and colleagues (2015), however, have made a distinction between SDO-dominance 

(SDO-D) and SDO- Egalitarianism (SDO-E). The former refers to a preference for systems of 

group-based dominance in which the relatively powerless are forcefully suppressed, while the later 

refers to a preference for systems that subtly maintain group-based inequality through hierarchy-

enhancing ideologies and social policies. Future research could benefit from disentangling these 

two dimensions of SDO with regards to how they impact individuals’ negative responses to power 

instability. As SDO-D (and not SDO-E) is related to a heightened focus on competition and threat, 

it seems likely that especially individuals higher in SDO-D (and not individuals high in SDO-E) are 

negatively impacted by unstable power (Duckitt, 2006).   

Finally, this dissertation examined the topics of power (in)stability and unethical behavior in 

isolation from each other. Specifically, Chapters 2 and 3 focused on the consequences of power 

(in)stability, while Chapter 4 examined unethical behavior of the relatively powerful. Future 

research could combine these important lines of research by examining the impact of power 
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(in)stability for individuals’ unethical behavior. On the one hand, research in this regard suggests 

that unstable (vs. stable) power might increase unethical behavior (Case & Maner, 2014; Williams, 

2014). The idea here is that because individuals who occupy unstable power positions are 

motivated to protect their power, they might act unethically to the extent that this would stabilize 

their power position (i.e., enhancing themselves and/or derogating others). On the other hand, 

research suggests that unstable power might reduce unethical behaviors that could potentially harm 

an individual’s power position (i.e., unethical acts that can easily be discovered and/or are 

considered unacceptable; Kim, Shin, & Lee, 2017). Hence, future research could examine the 

association between unstable power and unethical behavior, and the potential moderating role of 

the anticipated consequences of the misconduct. By doings so, future research could provide a more 

comprehensive understanding of the consequences of power (in)stability and, at the same time, 

show the complexity of the power to unethical behavior linkage.  

Practical Contributions 

The decisions that powerful managers make have far-reaching consequences for their 

employees, their organizations, and for society as a whole. Considering the fact that there are 

substantial power differences within organizations and the extensive impact of powerholders’ 

behaviors on others, it seems crucial (e.g., for HR professionals) to understand how power affects 

its beholders. The present dissertation provides at least two important practical implications. 

First, I examined the consequences of power (in)stability in organizations. In the 

increasingly complex and ambiguous world that leaders find themselves today, such power 

instability is likely to become more and more prevalent (Greer et al., 2017; Wisse et al., 2019). The 

findings presented in this dissertation showed the potentially detrimental consequences of unstable 

power. Particularly, I showed that when power was unstable (compared to stable), the relatively 

powerful experienced more stress, distrusted their employees more, and consequently, were less 

likely to involve their employees in important decisions (i.e., share their power). The suggestion 
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that can be derived from these findings is that HR-professionals should try to increase the stability 

of powerholders’ positions if they aim to increase power sharing. At the same time, however, too 

much of such security and stability could induce feelings of entitlement among powerholders, and 

thereby enhance the misuse of power (Jongenelen & Vonk, 2007; Lammers, Stapel, et al., 2010). 

Furthermore, as was shown in Chapter 2 of this dissertation, while a stable hierarchy might reduce 

stress for higher-power individuals in the organization, it actually increases the stress levels of the 

majority of organizational members (i.e., the relatively powerless).  

A more fruitful strategy for organizations and HR-professionals might therefore be to not 

focus on trying to increase the stability of high-power organizational members, but instead, to teach 

high-power organizational members how to effectively manage and deal with the increasing reality 

of unstable power positions in modern-day organizations. They could do so, for instance, by 

adopting training programs that teach organizational members about the dynamic nature of 

organizational life and its potential pitfalls (Neck & Manz, 1996). By doing so, higher-power 

organizational members might be better equipped to deal with unstable power, and, as a result, be 

less inclined to focus solely on protecting their own power in such precarious situations.  

Additionally, the findings presented in this dissertation suggest that organizations and HR-

professionals could focus on the selection process in order to minimize the negative consequences 

of unstable power. Chapter 2’s results, in particular, suggest that not all organizational members are 

equally impacted by power (in)stability. Instead, only individuals higher in SDO (and not 

individuals lower in SDO) feel threatened by unstable power (and stable powerlessness). It thus 

seems particularly fruitful to select individuals lower in SDO to occupy high-power positions, as 

these individuals would focus less on protecting their power during times of instability.  

Furthermore, this dissertation examined the unethical behavior of those in power. As the 

unethical behavior of powerholders can have far-reaching consequences for organizations and 

society as a whole, it seems of upmost importance to identify antecedents of misconduct among this 
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group of individuals. In fact, ethical failures by powerholders are estimated to cost a typical 

organization approximately 5 percent of its revenue each year (ACFE, 2018). On top of this, the 

misconduct of higher-power individuals has the potential to seriously damage an organization’s 

reputation and trickle down to lower levels of the organization (Mayer et al., 2009).   

Addressing this important topic, the findings presented in Chapter 4 of this dissertation 

suggest that the availability of self-serving justifications plays a crucial role. These results indicate 

that in order to minimize the unethical conduct of their powerholders, organizations should ensure 

that self-serving justifications are not readily accessible. As suggested in Chapter 4, organizations 

could accomplish this by reducing ethical grey areas (Schweitzer & Hsee, 2002; Shalvi et al., 2015) 

and adopting specific rules and guidelines (Mulder et al., 2015) that leave little room for the self-

justification of powerholders’ misconduct. By doing so, organizations would make it more difficult 

for higher-power individuals to justify their misconduct and as a result reduce their unethical 

behavior.  

Concluding Remarks 

The present dissertation examined power in an organizational context. Throughout this 

dissertation, I touched upon organizational members’ strong motivation for power, the 

consequences of their fear of losing power, and the potentially corrupting effects of power. As 

such, this dissertation moved towards a more dynamic view of power and a more nuanced view of 

power and unethical behavior. Overall, I hope that the findings presented in this dissertation will 

help organizations put power to good use and stimulate future research on this important topic.  
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Inleiding 

Leiderschap en macht zijn onlosmakelijk met elkaar verbonden. Zowel in de politieke arena 

als in het bedrijfsleven zijn er voorbeelden van leiders die meer macht willen, leiders die bang zijn 

hun macht kwijt te raken en/of leiders die zich onethisch gedragen vanwege hun machtige posities. 

In een wereld met veel machtsverschillen is het van groot belang te weten hoe het hebben van 

macht het denken en het gedrag van leiders beïnvloedt. In dit proefschrift onderzoek ik daarom 

macht in organisaties.  

Macht is te definiëren als ‘asymmetrische controle over gewaardeerde middelen’, en is een 

belangrijk kenmerk van organisaties. In vrijwel iedere organisatie vindt men bovenin de 

organisatiehiërarchie machtige leiders die beschikken over waardevolle middelen, zoals de hoogte 

van het salaris van hun werknemers en de keuze om iemand aan te nemen of te ontslaan. 

Werknemers lager in de organisatiehiërarchie daarentegen zijn afhankelijk van hun leiders voor 

dergelijke waardevolle middelen en beslissingen. 

Gezien de belangrijke rol van macht in de samenleving - en in organisaties in het bijzonder - 

is er veel wetenschappelijk onderzoek verricht naar de effecten van macht. Dit onderzoek heeft 

laten zien dat mensen met macht zich in het algemeen anders gedragen dan mensen zonder macht. 

Zo denken individuen met macht meer abstract, hebben zij minder empathie richting anderen en 

zijn zij meer bereid risico’s te nemen in vergelijking met personen zonder macht.  

Tot op heden is er echter relatief weinig onderzoek gedaan naar hoe mensen – en leiders in 

het bijzonder - reageren wanneer zij hun macht dreigen te verliezen. In de praktijk zien we echter 

steeds vaker dat leiders hun machtige posities (kunnen) kwijtraken. In dit proefschrift toon ik de 

negatieve consequenties van dergelijke instabiele macht voor hoe leiders zich voelen (Hoofstuk 2) 

en hoe zij leidinggeven aan hun werknemers (Hoofdstuk 3). 
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Daarnaast heeft wetenschappelijk onderzoek zich tot op heden met name gericht op de 

corrumperende effecten van het hebben van macht. Onderzoek heeft bijvoorbeeld laten zien dat 

individuen met macht meer stelen, liegen en anderen naar beneden halen in vergelijking met 

personen zonder macht. In dit proefschrift schets ik een meer genuanceerd beeld van macht en 

onethisch gedrag. In Hoofdstuk 4 identificeer ik namelijk condities waarin individuen met macht 

zich minder onethisch gedragen.  

Macht en Instabiliteit 

Mensen willen graag macht omdat het hebben van macht veel voordelen met zich 

meebrengt, zoals geld en aanzien. Daarnaast heeft wetenschappelijk onderzoek veelvuldig laten 

zien dat individuen met macht gelukkiger zijn dan minder machtige individuen. Mensen aspireren 

daarom niet alleen op een machtige positie te komen, maar zijn vooral ook zeer gemotiveerd om 

die macht vervolgens te behouden. Wanneer macht onstabiel is en leiders hun macht dreigen te 

verliezen, kan dit derhalve verstrekkende consequenties hebben.  

In Hoofdstuk 2 bestudeer ik de intrapersoonlijke consequenties van instabiele macht. Ik 

onderzoek de invloed van macht en de instabiliteit daarvan op de mate van stress die mensen op 

hun werk ervaren. De resultaten van dit onderzoek laten zien dat werknemers bovenaan de 

‘machtsladder’ stress ervaren – wanneer zij hun machtige positie dreigen kwijt te raken. 

Werknemers onderaan de ‘machtsladder’ daarentegen ervaren juist stress wanneer zij het gevoel 

hebben vast te zitten – en geen uitzicht hebben op een hogere positie in de organisatie. Werknemers 

met veel macht ervaren dus voornamelijk veel stress wanneer hun positie onstabiel is, terwijl 

werknemers zonder macht met name stress ervaren wanneer hun positie in de organisatie stabiel is. 

Daarnaast laten de resultaten gepresenteerd in Hoofdstuk 2 zien dat effecten van instabiele 

macht voor stress afhangen van werknemers hun sociale dominantie oriëntatie (SDO). SDO 

refereert naar een persoonlijke voorkeur voor hiërarchische differentiatie. Individuen met een hoge 

SDO preferen machtsverschillen tussen groepen en vinden het dus geoorloofd dat verschillende 
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groepen anders behandeld worden. Individuen met een hoge SDO zijn bovendien zelf zeer 

gemotiveerd om macht te verwerven. Personen met een lage SDO daarentegen zijn egalitair en 

vinden een machtige positie niet zo belangrijk. De resultaten gepresenteerd in Hoofdstuk 2 laten 

zien dat instabiele macht en stabiele machteloosheid alleen stressvol zijn voor werknemers met een 

hoge (maar niet met een lage) SDO.  

In Hoofstuk 3 onderzoek ik vervolgens de interpersoonlijke consequenties van instabiele 

macht. In vijf studies, onderzoek ik de relatie tussen instabiele macht en de bereidheid van leiders 

om macht te delen met hun werknemers. In organisaties is het zeer gebruikelijk leiders aan te 

moedigen om hun macht te delen met medewerkers, zodat werknemers meer regie krijgen over hun 

eigen werkzaamheden (denk bijvoorbeeld aan het werken met zelfsturende teams). Een veel 

voorkomend probleem is echter dat leiders niet altijd bereid blijken om verantwoordelijkheden en 

autoriteit te delegeren aan hun werknemers. Gezien de vele positieve effecten van het delen van 

macht is het belangrijk te weten waarom dit zo is.  

In Hoofdstuk 3 laat ik zien dat de angst van leiders om hun macht kwijt te raken hierbij een 

belangrijke rol speelt. De resultaten tonen namelijk dat leiders minder macht delen met werknemers 

wanneer zij vrezen hun machtspositie in de organisatie kwijt te raken. Ik onderzoek daarnaast ook 

hoe dit komt. Instabiele macht leidt ertoe dat leiders hun werknemers wantrouwen. In dergelijke 

precaire situaties denken leiders dat werknemers erop uit zijn hun rol over te nemen en dus niet te 

vertrouwen zijn. Dit wantrouwen zorgt er vervolgens voor dat leiders niet bereid zijn belangrijke 

taken en beslissingen uit handen te geven. Ik laat daarnaast zien dat dit met name geldt wanneer 

leiders te maken hebben met meer ervaren werknemers. Juist deze senioren worden in mindere 

mate betrokken bij belangrijke beslissingen wanneer leiders vrezen voor hun positie.  

Macht en Onethisch Gedrag 

Eerder wetenschappelijk onderzoek naar macht en onethisch gedrag heeft voornamelijk een 

negatief beeld geschetst van de effecten van macht. Dit onderzoek heeft bijvoorbeeld laten zien dat 
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individuen met macht corrupter zijn, meer stelen en liegen, en vaker verkeersovertredingen begaan 

in vergelijking met individuen zonder macht. Daarnaast heeft onderzoek laten zien dat personen 

met macht zich in mindere mate bekommeren om het leed van anderen. Deze negatieve 

consequenties van macht worden veelal verklaard vanuit het idee dat macht ervoor zorgt dat 

mensen veel vrijheid ervaren, en dus kunnen doen en laten wat zij willen. Deze vrijheid zorgt 

ervoor dat machtige individuen meer gericht zijn op zichzelf en relatief weinig aandacht hebben 

voor hun omgeving en de consequenties van hun eigen handelen.  

Meer recent onderzoek suggereert echter dat de relatie tussen macht en onethisch gedrag 

complexer is dan bovenstaande studies doen vermoeden. Dit onderzoek laat namelijk zien dat 

personen met macht zich in bepaalde situaties minder egoïstisch gedragen en meer rekening houden 

met de mensen om zich heen in vergelijking met individuen zonder macht. Voortbouwend op deze 

recente inzichten, onderzoek ik in Hoofdstuk 4 situaties waarin machthebbers zich minder 

onethisch gedragen.  

In Hoofdstuk 4 richt ik mij op de rol van rechtvaardigingen voor onethisch gedrag om de 

relatie tussen macht en onethisch gedrag beter te begrijpen. Mensen vinden het doorgaans erg 

belangrijk om zichzelf als morele wezens te zien, en zijn dus geneigd om hun onethisch gedrag aan 

zichzelf te rechtvaardigen. Mensen rechtvaardigen bijvoorbeeld hun onethische gedrag door 

zichzelf ervan te overtuigen dat iedereen weleens iets verkeerd doet, of door te denken dat het 

gedrag niemand kwaad doet of heeft gedaan. Op deze wijze kan men zich onethisch gedragen en 

tegelijkertijd een moreel zelfbeeld hooghouden.  

Aangezien personen met macht meer vrijheid ervaren ten aanzien van hun eigen handelen 

veronderstel ik dat het met name voor machthebbers van belang is dat zij dergelijke 

rechtvaardigingen voor handen hebben wanneer zij zich onethisch gedragen. De resultaten 

gepresenteerd in Hoofstuk 4 bevestigen deze hypothese. De onderzoeksuitkomsten laten zien dat 

individuen met macht zich minder onethisch gedragen wanneer zij geen zelfrechtvaardiging voor 
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hun eigen onethisch handelen aangereikt krijgen. De aanwezigheid van dergelijke 

zelfrechtvaardigingen heeft daarentegen geen effect op het onethisch handelen van mensen zonder 

macht.  

Theoretische en Praktische Implicaties 

Deze dissertatie heeft een aantal belangrijke theoretische en praktische implicaties. 

Allereerst, geeft deze dissertatie een meer dynamische blik op macht door de intra- en 

interpersoonlijke consequenties van instabiele macht te bestuderen. Zoals eerder beschreven is er 

tot op heden relatief weinig onderzoek gedaan naar de gevolgen van instabiele macht op de 

werkvloer. De studies in Hoofdstuk 2 en 3 adresseren deze lacune, en tonen aan dat instabiele 

macht vooral negatieve gevolgen heeft.  

Onstabiliteit is bedreigend voor machthebbers en zorgt ervoor dat zij zich primair gaan richten 

op het behouden van hun macht. Tot op heden heeft wetenschappelijk onderzoek een zeer positief 

beeld geschetst van het bezitten van macht. Onderzoek heeft bijvoorbeeld laten zien dat individuen 

met macht minder stress ervaren en gelukkiger en optimistischer zijn. In deze dissertatie laat ik zien 

dat macht niet altijd leidt tot dergelijke positieve uitkomsten. Want juist als macht onstabiel is, leidt 

het tot ongewenste of belastende uitkomsten.  

In deze dissertatie toon ik verder dat deze gevolgen van instabiele macht niet voor iedereen 

in gelijke mate opgaan. De resultaten gepresenteerd in Hoofdstuk 2 laten namelijk zien dat 

personen verschillen in de mate waarin zij macht belangrijk vinden en dus de mate waarin zij stress 

ervaren wanneer hun macht onstabiel is. In Hoofdstuk 3 laat ik verder zien dat het ook van belang 

is om te kijken naar de mensen om machthebbers heen. Kenmerken van deze personen beïnvloeden 

tevens de wijze waarop instabiele macht het gedrag van leiders beïnvloedt.  

De resultaten gepresenteerd in Hoofstukken 2 en 3 hebben daarnaast ook belangrijke 

praktische implicaties. Deze bevindingen laten namelijk zien dat instabiele macht desastreuze 

gevolgen kan hebben voor leiders, hun werknemers en organisaties als geheel. Deze resulteren in 
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acht nemend is het van groot belang dat organisaties en HR-professionals zich realiseren dat leiders 

negatief beïnvloed worden door de instabiliteit van hun posities. Alhoewel deze instabiliteit 

uiteraard een consequentie kan zijn van de situatie waarin de organisatie verkeert (bijvoorbeeld bij 

reorganisaties, organisatieveranderingen of fusietrajecten) en dus niet altijd eenvoudig kan worden 

weggenomen, is het goed dat er aandacht wordt besteed aan deze consequenties van onstabiliteit. 

Dat kan bijvoorbeeld door leiders te trainen in het omgaan met onzekerheid, of te begeleiden bij de 

invoering van veranderingen. Ook zou het goed zijn om leiders tijdig duidelijkheid te bieden over 

de consequenties van dergelijke situaties. Op deze manier zullen leiders minder stress ervaren, hun 

werknemers minder wantrouwen en eerder bereid zijn hun macht te delen.  

Daarnaast heb ik in deze dissertatie gekeken naar de impact van macht op het onethisch 

handelen van mensen. De resultaten schetsen een meer genuanceerd en complex beeld van de 

relatie tussen macht en onethisch gedrag. Tot op heden heeft wetenschappelijk onderzoek met name 

de corrumperende effecten van macht geïdentificeerd. De bevindingen gepresenteerd in Hoofstuk 4 

suggereren echter dat macht niet altijd corrumperend en bevrijdend is.  

Tot slot hebben de bevindingen gepresenteerd in Hoofdstuk 4 ook belangrijke praktische 

implicaties. Machtige leiders nemen beslissingen die de levens van miljoenen mensen beïnvloeden. 

Het is daarom van groot belang te weten wanneer en waarom machthebbers zich meer of minder 

onethisch gedragen. De resultaten gepresenteerd in Hoofdstuk 4 impliceren dat het belangrijk is dat 

personen met macht hun ontische gedrag niet aan zichzelf kunnen rechtvaardigen. Organisatie die 

de corrumperende effecten van macht willen tegengaan, zouden er dus goed aan doen om weinig 

ruimte te laten voor zelfrechtvaardigingen. Dit kan bijvoorbeeld door duidelijke regels op te stellen 

en ethische ‘grijze gebieden’ te vermijden.  

Conclusie 

In deze dissertatie heb ik de rol van macht in organisaties onderzocht. Ik heb laten zien wat 

de gevolgen zijn wanneer leiders vrezen hun macht kwijt te raken en ik heb laten zien dat macht 



538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM
Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019 PDF page: 158PDF page: 158PDF page: 158PDF page: 158

SAMENVATTING 

158 
 

niet altijd corrumpeert. Hiermee heb ik een meer dynamisch beeld getoond van macht en een meer 

genuanceerd beeld van de relatie tussen macht en onethisch gedrag. Al met al hoop ik dat de 

bevindingen van deze dissertatie organisaties helpen om macht in goede banen te leiden en 

wetenschappelijk onderzoek zal stimuleren om meer onderzoek te doen naar dit belangrijke en 

actuele thema.  
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Een promotietraject is net als het beklimmen van een berg. Voor beide kan het belang van 

een goede voorbereiding en doorzettingsvermogen moeilijk worden overschat. Daarnaast gaan alle 

twee gepaard met de nodige frustraties. Soms denk je dat je er bijna bent, maar als je de hoek 

omgaat, en je de bergtop weer in zicht hebt, blijkt de top toch verder dan gedacht. Maar het 

belangrijkste is dat als je bovenop de bergtop staat, het uitzicht prachtig is en de voldoening groot. 

Net als bij dit proefschrift. Op deze plek wil ik graag kort de tijd nemen om de mensen te bedanken 

die een belangrijke rol hebben gespeeld bij de totstandkoming van dit proefschrift.  

Laten we beginnen bij het begin. Mijn ouders. Mama, ik wil jou graag bedanken voor de 

wijze lessen die jij mij hebt geleerd. Jij hebt mij geleerd dat het niet uitmaakt wat je doet – als je het 

maar doet met overgave. Met jou als krachtig voorbeeld, is het voor mij altijd vanzelfsprekend 

geweest dat je hard werkt, zelfstandig bent, en opstaat nadat je gevallen bent. Ik wil je daarnaast 

ook bedanken voor de geweldige oma die je bent voor Vincent - en daarmee een enorme steun voor 

ons gezin. Papa, bedankt voor al jouw steun gedurende zowel mijn studententijd als mijn 

promotietraject. Ik kan altijd bij jou en Jannie terecht als ik een helpende hand nodig heb en je staat 

altijd klaar met wijze adviezen.  

Daarnaast heeft mijn grote zus een ontzettend belangrijke plek in mijn leven. Robin, ik wil 

jou graag bedanken voor de geweldige zus die jij voor mij bent. We hebben zoveel met elkaar 

meegemaakt en het is fijn om iemand te hebben in het leven die altijd precies begrijpt wat je 

bedoelt. Ik hou ervan om uren met jou te praten en alles om ons heen, en ook onszelf, tot in de 

treurnis te analyseren. Hier moet de liefde voor het doen van onderzoek zijn ontstaan. Bedankt dat 

jij mij altijd een spiegel voorhoudt, mij uitdaagt, en het beste in mij naar boven haalt. In dezelfde 

adem zijn daar natuurlijk mijn twee geweldige broertjes. Justin en Roy, jullie zijn zo verschillend, 

maar vooral allebei zo geweldig. Bedankt voor jullie aanmoedigingen, jullie gezelligheid, en jullie 

liefde.  



538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM538946-L-bw-Feenstra-SOM
Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019Processed on: 13-12-2019 PDF page: 160PDF page: 160PDF page: 160PDF page: 160

DANKWOORD 

160 
 

Naast de familieleden binnen het gezin zijn er natuurlijk opa’s, oma’s, tantes, ooms, neefjes 

en nichtjes die een belangrijke rol, hebben gespeeld, en spelen, in mijn leven. Wat is het toch fijn 

om onderdeel te zijn van een grote familie. Deze grote familie is zelfs nog verder uitgebreid met 

mijn nieuwe Belgische familie. Rita en Daniel, bedankt voor alle reisjes naar Oostenrijk die 

gedurende mijn promotietraject voor de onmisbare ontspanning hebben gezorgd. Ook bedankt voor 

jullie steun als bommie en bompa van Vincent. Kevin en Sanne, bedankt voor jullie gezelligheid, 

de barbecues, de festivals, en concert bezoekjes. Wat een mooie herinneringen hebben we al 

gemaakt, en wat een mooie herinneringen gaan we nog maken in de toekomst. 

Ook vrienden zijn erg belangrijk geweest. In het bijzonder wil ik mij richten tot Barbara. 

We leren elkaar kennen op de middelbare school. We moeten een jaar of 15 zijn geweest toen er 

een vriendschap ontstond gebaseerd op samen roken en zakken Doritos chips eten als wijze van 

ontbijt. Je bent inmiddels uitgegroeid tot mijn meest dierbare vriendin. Ik vind de ontwikkeling die 

wij samen hebben mogen doormaken heel bijzonder: van feestende puber tot kolvende moeder. 

Bedankt voor al je interesse en steun. Ook wil ik Sanne in het bijzonder bedanken. Wij leren elkaar 

kennen als we beide psychologie studeren in Groningen. Inmiddels is deze klik uitgegroeid tot een 

bijzondere vriendschap. Wat heb ik veel bewondering voor hoe jij in het leven staat en je je eigen 

pad durft te bewandelen. Ik ben dan ook heel trots dat jij mijn paranimf bent bij deze bijzondere 

gelegenheid.   

Een andere belangrijke persoon in mijn studententijd is mijn masterthesis begeleider: Nina. 

Nina, wij ontmoeten elkaar tijdens het derde jaar van mijn bacheloropleiding. Jij liet mij voor het 

eerst kennis maken met de wetenschappelijke wereld. Je leerde mij het doen van wetenschappelijk 

onderzoek en het reilen en zeilen van de universiteit. En je deed dit altijd met veel rusten geduld. Je 

wees mij tevens op de mogelijkheid te solliciteren voor de research master en opperde de 

mogelijkheid van een promotietraject. Zonder jou had ik mogelijk nooit een wetenschappelijke 

carrière overwogen. Bedankt voor je geweldige mentorschap en vertrouwen.   
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 We sluipen dan nu voorzichtig naar de mensen die ik leer kennen in het kader van mijn 

promotietraject. Allereerst, natuurlijk degene bij wie dit project zijn oorsprong vindt: Jennifer. 

Jennifer, I still clearly remember the first time that we met. You taught a course in the Master’s 

Honours Programme. I was in your class and was very impressed by your enthusiasm, sincere 

interest in your students, and competence. After this class, I wrote a literature review on the topic 

power and unethical behavior under your supervision. This collaboration eventually led to a 

wonderful PhD project on this same topic. Jennifer, I want to thank you for providing me with the 

great opportunity of doing a PhD. You have been an amazing supervisor and a role model in many 

ways. I very much aspire to be a teacher and scientist like you.  

Daarnaast wil ik mijn twee andere begeleiders bedanken. Janka, ontzettend bedankt dat jij 

mijn promotor wilde zijn bij dit proefschrift. Een gesprek of afspraak met jou verliet ik altijd met 

een gevoel van enthousiasme, inspiratie en zelfvertrouwen. Bedankt voor de geweldige begeleiding 

en adviezen. Ik hoop dat onze fijne samenwerking nog lang mag voortduren. Frank, jij verhuisde al 

vrij vroeg in mijn promotietraject naar Duitsland. Maar dit leidde zeker niet tot een verminderde 

betrokkenheid bij het project. In tegendeel. Jouw oog voor detail en uitgebreide feedback hebben 

deze dissertatie en mij als wetenschapper zoveel beter gemaakt. Dank daarvoor.  

I would also like to thank the assessment committee for reading and assessing my 

dissertation. Additionally, I would like to thank my co-author Jin Yan for a wonderful 

collaboration. Gedurende mijn promotietraject heb ik daarnaast ook veel onderwijs mogen 

verzorgen. Deze combinatie van onderzoek en onderwijs is mij altijd erg goed bevallen. Ik wil 

graag alle studenten die ik heb mogen begeleiden of waar ik op andere wijze mee heb mogen 

samenwerken bedanken voor hun bijdrage en inspiratie. 

Dit promotietraject is daarnaast natuurlijk vooral leuk geweest vanwege de vele collega’s bij 

de vakgroep HRM&OB. Elena, Roxana, Tim, Ramzi, Yan, Frederik, Bart, Joost, Maxim, Thom, en 

alle anderen bedankt voor de vele lunches, de borrels, de congressen, en de uitjes. Ook wil ik graag 
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de huiskamer van de vakgroep niet ongenoemd laten. Tineke, Hilde, en later ook Zedef, bedankt 

voor jullie ondersteuning bij alles wat los en vast zat.  

Eén extra belangrijke collega mag natuurlijk niet ontbreken in dit dankwoord. Ik denk dat ik 

gerust kan stellen dat jij de belangrijkste persoon bent geweest tijdens mijn promotietraject. Jacoba, 

er is zoveel om je voor te bedanken Het gebeurt niet vaak dat je mensen tegenkomt in het leven met 

wie de klik zo goed en vanzelfsprekend is. De afgelopen jaren hebben wij duizenden uren samen 

doorgebracht op dat kantoortje op de derde verdieping van het Duisenberg gebouw. En op geen 

enkel moment is dat gaan vervelen of irriteren. Bedankt, vooral, voor er gewoon altijd te zijn. Een 

dag op kantoor als jij niet werkt is gewoon significant minder leuk. Terloops bespreken we alles 

wat er in ons leven en in de wereld gebeurt: “Hé, kijk eens wat erop Twitter staat”, “OMG, weet je 

wat Clint/Jarno gisteren deed/zei?”, “Brace yourself, Frank heeft feedback gestuurd”. Daarnaast 

zijn er natuurlijk de memorabele congressen. Onze eerste gezamenlijke trip was naar AOM in 

Vancouver. Nadat we met verschillende vliegtuigen aankwamen (omdat ik mijn vlucht had gemist) 

installeren we ons in ons crappy hostel. Ik herinner mij een memorabele avond in een bar in 

Vancouver met een live band die nummers van de Backstreet Boys coverde (ja, dat klinkt net zo tof 

als dat het was). Samen lekker biertjes drinken en sigaretjes roken. En er volgden gelukkig nog vele 

tripjes: naar Oslo, Leuven, en recent naar Zurich. Mooie herinneringen hebben we gemaakt. 

Bedankt dat jij mijn paranimf bent bij deze bijzondere gebeurtenis én dat ik iedere stap van dit 

promotietraject met jou heb mogen delen. It was one hell of a ride! 

Tot slot, wil ik mij graag richten tot mijn twee mannen. Vincent, jouw oprechte blijheid, 

liefde, en ondeugendheid hebben mijn leven enorm verrijkt. Het maakt niet uit wat voor dag het is 

geweest, naar huis komen en jij die op mij afrent, je armpjes om mij heen slaat, en roept MAMA!, 

is altijd het hoogtepunt van de dag. Niets is mooier dan jouw moeder mogen zijn. Clint, bedankt 

voor al jouw onvoorwaardelijke vertrouwen en steun. Jij hebt mij altijd het vertrouwen gegeven dat 

ik alles kan wat ik wil doen, en mij de ruimte gegeven dat na te streven. Samen hebben wij hoge 
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bergen beklommen en diepe dalen gedeeld, letterlijk en figuurlijk. Ons gezin is mijn dierbaarste 

bezit. Lieverds, met jullie is alles mooier.  
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