
 

 

 University of Groningen

The bright side of hierarchies
Cantimur, Yeliz

IMPORTANT NOTE: You are advised to consult the publisher's version (publisher's PDF) if you wish to cite from
it. Please check the document version below.

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Publication date:
2015

Link to publication in University of Groningen/UMCG research database

Citation for published version (APA):
Cantimur, Y. (2015). The bright side of hierarchies: The origins and consequences of social stratification in
organizations. [Thesis fully internal (DIV), University of Groningen]. University of Groningen, SOM research
school.

Copyright
Other than for strictly personal use, it is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the
author(s) and/or copyright holder(s), unless the work is under an open content license (like Creative Commons).

The publication may also be distributed here under the terms of Article 25fa of the Dutch Copyright Act, indicated by the “Taverne” license.
More information can be found on the University of Groningen website: https://www.rug.nl/library/open-access/self-archiving-pure/taverne-
amendment.

Take-down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Downloaded from the University of Groningen/UMCG research database (Pure): http://www.rug.nl/research/portal. For technical reasons the
number of authors shown on this cover page is limited to 10 maximum.

Download date: 23-05-2023

https://research.rug.nl/en/publications/b733b77a-2bed-4873-8170-b048837456bc


 

 
 

 

 

 

 

The Bright Side of Hierarchies  

The Origins and Consequences of Social Stratification in Organizations 

 

 

 

 

Y. Cantimur 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Publisher:  University of Groningen, Groningen, The Netherlands 

Printed by:  Ipskamp Drukkers B. V., Enschede, The Netherlands 

 

ISBN: 978-90-367-7850-3 (book) 

ISBN: 978-90-367-7849-7 (e-book) 

 

© 2015 Yeliz Cantimur 

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system of 

any nature, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, now known or 

hereafter invented, including photocopying or recording, without written permission of the 

publisher. 



 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The Bright Side of Hierarchies  
The Origins and Consequences of Social Stratification in Organizations 

 
 
 
 
 

PhD Thesis 
 

 

 

 

to obtain the degree of PhD at the 

University of Groningen  

on the authority of the 

Rector Magnificus Prof. E. Sterken 

and in accordance with 

the decision by the College of Deans. 

 

This thesis will be defended in public on 

 

Monday 22 June 2015 at 14.30 hours. 

 

 

 

 

by 

 

 

 

 

Yeliz Cantimur 
 

born on 14 July 1980 

in Doğanşehir, Turkey 



 

 
 

Supervisor: 

Prof. G.S. Van der Vegt  
 

 

Co-supervisor: 

Dr. F.A. Rink  
 

 

Assessment Committee: 

Prof. H.B.M. Molleman 

Prof. IJ.H. Van Emmerik 

Prof. G.A. Van Kleef 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

To my mother Özge with endless love and gratitude 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CONTENTS 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1 General Introduction 

  

9 

Chapter 2  Expertise and Dominance Pave the Way for Influence  

Attainment in the Work Place: The Moderating Role of  

Intra-team Competition 

 

21 

Chapter 3 When and Why Hierarchy Steepness is Related to Team 

Performance 

      

55 

Chapter 4 Sorting Out the Functions and Dysfunctions of Hierarchy in  

Task Groups: Hierarchization versus Centralization 

 

83 

Chapter 5 General Discussion 

  

123 

References  

 

137 

Samenvatting (Summary in Dutch) 

 

171 

Acknowledgements 175 



 

 
 

 

 



CHAPTER 1 

 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

 

9 
 

 

 “We each appear to hold within ourselves a range of divergent views as to our native qualities... 

And amid such uncertainty, we typically turn to the wider world to settle the question of our 

significance... We seem beholden to affections of others to endure ourselves.”  

        ― Alain de Botton, Status Anxiety 

The pursuit of status or influence is inherent to human nature. We all strive to stand out in 

aspects that society, or the groups to which we belong, deem valuable; let it be wealth, 

educational attainment, a prestigious job, or affiliation with favored groups (e.g., based on ethnic 

groups or gender). Yet, despite this intrinsic desire to outrank others, individual status is rather 

socially-constructed than self-constructed. This means that the status value of an individual is not 

determined by personal judgment of worthiness, but by the extent to which an individual’s 

qualities are consensually valued by peers (Berger, Cohen, & Zelditch, 1972). Just like beauty, an 

individual’s standing within a social system is in the eye of the beholder; it is meaningful to the 

degree that others collectively acknowledge it. 

Differences in influence develop organically from informal interactions and are said to 

emerge even when groups deliberately strive to ascribe everyone equal status from the outset 

(Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Berger, Ridgeway, Fisek, & Norman, 1998). Yet taking into account 

the considerable amount of time people spend at work during their life span, the quest for status 

or influence is expected to be even more pronounced in organizational settings. It is therefore 

pretty common that, in organizational work teams, some members have more influence than 

others. These highly influential members tend to control team decisions (Bales, 1950; Buzaglo & 

Wheelan, 1999; Johnson, Funk, & Clay-Warner, 1998; Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003) 

and enjoy superior access to valued resources (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/13199.Alain_de_Botton
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/14280288
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Despite the ubiquity of influence hierarchies in work teams (i.e., implicit or explicit rank 

order of individuals on the basis of their influence levels; Magee & Galinsky, 2008, p. 354), how 

individuals successfully gain status or influence in the eyes of others is poorly grasped and 

requires broader examination. Relatedly, the impact of hierarchies on both collective and 

individual outcomes in work teams remains an important research agenda among organizational 

scholars (for a review, see Anderson & Brown, 2010; Christie & Barling, 2010; Greer, Schouten, 

De Jong, & Dannals, 2014). Hence, this dissertation is dedicated to understanding the antecedents 

and consequences of hierarchical differentiation in organizational work teams.   

Figure 1.1 illustrates the conceptual model that presents the relationships I examined in 

this dissertation. This conceptual model draws on different streams of literature (from 

organizational behavior, sociology, psychology, and ethology) and increases our knowledge on 

when certain types of behaviors will enhance the influence of an individual work team member. 

Moreover, the model specifies when team-level influence hierarchies will have performance-

enhancing effects on work teams and why this is the case.  More specifically, the first chapter in 

this dissertation adopts an individual level of analysis (employing both scenario studies and a 

field study) and the latter chapters address a team level of analysis (employing field studies). I 

consider this multi-level and multi-method approach an important strength of the present 

dissertation that enables me to confidently examine both the specific mechanisms and 

circumstances leading to asymmetries in team members’ influence levels as well as the overall 

effect of these hierarchical differences on team processes and performance. 
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Figure 1.1 The overall conceptual model 
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Clarification of Hierarchy-Related Concepts 

Before I will describe the main goals of my dissertation, it is important to explain the two 

dimensions on which I base hierarchy in my research; status and influence. Although these 

concepts may entail certain similarities, they are not identical. I therefore consider it necessary to 

clarify what these concepts tap into and to distinguish influence from status as well as from 

another hierarchy-related concept; power. 

In its most basic and technical form, social influence is defined as the socially induced 

change in a person's cognition, attitude, or behavior (Raven, 1965). In organizational settings, 

social influence can be considered as one’s substantial impact and control over sociopolitical 

processes and outcomes at work (Janssen & Van der Vegt, 2011, see also Ashforth, 1989; 

Spreitzer, 1995). Yet, despite efforts to treat it as clearly distinct from other hierarchy-related 

concepts, influence has often been confounded or conflated with status and power. Status is 

defined as the influence, prominence, and respect that an individual informally enjoys in the eyes 

of peers (Anderson, John, Keltner, & Kring, 2001; Bales, Strodtbeck, Mills, & Roseborough, 

1951; Bourdieu, 1984). Power, described as relative control over another’s valued outcomes 

(Fiske & Berdahl, 2007, p. 679), is generally viewed as stemming from one’s formal position in a 

social structure (Emerson, 1972; Pfeffer, 2009) and as involving positive and negative sanctions 

(i.e., rewards and punishments) to get others to do what one wants (Keltner et al., 2003). 

Although the above definitions explicitly or implicitly conceptualize influence as a key 

component of status and power, past literature has argued that these conceptions can also occur in 

relative isolation from each other (for a review, see Willer, Lovaglia, & Markovsky, 1997). For 

example, individuals with little influence can still be widely respected (Anderson, Willer, 

Kilduff, & Brown, 2012). Similarly, individuals who have a great deal of influence do not 

necessarily have power that entails institutional control over others’ reward and punishment
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outcomes (cf. Cheng, Tracy, Foulsham, Kingstone, & Henrich, 2013). Furthermore, a dominant 

view prevailing in the hierarchical differentiation literature advocates that social influence is the 

primary behavioral consequence of status and power (e.g., Magee & Frasier, 2014; Magee & 

Galinsky, 2008) and attempts to explicate status or power as influence (and vice versa) are 

problematic as these would be equivalent to explaining a construct by its effect (see Fiske & 

Berdahl, 2007; Srivastava & Anderson, 2011).   

In this dissertation, I acknowledge that, despite their overlapping aspects, status and 

influence are distinct concepts and there might be differences in the way that status and influence 

hierarchies affect organizational processes and outcomes. My research began with an interest in 

examining the consequences of status hierarchy steepness in organizational work teams, 

considering differences in status and influence as interchangeable. In time, however, progressive 

insight into the individual-level antecedents and team-level consequences of hierarchies tempted 

me to focus on the more overarching concept of social influence, also allowing me to rely my 

arguments on a broader spectrum of theory and findings, ranging from status to power and 

leadership literatures. Although this shift was not pre-planned, each development in this research 

program was a natural consequence of the recent scholarly effort to disentangle hierarchy-related 

concepts (e.g., Fiske & Berdahl, 2007; Lucas & Baxter, 2012; Magee & Frasier, 2014) and of the 

evolvement of my thinking about hierarchical differentiation in organizational work teams. 

Dissertation Goals and Research Contributions 

   As can been seen from the conceptual model (Figure 1.1), an important first goal of this 

dissertation is to identify the role of individuals’ expertise and dominance levels in influence 

attainment in organizational work teams. Scholars have put considerable effort into 

understanding how individuals gain influence in social groups. The allocation of greater influence 

has been linked to a number of individual attributes and behaviors such as pro-social behavior
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(reflected in group commitment, selflessness, and generosity; see Flynn, Reagans, Amanatullah, 

& Ames, 2006; Hardy & Van Vugt, 2006; Willer, 2009) and personality traits (e.g., extraversion 

and conscientiousness; Anderson, Spataro, & Flynn, 2008; see also Judge, Bono, Ilies, & 

Gerhardt, 2002). However, as organizational work teams need to perform their tasks efficiently 

and preferably with high quality, perceptions of expertise emerged as the most eminent source of 

influence in such groups, more so than social skills (Lord, Phillips, & Rush, 1980).  There is 

indeed evidence suggesting that members with high levels of task expertise are granted influence 

because they can help work teams to reach collective goals with their superior cognitive 

resources (Berger, Rosenholtz, & Zelditch, 1980; Ridgeway & Diekema, 1989). 

Management research has largely neglected the pervasiveness of behavioral dominance 

that higher-ranked individuals display in organizational settings (see Chen, Peterson, Phillips, 

Podolny, & Ridgeway, 2012). Yet, from a sociobiological and evolutionary perspective, 

dominant behaviors may well represent an equally viable route to influence (Henrich & Gil-

White, 2001; Mazur, 1985). Scholars in this domain suggest that dominance displays, expressed 

in terms of psychological intimidation and coercion, resemble nonhuman species’ agonistic 

battles for material resources and hence, may equivalently result in the dominant’s “victory” 

(Henrich & Gil-White, 2001; Cheng, Tracy, & Henrich, 2010). I therefore consider it a worthy 

contribution of this dissertation to investigate not only the effectiveness of expertise perceptions 

in predicting influence in organizational work teams, but also the effectiveness of behavioral 

dominance perceptions.     

I aim to contribute to the current literature on influence in work teams by demonstrating 

when perceptions of expertise and perceptions of dominance more strongly predict the attainment 

of social influence. To date, no study examined the essentially relevant role of the external 

environment in determining the effectiveness of expertise and dominance in predicting influence
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(for a similar view, see Anderson & Kennedy, 2012; Cheng et al., 2010). This is remarkable 

because work teams do not operate in isolated settings, but rather, are embedded in a social 

context. Particularly in organizational settings where behavior is regulated by social rules and 

standards, the team’s social context may have an impact on the degree to which certain behavior 

will be seen as normative and, thus, can lead to influence attainment. In this dissertation, I 

introduce intra-team competition as a crucial contextual factor that can affect whether perceptions 

of expertise or dominance will be prioritized in the allocation of influence. Competing for scarce 

resources (e.g., bonus-based compensation, promotions, or favorable task assignments) is a 

prevalent phenomenon in organizational work teams. Because competition can strongly shape 

interpersonal behavior, or more specifically, can set norms for appropriate and expected behavior 

among the team members (Tjosvold, 1988), I argue that it can also effectively determine which 

influence route will impose greater benefits than costs for influence attainment.  

  The second goal of this dissertation is to examine how different structural properties of a 

hierarchy affect team processes, team outcomes, and member satisfaction. Given the 

pervasiveness of hierarchy in organizational life, scholars have claimed that hierarchies must 

have adaptive functional value for work teams (Halevy, Chou, & Galinsky, 2011). Many 

organizations indeed promote the emergence of hierarchies (Pfeffer, 1998) because a clear 

deference order and voluntary compliance mechanisms tend to enhance team cooperation and 

coordination (De Kwaadsteniet & van Dijk, 2010; Halevy et al., 2011; Halevy, Chou, Galinsky, 

& Murnighan, 2012; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). Furthermore, hierarchies can also facilitate 

performance by improving the efficiency and quality of team decision making (Cartwright & 

Zander, 1953; Berger et al., 1980; Ridgeway & Diekema, 1989). Nevertheless, other scholars 

have proposed that hierarchies can also be detrimental for teams because they tend to instigate 

conflict among the team members (Bloom, 1999) and hamper knowledge exchange, resulting in
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fewer opportunities for team learning (Bunderson & Reagans, 2011; Edmondson, 2002; for a 

review of mixed results, see Anderson & Brown, 2010; Greer et al., 2014). So, there remains 

considerable debate in the management and organization literatures about whether a hierarchy 

truly promotes collective outcomes in work teams. 

  I suggest that progress in this debate has been hampered by a lack of clarity about what 

exactly is meant with hierarchy. To date, management theory and research on informal social 

hierarchies has particularly focused on one form of social stratification, namely steepness (i.e., 

the overall degree of asymmetries in members’ status and influence; see Anderson & Brown, 

2010). This literature stream has extensively overseen other forms of stratification such as 

centralization (i.e., the concentration of influence in one member or in a small subset of the full 

membership of a group) and hierarchization (i.e., transitive or cascaded ordering of dyadic 

influence relations) that has been suggested by sociological and ethological research (e.g., Chase, 

1980). This theory development by scholars in different domains reflects the topic’s relevance 

across different fields, but the foci on different structural properties of hierarchies may account 

for some of the disparate findings on the functions of hierarchy in work teams. I therefore believe 

that my examination of all three forms of stratification in this dissertation will help the literature 

to move forward.  

  The third goal of this dissertation is to investigate whether the performance effects of 

hierarchies are context-dependent (Halevy et al., 2011). With this goal, I aim to further clarify the 

inconsistent results that past research obtained on the effects of hierarchies on group 

performance. Scholars increasingly argue that the benefits of a strong hierarchy in work teams 

may only occur in certain work environments. In line with this contingency argument (see 

Anderson & Brown, 2010), I deem task complexity as a vital factor determining the direction of 

this relationship in organizational work teams. The members of work teams interact in a task-
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focused manner and hence, the nature of the task is likely to have an impact on how their 

hierarchical structures affect their functioning. Previous research provided preliminary evidence 

that organizations may benefit from hierarchical structures when they work on simple tasks that 

do not require the pooling of diverse viewpoints (e.g., Carzo & Yanouzas, 1969; Shaw, 1964).  In 

this dissertation, I propose that, by preventing task misinterpretations and time-consuming 

information processing, steeper status hierarchies conduce to better team performance when 

teams perform less complex tasks. By casting task complexity as a key factor determining the 

direction of the relationship between hierarchy steepness and team performance, I respond to the 

fundamental question of when hierarchies facilitate effective team functioning.  

Finally, my fourth goal is to explain the mechanism through which hierarchies influence 

collective outcomes in work teams. There is extant theory on why hierarchies conduce to 

enhanced or poorer group performance (see Anderson & Brown, 2010; Halevy et al., 2011; 

Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Simpson, Willer, & Ridgeway, 2012), but as of yet, there is no 

agreement on which possible mechanism explains hierarchy effects best. Some scholars have 

argued and found that hierarchy enhances performance because it reduces conflict (Ronay, 

Greenaway, Anicich, & Galinsky, 2012) and increases coordination and cooperation (Halevy et 

al., 2012). However, although previous literature has widely underscored the conflict-attenuating 

effects of hierarchies (e.g., Halevy et al., 2011), these effects have been explicated in rather 

general terms, not distinguishing among the distinct types of conflict that might be affected. 

Traditionally, previous work distinguished three forms of intra-team conflict: relationship, task, 

and process conflicts (Jehn, Northcraft, & Neale, 1999). Relationship conflicts refer to 

interpersonal tension and friction among the members of a group (Jehn & Mannix, 2001). Task 

conflicts are disputes about the content of a group task and process conflicts are controversies 

about the means to and strategies for task accomplishment (Jehn & Bendersky, 2003). Only
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recently a fourth type of conflict emerged, namely status conflicts, which pertain to disputes over 

people’s relative status positions in their group’s social hierarchy (Bendersky & Hays, 2012, 

p.323). Given that current hierarchy literature lacks a clear conception of what exact type of 

conflict is most affected by hierarchy, I aim to examine the relationship between hierarchy and 

these distinct conflict types in more detail in this dissertation.   

Although, at first sight, it may sound logical to expect that status conflicts will be most 

affected by the hierarchy, I consider this unlikely because such conflicts mostly derive or rarely 

happen in isolation from other types of conflict (see Bendersky & Hays, 2012) and are therefore 

often considered as secondary to and indistinguishable from other conflict types. It is a team’s 

primary goal to perform and accomplish tasks. I therefore argue that task-related conflicts (in 

particular, process conflicts) are the most relevant when examining hierarchies because conflicts 

about the control over resources and delegation of responsibilities are most closely tied to the 

disputes over influence and fairness that one would associate with hierarchy (see Greer & Jehn, 

2007). Because hierarchical structures establish a clear-cut division of labor with respect to who 

does what, when, and how (Halevy et al., 2011; Magee & Galinsky, 2008), their immediate 

effects would be naturally reflected on this type of conflict. In sum, I cast process conflict as the 

key explanatory mechanism through which hierarchy relates to better team performance. By 

examining which mediating mechanism is most central in explaining this relationship, I also help 

to answer the question why hierarchies can facilitate effective team functioning.   

Overview of the Present Dissertation  

Chapter 2 

Using a multi-method approach, Chapter 2 strives to examine the routes through which 

individuals gain social influence in organizational work teams. In two sets of scenario studies, I 

examine whether dominance and expertise represent independent routes to influence in work
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teams and test the moderating role of intra-team competition. I propose that expertise more 

strongly relates to influence when intra-team competition is lower and dominance more strongly 

predicts influence when intra-team competition is higher. In the final study, I test the proposed 

relationships using field data from 351 employees in 54 work teams in the Netherlands. 

Chapter 3 

Chapter 3 aims to test a contingency theory of the relationship between status hierarchy 

steepness and team performance in organizational work teams. In this chapter, I switch to the 

team level of analysis and investigate when and why status hierarchy steepness improves team 

performance using multi-source data from 438 employees and their immediate supervisors in 72 

work teams from Dutch and German organizations. I examine whether task complexity is indeed 

an important moderator of the relationship between hierarchy steepness and performance. I 

propose that when teams carry out tasks of lower complexity, steeper status hierarchies will be 

negatively related to intra-team conflict, which will, in turn, increase team performance. 

However, hierarchy steepness is not expected to yield such clear conflict and performance effects 

in work teams executing complex tasks.  

Chapter 4 

Chapter 4 builds on ethological and social network traditions to compare the functional 

benefits of different structural properties of a hierarchy (i.e., centralization versus 

hierarchization). I propose that hierarchization is more likely to capture the functional benefits of 

hierarchy whereas hierarchy as centralized influence is more likely to be dysfunctional, 

particularly in work teams that perform complex tasks. In a study of 457 employees and their 

immediate supervisors in 75 teams drawn from a wide range of industries in the Netherlands, I 

examine whether hierarchization reduces intra-team conflict and thereby increases both team
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performance and member satisfaction, and whether centralization indeed has opposite effects.  

Chapter 5 

In Chapter 5, I summarize and integrate the results of the different studies that are 

reported in this dissertation. Furthermore, I provide theoretical and practical implications of the 

overall findings, discuss the strengths and the weaknesses of the studies, and identify avenues for 

further research.  

Finally, I would like to note that each chapter in this dissertation is written as an 

independent article and can therefore be read independently of the rest of the chapters in this 

dissertation. As a result, the reader may encounter some commonalities among the chapters of 

this dissertation. 
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In this paper, we examined the routes by which individuals gain social influence in organizational 

work teams. We tested our predictions in two sets of scenario studies among university students 

and MTurk users (i.e., Studies 1 and 2) and a field study conducted in real-life organizational 

work teams (i.e., Study 3). In Study 1, we provided initial causal evidence that expertise and 

dominance represent two independent routes to influence in work teams. In Study 2, we found 

partial support for the notion that the effectiveness of each route to influence may depend on a 

team’s contextual work climate (i.e., intra-team competition). In Study 3, we replicated our 

results in a field study among 54 organizational work teams. More specifically, we confirmed 

that perceptions of expertise and dominance can independently shape patterns of interpersonal 

influence within organizational work settings. Furthermore, in full support of our hypotheses, we 

demonstrated that experts are perceived as more influential when intra-team competition is less 

pronounced, whereas dominant individuals are viewed as more influential when intra-team 

competition is more pronounced within the work team. The implications of our results are 

discussed in light of the conceptual debate surrounding different possible models of influence 

attainment and related to organizational practices. 

 

 

 

This chapter is based on a manuscript under review at the Journal of Applied Psychology. 
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Patterns of social influence are among the most important determinants of individual 

outcomes in work teams and other small groups (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Kanter, 1977; 

Lucas & Lovaglia, 1998). Highly influential members control team interactions and decisions 

(Bales, Strodtbeck, Mills, & Roseborough, 1951; Buzaglo & Wheelan, 1999; Goffman, 1967) 

because they have the ability to modify other members’ beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors (Cialdini 

& Trost, 1998; French & Raven, 1959). Moreover, such members enjoy superior access to valued 

resources (e.g., higher compensation; Belliveau, O’Reilly, & Wade, 1996; Thibaut & Kelley, 

1959) and receive more favorable evaluations and greater support than less influential members 

(Berger, Rosenholtz, & Zelditch, 1980; Fan & Gruenfeld, 1998; Van der Vegt, Bunderson, & 

Oosterhof, 2006). Not surprisingly, then, examining how individual members gain social 

influence in work settings has been an important research agenda among organizational scholars 

(see Chen, Peterson, Phillips, Podolny, & Ridgeway, 2012).  

A predominant perspective in this line of inquiry has emphasized an expertise model to 

influence attainment. Consistent with status characteristics (Berger, Cohen, & Zelditch, 1972) 

and expectation states theories (Berger, Conner, & Fisek, 1974; Berger, Fisek, Norman, & 

Zelditch, 1977), these scholars argue that individuals yield influence by signaling superior task-

relevant knowledge and skills to their teammates (Blau, 1964; Hollander, 1985; Lord, 1985). For 

example, team members who demonstrate high task performance (Treadway, Breland, Williams, 

Cho, Yang, & Ferris, 2013), who take on difficult and complex tasks (Kellett, Humphrey, & 

Sleeth, 2002), and who facilitate team task accomplishment (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Lord, 

1977) have been associated with higher social influence.     

It is important to note, however, that, from a sociobiological and evolutionary perspective, 

scholars have put forward a fundamentally different view on how individuals can gain social
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influence in groups. Scholars from these areas have advocated a dominance model, arguing that 

individuals attain influence by displaying coercive, aggressive, and intimidating behavior toward 

their fellow group members (Buss, 1999; Buss & Duntley, 2006; Cummins, 2005; Mazur, 1985). 

The respective literature has yielded broad support for this contention, demonstrating that 

forceful behaviors such as thwarting, insulting and threatening are positively associated with 

social influence in groups of children and adolescents (Hawley, 2002; Savin-Williams, 1979; 

Vaillancourt & Hymel, 2006), and in adult social groups (Burgoon, Dillard, & Doran, 1983; Kyl-

Heku & Buss, 1996). 

With few exceptions (e.g., Fitness, 2000; Lund, Tamnes, Moestue, Buss, & Vollrath, 

2007), empirical research has overlooked this dominance model in organizational settings. In 

fact, a conceptual debate has recently emerged on the importance of expertise- versus dominance-

based explanations of social influence in work team contexts. Some scholars have pointed to the 

strong social norms prevalent in many work teams, arguing that such norms render dominance 

displays futile and, thus, emphasizing expertise signals as a primary means of strengthening one’s 

influence (e.g., Ridgeway & Diekema, 1989; Van Vugt, 2006; see also Becker & Martin, 1995; 

Robinson & Bennett, 1995). Other scholars, by contrast, see no fundamental discontinuity 

between influence attainment inside and outside organizational team settings and, thus, have 

called for a greater emphasis on dominance-based explanations of social influence in 

organizational research. As Chen et al. (2012, p. 304) noted, for example, “behavioral dominance 

and aggression are not uncommon in work organizations…, and thus, it may be important and 

useful to examine dynamics associated with dominance-based status in future management 

research.” (see also Bolino, Kacmar, Turnley, & Gilstrap, 2008; Ferris, Zinko, Brouer, Buckley, 

& Harvey, 2007). 

The expertise and dominance models both emphasize others’ perceptions of a focal
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individual as critical to influence attainment, although the focus of these perceptions differs 

markedly (i.e., expertise vs. dominance signals). As such, these models may complement each 

other in important ways; together, they may provide for a more complete and viable account of 

social influence processes (Henrich & Gil-White, 2001). Nevertheless, research on expertise 

versus dominance explanations in work teams has mostly proceeded in separation to date. By 

focusing on expertise processes and largely neglecting dominance mechanisms, in particular, the 

organizational literature is at risk of creating a one-sided and fragmentary picture. Empirical 

research is needed that concurrently examines these distinct perspectives and clarifies their 

relevance vis-à-vis each other. The present research, therefore, develops and tests a conceptual 

model that integrates expertise and dominance approaches to social influence in work teams. 

In comparing the two perspectives to influence attainment in work teams, it is important 

to note that a team’s behavioral norms and standards may critically shape the development of 

members’ influence (see Anderson & Kennedy, 2012; Barkow, 1975; Cheng, Tracy, & Henrich, 

2010; Hawley, 1999). To fully understand the two distinct routes to social influence, it thus 

appears vital to solidly anchor them within their team context. Scholars have noted that intra-

team competition (i.e., the degree to which members’ personal gains are mutually exclusive; 

Deutsch, 1949) is a pervasive phenomenon in organizations and work teams (Kilduff, Elfenbein, 

& Staw, 2010) and can set important norms for members’ interpersonal behavior (Tjosvold, 

1988). Highly competitive norms may allow (or even call) for dominance displays (Salin, 2003a, 

2003b; Vartia, 1996; see also Gallagher, Harris, & Valle, 2008; Schoel, Bluemke, Mueller, & 

Stahlberg, 2011), whereas less competitive norms may discourage coercive behavior and 

strengthen the value of members’ task-related expertise to benefit the team as a whole (see 

Tjosvold & Deemer, 1981). As such, the degree of intra-team competition may critically 

determine whether expertise and/or dominance displays can effectively strengthen an individual
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member’s influence. 

Taken together, the purpose of the present manuscript is (a) to theoretically integrate 

expertise and dominance models of social influence in organizational work teams and (b) to 

provide empirical evidence that can inform the conceptual debate surrounding these models. In 

doing so, we incorporate the team context as an important explanatory factor that determines 

which of the two influence routes will prevail. By examining these issues of both perspectives 

alongside each other, our research brings together ideas from distinct, largely isolated streams of 

research, promoting a more nuanced account of social influence attainment in organizational 

team settings. We examine our theoretical predictions in two sets of scenario-based experimental 

studies (i.e., to establish causality) and one field study (i.e., to corroborate our findings’ external 

validity).  

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES 

The Expertise Model of Social Influence 

The expertise model of social influence is based on the notion that perceptions of 

expertise (i.e., a target individual’s perceived task-relevant knowledge, skills, and capabilities; 

Van der Vegt et al., 2006) represent a core predictor of social influence in work teams (e.g., 

Bales, 1953; Stogdill, 1959; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). This notion derives from status 

characteristics (Berger et al., 1972; Berger et al., 1980) and expectation states theories (Berger et 

al., 1974; see also Correll & Ridgeway, 2003), which posit that perceptions of both diffuse 

expertise cues (e.g., gender, age) and specific expertise cues (e.g., education, training, task-

relevant behavior) give rise to performance expectations regarding an individual. These 

expectations are suggested to be critical, in turn, for an individual’s social influence (see 

Balkwell, 1991; Driskell & Mullen, 1990). Individuals who are expected to perform well have the 

subjective potential to make important contributions to a team’s overall outcomes because their
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advice can improve the quality of team decisions (Bottger, 1984; Stewart & Stasser, 1995), 

promote efficiency and coordination (Argote, 1999; see also Halevy, Chou, & Galinsky, 2011; 

Magee & Galinsky, 2008), and strengthen team performance (Bottger & Yetton, 1988; Libby, 

Trotman, & Zimmer 1987; Littlepage et al., 1995). Consequently, other members are likely to 

yield to the ideas and suggestions of teammates perceived as experts and potential high 

performers, giving these latter individuals stronger influence over others’ thoughts, attitudes, and 

behaviors, as compared to individuals with lower perceived expertise. Both laboratory (e.g., 

Driskell, Olmstead, & Salas, 1993; Ridgeway, 1987; Ridgeway & Diekema, 1989) and field 

research (e.g., Bunderson, 2003a) has provided ample support for this prediction. 

Hypothesis 1: An individual member’s perceived expertise is positively related to this 

member’s social influence within the work team. 

The Dominance Model of Social Influence 

Whereas the expertise model underscores the importance of signaling task competence to 

others, prior theorizing in sociobiology and evolutionary psychology suggests that individuals 

can also attain influence through more contentious and aggressive means (Buss & Shackelford, 

1997; Cummins, 2005; Mazur, 1985). Analogous to nonhuman animals that gain or lose status 

through dominance contests (Mazur, 1973; Wilson, 1975; Trivers, 1985), members of human 

groups are suggested to assert their dominance through (psychological) intimidation and coercion 

(Buss & Duntley, 2006; Henrich & Gil-White, 2001), thus forcing others to yield to their views 

and suggestions. 

This dominance route to social influence is based on physical threats and violent acts in 

animal groups (Alexander, 1961; Schjelderup-Ebbe, 1935) as well as in specific human groups 

(e.g., small children, Strayer & Strayer, 1976; street gangs, Campbell, 1993; Whyte, 1943; prison 

inmates, Schrag, 1954). Clearly, such acts are typically constrained by social norms and sanctions
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in organizational work teams (Brown & Sumner, 2006). At the same time, human behavior 

contains a wide array of non-violent, subtle, and covert dominance displays that are frequently 

used both inside and outside an organizational context (see Baron, Neuman, & Geddes, 1999). 

Mazur and Booth (1998, p. 353) have noted, accordingly, that “much interpersonal behavior is 

overtly or subtly concerned with managing dominance and subordination without causing 

physical harm”. Examples for specific dominance behaviors in organizational work teams and 

other similar task groups range from implicit dominance signals (e.g., eye contact and gazing, 

expansive body postures, interruptions, high volume of voice; Carli, 2001; Kalma, 1991; Lee & 

Ofshe, 1981) toward more explicit “pressure tactics” that include demands, threats, and warnings 

(Yukl & Tracey, 1992, p. 526). Social influence may arise from such behavior as other members 

try to avoid confrontations with, or attempt to appease, a teammate perceived as dominant, 

aggressive, and threatening, complying with such a teammate’s requests for fear of the negative 

consequences that might otherwise ensue (Henrich & Gil-White, 2001).  

Past research on trait dominance (i.e., a person’s characteristic tendency to behave in 

assertive, forceful, and self-assured ways; cf. Anderson, John, & Keltner, 2012) provides some 

evidence for this notion, consistently demonstrating positive linkages between dispositional 

dominance and within-group influence (see Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Judge, Bono, Ilies, & 

Gerhardt, 2002). This research has, however, focused on dominance as a stable personality 

feature only and, thus, has not examined the extent to which individuals actually express such 

dominance in interpersonal encounters within work teams (see Burgoon, Johnson, & Koch, 

1998). Nonetheless, correlational research in student sports teams (Cheng et al., 2010) and ad hoc 

student groups (Cheng, Tracy, Foulsham, Kingstone, & Henrich, 2013) does suggest that specific 

dominance displays are related to individuals’ interpersonal influence. We therefore expect to 

find causal evidence for these relations within organizational work teams as well. That is, we
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propose that perceived dominance will strengthen an individual team member’s social influence 

even after taking into account his or her expertise. 

Hypothesis 2: An individual member’s perceived dominance is positively related to this 

member’s social influence within the work team. 

The Moderating Role of Intra-team Competition 

With theory and research suggesting that both signals of expertise and signals of 

dominance may represent potent sources of influence in organizational work teams, it remains a 

critical question when either of these fundamentally different routes to social influence will be 

more or less relevant. Previous scholarly work has emphasized the role of shared norms and 

behavioral standards for individuals’ social influence (e.g., Anderson & Kennedy, 2012; Cheng et 

al., 2010; Yukl & Tracey, 1992; see also Farrell & Petersen, 1982). In work teams, in particular, 

the way members’ collaboration is structured may critically shape these norms (Johnson, 

Maruyama, Johnson, Nelson, & Skon, 1981; Tjosvold, 1984). Research suggests, for example, 

that the degree of intra-team competition can set critical norms for appropriate and expected 

behavior among team members (Tjosvold, 1988). Accordingly, we anticipate that this contextual 

team factor may determine the importance of each route to social influence.   

There is a high degree of competition within a work team when members’ personal gains 

are mutually exclusive (Deutsch, 1949; Deutsch & Kraus, 1962). This type of situation can arise, 

for example, when organizational practices force team members to compete with each other for 

scarce, valuable resources, including individual performance bonuses, promotions, or favorable 

task assignments (Rees & Segal, 1984). Team members, then, will find themselves “in a win-lose 

situation in which their successes are incompatible” – the gains of one member will diminish the 

gains others can obtain (Tjosvold, 1988, p. 426). With less intra-team competition, by contrast, 

one team member’s goal achievement will not deter from other members’ ability to reach their
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own goals; in fact, members’ goal attainment may be positively related, with members mutually 

benefitting from each other’s successes (Deutsch, 1949; Johnson & Johnson, 1989). Such 

situations are likely to arise if, for example, organizational reward systems include a strong team 

component (Bartol & Srivastava, 2002; Van der Vegt, Emans, & Van de Vliert, 1998). 

As outlined before, expertise displays may promote social influence by triggering 

expectations of high performance, with others yielding to a perceived expert’s suggestions as 

they hope to attain benefits for themselves and/or the team as a whole (Van der Vegt et al., 2006).  

With little intra-team competition, individual members’ success does not contradict each other or 

may even be mutually beneficial (Deutsch, 1949). Hence, team norms for mutual cooperation and 

assistance are likely to develop (Tjosvold, 1981, 1984; Tjosvold, Johnson, & Johnson, 1984). 

Team members have little reason, then, to doubt expert members’ motives and suspect purely 

self-serving intentions regarding these individuals’ ideas and suggestions. Hence, other members 

are more likely to follow perceived experts’ suggestions in such team contexts, strengthening the 

relevance of expertise displays for individuals’ social influence in the team. 

High intra-team competition, however, is likely to disturb this route to social influence. 

With high competition, individual team members can only achieve their personal goals at other 

members’ cost (Deutsch, 1949).  Consequently, team norms may arise that prioritize members’ 

pursuit of self-interests over collective interests (cf. Beersma, Hollenbeck, Humphrey, Moon, 

Conlon, & Ilgen, 2003). We argue, therefore, that team members will be reluctant to follow 

another member’s advice and yield to his or her suggestions – even if they perceive the respective 

teammate as an expert. After all, team members may expect that expert advice is colored by self-

interests in this situation, such that following this advice may benefit the expert him- or herself 

and, in doing so, detract from other members’ goal attainment (cf. Tjosvold, 1988). Hence, even 

members demonstrating strong task-related expertise may be granted little social influence in
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highly competitive teams. 

Hypothesis 3: Intra-team competition will moderate the positive relationship between an 

individual member’s perceived expertise and social influence within the team. This 

relationship will be stronger when intra-team competition is less pronounced than when 

such competition is more pronounced. 

In contrast, we propose that high intra-team competition will strengthen the dominance 

route to social influence. In this situation, norms are likely to emerge that permit (or even 

encourage) the pursuit of narrow interests and self-serving agendas even at the potential cost of 

fellow teammates (cf. Beersma et al., 2003). Consistent with the common proverb suggesting that 

“all is fair in love and war”, it therefore seems likely that dominant, forceful, and assertive acts 

will be more accepted  under these circumstances, as members strive to secure valuable resources 

for themselves (Tjosvold et al., 1984). The threats, warnings, and implicit signals used to convey 

dominance (e.g., prolonged eye contact, directness of gaze, and relaxed body posture; Kalma, 

1991; Lee & Ofshe, 1981) may, then, be particularly credible and impactful. With competitive 

and contentious behavior matching team norms, members are less likely to withhold such 

behavior for fear of organizational and social sanctions (see Salin, 2003a, 2003b). Hence, 

dominant members can be expected to act upon their threats and warnings, rendering such 

pressure tactics more effective to induce anxiety in other members and force their compliance. 

When team competition is relatively low, however, team members are expected to 

prioritize collective rather than individual gains to a larger extent (Deutsch, 1949). Given that 

there is no need to fight for scarce resources, and given that such fights may distract from the 

overall team’s goal achievement, it is likely that contentious, conflict-laden dominance behaviors 

will be counter-normative in such contexts (Tjosvold et al., 1984). Consequently, when faced 

with such behavior, we expect that members will have a tendency to resist, rather than yielding
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readily to a dominant teammate’s influence attempts (see Falbe & Yukl, 1992). Moreover, we 

anticipate that the threats and warnings that often accompany dominance displays will be less 

credible in non-competitive contexts because members will likely face social and organizational 

sanctions if they actually pursue the respective lines of action. Dominance displays seem less 

suitable, then, for inducing anxiety in others and exerting influence in this manner. 

 Hypothesis 4: Intra-team competition will moderate the positive relationship between an 

individual member’s perceived dominance and social influence within the team. This 

relationship will be stronger when intra-team competition is more pronounced than when 

such competition is less pronounced. 

Overview of Studies 

We report three studies that tested our predictions. Studies 1a and 1b utilized a work team 

scenario method to pre-test the causal effects of expertise and dominance cues on individuals’ 

social influence. Studies 2a and 2b drew on the same method to demonstrate the moderating role 

of intra-team competition for these distinct influence routes. Study 3 utilized a field methodology 

to constructively replicate the findings and illustrate their generalizability toward real-life 

organizational teams. 

Study 1a, 1b – Causal Inference 

Method         

           Procedure and Design. In both studies, participants were instructed to imagine that they 

were part of an ongoing interdependent work team that meets on a daily basis. The members 

worked closely together and the input from all members was needed to complete team tasks. 

Participants then received a feedback report of the results from a recent team survey, depicting 

how one of the team members was rated on expertise and/or dominance by his or her fellow 

members.
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  Study 1a used a one-factorial design where the type of route to influence represented the 

sole independent variable. There were three experimental conditions (above average in expertise 

vs. above average in dominance vs. control)
1
. This design enabled us to examine the independent, 

direct effects of expertise and dominance on influence (i.e., in the absence of information about 

the alternative route to influence; Shadish, Cook & Campbell, 2002), and allowed us to test the 

strengths of these effects against a neutral control condition (i.e., where expertise and dominance 

were both below average).  

Study 1b used a design where expertise and dominance were presented as two orthogonal 

factors (Expertise: above average vs. average x Dominance: above average vs. average), which 

resulted in four experimental conditions. With this design, we wanted to test the effectiveness of 

each route in the presence of information about the other route, so that we could also rule out the 

possibility of mutual dependency among the two routes. In the control condition, expertise and 

dominance were both average. To further circumvent potential bias, we counterbalanced the 

ordering of expertise and dominance manipulations in each condition.   

Participants. One-hundred-and-one students from a Dutch University (Study 1a) and n = 

101 American MTurk users (Study 1b, see Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011) participated 

voluntarily in return for course credit or payment ($1.00). In both studies, participants were 

randomly assigned to one of the experimental conditions and received a debriefing after study 

completion. In Study 1a, two participants responded inaccurately to our manipulation check (see 

below) and five participants stated that they did not have sufficient command of the English 

language to fully comprehend the scenario study. The final sample therefore comprised n = 94 

participants (61 male, Mage = 20.59 years, SD = 2.28). In Study 1b, seven participants were

                                                           
1
 To be consistent with previous literature (e.g., Cheng et al., 2013; Cheng et al., 2010), we labeled expertise as 

prestige in Study 1a. However, because of the positive connotation of this label, we referred to expertise directly in 

the next studies. 
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excluded for similar reasons, also leaving n = 94 participants in the analysis (36 male, Mage = 

37.12 years, SD = 11.37). In this study, participants had 15 years of work experience on average 

and 79% reported that they were currently employed. Seventy-two percent were Caucasian and 

86% had a college degree or higher.  

Manipulations. In both studies, expertise was defined as the extent to which an 

individual demonstrates superior task-relevant knowledge, skills, success, and capabilities (Van 

der Vegt et al., 2006) and dominance was defined as the extent to which an individual uses force 

through intimidation and coercion (Cheng et al., 2010). 

In Study 1a, two-thirds of the participants received feedback about the team member’s 

score on one route to influence (i.e. either expertise was above average or dominance was above 

average). The remaining participants in the control condition learned that the team member 

scored below average on both dominance and expertise
2
. In Study 1b, all participants received 

feedback about the team member’s expertise and dominance scores simultaneously. Depending 

on condition, the team member could either; (1) score clearly above average on both routes, (2) 

score clearly above average on expertise, but average on dominance, (3) score clearly above 

average on dominance, but average on expertise, or, (4) score average on both routes.  

Measures. Perceived influence was measured with two items per study. One item was the 

same across studies; “To what extent do you think team member X influences decisions in this 

team?” (Anderson, Srivastava, Beer, Spataro, & Chatman, 2006). In study 1a, we additionally 

measured “To what extent do you think this team member is influential in the way your team 

functions as a whole?” (self-developed). In Study 1b, we additionally measured “To what extent 

would this team member be influential in the work team?” (self-developed). All items had to be

                                                           
2
 In Study 1a, we used a graphical demonstration to illustrate the team member’s score(s). In Study 1b, we did not 

use such a graphical demonstration.   
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answered on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (to a large extent). In both studies, 

the respective two items could be averaged into a single scale for perceived influence (α1a = .75, 

α1b = .93)
3
. 

We further checked our manipulations with two items per study: “How did this team 

member score on expertise (and/or dominance) compared to the average team member?” (Study 

1a; 1 = higher, 2 = lower) and “How did this team member score on expertise (dominance) in the 

team survey?” (Study 1b; 1 = above average, 2 = average, 3 = below average). As stated above, 

all participants included in the studies responded correctly to the manipulation check(s) (i.e., their 

answers corresponded to the condition they were placed in.). 

Results  

As predicted, in Study 1a, a one-way ANOVA on perceived influence yielded a significant 

effect of condition, F(2, 91) = 48.94, p < .001, η
2
 = .52. Further testing for simple main effects 

across the three conditions (Tukey HSD) confirmed Hypotheses 1 and 2. Participants believed

                                                           
3
 Following Cheng et al. (2013), we also measured perceived liking in the first set of scenario studies (see also Cheng 

et al., 2010). In this way, we wanted to confirm that participants distinguish influence from related concepts of 

interpersonal attractiveness or popularity of a group member. Past research demonstrates that being influential does 

not necessarily imply that one is liked by others (Lucas & Lovaglia, 1998), nor are those who are liked always 

influential (Cheng et al., 2013). In Study 1a, personal liking was measured using three items: “To what extent do you 

feel sympathy for team member X?” (adapted from Cuddy, Fiske, & Glick, 2007); “To what extent do you have a 

positive impression of team member X?” (adapted from Tyler & Blader, 2002) and “To what extent do you like team 

member X?” (self-developed). These items were also rated on a 7-point response scale anchored by 1 (not at all) to 7 

(to a large extent) (α1a = .72). In Study 1a, a one-way ANOVA on perceived liking with condition as independent 

factor yielded a significant effect, F(2, 91) = 34.61, p < .001, η
2
 = .43. Further testing for simple main effects (Tukey 

HSD) demonstrated that participants liked the team member significantly more when he or she scored above average 

on expertise (M = 4.82, SD = .80) than when he or she scored above average on dominance (M = 3.41, SD = 1.06, p < 

.001), or low on both (M = 3.11, SD = .73, p < .001). In Study 1b, perceived liking was measured using the same 

items as in Study 1a and an additional item “How friendly would your relationship with this team member be?” 

(Cheng et al., 2013) (α1b = .86). The ANOVA results for perceived liking also revealed a non-significant two-way 

interaction between expertise and dominance, F(1, 93) = 0.00, p = .97, η
2 

= .00. As anticipated, the results 

demonstrated a significant main effect of expertise and dominance on this measure [for expertise, F(1, 93) = 7.01, p 

≤ .01, η
2
 = .07; for dominance, F(1, 93) = 35.98, p < .001, η

2
 = .29]. More specifically, the team member with an 

above average score on expertise (M = 4.48, SD = 1.13) was liked significantly more than the team member with an 

average score on expertise (M = 3.91, SD = 1.29). Yet this pattern was reversed for dominance; the team member 

who was rated above average on dominance (M = 3.48, SD = 1.10) was liked less than the team member who was 

rated average on dominance (M = 4.77, SD = 1.03). These results are in line with Cheng et al. (2013), who also found 

that expertise was positively related to liking, whereas dominance was negatively related to liking in groups, even 

though both expertise and dominance were positively related to influence. 
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that the team member was highly influential when he or she scored above average on expertise 

(M = 5.13, SD = .94) or when the member scored above average on dominance (M = 4.98, SD = 

.85). These two conditions did not differ significantly from each other (p = .58).  The team 

member was only seen as significantly less influential in the control condition, where he or she 

scored below average on both expertise and dominance (M = 2.85, SD = 1.22). This condition 

differed significantly from the two other conditions (p < .001 compared with the “above average 

expertise” condition; p < .001 compared with the “above average dominance” condition).  

In Study 1b, a two-way ANOVA on perceived influence with expertise and dominance as 

the independent factors yielded two separate main effects [for expertise, F(1, 93) = 28.05, p < 

.001, η
2
 = .24; for dominance, F(1, 93) = 6.22, p = .01, η

2
 = .07]. The two-way interaction 

between expertise and dominance was non-significant [F(1, 93) = 2.25, p = .14, η2 = .02], 

demonstrating the independency of both routes to influence. The main effect for expertise 

confirmed Hypothesis 1. Participants believed that the team member was significantly more 

influential when he or she scored above average on expertise (M = 5.37, SD = 1.01) than when he 

or she scored average on expertise (M = 4.11, SD = 1.29). The main effect for dominance 

confirmed Hypothesis 2 as well.  The team member was seen as more influential when he or she 

scored above average on dominance (M = 5.06, SD = 1.16) compared to when he or she scored 

average on dominance (M = 4.48, SD = 1.38).  

Discussion 

The findings of Studies 1a and 1b offer first evidence for our prediction that expertise and 

dominance displays can independently lead to influence in work team settings. In a second set of 

scenario studies, we will test the contextual dependency of these effects by examining the 

moderating role of a competitive team climate. In these studies, the degree of team competition 

will be varied independently from expertise and dominance displays. Although expertise and



CHAPTER 2 

 

36 
 

dominance displays may sometimes instigate competition among the members of a team (e.g., 

Buss, 1999), competition usually results from external organizational factors such as the way 

rewards or feedback is provided (Hinsz, Tindale, & Vollrath, 1997; Rees & Segal, 1984). We 

therefore manipulated team competition orthogonally from a team member’s expertise or 

dominance level. This enables us to examine to what extent individuals’ responses to expertise 

and dominance displays are affected by more or less competitive team norms. 

 Study 2a, 2b – Contextual Dependence 

Method 

Procedure and design. Since we developed separate hypotheses for the influence of team 

competition on each route to influence (see Hypotheses 3 and 4), we ran two independent 

scenario studies. In both studies, participants received the same basic team instructions as in 

Studies 1a and 1b, yet in addition, they read information on the level of competition within the 

team (competitive vs. non-competitive). In Study 2a, team competition was manipulated 

independently from the team member’s expertise level (present vs. absent), whereas in Study 2b, 

team competition was manipulated independently from the team member’s dominance level 

(present vs absent). Accordingly, each study consisted of four experimental conditions.  

Participants. We again recruited American MTurk users online (n = 96 in Study 2a and n 

= 101 in Study 2b, see Buhrmester et al., 2011) to participate in return for payment ($0.40). 

Participation was voluntary and randomized across the experimental conditions. Participants 

received a debriefing after study completion. In Study 2a, 15 participants who responded 

incorrectly to our manipulation checks were left out from further analyses, resulting in a usable 

sample of n = 81 participants (50 male, Mage = 33.36 years, SD = 9.01). On average, respondents 

had 12.31 years of work experience (SD = 9.33) and 68% reported that they were currently 

employed. Sixty-nine percent were Caucasian and 84% had a college degree or higher. In Study
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2b, 14 participants who responded inaccurately to the manipulation checks were removed from 

the sample. This final sample comprised n= 87 participants (59 male, Mage = 32.47 years, SD = 

10.34). On average, respondents had 11.83 years of work experience (SD = 10.26) and 81% 

reported that they were currently employed. Seventy-five percent were Caucasian and 93% had a 

college degree or higher.  

Manipulations. After having read the basic instructions, participants received one of the 

following two excerpts;  

“There is competition [no competition] within this work team. It happens frequently that team  members 

want to achieve the same goal (e.g., a promotion, a bonus payment, more task responsibility, etc.), but only one 

member can eventually reach that goal [It happens frequently that team members achieve their goals without having 

to compete with each other (e.g., a promotion, a bonus payment, more task responsibility, etc.).]. As a result, there is 

rivalry [no rivalry] among the team members. In other words, there is a competitive, “win-or-lose” climate [non-

competitive, “live and let live” climate] within the team as members fight [do not fight] over scarce resources”. 

Participants then received the feedback report of the results from the recent team survey, 

which depicted how one of the team members was rated on expertise (Study 2a) or dominance 

(Study2b) by his or her fellow members. Expertise was again defined as being experienced 

[inexperienced], skilful [unskilled], and knowledgeable [unknowledgeable] in team tasks. 

Following Cheng et al. (2013), we used terms without valence to define dominance this time; 

being very dominant [not very dominant] and acting [not acting] in a bossy manner. 

Measures. To ensure that participants distinguish the ability to yield enduring influence 

from the ability to yield mere compliance, we adapted the items that we used in the first studies 

into; “The team member will have influence on team goals and decisions in the long-run” (from 

Anderson et al., 2006) and “The team member will be influential in the team in the long-run” 

(self-developed). The items were again assessed on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 

(to a large extent), and were averaged into single scales for perceived influence in both studies
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(α2a = .89, α2b = .86).  

Finally, we checked our manipulations with the following statements to which 

participants had to answer with either a yes or no; (1) “There was competition within this team”; 

(2) “There was no competition within this team”; (3) “The team member was experienced, 

skilful, and knowledgeable” (only in Study 2a), and (4) “The team member was dominant and 

bossy” (only in Study 2b). As stated above, all participants included in the studies responded 

correctly to each statement (i.e., their answers corresponded to the condition they were placed 

in.). 

Results  

In Study 2a, a two-way ANOVA with perceived influence as the dependent variable, and  

expertise and team competition as independent factors revealed a significant main effect of 

expertise only, F(1, 80) = 102.18, p < .001, η
2
 = .57. Contrary to Hypothesis 3, there was no 

interaction effect between expertise and team competition, p = .77, η
2
 = .00. Regardless of the 

level of team competition, participants believed that the team member was significantly more 

influential when he or she was an expert (M = 5.56, SD = 1.01) than when he or she was not an 

expert (M = 3.15, SD = 1.15).   

In Study 2b, a two-way ANOVA with perceived influence as the dependent variable, and 

dominance and team competition as independent factors did reveal the predicted significant 

interaction between dominance and competition, F(1, 86) = 7.05, p ≤ .01, η
2
 = .08. No main 

effect for dominance was observed, p = .60, η
2
 = .00. Further analyses of simple main effects 

(Tukey HSD) confirmed Hypothesis 4; when team competition was high, participants believed 

that the team member was significantly more influential when he or she was dominant (M = 4.57, 

SD = 1.32) than when he or she was not dominant (M = 3.63, SD = 1.74, p < .05). Yet when team 

competition was low, participants actually rated the team member as less influential when he or
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she was dominant (M = 3.69, SD = 1.38) than when he or she was not dominant (M = 4.32, SD = 

1.09), although this difference did not yield statistical significance (p = .11). Table 2.1 presents 

an overview of all means across conditions in both studies.  

 

Table 2.1 

Studies 2a and 2b: Means across experimental conditions 

 

Discussion 

Overall, we found partial evidence for our propositions. The results of Study 2a do not 

support Hypothesis 3 because higher expertise simply led to more influence regardless of the 

level of intra-team competition. Yet, in line with Hypothesis 4, dominance did prove to be a 

particularly effective route to influence when the team climate was characterized by competition.  

These results represent an important first step in gaining insights into the viability of each 

route to influence under different levels of intra-team competition. The study designs allowed us 

to test the causal and isolated effects of both expertise and dominance on people’s perceptions of 

influence, as well as the causal and isolated effects of team competition on these influence 

attainment processes. Nonetheless, the studies also had some limitations. For example, the

  Team competition No team competition 

Study 2a  Expert No expert Expert No expert 

Dependent Measures 

Perceived influence M    5.41a 2.91b 5.70a 3.35b 

 SD     .83 1.05 1.16 1.23 

Study 2b  Dominant Not dominant Dominant Not dominant 

Perceived influence M    4.57a 3.63b 3.69b 4.32b 

 SD    1.32 1.74 1.38 1.09 

Note. Means with different subscripts (a, b, or c) differ significantly from each other (p < .05). 
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independent variables (i.e., team member’s expertise and dominance) and the moderator (i.e., 

team competition) were restricted to fixed levels (i.e., either “above average/average” or 

“present/absent”), even though there may be more subtle differences within and between real-life 

work teams on these variables. Moreover, the lack of support for the interactive effect of 

expertise and team competition on influence (i.e., Hypothesis 3) may be due to the fact that study 

participants did not sufficiently experience the potential consequences of having expertise under 

different levels of intra-team competition. This may require a certain degree of interaction and 

experience with the target that we were unable to capture in a scenario study. To tackle these 

issues, we retested our four hypotheses in a field study, utilizing a larger sample with real-life 

organizational work teams and using measures that more realistically capture our concepts in the 

natural flow of organizational team work. 

Study 3 – Generalizability 

Method 

Sample and Procedures. Survey data were collected from 58 organizational work teams 

in the Netherlands. There were 24 teams that operated in the profit sector (i.e., banking, 

consultancy, information technology, trade/commerce, construction, hospitality, industry, 

agriculture, real estate, telecommunication, and transportation), 27 teams that operated in the 

non-profit sector (i.e., education, health care, and government services), and 7 teams operating in 

other sectors. Teams were selected based on the criteria that team members interacted frequently, 

shared resources and information, and coordinated efforts toward the accomplishment of 

common objectives (Van der Vegt & Bunderson, 2005). Some specific jobs within the sample 

included account manager, financial administrator, data specialist, researcher, technician, 

software engineer, healthcare administrator, and HR advisor.     

The teams were approached with the assistance of undergraduate business students in
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return for course credit. The students contacted immediate team supervisors and informed them 

about the research project that involved a broad survey on team characteristics as well as intra-

team interactions and assessments. When a team supervisor agreed to cooperate, he or she 

informed the team and provided the student assistants with information including the names of 

team members. Taking into account that the team supervisors were pre-informed about the nature 

and objectives of the study, they were not included in the sample. In the survey administered to 

employees, team members indicated their perceptions of team competition and rated one another 

on expertise, dominance, and influence using a round-robin design. Surveys were filled out on 

site during meetings with the student assistants to minimize communication between team 

members about the content of the survey. All measures were translated to Dutch using a double-

blind back-translation procedure. Participation was voluntary and confidentiality was guaranteed. 

To be included in our analyses, at least 50 % of the team members had to participate in the 

survey (see Rulke & Galaskiewicz, 2000, cf. Bunderson, 2003a). Four work teams were removed 

from all analyses as they failed to meet this criterion. As a result, our final sample consisted of 

351 employees representing 54 work teams in 45 organizations. The overall response rate among 

the included work teams was 87% and the average within-team response rate was 89%. These 

teams ranged in size from 5 to 21 members with an average of 7.50 employees (SD = 3.23). 

Participating employees’ average age was 40.44 years (SD = 11.17), and 56% were female. 

Ninety-nine percent had a vocational qualification or higher, and employees had an average 

tenure of 4.93 years (SD = 5.30) with their current teams. 

Measures.  

Perceived Expertise. We measured perceived expertise by asking each respondent to 

evaluate all other members of his or her work team on a single item: “How much expertise does 

person X possess in the work team?” (1 = “very little”, 7 = “very much”). The labor-intensive
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character of such a round-robin design (i.e., participants had to fill in question items for each 

single team member) precluded us from using more than one such item per construct scale. We 

assessed the statistical adequacy of aggregating team members’ responses to create an individual-

level measure of perceived expertise for each team member by calculating interrater reliability 

(ICC1 and ICC2; James, 1982) and by testing whether average expertise scores differed 

significantly across individuals, as indicated by one-way analyses of variance. We obtained 

sufficient support for aggregation (ICC1 = .35, ICC2 = .80, F(396,1985) = 4.96, p < .001). We 

also calculated the interrater agreement index (rwg; James, Demaree, & Wolf, 1984) and observed 

that team members agreed on the expertise level of their fellow team members; the median rwg 

value using a uniform expected variance distribution was .80 (SD = .24).  

 Perceived Dominance. In line with previous research (see Cheng et al., 2013), we used 

bossiness as a measure of perceived dominance. Each respondent was asked to rate all other 

members of his or her work team on the following item; “To what extent is person X bossy in the 

work team?” (1 = “not bossy”, 7 = “very bossy”). We gained support for aggregating this 

variable, and thus created an individual-level measure of perceived dominance for each team 

member (ICC1 = .29, ICC2 = .75, F(396,2000) = 4.02, p < .001). The median rwg value using a 

uniform expected variance distribution was .66 (SD = .28).  

Team Competition. Team competition was measured with 2 items adapted from 

Campion, Medsker, and Higgs (1993) and one self-developed item: “There is a lot of competition 

among the members of my team”, “In my team there is a lot of competition about being the best”, 

and “The members of my team try to outperform each other”. These three items were measured 

using a seven-point response scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) and formed a 

reliable total representation of team competition, Cronbach’s alpha was .92.  Before aggregating 

this variable to the team-level, we averaged the three responses to form an overall measure of
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team competition for each team member. We then computed ICC1 and ICC2 and conducted one-

way analyses of variance to test whether average team competition scores differed significantly 

across work teams. We received support for aggregation (ICC1 = .18, ICC2 = .62, F(53,295) = 

2.60, p < .001). The median rwg(j) value using a uniform expected variance distribution was .78 

(SD = .17). 

Perceived Influence. Perceived influence was measured with the item: “To what extent is 

person X influential in the work team?” (1 = “not influential”, 7 = “very influential”). We again 

obtained sufficient support for creating an individual-level measure of perceived influence for 

each team member (ICC1 = .38, ICC2 = .82, F(396,2005) = 5.65, p < .001). The median rwg value 

using a uniform expected variance distribution was .76 (SD = .23).  

Control Variables. As with other studies on social influence (e.g., Bunderson, 2003a; 

Salk & Brannen, 2000), we considered team size as well as individual members’ team tenure as 

potential control variables in all our analyses. 

Results 

Data Analysis 

Due to the multilevel nature of our hypotheses and the hierarchically nested structure of 

our data, we tested the proposed main effects and the predicted cross-level relationships between 

expertise, dominance, team competition, and influence using hierarchical linear modeling (HLM; 

see Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). The use of HLM is critically important for the analysis of 

multilevel data because this approach explicitly models both individual- and team-level residuals, 

therefore, recognizing the partial dependence among the scores for individuals within the same 

team. Moreover, this approach assumes that the intercept and slope for the predictor variables 

vary across work teams and hence takes into account the possibility of team differences in the 

relation between the variables of interest (cf. Van der Vegt, Emans, & De Vliert, 2000, p.642).
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We used a two-level HLM model because our data comprised two levels of hierarchy: the 

expertise (or dominance and influence) of a given team member (level 1) within some team (level 

2). We conducted multilevel analyses using the linear mixed models on SPSS and standardized 

all independent variables around their corresponding grand means prior to the analyses (Aiken & 

West, 1991). 

Descriptive Statistics 

Table 2.2 demonstrates means, standard deviations, and Pearson zero-order correlations 

for all variables that are included in our data analyses. As can be seen from Table 2.2, both 

expertise and dominance were positively related to influence (r = .76, p < .001 and r = .31, p < 

.001 respectively). The correlation between expertise and dominance was positive and significant 

(r = .20, p < .001). From our control variables, team size was negatively associated with 

influence (r = -.31, p < .001).  Team tenure was not significantly associated with the main 

dependent variable of interest in this paper, i.e., perceived influence. We therefore excluded this 

variable from our analyses in order to prevent biased results arising from the inclusion of 

“impotent” covariates (Becker, 2005).   

 

Table 2.2 

 Descriptive statistics and Pearson zero-order correlations among the study variables 

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Team size 8.68 3.90      

2. Team tenure 4.93 5.30     .11
*
     

3.  Perceived expertise 4.89 0.92    -.17**     .07    

4.  Perceived dominance 2.96 1.07    -.04     .18**    .20***   

5.  Team competition 2.51 1.30    -.04     .05   -.04     .15**  

6.  Perceived influence 4.27 1.01    -.31***     .00    .76***     .31***     -.01 

Note.  N = 397. * p < .05, ** p <  .01, *** p <  .001. 
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Hypotheses Testing  

Table 2.3 presents the results of the multilevel analyses for expertise, dominance, and 

team competition on influence. In the first step of each analysis, we controlled for team size 

(model 1). In the second step of the analyses, the standardized values of expertise, dominance, 

and team competition were entered (model 2). In the final stage of the analyses, we added the 

interaction between team competition and both expertise and dominance (model 3).  

Hypotheses 1 and 2 predicted that both perceived expertise and perceived dominance 

were significantly related to perceived influence. Positive and significant coefficients were found 

in both cases (γ = .72, p < .001 for perceived expertise and γ = .26, p < .001 for perceived 

dominance). We therefore received support for these hypotheses. 

Consistent with Hypotheses 3 and 4, model 3 in Table 2.3 yields that after adding the 

control variable and the main effects to the multilevel model, we found that both the interaction 

between team competition and perceived expertise and the interaction between team competition 

and perceived dominance reached significance (γ = -.09, t = -2.93, p < .001 and γ = .06, t = 1.95, 

p < .05 respectively). Figures 2.1 and 2.2 depict graphical representations of the significant two-

way interactions for team competition, perceived expertise, and perceived dominance. As 

anticipated, perceived expertise was more positively related to perceived influence when team 

competition was low (simple slope at -1 SD: γ = .81, t = 21.25, SE = .04, p < .001) than when 

team competition was high (simple slope at +1 SD: γ = .63, t = 16.39, SE = .04, p < .001). Yet 

perceived dominance was more positively related to influence when team competition was high 

(simple slope at +1 SD: γ = .33, t = 7.94, SE = .04, p < .001) than when team competition was low 

(simple slope at -1 SD: γ = .21, t = 4.84, SE = .04, p < .001). These results therefore support 

Hypotheses 3 and 4. 
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Table 2.3 

Results of multilevel analysis for perceived expertise and perceived dominance 

 

                                     Perceived influence 

Predictor Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

 γ SE γ SE γ SE 

Controls       

Team size -.28** .08   -.18* .07   -.18*    .08 

       

Main Effects       

Perceived expertise      .72*** .03    .72*** .03 

Perceived dominance      .26*** .03    .27*** .03 

Team competition     -.06 .06   -.10 .06 

       

Two-Way Interactions       

Perceived expertise * 

Team competition     -.09** .03 

Perceived dominance * 

Team competition     .06*      .03 

Note. N = 397. * p < .05, ** p <  .01, *** p <  .001. 

 

Figure 2.1 Relationship between expertise and perceived influence in high and low team 

competition 
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Figure 2.2 Relationship between dominance and perceived influence in high and low team 

competition 

 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

Previous research has debated whether perceptions of dominance can structure patterns of 

interpersonal influence within organizational work settings, independently from perceptions of 

expertise. Combining theory and empirical research on work teams with sociobiological and 

evolutionary theories, we developed a conceptual framework that theoretically integrates 

expertise and dominance models of social influence in work teams. This framework proposed 

that the degree of competition within a work team represents an important contextual factor that 

would amplify or attenuate the link between each route to social influence; whereas the expertise 

route to social influence was expected to be more effective when intra-team competition is less 

pronounced, the dominance route to social influence was expected to be more persuasive when 

intra-team competition is more pronounced. In two sets of scenario studies and a field study 

conducted in real-life organizational work teams, we largely found support for these predictions.
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Theoretical Implications  

The findings presented in this paper offer important theoretical implications for our 

understanding of influence attainment processes in work teams. First, based on the assumption 

that organizations tend to (socially) sanction inappropriate work behavior, the vast majority of 

organizational scholars has focused on expertise as the central driver of influence in work teams 

and largely overlooked, or even confuted, the dominance route to influence (e.g., Driskell et al., 

1993; Ridgeway & Diekema, 1989). Our results directly challenge this view, demonstrating that 

team members defer to others not only on the basis of task competencies, but also on the basis of 

dominance displays. As such, the presence of one route to social influence does not rule out the 

possibility to gain influence through the other route. In fact, individuals demonstrating superior 

task competencies can gain influence regardless of whether or not they exhibit dominant behavior 

(and vice versa). This means that the two routes to influence operate independently from one 

another. Together, these findings imply that one route alone cannot fully explain the conferral of 

influence in organizational work settings; it appears useful to complement the insights of existing 

social influence research with insights from sociobiological and evolutionary theories and 

research on the potency of dominance displays.  

Second, given the ubiquity of competition among teams and departments in 

organizational settings (such as questing for limited resources; Kilduff et al., 2010), we proposed 

that intra-team competition would represent a natural condition that shapes influence relations 

within organizational work teams. As predicted, we found that expertise signals were more likely 

to increase a team member’s social influence under conditions of low intra-team competition (as 

opposed to high intra-team competition), whereas dominance signals were more likely to increase 

a member’s social influence under conditions of high intra-team competition (as opposed to low 

intra-team competition). The primary implication of this finding is that scholars need to
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illuminate the contextual organizational climate in which work teams operate when examining 

the relationships between team members’ levels of expertise, dominance, and influence. 

Unfolding such factors provides a better understanding of the circumstances under which one of 

the two influence routes will prevail. 

Strengths and Limitations 

An important strength of the present research is that we employed a multi-method 

approach so that we could test our key predictions across independent samples and circumvent 

some of the problems prior research in this area has suffered from. The cross-sectional data in 

Study 3 represented a wide range of real-life work teams, allowing us to examine the observed 

effects across different organizational contexts, whereas the two sets of scenario studies enabled 

us to tackle questions of causality and independence, demonstrating that expertise and dominance 

displays both predicted one’s level of social influence in a work team. Answering these questions 

is important as some studies suggest that individuals with higher influence ranks are more likely 

to be perceived as experts (even regardless of their actual competence levels; e.g., Darley & 

Gross, 1983; Sande, Ellard, & Ross, 1986 cf. Anderson & Brown, 2010; Stogdill, 1974; Tsui, 

1984), and are also more likely to treat others in hostile and aggressive ways (e.g., Morris, 

Larrick, & Su, 1999; Keltner, Capps, Kring, Young, & Heerey, 2001), rather than vice versa. Yet 

our research clearly shows that expertise and dominance perceptions can also function as 

antecedents of social influence in work teams. Each pathway may thus inform the other in a 

mutually reinforcing manner.    

It is important to note, however, that there are also limitations to our work. For example, 

we were only able to establish that experts yield more influence under low, rather than high, 

levels of intra-team competition in the field study. One possible explanation for why we did not 

obtain this interaction effect in the scenario set-up could be that members of imagined work
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teams are inclined to base their understanding of others' actions on the norms they held as 

members of other groups in similar situations (see Bettenhausen & Murnighan, 1991, p.20). In 

the field study, the average team tenure among participants was 4.93 years, making it far more 

likely that their responses were informed by the prevailing norms within their work teams. That 

is, in this study, participants have spent sufficient time together to internalize team norms and 

base their perceptions of others on these norms. We therefore believe that this study provides a 

stronger link to our theoretical argumentation that norms that emerge from a competitive (or non-

competitive) team climate help to explain when expertise and dominance perceptions will more 

potently predict one’s social influence in an organizational work team.  

Moreover, in the field study, we used a cross-sectional design and a single method to 

capture others’ perceptions of a member’s expertise, dominance, and influence in a team, which 

may raise concerns about potential common-source problems (see Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & 

Podsakoff, 2003). Yet we feel that these concerns are minimized because common-source bias 

issues mainly pertain to direct relationships and are less relevant for interaction effects (Evans, 

1985) as respondents are generally unlikely to consciously theorize interactive relationships 

between study variables when they complete a survey (see Siemsen, Roth, & Oliveira, 2010). 

Nevertheless, we recognize that future research could employ more objective data from, for 

example, observer ratings in order to further establish the validity of our findings in the field. 

Directions for Future Research 

Beyond addressing these limitations, the current paper calls attention to several other 

interesting avenues for future researchers to investigate. In our research, we directly captured the 

behavioral displays of expertise and dominance, and found independent effects on social 

influence for both routes. Yet we recognize that prior work has found that members who score 

high on trait dominance engender social influence in work teams because they trigger perceptions
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of expertise (even when they lack actual superior competence; Anderson & Kilduff, 2009a; see 

also Littlepage et al., 1995; Tiedens, 2001). The effectiveness of the dominance route to social 

influence thus appeared to be driven by members’ assumptions about the expertise route, rather 

than by the direct and mere observation of dominant behavior. This means that there are 

situations where individuals do associate dominance with expertise even in the absence of the 

latter (and possibly vice versa). It is therefore important that future research sheds more light on 

how signals of expertise and dominance exactly unfold within work teams and creates more 

certainty on when the two routes to influence impact each other, and when they do not.  

Moreover, in the first set of scenario studies we measured perceptions of liking in addition 

to perceptions of influence (see Footnote 3). We found that the member who signaled expertise 

gained influence and increased liking, while the member who signaled dominance gained 

influence only; he or she was not liked more compared to other members. This pattern of results 

has also been observed in previous research, which led scholars to conclude that being liked by 

others is neither necessary nor sufficient for influence attainment in groups (e.g., Cheng et al., 

2013). However, recent research by Joshi and Knight (2014) has manifested that feelings of 

social affinity – which is based on interpersonal liking, friendship, or an affective interpersonal 

connection (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Kalkhoff & Barnum, 2000) – can evoke influence from 

peers in work teams. We did not directly test this third possible route to influence, but we believe 

that there is merit in further examining how social influence and interpersonal liking are 

conceptually related to each other. Such research will solve the current ambiguity that exists in 

the literature and will move the conceptual debate surrounding different possible models of 

influence attainment forward. 

Somewhat related to this, our research also raises the question whether expertise and 

dominance displays lead to equally stable influence levels in a work team. Past research posits
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that experts are seen as critically important by members of work teams because their 

competencies facilitate the pursuit of collective task goals and hereby enlarge the stock of 

resources available to all members (Van der Vegt et al., 2006). Hence, team members tend to 

defer to experts voluntarily and strive to maintain positive long-term relationships with them. By 

contrast, theory suggests that team members tend to comply with the demands of dominant 

members out of fear (Henrich & Gil-White, 2001), which is generally less sustainable over time 

because there are no personal benefits to gain (see Van Vugt, Jepson, Hart, & De Cremer, 2004). 

Future research that examines potential differences in the stability of influence relations in work 

teams would therefore make a significant contribution to our understanding of the viability of 

each route to social influence in the long run. 

Finally, having underlined the relevance of contextual factors for elucidating social 

influence attainment in work teams, one intriguing area of future research could be to observe 

whether the effectiveness of each route to influence will also vary depending on the type of task 

that organizational work teams perform. For example, perceptions of dominance may be a major 

source of influence in factory-line teams that execute relatively simple or routine tasks because 

such tasks benefit from clear orders and do not require a lot of work-related assistance or 

knowledge-transfer. By contrast, perceptions of expertise may be more determining in innovation 

teams that perform rather complex and non-routine tasks because such tasks demand interactive 

problem solving, intense information exchange, and high quality work relationships. As such, 

future research might consider further moderated effects from expertise and dominance to social 

influence and thus elaborate on the circumstances under which one route wins over the other. 

Conclusion and Practical Implications  

The present research suggests important guidelines for practitioners seeking to climb up 

the social ladder in organizational work teams. Although one may be tempted to assume that, in
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most organizational climates today, one can no longer gain influence by demonstrating dominant, 

aggressive behavior, the current research demonstrates that this route to influence can be a potent 

source of social influence among peers as well. Yet it is important to realize that the extent to 

which team members compete for scarce resources (e.g., bonus payments, promotions, other 

career-related opportunities, etc.) plays a decisive role for detecting which route to follow when. 

Enacting dominant behavior proves more successful when the team climate is characterized by 

high levels of intra-team competition whereas exhibiting superior task-related knowledge, skills, 

and capabilities will be given greater weight when competition among the team members is low. 

In addition, one must take into account that experts tend to be liked by others, whereas dominant 

team members are not. One clear practical implication for individual team members would thus 

be to be aware that although both expertise and dominance pave the way for influence, they do so 

under different circumstances and differ in the extent to which they come with social costs.
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Responding to recent calls, this field study among 72 work teams tested a contingency theory of 

the relationship between status hierarchy steepness and team performance. Across teams 

operating in diverse business sectors, we found that task complexity is an important moderator of 

this team-level relationship. When teams carried out tasks of low complexity, steeper status 

hierarchies were negatively related to intra-team conflict, which increased team performance. 

However, hierarchy steepness did not yield such clear conflict and performance effects in work 

teams executing more complex tasks. The findings contribute to status research by demonstrating 

the task conditions under which steeper status hierarchies benefit team functioning and by 

showing an explanatory mechanism that is driving this effect.  
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It is well documented that status asymmetries unavoidably emerge within work teams, 

even when members are of equal status at the initial stage of group interactions (Bales, 1950; 

Berger, Cohen, & Zelditch, 1972; Berger, Ridgeway, Fisek, & Norman, 1998). Team members 

assess each other’s status
4
 based on the possession of attributes they consider valuable and share 

their assessments through displaying status-claiming and status-granting behaviors (Berger, 

Conner & Fisek 1974; Berger, Fisek, Norman, & Zelditch, 1977). Such subjective inferences 

form “the basis of observable inequalities in face-to-face social interaction” (Berger, Rosenholtz, 

& Zelditch, 1980, p. 479). In this way, teams naturally develop an informal status hierarchy based 

on the rank ordering of individual team members along relevant status dimensions (Magee & 

Galinsky, 2008; Ridgeway & Walker, 1995).  

 Given that informal status hierarchies represent a core principle underlying social relations 

between individuals (Fiske, 1992), there is general agreement among researchers that their 

consequences for team functioning deserve detailed attention in the field of management (e.g., 

Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Overbeck, Correll, & Park, 2005; Pearce, 2001; Ravlin & Thomas, 

2005). A wide variety of scholarly disciplines, ranging from primate research (e.g., De Vries, 

Stevens, & Vervaecke, 2006) to research in social and organizational psychology (e.g., Halevy, 

Chou, Galinsky, & Murnighan, 2012; Leonard, 1990), has conceptualized a team’s status 

hierarchy in terms of hierarchy steepness, which refers to the overall degree of asymmetry in 

members’ social status within the team (Anderson & Brown, 2010). This is a meaningful and 

reliable way to consider status differentials in team settings (cf. Christie & Barling, 2010) 

because it gets directly at “the size of the absolute differences between adjacently ranked

                                                           
4 In psychology and sociology, “status” generally refers to the prominence, respect, and influence one has in the eyes 

of others (see Anderson, John, Keltner, & Kring, 2001).  
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individuals” (De Vries et al., 2006, p. 585), and is commonly associated with important team 

outcomes (for a review, see Anderson & Brown, 2010). This conceptualization of status 

hierarchy is similar to what Harrison and Klein (2007) labeled “separation” with regard to 

vertical rather than horizontal differences within teams. 

Functionalist theories of hierarchy propose that role clarity, a clear-cut division of labor, 

and the voluntary compliance mechanisms that emerge from steeper hierarchies should benefit 

team performance because they regulate coordination and conflict (e.g., Halevy, Chou, & 

Galinsky, 2011; Keltner, Van Kleef, Chen, & Kraus, 2008; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). However, 

past research on hierarchy steepness has produced mixed results on team performance so far, with 

studies reporting both negative effects (e.g., Bloom, 1999; Pfeffer & Langton, 1993) and positive 

effects (e.g., Halevy et al., 2012; Ronay, Greenaway, Anicich, & Galinsky, 2012, see also Greer, 

Schouten, De Jong, & Dannals, 2014). The studies that have found a positive relation between 

hierarchy steepness and team performance supported the notion that steeper hierarchies can 

facilitate coordination and cooperation (Halevy et al., 2012), and can reduce conflict between the 

members (Ronay et al., 2012). Yet these studies were all conducted in sport teams and 

experimental groups that operated under specific and fixed working conditions in relatively 

isolated settings. It therefore remains to be seen whether hierarchy steepness has the same 

conflict regulating function in work teams operating under various task conditions in broader 

organizational settings.  

Given that findings of studies examining the relationship between hierarchy steepness and 

team performance are relatively indefinite, scholars have recently suggested that it may hinge on 

a team’s task characteristics (Anderson & Brown, 2010; Halevy et al., 2011). We therefore 

further examine whether task complexity determines when hierarchy steepness contributes to 

team performance. Task complexity is a critical factor in team performance research, and is
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generally conceptualized as the degree to which a task is unpredictable, high in variability, and 

non-repetitive in nature (Van de Ven, Delbecq, & Koenig, 1976; Withey, Daft, & Cooper, 1983). 

Based on insights from the hierarchy literature, we propose that teams executing less complex 

tasks (i.e., tasks with clear standard operating procedures and straightforward solutions, 

Gladstein, 1984) will benefit more from a steeper status hierarchy than teams carrying out more 

complex tasks. Moreover, we suggest that this moderated effect of hierarchy steepness on 

performance will be mediated by intra-team conflict. For a visual representation of the proposed 

model, see Figure 3.1.  

 

Figure 3.1 The conceptual model 

 

Finally, our research aims to contribute to knowledge on hierarchies in teams by handling 

two problems that are currently present within the status literature. First, extant research generally 

conceptualizes hierarchy steepness indirectly, basing it, for example, on pay differentials (e.g., 

Richards & Guell, 1998; Trevor, Reilly, & Gerhart, 2012), past performance differentials (e.g., 

Christie & Barling, 2010; Halevy et al., 2012), or on inequality in directors’ board memberships 

(e.g., He & Huang, 2011). The use of indirect measures has occurred despite the long-recognized 

theoretical notion that status is a relational construct accorded to an individual by others
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(Anderson, John, Keltner, & Kring, 2001; Washington & Zajac, 2005). Second, most research 

has regarded hierarchy steepness as a dichotomous construct that is either present (“steep”) or 

absent (“flat”) in teams, hereby ignoring different configurations of (status) differences that may 

exist among the members (e.g., Ronay et al., 2012). To solve these problems we measure status 

directly by using the status assessments of fellow team members, and operationalize hierarchy 

steepness as a continuous variable capturing variations in the steepness of status hierarchies. By 

means of these improvements, we can make more precise predictions of the strength of the 

relationships between hierarchy steepness, conflict, and team performance at different levels of 

task complexity. 

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES  

Hierarchy Steepness and Conflict Regulation 

Status hierarchy steepness represents the magnitude of the absolute differences between 

the adjacently ranked team members’ status levels (De Vries et al., 2006). From this definition, it 

follows that a team’s hierarchy steepness is minimized when all team members score the same on 

a specific status dimension, and is maximized when half of a team scores at the theoretical 

maximum on a status dimension and the other half scores at the minimum. In practice, teams’ 

status hierarchy steepness will lie somewhere between these two extremes. In more egalitarian 

work teams with a relatively flat hierarchy the status differences between the team members will 

be rather small or negligible, whereas in work teams with a steeper hierarchy the status 

differences among the members will be larger.  

Although research has shown negative consequences of large status inequalities in groups 

(e.g., Bloom, 1999; Edmondson, 2002; see also Bunderson & Reagans, 2011), functional theories 

of status hierarchy posit that a steeper status hierarchy can increase the functioning of work teams 

because it enables members to identify each other’s status positions more clearly (Magee &



CHAPTER 3 

 

60 
 

Galinsky, 2008). Knowing one’s specific status ranking in a hierarchy allows individual members 

to avoid costly fights that harm the self and the team (Sirot, 2000; Sneddon, Hawkesworth, 

Braithwaite, & Yerbury, 2006). A clear pattern of deference is therefore seen as an evolutionary 

‘solution’ to intra-team conflict that can ultimately improve a team’s performance (Bunderson & 

Boumgarden, 2010; Halevy et al., 2011; Keltner et al., 2008). So, from a functional perspective, 

status hierarchy steepness may influence team performance because it has an important conflict 

regulation function.  

Conflict in work teams is often categorized into three types. Relationship conflict refers to 

tension and friction among team members with respect to personal norms, values, preferences, 

and interpersonal style (De Dreu & Van Vianen, 2001; Jehn & Mannix, 2001). Task conflict 

refers to disagreements about opinions, goals, and values in relation to the substantive content of 

the task (Jehn, 1995; Jehn & Bendersky, 2003). Process conflict refers to controversies about the 

logistical aspects of task accomplishment such as the delegation of resources, roles, and duties 

(Greer & Jehn, 2007; Jehn, 1997). 

Given that status hierarchy steepness provides a clear deference order among team 

members, it is likely to be negatively related to all three types of conflict. For example, with 

respect to relationship conflict, Whyte (1943) observed that groups of young boys showed less 

interpersonal aggression when there was a steep hierarchy in the group. Relatedly, in a simulation 

study, Gould (2003) demonstrated that social conflicts between actors are less likely to occur 

when they clearly differ in rank. Consistent with these findings, Wilson and Sober (1994) 

propose that in teams with a steeper status hierarchy, where each member learns his or her 

interpersonal position relative to the others, members will adapt their behavior accordingly to 

minimize personal costs. As such, steeper hierarchies should be negatively related to relationship 

conflict.
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Steeper status hierarchies may also reduce the likelihood of task conflicts in a work team. 

As status hierarchies become steeper, those at the top do not only exert more influence over team 

decisions (Bales, Strodtbeck, Mills, & Roseborough, 1951; Berger et al., 1980), they also receive 

substantially more support, recognition, and compensation for collective team performance than 

their lower status counterparts (Belliveau, O’Reilly, & Wade, 1996; Van der Vegt, Bunderson, & 

Oosterhof, 2006). So, in teams with steeper status hierarchies, most lower status members tend to 

rely on the opinions of the high status members during discussions about substantive task content 

and goals, thereby reducing the possibility that task conflicts will arise. 

Finally, steeper hierarchies may result in less process conflict within a team because a 

deference order will provide teams with clear guidelines on who should be doing what, how and 

when (Leavitt, 2005; Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Simpson, Willer, & Ridgeway, 2012). As a 

result, it is less likely that steeper status hierarchies will elicit frustrations about process 

exchanges or the scheduling of activities in teams (De Kwaadsteniet & Van Dijk, 2010; Overbeck 

et al., 2005; Tiedens, Unzueta, & Young, 2007; Scott 1987), thereby decreasing process conflicts.  

  Notably, abundant empirical evidence suggests that relationship and process conflicts tend 

to hurt team performance (for a meta-analysis, see De Wit, Greer & Jehn, 2012). The 

performance effects for task conflict are less clear and less negative (De Church & Marks, 2001; 

Lovelace, Shapiro, & Weingart, 2001), but all three types of conflict tend to impose stress on 

team members (Thomas, 1992), evoke negative affect (Jehn & Bendersky, 2003), and lower their 

team satisfaction (Gladstein, 1984; Wall & Nolan, 1986). Research has shown that these negative 

responses can inhibit the cognitive functioning of team members (cf. Greer, Caruso, & Jehn, 

2011), and can shift their attention away from executing team tasks (Blake & Mouton, 1984; 

Schwenk & Cosier, 1993). As such, there is reason to suggest that a reduction in all three types of 

conflict together may operate as an important mediating mechanism that can explain the
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relationship between hierarchy steepness and team performance. 

The Moderating Role of Task Complexity 

The above reasoning signifies the importance of status hierarchy steepness for team 

performance due to its conflict-reducing potential. Yet, in a literature review, Anderson and 

Brown (2010) concluded that the answer to the question of whether steeper hierarchies help 

teams to function better is: “it depends.” (p. 64). Indeed, past studies suggest that the performance 

effects of status hierarchy steepness may be strongly influenced by the task conditions under 

which teams operate. This work proposes that for a steeper hierarchy to translate into high team 

performance, it matters whether a team functions in a stable or changing environment (e.g., He & 

Huang, 2011; Roby, Nicol, & Farrell, 1963), whether a team’s task is fairly routine or requires 

creativity (e.g., Burns & Stalker, 1961), and whether a team’s task prescribes procedural 

independency or interdependency among the team members (e.g., Halevy et al, 2012; Ronay et 

al., 2012). According to Anderson and Brown (2010), many of these potential moderating factors 

can be clustered into one important overarching contingency variable, namely the complexity of 

the team task. Task complexity can be defined as the degree to which a task is unpredictable, high 

in variability and non-repetitive in nature (Van de Ven et al., 1976; Withey et al., 1983).  

  We expect the relationship between status hierarchy steepness and intra-team conflict to 

be weak when teams have to carry out relatively complex tasks. Due to their nature, highly 

complex tasks are more uncertain, involve fewer pre-defined procedures, and require more 

information processing than tasks of lower complexity (Campbell, 1988; Daft & Macintosh, 

1981; Van de Ven & Ferry, 1979). It is therefore necessary for team members to discuss and 

debate competing perspectives and to generate innovative ideas in order to reach team objectives 

(Hirokawa, 1990; Jehn, 1995; Jehn & Bendersky, 2003; Shah & Jehn, 1993). Some scholars 

argue that under such task conditions, teams will profit more from egalitarian status hierarchies
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that allow all members to participate in the development of a collective task strategy (e.g., 

Anderson & Brown, 2010). Yet other research suggests that in egalitarian teams consisting of 

many high-status “stars”, members tend to compete with each other and engage in disruptive 

disputes that impede integrative team decisions (Groysberg, Polzer, & Elfenbein, 2011; see also 

Ronay et al., 2012).  

  At the same time, it is also unlikely that teams will profit from steeper status hierarchies 

under complex task conditions. Although clear guidelines from just a few high status members 

may reduce task uncertainties and, hence, conflict within those teams, steeper status hierarchies 

also make it more difficult for the lower status members to demonstrate their knowledge to the 

team (see Moreland, Argote, & Krishnan, 1996). This marginalization can cause frustrations 

among these members, and obstruct the integration of different task perspectives (Alexander, 

Chizhik, Chizhik, & Goodman, 2009; Greer et al., 2014). Taken together, existing literature and 

empirical evidence suggests that in teams working on complex tasks the conflict benefits and 

detriments of steeper hierarchies are likely to cancel each other out. 

  By contrast, we expect a strong negative relationship between status hierarchy steepness 

and intra-team conflict when teams carry out tasks of lower complexity. In teams working on less 

complex tasks, it is less important that all members offer a unique task contribution and challenge 

each other’s perspectives; teams have more straightforward outcome expectations and can 

execute the task successfully by using standard operating procedures (Gladstein, 1984; Lorsch & 

Morse, 1974; McDonough & Leifer, 1983; Tushman, 1979). Given that more egalitarian 

hierarchies offer team members the possibility to participate in decision making, they are likely to 

stimulate more time-consuming and even hazardous disagreements in teams that execute tasks of 

low complexity. Under such conditions, individual members are more likely to unnecessarily 

deviate from standard procedures (Dewar & Werbel, 1979; Jehn, 1995). Steeper status hierarchies
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in which only one or a few members control collective decisions are more likely to be 

advantageous for those teams. Clear directives from high status members can prevent 

unnecessary task disagreements and procedural delays (see Hill, 1982). Accordingly, it is likely 

that steeper hierarchies reduce the amount of conflict within teams that execute tasks of lower 

complexity.  Our first hypothesis therefore reads: 

Hypothesis 1: Task complexity moderates the relationship between hierarchy steepness 

and intra-team conflict, such that hierarchy steepness is more negatively related to team 

conflict when task complexity is lower. 

Proceeding from this first hypothesis, we also suggest that status hierarchy steepness will 

only be positively related to team performance when teams have to carry out tasks of lower 

complexity. A series of experimental studies on team network structures demonstrated that clear 

status differences among team members (on the basis of their network positions) influenced the 

performance of teams that worked on relatively simple tasks more positively than the 

performance of teams that worked on complex tasks (e.g., Cohen, Bennis, & Wolkon, 1961; 

Faucheux & Mackenzie, 1966; Guetzkow & Simon, 1955; Leavitt, 1951; Shaw, 1954). A large 

field study among 182 work teams replicated this finding (Cummings & Cross, 2003). These 

findings are consistent with our reasoning that a steeper status hierarchy will only prevent 

redundant task misinterpretations and time-consuming information processing in teams that carry 

out tasks of lower complexity (Galbraith, 1977; Gladstein, 1984; Guzzo, 1986). Our second 

hypothesis therefore reads: 

Hypothesis 2: Task complexity moderates the relationship between hierarchy steepness 

and team performance, such that hierarchy steepness is more positively related to team 

performance when task complexity is lower.
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  The empirical evidence on the relationships between task complexity, hierarchy steepness 

and team performance is also in line with conflict theory, suggesting that effective conflict 

regulation is particularly important when teams execute tasks of lower complexity that do not 

require a critical evaluation or discussion of task strategies and alternative task solutions (De 

Dreu & Weingart, 2003; Jehn, 1995). Indeed, under this task condition, not only relationship and 

process conflicts will harm team performance. The potential performance gain of task conflict is 

also less likely to occur because these teams do not benefit from a synthesis of diverse viewpoints 

(Hackman, Brousseau, & Weiss, 1976; Jehn, Northcraft, & Neale, 1999). Our final proposition is 

therefore that the absence of the three types of conflict altogether will explain the positive 

relationship between hierarchy steepness and team performance for teams carrying out tasks of 

lower complexity. Those teams should benefit from a steeper status hierarchy because the 

deference order resulting from a steeper hierarchy will forestall any possible disruptive form of 

conflict within a team. Given that the impact of steep hierarchies is less clear for teams 

performing complex tasks, we expect the mediating role of intra-team conflict to be less strong 

under this task condition. In conclusion, our third hypothesis is:   

Hypothesis 3: The moderating effect of task complexity on the relationship between 

hierarchy steepness and team performance is mediated by intra-team conflict, but only at 

lower levels of task complexity. 

METHOD 

Sample and Procedures 

To test the above hypotheses, we collected data from 82 Dutch and German organizational 

ongoing, cross-functional work teams that consisted of a supervisor (i.e., senior-, middle-, or 

first-line manager) and two or more team members (i.e., these supervisors’ direct subordinates). 

All teams shared common objectives, performed interdependent tasks, and were held accountable
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for collective outcomes (Kozlowski & Bell, 2003).  

The teams worked in different task contexts; there were 39 teams that operated in the profit 

sector (i.e., banking, consultancy, information technology, trade/commerce, construction, 

hospitality, agriculture, real estate, telecommunication, and transportation), 32 teams that 

operated in the non-profit sector (i.e., education, health care, and government services), and 11 

teams operating in other sectors. The work teams included member roles such as account 

managers, financial administrators, engineers, human resources consultants as well as teachers 

and social service advisors.  

The teams were recruited by undergraduate business students who assisted in this research 

in return for course credit. Their assignment was to set out a broad survey on team task 

characteristics, team processes, and team performance. The students first introduced the research 

project to the immediate team supervisors and informed them that participation was voluntary 

and confidentiality was guaranteed. Once the students established agreement of participation, 

they distributed separate survey versions among the team members and the team supervisors to 

minimize concerns over same-source bias (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). The 

team member survey was distributed during organized meetings so that these members could fill 

out the surveys in a controlled setting where communication was minimized. In this survey, team 

members rated one another’s status and indicated their perceptions of task complexity and intra-

team conflict (i.e. relationship conflict, task conflict, and process conflict). The supervisor survey 

independently assessed the team’s overall performance. All measures were translated to Dutch 

and German using a double-blind back-translation procedure and all respondents were blind to 

the objectives of the study. 

There were 7 work teams with insufficient participation rates of team members (i.e., less 

than 50%) and 3 work teams for which no team supervisor responses were available. We
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therefore tested our hypotheses using data from 72 work teams in 63 organizations, resulting in 

438 team member responses and 72 immediate team supervisor responses. The overall response 

rate among the participating work teams was 91% and the average within-team response rate was 

93%. The final sample primarily constituted Dutch work teams (93%). There was a small 

German subsample of 5 teams that was relatively similar to the Dutch sample in terms of size, 

industry, and demographic composition. So, this sample did not contain teams with unique 

characteristics that could potentially influence the results.  

On average, the team size was 6.67 (SD = 2.18). The average team member age was 38.83 

years (SD = 11.68), and 55% were female. Ninety-nine percent had a vocational qualification or 

higher, and employees had an average tenure of 4.90 years (SD = 5.38) with their work teams. 

Among team supervisors, the average age was 45.19 years (SD = 10.73), 66% were male, and 

99% had a vocational qualification or higher. Supervisors’ average work team tenure was 5.69 

years (SD = 6.55).  

Measures 

Hierarchy steepness. We examined the effects of status hierarchy steepness with a direct 

and continuous measure that takes into account that status is a relational construct that exists in 

the eyes of others (Ravlin & Thomas, 2005; Washington & Zajac, 2005), and that captures the 

fine-grained differences in hierarchy steepness that may exist in real-life work teams. By means 

of a peer-rating (i.e., round robin) design, individual team members were asked to evaluate the 

status of each of the other members of their work team on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very 

much). Status was defined as the extent to which a person is influential, respected, and prominent 

in the work team (Anderson et al., 2001). The interrater agreement index rwg (James, Demaree, & 

Wolf, 1984) demonstrated that team members generally agreed on the status of their fellow team 

members, the median rwg value using a uniform expected variance distribution was .77 (SD =
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.20). This finding is consistent with the conceptualization of status as a shared perception of a 

given team member (Berger et al., 1972). We also computed ICC1 and ICC2 values (James, 1982) 

and conducted one-way analyses of variance to ensure the statistical adequacy of aggregating the 

ratings for each team member to the individual-level (ICC1 = .27, ICC2 = .70, F(479,1988) = 

3.31, p < .001). Having received support for this aggregation, we averaged the ratings for each 

member to form an overall measure of their status score within the work team. We subsequently 

calculated the standard deviation of all individual members’ status scores within the same work 

team (for a similar operationalization, see Greer & Van Kleef, 2010). This procedure results in an 

appropriate measure of hierarchy steepness when modeling interaction effects (see Roberson, 

Sturman, & Simons, 2007). Higher values on the standard deviation indicated steeper status 

hierarchies in work teams. 

Task complexity. Task complexity was measured with four items adapted from Morgeson 

and Humphrey’s (2006) job complexity scale. Team members had to indicate whether the work 

in their team; (1) required them to do one task or activity at a time (reverse-coded), (2) was 

simple and uncomplicated (reverse-coded), (3) comprised relatively uncomplicated tasks 

(reverse-coded), and (4) involved performing relatively simple tasks (reverse-coded). The items 

were rated on a response scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) and, together, 

formed a reliable scale (i.e., Cronbach’s alpha was .79). Further results warranted statistical 

adequacy for aggregating individual members’ responses to the team-level (ICC1 = .20, ICC2 = 

.62, F(71,366) = 2.62, p < .001). The median rwg(j) value using a uniform expected variance 

distribution was .87 (SD = .24). 

Intra-team conflict. Intra-team conflict was measured with six items from the intragroup
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conflict scale by Jehn (1995) and three additional items from Shah and Jehn (1993)
5
. To assess 

relationship conflict, team members had to indicate how often there was; (1) emotional conflict, 

(2) friction, and (3) tension among the members in their work team. To assess task conflict, team 

members were asked to indicate how often they had; (1) disagreements about the (content of the) 

work being done (adapted), (2) conflicts about ideas, and (3) differences of opinion regarding the 

(best solution to the) work being done in their work team (adapted). To assess process conflict, 

team members had to indicate how often they had disagreements about; (1) who should do what, 

(2) task responsibilities, and (3) resource allocation in the work team. The items were again rated 

on a response scale from 1 (never) to 7 (always), and together, formed a reliable intra-team 

conflict scale (i.e., Cronbach’s alpha was .90). This variable could be aggregated to the team-

level as well (ICC1 = .21, ICC2 = .63, F(71,358) = 2.72, p < .001). The median rwg(j) value using a 

uniform expected variance distribution was .95 (SD = .06). 

Team performance. Since our sample comprised rather diverse work teams with different 

tasks and responsibilities, we used a broad measure of team performance (Ancona & Caldwell, 

1992 cf. Van der Vegt, De Jong, Bunderson, & Molleman, 2010). We asked each supervisor to 

compare the performance of his or her work team with that of relevant other work teams with 

similar composition, tasks, and customers on the following criteria: productivity, effectiveness, 

work speed, meeting deadlines, and the continuity of the production process. Past research 

provides compelling evidence that these criteria are valid indicators of team performance (e.g., 

Van der Vegt & Bunderson, 2005). The supervisors provided their ratings on a response scale 

from 1 (far below average) to 7 (far above average). Cronbach’s alpha was .85. 

Control variables. Past research has shown the necessity to statistically control for the

                                                           
5 Because our data collection took place before the status conflict scale by Bendersky and Hays (2012) became 

publicly available, it was not possible to include this scale in our analyses. 
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team mean of an attribute when testing the relationship between the separation or the dispersion 

of that attribute and other variables (cf. Harrison & Klein, 2007, p. 1214). We therefore 

controlled for the mean level of status within the work teams in our sample (see also Halevy et 

al., 2012)
6
. Given that team size and team tenure have been associated with team performance in 

past research (e.g., Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; Katz, 1982), we also controlled for these variables 

in our analyses. 

RESULTS 

Discriminant and Convergent Validity 

Prior to testing our hypotheses, we examined the discriminant and convergent validity of 

the task complexity and intra-team conflict measures. We performed confirmatory factor analyses 

with the LISREL 8.80 computer package and computed the parameter estimates using the 

maximum-likelihood method. Our initial analysis included a model in which task complexity and 

intra-team conflict items loaded on two latent constructs (Model 1). The overall fit of this model 

to the data was sufficient (χ² [64, 430] = 725.79, p < .001, the comparative fit index [CFI] = .89, 

the standardized root-mean-square of the residuals [SRMSR] = .07, and the goodness-of-fit index 

[GFI] = .79). These results suggest that loadings of all items on their intended constructs were 

significant at the .001 level or better. 

We assessed two alternative models to further evaluate the discriminant validity of our 

scales. Model 2 tested the fit of a four-factor model in which task complexity items loaded on 

their corresponding latent construct and the intra-team conflict items loaded on three latent 

constructs (i.e., relationship, task, and process conflicts). This model showed better fit indices and

                                                           
6 For exploratory reasons, we also measured how adding mean status to our conceptual model as an additional 

moderator (and hence not as a control variable) would affect our hypothesized relationships. OLS regression 

analyses revealed that the three-way interactions (status hierarchy steepness x task complexity x mean status) on 

intra-team conflict and team performance were not significant (lowest B = -.07, p = .17 for the conflict types 

separately; B = -.05, p = .27 for the general intra-team conflict scale, and B = .06, p = .37 for team performance). 
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a significantly better fit of the measurement model to the data than Model 1 (Δχ²[5] = 596.66, p < 

.001, [CFI] = .99, [SRMSR] = .04, and [GFI] = .96). Model 3 extended Model 2 one step further 

and included an overarching second-order factor mapping the three latent constructs of 

relationship, task, and process conflict. Compared with Model 1, this model yielded superior 

goodness of fit statistics and a significantly better fit to the data (Δχ²[3] = 597.05, p < .001, [CFI] 

= .99, [SRMSR] = .04, and [GFI] = .96). However, Model 2 and Model 3 did not differ 

significantly from each other in terms of fit indices and fit to the data (Δχ²[2] = .39, n.s.). 

Nonetheless, we observed that the inter-factor correlations for the distinctive types of intra-team 

conflict were quite high; .67 between relationship conflict and task conflict, .62 between task 

conflict and process conflict, and .72 between relationship conflict and process conflict. For that 

reason, we decided to test our hypotheses using a composite intra-team conflict scale. The 

separate results concerning relationship, task, and process conflicts are presented in a 

supplementary analyses section. 

We conducted a separate confirmatory factor analysis for team performance as these 

ratings were provided by team supervisors. We tested a model in which all five team performance 

items loaded on a single factor (Model 4), and found that the overall fit to the data and the fit 

indices were satisfactory (χ²[5, 72] = 6.16, n.s., [CFI] = .99, [SRMSR] = .04, and [GFI] = .97). 

All factor loadings were found to be significant at the .001 level or better.  

Descriptive Statistics 

Table 3.1 presents means, standard deviations, and Pearson zero-order correlations for all 

team-level variables. In line with our expectations, team performance was negatively related to 

intra-team conflict (r = -.36, p < .01). Moreover, hierarchy steepness and task complexity were 

marginally negatively related (r = -.22, p < .10). None of the control variables were significantly 

related to intra-team conflict and team performance. However, there is convincing reason (see
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Harrison & Klein, 2007; Williams & O’Reilly, 1998) and prior evidence (e.g., Bunderson & 

Boumgarden, 2010; Christie & Barling, 2010; Greer & Van Kleef, 2010) to assume that these 

compositional variables are relevant and legitimate covariates. We therefore include them in our 

analyses. 

Table 3.1 

Descriptive statistics and Pearson zero-order correlations among the study variables 

     

Hypotheses Testing 

Analyzing techniques. We tested our hypotheses at the team level of analysis using 

moderated ordinary least square (OLS) regression. As recommended by Aiken and West (1991), 

we standardized all predictor variables, and computed interaction effects by multiplying the 

respective standardized predictor variables. In a series of analyses, we regressed intra-team 

conflict and team performance on the control variables, hierarchy steepness, task complexity, and 

the interaction term of hierarchy steepness and task complexity. 

Our mediation hypotheses specified a conditional indirect effects model (Preacher, 

Rucker, & Hayes, 2007) in which the strength of the indirect relationship between hierarchy 

steepness and team performance, through intra-team conflict, is contingent on the degree of task 

complexity. To test these hypotheses, we used an SPSS macro developed by Preacher et al.

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Team size 6.67 2.18       

2. Team tenure 4.81 3.79    .22
~
      

3. Mean status 4.75 0.48   -.07   -.03     

4. Hierarchy steepness 0.74 0.31    .00   -.08   -.40**    

5. Task complexity 5.48 0.71    .15    .22
~
    .31**   -.22

~
   

6. Intra-team conflict 2.88 0.56   -.11   -.01   -.20
~
   -.03    .06  

7. Team performance 5.40 0.73    .11    .13    .19   -.02    .18   -.36** 

Note. N = 72.  
~
 p < .10, ** p <  .01.  
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(2007) to obtain the bias-corrected and accelerated bootstrap confidence intervals for these 

effects. 

Main analyses. Table 3.2 represents the OLS regression results for intra-team conflict 

and team performance. Consistent with Hypothesis 1, the cross-product of hierarchy steepness 

and task complexity was indeed positively related to intra-team conflict after the control variables 

and the main effects had been taken into account (B = .13, p < .05). Simple slope analyses (Aiken 

& West, 1991) confirmed that the relationship between hierarchy steepness and intra-team 

conflict was significant and negative when task complexity was low (simple slope at -1 SD: B = -

.19, β = -.33, SE = .09, p < .05), but remained non-significant and neutral when task complexity 

was high (simple slope at +1 SD: B = .07, β = .12, SE = .09, n.s.). This pattern of results is 

graphically depicted in Figure 3.2. 

Consistent with Hypothesis 2, the coefficient of the cross-product of hierarchy steepness 

and task complexity predicting team performance was also significant (B = -.15, p < .05). The 

simple slope analyses revealed that the relationship between hierarchy steepness and team 

performance was positive at low levels of task complexity (simple slope at -1 SD: B = .21, β = 

.29, SE = .12, p = .079), but non-significant at high levels of task complexity (simple slope at +1 

SD: B = -.09, β = -.13, SE = .12, n.s.). For a graphical depiction of this finding, see Figure 3.3. 

We also found that intra-team conflict was significantly and negatively related to team 

performance (B = -.24, p < .01), offering initial support for our proposition that intra-team 

conflict could explain the relationship with regard to the interactive effect of hierarchy steepness 

and task complexity on team performance. The moderated mediation macro of Preacher et al. 

(2007) further showed that the significant interaction between hierarchy steepness and task 

complexity on team performance indeed became non-significant when intra-team conflict was 

inserted as the mediating variable (B = -.10, n.s.). Table 3.2 reports the bootstrap confidence
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intervals at three values of task complexity. The indirect and positive effect of hierarchy 

steepness on team performance through intra-team conflict was observed at low levels of task 

complexity with a bootstrapped 95% confidence interval around the indirect effect not containing 

zero (.011 to .219). However, the same relationship was not observed at moderate and high levels 

of task complexity. Together, these results confirm Hypothesis 3. 

Table 3.2 

Regression analyses results and conditional indirect relationships 

  

Intra-team conflict 

 

Team performance 

Predictor Model 1 Model 1 Model 2 

 B SE B SE B SE 

Controls      

Team size  -.09 .07 .07  .09 .04 .09 

Team tenure  -.01 .07 .07  .09 .06 .09 

Mean status   -.17* .07 .15  .10 .09 .10 

    

Main Effects    

Hierarchy steepness -.06 .07 .06  .09 .04 .09 

Task complexity   .01 .08 .16  .10 .17 .10 

    

Two-Way Interactions    

Hierarchy steepness *  

Task complexity   .13* .06   -.15*  .08 -.10 .08 

    

Mediator    

Intra-team conflict      -.22*    .09 

    

ΔR
2
            .07     .05            .07 

R
2 

(Adjusted R
2
)       .15 (.08)     .13 (.05)       .21 (.12) 

Conditional indirect relationship 

Moderator Value 95 % Confidence Interval (BCA) 

-1 SD  .011, .219 

M -.020, .112 

+1 SD -.139, .034 

Note. N = 72. Unstandardized regression coefficients are presented.  

Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. BCA = Bias Corrected and Accelerated.  

* p < .05. 
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Figure 3.2 Interactive relationship of status hierarchy steepness and task complexity with intra-

team conflict 

 

Figure 3.3 Interactive relationship of status hierarchy steepness and task complexity with team 

performance 
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Supplementary analyses. We tested the same hypotheses using the distinctive types of 

intra-team conflict instead of the composite intra-team conflict construct. The Appendix contains 

the table presenting the OLS regression and the moderated mediation macro results for 

relationship, task, and process conflicts separately. Hypothesis 1 was refuted for relationship 

conflict (B = .10, n.s.), but was confirmed for task and process conflicts (B = .14, p < .05 in both 

cases). These two types of conflict were also significantly and negatively related to team 

performance (B = -.20, p < .05 and B = -.23, p < .01 for task and process conflicts respectively). 

Furthermore, the interaction effect of hierarchy steepness and task complexity on team 

performance dropped to non-significance when we added either task or process conflict to the 

equation (B = -.11, n.s. in both cases). Subsequent bootstrap analyses revealed that the indirect 

and positive effect of hierarchy steepness on team performance through either task conflict or 

process conflict was observed only at low levels of task complexity with a bootstrapped 95% 

confidence interval around the indirect effect not containing zero  (.003 to .169 for task conflict; 

.007 to .248 for process conflict). We therefore conclude that our hypotheses are confirmed for 

task and process conflicts, but not for relationship conflict.   

DISCUSSION 

In this paper, we articulated a contingency theory of the relationships between status 

hierarchy steepness, intra-team conflict, and team performance in organizational settings. Across 

72 work teams, we found that status hierarchy steepness was unrelated to conflict and team 

performance when teams carry out complex tasks.  Hierarchy steepness was, however, negatively 

related to conflict, and hence, positively associated with team performance when teams worked 

on tasks of lower complexity. Follow-up analyses revealed that hierarchy steepness particularly 

reduced task and process conflicts under this task condition. 
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Theoretical Implications 

The results of this study have several important implications for status research. First, 

status hierarchies are ubiquitous in groups and have far-reaching implications for their 

functioning (Berger et al., 1980). Nevertheless, research examining the role of status differences 

has been mainly restricted to highly specific group samples (e.g., sports teams, Christie & 

Barling, 2010; Halevy et al., 2012; or experimental groups, Ronay et al., 2012). In this paper, we 

provide insight into the team-level effects of hierarchy steepness on the performance of 

organizational work teams and identify the task conditions under which such effects are most 

likely to occur.  

Second, the findings provide support for a functionalist perspective on the role of status 

hierarchies in work teams. Researchers had already suggested that steeper hierarchies facilitate 

team success by reducing destructive conflict among the team members (e.g., Halevy et al., 

2011), but our study is the first to show empirically that intra-team conflict is indeed an important 

mediating mechanism that may explain why steeper status hierarchies in organizational work 

teams can positively impact performance. At the same time, however, our research clearly 

demonstrates that these processes only take place in teams performing less complex tasks. Task 

circumstances thus have a substantial impact on the extent to which teams experience the merits 

of a steeper status hierarchy. 

Strengths, Limitations, and Directions for Future Research 

  A few important strengths of our study are that we collected team-level data from real-life 

organizations operating in diverse business sectors. We therefore feel confident that our findings 

may extend to a broader range of work teams that are characterized by either egalitarian or 

steeper status hierarchies. We further used different measurement methods to assess our 

constructs; our independent variable (i.e., status hierarchy steepness) was measured with a round-
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robin design, our moderator and mediator (i.e., task complexity and intra-team conflict 

respectively) were measured by means of a self-report design, and our key dependent measure 

(i.e., team performance) was measured with independent leader ratings. As such, we could avoid 

issues of same-source bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003).  

Despite the strengths of our study, there are some limitations as well. For example, we 

acknowledge that it would be important to further examine the causality of the relationships 

between our study variables in future research, for example, by means of longitudinal designs. 

Additionally, some scholars have argued that complex tasks consist of different components on 

the basis of coordination or team dynamics (see Wood, 1986). Although status literature does not 

suggest unique relationships between hierarchy steepness and team performance for each of these 

task complexity components, it is possible that the multidimensional nature of complex tasks 

partially explains why the effects of steeper status hierarchies are less clear under this task 

condition.  A more detailed examination of the different components of the team task may thus 

provide additional insight into the relationship between status hierarchy steepness and team 

performance.  

Another limitation of our work is that we only examined the mediating role of task, 

process, and relationship conflicts in explaining the relationship between status hierarchy 

steepness and work team performance. Just recently, researchers have identified a fourth type of 

conflict that may be relevant when studying the effects of hierarchy steepness on work teams 

(i.e., status conflict; Bendersky & Hays, 2012; Groysberg et al., 2011). Status conflicts 

commonly co-occur and highly correlate with task, process, and relationship conflicts, but 

particularly cover “disputes over people’s relative status positions in their group’s social 

hierarchy” (Bendersky & Hays, 2012, p. 323). It can therefore be expected that hierarchy 

steepness may also reduce this type of conflict when teams execute tasks of lower complexity. It
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may be worthwhile to examine the role of status conflict in the relationship between hierarchy 

steepness and team performance in future research. 

Relatedly, future research might integrate measures of conflict management into this line 

of inquiry. Previous literature has provided empirical support for the merits of conflict 

management in organizational work teams (e.g., Alper, Tjosvold & Law, 2000; Hempel, Zhang, 

& Tjosvold, 2009), demonstrating that teams performed better when they endorsed a more 

constructive approach toward conflict rather than a destructive approach. As we found that 

steeper status hierarchies reduce intra-team conflict when teams perform tasks of low complexity, 

we expect that such constructive strategies may be less relevant under these circumstances. 

However, the performance effects of hierarchy steepness are rather mixed (or neutral) when 

teams perform complex tasks. So, under this task condition, it may be valuable to examine 

whether constructive conflict management strategies mitigate the negative effects and help to 

accentuate the positive effects of status hierarchy steepness. 

 In the current investigation, we specifically focused on hierarchy steepness, but we 

recognize that it is important to also study how other conceptualizations of a status hierarchy 

relate to team conflict and team performance. For example, Carton and Cummings (2012) 

recently proposed that the presence of status-based subgroups (i.e., the presence of subsets of 

team members that are each characterized by a unique degree of interdependence due to having 

similar status levels) may also have important implications for team functioning (see also 

Kameda & Sugimori, 1995; Sachdev & Bourhis, 1991). Indeed, it may be that teams with two or 

more homogeneous status-based subgroups operate quite differently than teams in which there 

are no status subgroups because the former comprise a clear deference order in status. 

Interestingly, these scholars also emphasize that the nature of a team’s task is likely to be an 

important moderating factor in explicating how different status-based subgroup configurations
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affect team performance. We therefore strongly encourage researchers to examine the role of task 

complexity in this relationship.  

Another important feature of a team’s status hierarchy is whether team members perceive 

the intra-team status distribution to be legitimate and fair (Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Tyler, 

2006). It is known that team members who perceive the status hierarchy within their team to be 

legitimate generally feel less motivated to change the status quo (Ellemers, Wilke, & Van 

Knippenberg, 1993). Yet illegitimate status hierarchies tend to elicit status struggles and feed 

conflict over higher-status positions (Berger et al., 1998; Walker, Thomas, & Zelditch, 1986). An 

interesting question is whether teams that carry out tasks of lower complexity will still benefit 

from a steeper status hierarchy when some of the members perceive this hierarchy to be 

illegitimate. Future research could therefore also examine how hierarchy steepness and hierarchy 

legitimacy jointly influence team performance under different task conditions. 

Conclusion and Practical Implication 

In this paper, we show when and why status hierarchy steepness conduces to optimal team 

performance in organizational settings. Based on our findings, we conclude that steeper 

hierarchies, through their reduction of intra-team conflict, can be beneficial for team 

performance, but only when teams perform less complex tasks. These findings suggest that 

managers of teams performing less complex tasks should be aware of their teams’ status 

hierarchies and the consequences for intra-team conflict and performance. Especially in 

egalitarian teams performing less complex tasks, it may be important to closely monitor 

interpersonal interactions and manage latent conflicts, thereby mitigating hierarchy’s potentially 

negative effects on team performance. 
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Appendix: Regression analyses results and conditional indirect relationships 

 

Relationship conflict 
 
Team performance 

 
Task conflict 

 
Team performance 

 
Process conflict 

 
Team performance 

Predictor Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 

 B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE 

Controls         

Team size  -.11 .08 .04 .09  -.05 .08 .06 .09  -.11 .08 .04 .09 

Team tenure   .04 .08 .08 .09  -.10 .08 .04 .09   .04 .08 .08 .09 

Mean status  -.13 .08 .12 .10   -.18* .08 .10 .10   -.20* .08 .09 .10 

       

Main Effects       

Hierarchy steepness -.03 .08 .05 .09 -.04 .08 .05 .09 -.11 .08 .02 .09 

Task complexity   .00 .09 .16 .10  .05 .09 .18 .10 -.01 .09 .16 .10 

       

Two-Way Interactions       

Hierarchy steepness *  

Task complexity   .10 .07 -.12 .08   .14* .07 -.11 .08   .14* .07 -.11 .08 

       

Mediator       

Relationship/task/process 

conflict 

 

   -.18*    .09 

 

   -.18*    .09 

 

   -.21*    .09 

       

ΔR
2
 .03 .05 .06 .05 .06 .07 

R
2 

(Adjusted R
2
) .09 (.01) .18 (.09) .16 (.08) .18 (.09) .16 (.08) .20 (.11) 

Conditional indirect relationship 

Moderator Value 95 % Confidence Interval (BCA) 

-1 SD -.009, .154  .003, .169  .007, .248 

M -.036, .090 -.024, .088 -.007, .159 

+1 SD -.137, .033 -.183, .018 -.089, .065 

Note. N = 72. Unstandardized regression coefficients are presented. * p < .05. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. BCA = Bias Corrected and Accelerated.  

Model 1 for team performance is not included in this table; corresponding results can be seen from Table 3.2.  
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Hierarchy is a reality of group life, for humans as well as for most other group-living species.  

And yet, there remains considerable debate about whether and when hierarchy can promote group 

performance and member satisfaction. We suggest that progress in this debate has been hampered 

by a lack of clarity about what hierarchy is and why it matters. Whereas prevailing 

conceptualizations of hierarchy in the group and organizational literature focus on centralization 

or steepness in power, prestige, or privilege, we build on the ethological and social network 

traditions to advance a view of hierarchy as cascading relations of dyadic influence. We further 

suggest that hierarchization, thus conceptualized, is more likely to capture the functional benefits 

of hierarchy whereas hierarchy as centralized power is more likely to be dysfunctional. In a study 

of 75 teams drawn from a wide range of industries, we show that whereas hierarchization (as 

cascading influence relations) reduces conflict and thereby enhances both group performance and 

member satisfaction, centralization has negative effects on conflict, performance, and 

satisfaction, particularly in groups that perform complex tasks. The theory and results of this 

study can help to clarify research on the functions and dysfunctions of hierarchy in task groups. 

 

 

 

 

This chapter is based on a manuscript under review at the Academy of Management Journal. 
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Social relationships within interdependent groups are almost invariably hierarchical. 

Hierarchical forms of organizing, in which members are stratified such that higher-ranking 

members have more power, influence, and privileges than lower-ranking members (Mazur, 

1985), have been observed in species ranging from chickens to chimps. Within the group and 

organization literatures, hierarchy is typically viewed as a key and even defining characteristic of 

formal organizations (Leavitt, 2005; Pugh & Hickson, 1976). Moreover, there is abundant 

evidence that informal or emergent relationships of power, status, and influence within 

interdependent task groups also tend toward hierarchy, even without any formal designations of 

authority (Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Ravlin & Thomas, 2005). Indeed, human beings seem hard-

wired to think and act hierarchically (Zitek & Tiedens, 2012). 

But the literature is less clear on whether hierarchical relationships in human groups are 

helpful or harmful for performance and viability. Some scholars have suggested that hierarchy 

can reduce conflict, increase coordination, encourage prosocial contributions, and even enhance 

learning and innovation (see Demange, 2004; Keltner, Van Kleef, Chen, & Kraus, 2008; Magee 

& Galinsky, 2008; Simpson, Willer, & Ridgeway, 2012; Willer, 2009). Others have noted that 

hierarchy frequently stifles innovation, decreases member motivation, and compromises group 

performance (see review in Anderson & Brown, 2010; also Auh & Menguc, 2007; Cummings & 

Cross, 2003; Gharabaghi & Anderson-Nathe, 2013; Grund, 2012; Rulke & Galaskiewicz, 2000). 

Given these contradictory predictions, a number of scholars have suggested that hierarchy may 

have contingent effects on group performance and effectiveness and have begun to look for 

moderators. Candidates include task interdependence, the legitimacy of the hierarchy, or the 

orientation (self vs. collective) of those members who occupy higher positions in the hierarchy 

(Ahuja & Carley, 1999; Anderson & Brown, 2010; Bunderson & Reagans, 2011; Halevy, Chou,
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& Galinsky, 2011; Siegel & Hambrick, 2005; Van der Vegt et al., 2010). 

Although the search for moderators is an important step toward sorting out the effects of 

hierarchy on performance, our ability to make progress in understanding the functions and 

dysfunctions of hierarchy has also been limited by a lack of consensus in the group and 

organizational literature about how to conceptualize hierarchy. Indeed, the term “hierarchy” is 

often used interchangeably with terms like “centralization”, “steepness”, “dispersion”, 

“asymmetry”, “disparity”, and “inequality” in group and organization research, terms that all 

concern vertical stratification within social groups, but that conceptualize that stratification quite 

differently. Given that researchers begin with different conceptualizations, it is perhaps not 

surprising that they also end up adopting different operationalizations of hierarchy in their 

empirical work. In fact, even scholars who invoke the same terms and concepts to describe 

hierarchy often use different approaches to operationalize it. This lack of clarity and consensus 

about the essential nature of hierarchy and how to operationalize it complicates our ability to 

draw clear and confident conclusions from past research about the functions and dysfunctions of 

hierarchy in groups and organizations. 

Moreover, there is also very little consensus in the group and organizational literature 

around the member characteristics that form the basis for hierarchical differentiation in groups. 

Past research has examined intra-group hierarchies based on member differences in factors such 

as compensation, communication, playing time, dependence, formal position, decision 

involvement, and conversational dominance, to name just a few. But not only does this diversity 

in the basis for hierarchy raise questions about the comparability of empirical findings from 

different studies, it is also not clear which of these factors – if any – form a reliable basis for 

hierarchical differentiation. The core assumption underlying the choice of any member
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characteristic as the basis for hierarchy is that member differences on that characteristic will 

predict patterns of intra-group influence and deference (De Kwaadsteniet & Van Dijk, 2010). But 

research in the ethological tradition, which has been centrally interested in understanding 

hierarchical behavior in animal groups for decades, would suggest that a characteristics-based 

approach to characterizing hierarchy is flawed because member differences – however large – do 

not always predict who influences whom (Chase, 1980). Ethologists would suggest that we 

should instead be looking directly at the structure of dyadic influence relations within a group in 

order to determine whether those relations are hierarchically ordered. 

Our purpose in the present paper is to revisit the question of how, whether, and when 

hierarchy might affect group process and performance by theoretically contrasting alternative 

approaches to conceptualizing hierarchy and empirically examining their consequences. We will 

suggest that a view of hierarchy – or hierarchization – that is grounded in and inspired by 

ethological and social network approaches to studying hierarchy (i.e., focusing on the hierarchical 

ordering of dyadic influence relations) may better capture the functional benefits of hierarchy 

whereas traditional, difference-based approaches to conceptualizing and operationalizing 

hierarchy in the organizational literature (i.e., centralization and steepness) can fail to capture 

those benefits – and may, in fact, be capturing dysfunctional forms of stratification. We 

investigate this proposition by comparing the process and performance consequences of 

hierarchization and centralization in a sample of 75 task groups drawn from a variety of different 

work settings. We then explore how the theory and results of this study can clarify and extend 

research on the functions and dysfunctions of hierarchy in groups. 
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THEORY AND HYPOTHESES 

Hierarchy in the Management Literature 

Within the management literature, social hierarchy has been defined as “an implicit or 

explicit rank order of individuals or groups with respect to a valued social dimension” (Magee & 

Galinsky, 2008, p. 354). Chief among the “valued social dimensions” that interest management 

scholars are power (i.e., control over resources), prestige (i.e., status or rank), and privilege (i.e., 

share of group benefits or rewards). Social hierarchy is present within a group when some 

members score higher on these dimensions than others (Mazur, 1985). This definition is, perhaps 

intentionally, quite broad. Under this definition, a group is hierarchical when one member has 

formal authority over others, when members differ in their levels of competence or education, 

when certain members dominate discussions or decisions, or when compensation is inequitable. 

Since differences of this sort will exist in virtually any group, it follows that social hierarchy is 

simply a fact of group life. 

For real work groups, then, the meaningful question in examining the consequences of 

hierarchy is not whether or not hierarchy exists but, rather, how much hierarchy exists, or the 

degree of hierarchy within the group. Unfortunately, there is no consensus in the group and 

organization literatures about how we should conceptualize member differences on a given 

indicator of power, prestige, or privilege in order to characterize the degree of hierarchical 

differentiation within a group. Table 4.1 summarizes past empirical studies that have grappled 

with this issue in one way or another. It includes studies that seek to characterize the degree of 

hierarchy within a group based on member differences, and does not include studies that 

manipulate the presence or absence of hierarchy (e.g., De Kwaadsteniet & Van Dijk, 2010; 

Ronay, Greenaway, Anicich, & Galinsky, 2012), studies that utilize holistic ratings of hierarchy 

(e.g., Auh & Menguc, 2007; Wong, Ormiston, & Tetlock, 2011), or studies that focus on
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organization-level hierarchies (e.g., Ivancevich & Donnelly, 1975). Table 4.1 groups studies 

based primarily on similarities in how hierarchy is operationalized in each study, since definitions 

and conceptualizations vary so widely in both focus and precision. Judgments about similarity in 

operationalizations were informed by Harrison and Klein (2007). 

Our review suggested that past studies examining the degree of hierarchy in task groups 

have adopted three general approaches to conceptualizing and operationalizing hierarchy: 1) 

hierarchy as concentration or disparity in indicators of member power, prestige, or privilege (i.e., 

“centralization”), 2) hierarchy as separation or distance between members on indicators of power, 

prestige, or privilege (i.e., “steepness”), and 3) hierarchy as the ordering of dyadic influence 

relations (i.e., “hierarchization”). Of these three, centralization is clearly the dominant 

conceptualization in the literature (15 of 24 studies or 63%), followed by steepness (6 of 24 

studies), with just a few isolated studies that have examined hierarchization (3 of 24 studies). We 

define and compare centralization and steepness in the following paragraphs, and then contrast it 

with hierarchization in the next section. 

Centralization is the concentration of power, prestige, or privilege in one member or in a 

small subset of the full membership of a social group (see similar definitions in Carter & Cullen, 

1984; Marsh, 1992). It is operationalized using measures of concentration, such as the Freeman 

(1979) index, the Gini (1936) coefficient, or the coefficient of variation, measures which quantify 

the distance between the highest scoring actor and all other actors on some dimension (see 

Harrison & Klein, 2007). Centralization is therefore maximized when one actor scores at the 

theoretical maximum and all other actors score at the theoretical minimum on some dimension, 

and is minimized when all actors have the same score. The concept of centralization is prominent 

in social network research, where centralization (in actor centrality scores) is a well-established 

measure of “stratification or inequality in the extent to which actors are involved in relations”
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(Ibarra, 1992, p. 170). The concept of centralization is not limited to social networks, however, 

but is relevant in any setting where actors differ in their possession of valued social or material 

resources. In fact, centralization is conceptually identical to what Harrison and Klein (2007) have 

called “disparity”, a form of intra-group diversity that focuses on vertical or status differences. 

 A second, less common, approach to conceptualizing the degree of hierarchy in social 

groups is to focus on “steepness” (Anderson & Brown, 2010; De Vries, Stevens, & Vervaecke, 

2006). Steepness has been defined as “asymmetries in members’ power, status, and influence” 

(Anderson & Brown, 2010, p. 56). It is operationalized using measures such as the standard 

deviation
7
 or mean Euclidean distance, measures which get at “the size of the absolute 

differences between adjacently ranked individuals” (De Vries et al., 2006, p. 585). Steepness is 

therefore maximized when half of a group scores at the theoretical maximum on some dimension 

and the other half scores at the minimum. Steepness is conceptually indistinguishable from what 

Harrison and Klein (2007) have called “separation”, although it concerns vertical rather than 

horizontal differences. Given that centralization and steepness both derive from inequalities in 

member power or influence, the two constructs will tend to be correlated
8
 and effects will tend to 

converge.   

In terms of specific findings, Table 4.1 paints an equivocal picture of the effects of 

centralization and steepness. Whereas centralization and steepness have positive effects on group 

process or performance in some studies (e.g., Frick, Prinz, & Winkelmann, 2003; Halevy, Chou, 

Galinsky, & Murnighan, 2012; He & Huang, 2011; Main, O'Reilly, & Wade, 1993; Siegel &

                                                           
7
 Some scholars have used the coefficient of variation to measure steepness (Hemelrijk, 1999), which normalizes 

dispersion relative to the group mean. Harrison & Klein (2007) suggest that the coefficient of variation is better 

thought of as a disparity measure. 
8
 To explicitly examine this correlation, we computed centralization (using Freeman, 1979) and steepness (standard 

deviation) for all of the theoretically possible configurations of influence centrality scores (the number of others over 

whom one has influence) in a six-person team (N = 46,656 possible configurations). The correlation between 

centralization and steepness was .63. 
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Hambrick, 2005), they have negative or null effects in an even larger number of studies (e.g., 

Ahuja & Carley, 1999; Bloom, 1999; Bunderson, 2003a, 2003b; Frick et al., 2003; Grund, 2012; 

Huang & Cummings, 2011; Jewell & Molina, 2004; Leonard, 1990; Richards & Guell, 1998; 

Rulke & Galaskiewicz, 2000; Siegel & Hambrick, 2005; Small & Rentsch, 2010). Moreover, 

while this mixed pattern of results would seem to suggest that moderators are at play (see 

Anderson & Brown, 2010; Halevy et al., 2011), results of studies that explicitly examined 

moderators have also been equivocal. For example, some studies find that hierarchy is negatively 

related to performance for more complex, intensive tasks (Ahuja & Carley, 1999; Bloom, 1999; 

Grund, 2012; Huang & Cummings, 2011; Siegel & Hambrick, 2005) whereas others find that 

hierarchy is positively related to performance for more complex, intensive tasks (Frick et al., 

2003; Halevy et al., 2012).   

While we would agree that the search for moderators is part of the solution, Table 4.1 

makes it clear that we as researchers must also resolve two key conceptual and operational 

questions about hierarchy before we can draw firm conclusions from past studies. First, does it 

matter which member characteristics – pay, interaction/communication, leadership, influence – 

one uses to conceptualize hierarchical differentiation in groups, or does stratification in any 

indicator of power, prestige, or privilege yield essentially the same results? And second, does it 

matter how we conceptualize and operationalize hierarchy – centralization, steepness, 

hierarchization – or are these alternative approaches essentially interchangeable? We will suggest 

that the answer to both of these questions is that it does matter. And in order to understand why, 

we must work to better understand the third, and least frequently examined, type of hierarchy that 

emerged in our review of the literature – hierarchization. 
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Table 4.1 

 

 A review of empirical studies that characterize the degree of hierarchy in human groups based on member differences
9
 

 

Study 

Basis of hierarchical 

differentiation 

Conceptualization (and 

operationalization) of 

hierarchy Study and findings 

CENTRALIZATION 

Includes studies that examine concentration or disparity within a group. Operations include the Freeman index, Gini coefficient, and coefficient of 

variation. 

Gladstein & Reilly 

(1985) 

Peer influence ratings “Decision centrality”  

(degree centralization; a la 

Freeman) 

N = 24 student groups in a management simulation. 

Degree of influence centralization was not affected 

by changes in time pressure and stakes. 

Argote, Turner, & 

Fichman (1989) 

Communication frequency  “Centralization”  

(following MacKenzie, 1966) 

N = 20 student groups in the lab. Groups facing high 

uncertainty and low threat became more centralized. 

Main, O’Reilly, & 

Wade (1993) 

Executive compensation “Executive team wage 

dispersion” 

(coefficient of variation) 

N = 209 top management teams of public firms over 

5 years. Executive team wage dispersion was 

positively related to return on assets. 

Ahuja & Carley (1999) E-mail communication “Network structure: 

Centralization” 

(degree centralization; Freeman) 

 

N = 928 e-mail communications in a virtual 

organization. Less centralized and less hierarchical 

communication networks were associated with 

higher performance for non-routine tasks. 

Bloom (1999) Player salary “Pay dispersion”  

(Gini coefficient and coefficient 

of variation) 

N = 236 major league baseball teams, 1985-1993. 

Teams with more concentrated pay structures 

performed worse financially and on the field. 

Rulke & Galaskiewicz 

(2000) 

Combined: interdependence, 

frequency of work interaction, 

and communication 

“Network decentralization” 

(degree centralization; Freeman) 

N = 39 MBA student teams in a simulation. Teams 

of specialists performed worse than teams of 

generalists unless they had decentralized structures. 

Bunderson (2003a) Peer influence ratings “Power centralization”  

(degree centralization; Freeman) 

N = 209 technicians in 35 teams. Expertise 

attributions were more likely to be based on valid 

cues in decentralized teams. 

Bunderson (2003b) Peer ratings of workflow 

interactions and decision 

involvement. 

“Power centralization”  

(degree centralization; Freeman) 

N = 44 management teams. Broad functional experts 

were more involved in team decisions when power 

was decentralized. 

                                                           
9
 This review focuses on studies that characterize the degree of hierarchy within human groups based on member differences, and does not include studies that 

manipulate the presence or absence of hierarchy (e.g., De Kwaadsteniet & Van Dijk, 2010; Ronay et al., 2012), studies that are based on holistic ratings of 

hierarchy (e.g., Auh & Menguc, 2007; Wong, Ormiston, & Tetlock, 2011), or organization-level studies (e.g., Ivancevich & Donnelly, 1975). 
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Frick, Prinz, & 

Winkelmann (2003) 

Player salary “Pay inequality” 

(Gini coefficient) 

N = 1,224 team-year observations across NFL, MLB, 

NHL, and NBA teams. NFL and MLB teams won 

more of their games when pay was more equal. MLB 

and NHL teams won more games when pay was 

more unequal. 

Jewell & Molina (2004) Player salary “Salary inequality” 

(Gini coefficient) 

N = 438 major league baseball teams, 1985-2000. 

Teams with more unequal pay performed worse on 

the field (winning percentage). 

Berdahl & Anderson 

(2005) 

Peer ratings of leadership within 

the group 

“Leadership centralization”  

(degree centralization; a la 

Freeman) 

N = 29 student groups performing interdependent 

tasks in the lab. Leadership centralization was higher 

in all-male and mixed groups. Majority female 

groups became more decentralized over time than 

did majority-male groups. 

Siegel & Hambrick 

(2005) 

Executive compensation “Top management group pay 

disparity” 

(coefficient of variation) 

N = 67 top management groups of U.S. firms. 

Variation in executive compensation was negatively 

related to firm performance (market-to-book and 

total shareholder return) for more technologically 

intensive firms, but not for less technologically 

intensive firms. 

Small & Rentsch 

(2010) 

Leadership behaviors (change-

oriented, task-oriented, 

relations-oriented) 

“Shared leadership”  

(degree centralization; Freeman) 

N = 60 student teams working on a simulation. 

Centralization of leadership was negatively related to 

team performance. 

He & Huang (2011) Number of outside board 

memberships 

“Board membership inequality”  

(Gini coefficient) 

N = 530 boards of manufacturing firms, 2001-2007. 

Board membership inequality was positively related 

to firm financial performance (ROA). 

Grund (2012) Passes between professional 

soccer players 

“Centralization of interaction”  

(degree centralization; Freeman) 

N = 283,259 passes from 23 soccer teams. 

Centralized passing networks were negatively related 

to number of goals scores in a match. 
 

STEEPNESS 

Includes studies that examine separation or distance between group members. Operations include standard deviation and average distance. 

Leonard (1990) Executive compensation “Variance and steepness of 

managerial pay” 

(variance = SD; steepness = ratio 

of pay at top to pay at the bottom) 

N = executive groups in 439 large U.S. corporations, 

1981-1985. Variance and steepness of executive 

compensation was unrelated to firm performance. 

Richards & Guell 

(1998) 

Player salary “Variance of the team’s salary” 

(variance) 

N = 112 MLB teams, 1992-1995. Teams with more 

dispersed salaries did marginally worse. 
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Van der Vegt, De Jong, 

Bunderson, & 

Molleman (2010) 

Peer ratings of power-

dependence 

“Power asymmetry” 

(mean absolute distance in dyadic 

power-dependence) 

N = 46 teams in the field. Power asymmetry was 

negatively related to learning and performance when 

teams received individual feedback but positively 

related to learning and performance when teams 

received group feedback. 

Greer & Van Kleef 

(2010) 

Level in the organizational 

hierarchy 

“Power dispersion” 

(standard deviation) 

N = 42 groups in a finance firm. Power dispersion 

was positively related to power struggles and conflict 

in high-power teams but negatively related to those 

same outcomes in low-power teams.  

Halevy, Chou, 

Galinsky, & 

Murnighan (2012) 

Pay, starting lineup position, and 

playing time 

“Hierarchy” or “Dispersion” 

(standard deviation) 

N = 254 NBA basketball teams (11 seasons). Teams 

with higher pay and starting lineup dispersion were 

more cooperative (as measured by assists, turnovers, 

defensive rebounds, and field goal percentage) and 

won more of their games. 

Huang & Cummings 

(2011) 

Knowledge sharing behavior “Critical knowledge 

centralization”  

(mean Euclidean distance in 

member centrality) 

N= 177 teams in a multi-national food company. 

Knowledge centralization was negatively related to 

executive-rated team performance, especially when 

members came from different business units or were 

sharing new knowledge. 
 

HIERARCHIZATION 

Includes studies that examine the ordering of dyadic influence relations within a group. Operations include linearity and degree of hierarchy. 

Ahuja & Carley (1999) E-mail communication “Network structure: Hierarchy”  

(degree of hierarchy; Krackhardt) 

 

N = 928 e-mail communications in a virtual 

organization. Less centralized and hierarchical 

communication networks were associated with 

higher performance for non-routine tasks. 

Mast (2002) Interruptions during group 

discussion 

“Hierarchical organization” 

(degree of linearity in dominance 

relations) 

N = 58 men and 58 women organized into 28 same-

sex groups. Groups engaged in two leaderless 

discussions. All-male groups began the first 

discussion with a more linear dominance hierarchy 

but converged with all-female groups by the end of 

that discussion. This pattern was reversed during the 

second discussion, with female groups starting out 

more linear. 

Cummings & Cross 

(2003) 

Communication frequency “Hierarchical structure” 

(degree of hierarchy; Krackhardt) 

N = 182 work groups in a Fortune 500 

telecommunications firm. Hierarchical 

communication structures were negatively associated 

with performance. 
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Hierarchy as Cascading Influence Relations 

In 1922, Thorleif Schjelderupp-Ebbe coined the term “pecking order” (Hackordnung) to 

describe the clear dominance hierarchies that he observed among chickens, hierarchies that 

emerged from aggressive encounters (i.e., pecking behavior) (Schjelderupp-Ebbe, 1935). Since 

that time, the existence of dominance hierarchies across a wide range of species, including 

humans, has been one of the more robust and well-studied findings in the ethological literature 

(Chase, 1980; Mazur, 1985). Researchers have found that dominance hierarchies are pervasive, 

that they emerge quickly, and that they are quite stable (Bernstein, 1969; Demange, 2004; 

McDonald & Shizuka, 2013). Moreover, researchers have observed that dominance hierarchies 

tend to be highly linear (Chase, Tovey, Spangler-Martin, & Manfredonia, 2002; Shizuka & 

McDonald, 2012). A dominance hierarchy is linear when A dominates all others group members, 

B dominates all but A, C dominates all but A and B, and so forth. In other words, in a perfectly 

linear hierarchy, dominance has been resolved in every dyad and every triad is transitive (i.e., if 

A > B and B > C then A > C, where “>” indicates dominance) (McDonald & Shizuka, 2013). As 

a result, there is never any uncertainty about who dominates whom. 

 A number of scholars have suggested that the transitive – or perhaps more accurately, 

cascaded – ordering of influence relations (rather than dominance relations; see Mazur, 1985) is 

the essence of hierarchy in human groups as well. The archetype of a human hierarchy is the tree 

structure (Corominas-Murtra, Goni, Sole, & Rodriguez-Caso, 2013; Demange, 2004; Izar, 

Ferreira, & Sato, 2006; Kemp & Tenenbaum, 2008; Krackhardt, 1994). In the most complex of 

trees, the trunk can split into any number of branches which can split into any number of limbs 

which can split into any number of twigs. But twigs do not reconnect into limbs and branches do 

not reconnect into the trunk. Similarly, in a pure influence hierarchy, person A can have influence 

over any number of B’s who in turn have influence over any number of C’s who in turn have
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influence over any number of D’s. But if in such a hierarchy Dx has influence over A, we no 

longer have a pure hierarchy. 

Unlike the linear hierarchies that emerge in animal groups, a tree structure does not 

require that all triads be transitive. In fact, a tree structure presumes that influence in many dyads 

will be unresolved. This is a key feature of influence relations in human task groups (Martin, 

2009). Individuals A, B, and C may have no influence relation at all because they operate in 

different departments of a firm or on different subtasks within a group. But a tree structure does 

require that the structure of influence relations not be intransitive, where an actor lower in the 

hierarchy has influence over someone who has direct or indirect influence over her. Put 

differently, influence relations in a tree structure are cascading and, like water cascading over 

rocks, never flow upstream. In social network terms, a tree structure is a digraph with asymmetric 

reachability, i.e., a network structure in which influence relations are directed (i.e., from one actor 

to another) and where if there is a path from A to D, then there is not also a path from D to A (see 

Krackhardt, 1994; McDonald & Shizuka, 2013). Violations of this principle introduce uncertainty 

into what would otherwise be a clearly ordered set of influence relations. 

 A nice example of hierarchy as cascading influence relations can be found in Klein, 

Ziegert, Knight, and Xiao’s (2006) study of leadership structures in trauma care medical teams. 

An attending surgeon in their study described her team’s dynamics as follows: “[T]here is a very 

rigid hierarchy underlying that. The flow is one way. The fellow can always supersede the 

resident, but the resident can’t supersede the fellow. The attending can always supersede the 

fellow and the resident, but neither one of them can supersede the attending” (p. 602). Klein et al. 

(2006) found that a clear team hierarchy set the stage for flexible and adaptive leader behaviors to 

emerge within these teams. 
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Hierarchization provides a very different approach to conceptualizing social hierarchy 

than either centralization or steepness. Whereas hierarchization begins with dyadic influence 

relations and examines whether those relations are hierarchically ordered, centralization and 

steepness begin with indicators of member power, prestige, or privilege and examine disparity or 

difference between members on those indicators (see Chase, 1980, p. 907). With hierarchization, 

the question is not which members get paid more, are more central, or receive more leadership or 

higher expertise ratings but, rather, whether the overall pattern of dyadic influence relations 

within the group is cascading. The basis for hierarchical differentiation in determining 

hierarchization is therefore dyadic influence – not those factors that may affect dyadic influence 

(which may be antecedents), or even aggregate measures of influence, but actual dyadic influence 

relations. 

 It is, of course, possible that the two are closely related, i.e., that stratification in 

indicators of intra-group power or prestige will predict the hierarchical ordering of influence 

relations. Indeed, this is what most researchers implicitly or explicitly assume is the case (see De 

Kwaadsteniet & Van Dijk, 2010; Ronay et al., 2012, p. 2). After all, we know from expectation 

states research that status characteristics are positively and significantly correlated with influence 

in task groups (Berger, Cohen, & Zelditch, 1972). But as Chase (1980) has demonstrated, in 

order for member characteristics of any type to predict hierarchies of even moderate linearity, the 

correlation between member characteristics and dyadic influence would have to be unreasonably 

high (e.g., above .90), much higher than the correlations that have typically been observed in 

either animal or human groups. The same is true for omnibus measures of power, prestige, or 

privilege. As a result, if the goal is to understand the extent to which hierarchy is actually enacted 

within a social group, hierarchization is a much more direct and valid indicator of hierarchy than 

either centralization or steepness. 
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Process and Performance Effects of Hierarchization and Centralization 

 As noted earlier, the ubiquity of hierarchy across group-living species has led many 

researchers to conclude that hierarchy must serve adaptive and functional roles (Demange, 2004; 

Halevy et al., 2011; Moosa & Ud-Dean, 2011). While past attempts to articulate those functions 

have offered various explanations, a central and recurring theme is that hierarchy provides a 

robust solution to conflict and coordination problems by shaping patterns of deference and 

influence. So, for example, Moosa and Ud-Dean (2011, p. 204) argue that a stable hierarchy in an 

animal group “reduces fighting cost for resources of both dominant and subordinate individuals 

compared to unstable systems where no hierarchy is present”. Demange (2004, p. 756) developed 

a formal model of conflict (i.e., blocking behavior) and coordination in hierarchical (defined as a 

tree structure) versus non-hierarchical groups and concluded that “a hierarchical decision process 

is shown to be … much more efficient in reaching stable outcomes than other processes”. Ronay 

et al. (2012) argued that “When there is a clear hierarchy, division of labor and patterns of 

deference reduce conflict, facilitate coordination, and ultimately improve productivity” (see also 

Anderson & Brown, 2010; Greer, 2014; Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Simpson et al., 2012). 

 We will suggest that a view of hierarchy as cascading relations of dyadic influence (i.e., 

hierarchization) is much more likely to serve these conflict-resolution and coordination functions 

than a view of hierarchy as the magnitude of member differences in power, prestige, or privilege 

(i.e., centralization or steepness). In order to allow for a more focused theoretical elaboration of 

this proposition, we will specifically compare hierarchization with centralization, leaving a 

comparison of hierarchization with steepness for future research. This seems appropriate given 

that centralization is the most common approach to conceptualizing hierarchy in the group and 

organization literatures. Moreover, as we demonstrated earlier, centralization and steepness tend
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to be correlated and we would therefore expect their effects to converge. We will, however, 

revisit the question of steepness in our post hoc analysis. 

 Recall that hierarchization reaches its theoretical maximum when all influence relations 

within a group are cascading. When influence relations are perfectly hierarchical, there is no 

circularity in questions of deference and therefore no question about who has the ultimate say 

when disagreements arise, or when the group needs direction. In contrast, lack of hierarchical 

ordering creates an environment where conflicts are both more likely (because it is not clear 

whose opinions, proposals, or directions should be given greater weight) and more problematic 

(because there is no accepted arbiter to resolve those conflicts). In other words, hierarchization 

serves to structure and direct influence relations between and among group members in a way 

that allows for the resolution of conflict and the coordination of effort. This is essentially the 

argument for hierarchy that has been advanced in past theory and research and that was just 

reviewed in the above paragraph. 

 In contrast, centralization reaches its theoretical maximum when one member has 

maximum influence and others are at the minimum. In other words, centralization is maximized 

when a) the differences between high- and low-ranking members are large and b) some members 

have identical low rankings
10

. This would seem to be a perfect recipe for jealousy, rivalry, 

competition, coalition-building, and conflict as those members with identical low ranks jockey 

with one another in their attempts to influence outcomes in their favor or to curry favor with 

higher-ranking members. This is consistent with past research which has suggested that the 

centralization of power or influence within a group leads to political behavior, coalition-building, 

and upward influence (Bendersky & Hays, 2012; Eisenhardt & Bourgeois, 1988; Ibarra, 1992). 

These political dynamics are not only disruptive and inefficient, they also tend to result in

                                                           
10

 Although we are focusing on centralization here, it is worth noting that this statement is also true for steepness. 
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decisions that favor socially-advantaged members (e.g., members of a demographic majority) and 

not necessarily competent members (Bunderson, 2003a; 2003b). 

 In short, we expect that hierarchization will decrease and centralization will increase the 

conflicts that arise as group members strive to coordinate their work. Researchers have suggested 

that conflict in small groups can take a variety of different (but correlated) forms, including 

conflict about the technical elements of a task (task conflict), about interpersonal relations and 

compatibilities (relationship conflict), about how to organize member roles, responsibilities, and 

relations in order to perform a group’s work (process conflict), and about relative member 

standing in the group (status conflict) (see Behfar, Mannix, Peterson, & Trochim, 2011; Bendersky 

& Hays, 2012; De Wit, Greer, & Jehn, 2012; Jehn, 1997). Hierarchization could potentially 

reduce all of these forms of conflict since a clear ordering of influence relations provides a means 

by which disagreements of any type can be resolved. We will focus here on process conflicts, 

however, because our earlier arguments imply that hierarchization will promote group 

effectiveness by providing a means by which group members can resolve disagreements related 

to organizing roles, responsibilities, and relations – i.e., process conflict. We will, however, 

consider other forms of conflict in our post hoc analyses. Process conflict has been shown to 

relate consistently and negatively to adaptive group processes (e.g., cohesion, satisfaction) and 

outcomes (e.g., innovativeness) (Behfar et al., 2011; Greer, Jehn, & Mannix, 2008; Jehn, Greer, 

Levine, & Szulanski, 2008; Matsuo, 2006; see also meta-analysis by De Wit et al., 2012).     

 In sum, we hypothesize that the centralization of influence relations within a group will 

increase process conflict whereas the hierarchization of influence relations will decrease process 

conflict. To be complete, however, our hypotheses must also acknowledge that centralization can 

overlap with hierarchization. As noted earlier, a centralized influence structure can be more or 

less hierarchical. And if influence relations in a centralized group are hierarchically ordered, that
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ordering may help to resolve some of the coordination problems described earlier. At the same 

time, it may be that the advantages of hierarchization will be mitigated in centralized groups. In 

other words, we expect that hierarchization will reduce process conflicts after accounting for any 

negative effects of centralization and that centralization will increase process conflicts after 

accounting for any positive effects of hierarchization. Stated formally: 

Hypothesis 1: When controlling for the centralization of influence relations within a 

group, the hierarchization of those relations will be negatively associated with 

process conflict within the group. 

Hypothesis 2: When controlling for the hierarchization of influence relations within a 

group, the centralization of those relations will be positively associated with process 

conflict within the group. 

It is important to note that Hypothesis 1 is explicitly about the hierarchization of influence 

relations and not about the hierarchization of other types of intra-group relations. It is not at all 

clear that hierarchically-ordered communication relations, for example, will have the same 

benefits (see Cummings & Cross, 2003). 

The Moderating Role of Task Complexity 

 Hypothesis 1 and 2 propose direct effects of hierarchization and centralization on process 

conflict in groups. But past theoretical work has suggested that the effects of hierarchy on intra-

group processes are likely to be moderated by characteristics of a group’s task (Anderson & 

Brown, 2010; Halevy et al., 2011). For example, a number of scholars have suggested that 

hierarchy will have different implications for group process and performance in groups that 

perform simple versus complex tasks (Ahuja & Carley, 1999; Anderson & Brown, 2010; Siegel 

& Hambrick, 2005). 
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Task complexity concerns the clarity, routineness, predictability, and standardizability of 

group tasks (Withey, Daft, & Cooper, 1983). As tasks become more complex, unforeseen 

problems and exceptions are more likely to arise, requiring case-by-case problem solving and 

decision making in order to appropriately adapt group processes and procedures to task demands. 

As a result, there is a greater need for members to exercise individual and collective judgment 

and discretion in the execution of complex tasks, which creates more opportunities for group 

members to disagree about the best way to resolve particular problems or address particular 

situations (Bigley & Roberts, 2001; Siegel & Hambrick, 2005). Clearly ordered influence 

relations (i.e., hierarchization) should therefore become especially important for teams that 

perform complex tasks since hierarchization provides a ready means by which these conflicts and 

disagreements can be avoided and, if they arise, resolved. In contrast, task complexity should 

exacerbate the conflict and coordination problems that arise in centralized groups since each new 

twist or turn in task demands provides a fresh opportunity for members to squabble and posture 

about how to proceed and about whose ideas are best. These arguments are consistent with the 

findings of Ahuja and Carley (1999) and Siegel and Hambrick (2005) who found that 

centralization was negatively associated with team performance in teams that performed more 

complex tasks. We therefore hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 3: Task complexity will moderate the negative relationship between 

hierarchization and process conflict; the relationship will be stronger in teams that 

perform more complex tasks. 

Hypothesis 4: Task complexity will moderate the positive relationship between 

centralization and process conflict; the relationship will be stronger in teams that 

perform more complex tasks. 
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Implications for Group Performance and Member Satisfaction 

 Finally, we would suggest that hierarchization and centralization will have consequences 

for both group performance and member satisfaction because of their effects on process conflict. 

Past research has demonstrated a consistent and negative relationship between process conflict 

and group performance (Behfar et al., 2011; Passos & Caetano, 2005; Vodosek, 2007; see meta-

analysis by De Wit et al., 2012). Process conflicts compromise group performance because 

member energy and attention is diverted from task accomplishment and toward resolving debates 

and disagreement about how to accomplish tasks, i.e., who should perform what tasks, how to 

manage scheduling and workflow, what to do with free riders, etc. (Passos & Caetano, 2005). As 

Behfar et al. (2011, p. 128) noted, process coordination and the avoidance of process losses lie at 

the heart of our theorizing about group effectiveness. We therefore hypothesize that 

hierarchization and centralization will have indirect effects on group performance through their 

effects (direct and task-contingent) on process conflict. Formally: 

Hypothesis 5: Hierarchization will have a positive indirect effect on group 

performance through its effect on process conflict. 

Hypothesis 6: Centralization will have a negative indirect effect on group 

performance through its effect on process conflict. 

 Whereas scholars often disagree about whether hierarchy is good or bad for group 

performance, there is considerable agreement about the effects of hierarchy on member 

satisfaction and morale. In short, scholars have long suggested that hierarchy undermines 

member satisfaction (Leavitt, 1951). Even in the animal literature, researchers note that despite 

its apparent benefits for group-living species, “hierarchy imposes stress-related burdens at the 

individual-level on a longer timescale” (Moosa & Ud-Dean, 2011, p. 204). These stress-related 

burdens increase the risk of stress-related diseases such as hypertension, depression, and heart
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disease (Sapolsky, 2005). In a review of group and organization research on stratification, 

Anderson and Brown (2010, p. 64) concluded that “Taller hierarchical structures almost always 

predicted worse attitude-related outcomes”. 

 We would suggest that, at least in human groups, these negative attitudinal effects of 

hierarchy may be due to centralization and not to the hierarchization of dyadic influence 

relations. We have suggested that centralized or steep networks foster process conflict whereas 

hierarchization reduces process conflict. There is strong evidence in the literature to suggest that 

process conflict heightens uncertainty and fosters negative emotion in groups. In their recent 

meta-analysis, for example, De Wit et al. (2012) found strong negative relationships between 

process conflict and trust, cohesion, satisfaction, commitment, identification, and organizational 

citizenship behavior. At the same time, they found that decreases in process conflict increased 

these positive attitudinal outcomes. We would therefore expect that by heightening process 

conflict, centralization can have negative effects on member satisfaction in groups. In contrast, by 

reducing process conflict and smoothing coordination, hierarchization should have a positive 

effect on satisfaction. We therefore hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 7: Hierarchization will have a positive indirect effect on member 

satisfaction through its effect on process conflict. 

Hypothesis 8: Centralization will have a negative indirect effect on member 

satisfaction through its effect on process conflict. 

 

Our theoretical model is summarized in Figure 4.1. 
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Figure 4.1 The research model 

 

 

 

DATA AND METHOD 

Sample and Procedures 

Past research on hierarchy in teams has been conducted in a wide range of team settings, 

including top management teams, research teams, sports teams, student groups, boards of 

directors, manufacturing teams, telecommunications teams, and customer service teams (see 

Table 4.1). Given this broad sample of teams, one explanation for the equivocal pattern of results 

in past research is that the effects of hierarchy will vary depending on the type of team studied. In 

order to mitigate this concern in the present study, we adopted a data collection approach that was 

explicitly designed to create a diverse sample of different types of teams, while utilizing a 

standard data collection protocol so that all teams could be studied together.   

Specifically, with the help of a team of research assistants, we identified existing work 

teams in the field that met the following basic definition of a team: groups must a) have at least 4-
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5 members, b) perform organizationally-relevant work (not trivial tasks), c) interact frequently 

face-to-face, d) share resources and information, and e) coordinate efforts toward the 

accomplishment of joint goals (see Kozlowski & Bell, 2003). Once eligible teams were 

identified, supervisors were contacted by a member of our research team and invited to 

participate in a study of team characteristics and member interactions. When a team supervisor 

agreed to cooperate, he or she provided us with additional information such as the nature of the 

tasks performed by the team, the size and industry sector of the organization, and the names of 

team members.   

Data were then collected using standardized data collection instruments and procedures. 

Two separate surveys were distributed: a team member survey and a supervisor survey. In the 

team member survey, members rated dyadic influence, task complexity, process conflict, and job 

satisfaction. Supervisors were always external to the team, and were therefore not included in the 

team member survey. Supervisors rated overall team performance only. All data were collected 

within a two month period. 

The final sample consisted of 457 respondents from 75 work teams in 56 different 

organizations. The overall response rate among participating work teams was 94% and the 

average within-team response rate was 95%. Table 4.2 provides a summary of the types of teams 

that were included in our final sample, along with a brief description of team tasks. As we 

intended, these teams came from a wide range of organizations, industries, and sectors. For 

example, teams came from 13 different industries, including information technology, hospitality, 

finance, consulting, agriculture, transportation, telecommunications, education, manufacturing, 

and government services. Twenty-eight teams (37%) worked in branch offices. In terms of 

organization (or branch office) size, 11 teams (15%) worked in organizations or branches with 

fewer than 20 employees, 17 (23%) in organizations or branches with between 21 and 100
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employees, 22 (29%) in organizations or branches with between 100 and 500 employees, and 20 

(27%) in organizations or branches with more than 500 employees. Forty-one (55%) of these 

organizations came from the for-profit sector, with 34 (45%) not-for-profits. 

Teams had 6.47 members on average (SD = 2.22), with an average team tenure of 3.95 

years (SD = 4.15). The average member age was 40.71 years (SD = 11.48), and 57% were male. 

Almost all team members (98.7%) had a vocational qualification or higher. Among team 

supervisors, the average age was 47.31 years (SD = 9.71), 71% were male, and all had a 

vocational qualification or higher. Supervisors’ average team tenure was 5.13 years (SD = 5.95).  
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Table 4.2 
 

Description of teams and tasks in the sample 

Type of team Description of specific tasks # Teams 

Healthcare (5) Special care for disabled patients 

Treating (cardiology) patients 

Vaccination, screening, and treatment of patients with sexually transmitted diseases 

1 

3 

1 

Sales (4) Selling – dairy products, distribution techniques, cars, and flexible foils 4 

Management (11) Managing day-to-day operations of a restaurant chain 

Managing production processes and quality control 

Managing 15 tire centers 

Scheduling, planning, and coordinating activities 

4 

2 

1 

4 

Research and research 

support (6) 

Conducting pharmaceutical research 

Analyzing the chemical processes and fermentation of waste materials 

Updating and clearing the national archives and making them accessible 

Reviewing and making decisions on grant proposals, monitoring granted projects 

1 

2 

2 

1 

Administrative support: 

HR, legal, policy (7) 

Recruiting and selecting employees, HR advice, personnel administration 

Administrative organization, quality control and support of staff 

3 

4 

Educational (7) Developing educational program for high school students 

Teaching elementary school children, and organizing remedial teaching 

Teaching and coaching of asylum seekers 

Team development and training for police officers 

3 

2 

1 

1 

Finance (5) Cost control and estimation, purchasing, and planning 

Managing retirement insurances 

4 

1 

Consulting (7) Financial and risk management of companies, providing advice to board members 

Supporting the board with developing their mission, strategy, and monitoring system 

Providing legal advice; monitoring adherence to legal regulations by companies 

2 

2 

3 

Engineering (10) Directing the production of airplane components and assessing their quality 

Realizing the detailed design of wind turbines 

Building and testing mobile banking applications for the iPhone and iPad, using Android 

Maintenance of computers, technical services, and software solutions 

Designing, building, testing, and implementing telecommunication products 

2 

1 

3 

2 

2 

Marketing (4) News selection & script writing, field marketing; promoting, planning, & organizing mktg. activities 4 

Other (9) Purchasing oil and gas 

Monitoring facility management activities; maintenance planning and execution 
Social security-related services and activities 

1 

4 
4 

 TOTAL: 75 
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Measures 

Influence hierarchization and centralization. Influence hierarchization and 

centralization were measured using a dyadic rating approach. Specifically, participants were 

given the names of all members of their team (excluding their supervisor) and were asked to 

respond to the following question: “To what extent does each of the following persons exercise 

influence over you?” (1 = not at all; 2 = somewhat; 3 = to a large extent). Given that only 14% of 

respondents marked “to a large extent” whereas 46% marked “somewhat”, we collapsed these 

categories in order to create a dichotomous variable in which 0 = “not at all” and 1 = “somewhat” 

or “to a large extent”. 

We used responses to this question to create a sociomatrix in which matrix element xij 

represents member i’s assessment of whether member j has any influence over him or her. We 

then computed hierarchization using Krackhardt’s (1994; Everett & Krackhardt, 2012) network 

hierarchy measure. Network hierarchy is measured as 1 – [v / max(v)], where v is the number of 

pairs in the network where influence is symmetric (A influences B and B influences A, directly or 

through other members) and max(v) is the total number of connected pairs (A influences B or B 

influences A). Hierarchy values can range from 0 (all connected pairs have symmetric influence) 

to 1 (all connected pairs have asymmetric influence). 

We computed influence centralization using Freeman’s (1979) centralization index, 

∑(cmax-ci) / (n-1)
2
, where ci is each member’s influence centrality score, cmax is the highest 

influence centrality score within the team, and n is the number of team members. Influence 

centrality for each member (ci) was computed as the number of other team members who 

indicated that a given team member had influence over them. Centralization ranges from 0 (all 

members have equal influence) to 1 (one member has influence over all others who have 

influence over no one). 
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Task complexity. Task complexity was measured with eight items adapted from Withey et 

al. (1983). Sample items include: “We follow an understandable sequence of steps in performing 

our team tasks”; “We use established procedures and practices to perform our team tasks”; “The 

tasks of our team are very routine”; and “There is a clearly known way to do the major types of 

work we normally encounter”. We measured these eight items on a seven-point scale (1 = 

strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree), and reverse-coded them to form a global measure of task 

complexity for each team member. Cronbach’s alpha for the eight-item scale was .81, and 

aggregation statistics supported aggregation to the team-level (ICC1 = .37; ICC2 = .79; F(74,387) 

= 4.72, p < .001); the median rwg(j) value using a uniform expected variance distribution was .93 

(SD = .06) (James, Demaree, & Wolf, 1984). 

Process conflict. Process conflict was measured with three process conflict items from 

Shah and Jehn (1993): “To what extent are there disagreements about who should do what in 

your work team?”; “To what extent is there conflict in your work team about task 

responsibilities?”; and “To what extent do you disagree about resource allocation in your work 

team?” (1 = to a small extent, 7 = to a large extent). Cronbach’s alpha for the combined three-

item scale was .82, and aggregation statistics supported aggregating to the team-level (ICC1 = 

.14; ICC2 = .52; F(74,376) = 2.07, p < .001; ); the median rwg(j) value using a uniform expected 

variance distribution was .84 (SD = .21). 

Team performance. Because our sample included a diverse set of work teams that 

pursued very different tasks and responsibilities, we used a broad measure of team performance 

as suggested by previous research (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992). Specifically, we asked each 

supervisor to compare the performance of the focal work team with that of relevant other work 

teams with similar composition, tasks, and customers on the following criteria: quality, 

effectiveness, work speed, meeting deadlines, and performance continuity. The response set
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ranged from 1 (far below average) to 7 (far above average). Cronbach’s alpha for the combined 

five-item scale was .84, suggesting that supervisors were evaluating an overall construct of team 

effectiveness. 

Job satisfaction. Job satisfaction was measured with four items taken from Agho, Price, 

and Mueller’s (1992) global satisfaction measure: “I find real enjoyment in my job; “I am never 

bored with my job”; “I feel fairly well satisfied with my job”; and “I would not consider taking 

another kind of job”. Cronbach’s alpha for the combined four-item scale was .91, and aggregation 

statistics supported aggregating to the team-level (ICC1 = .13; ICC2 = .50; F(74,377) = 2.00, p < 

.001); the median rwg(j) value using a uniform expected variance distribution was .92 (SD = .20). 

Control variables. Influence hierarchization scores are inherently density-constrained; as 

density increases, the proportion of symmetric pairs increases, which reduces hierarchization. We 

therefore controlled for influence density in all analyses (average of all influence centrality scores 

within the team). Given that size varied considerably across work teams and we know that team 

size relates to cohesiveness and internal communication in groups, team size was also included as 

a control variable in all analyses (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; Bantel & Jackson, 1989). We also 

ran our models with the following control variables: mean team tenure, age diversity, team tenure 

diversity, and gender diversity. Since none of these control variables affected the pattern of 

significant results, we do not include them in the final models reported in this paper, consistent 

with the recommendations of Becker (2005). Nevertheless, they are included in our correlation 

matrix. 

RESULTS 

 Table 4.3 reports descriptive statistics and correlations for all study variables. We 

observed a positive and significant correlation between centralization and process conflict
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(r = .24, p < .05) and a negative and significant correlation between hierarchization and process 

conflict (r = -.30, p < .01), as we would expect given Hypotheses 1 and 2. We also observed a 

strong correlation between hierarchization and density (r = -.70, p < .01), and a modest but 

significant correlation between hierarchization and team size (r = -.32, p < .01), underscoring the 

need to control for these two variables in our analyses. Hierarchization and centralization were 

weakly correlated (r = .22, n.s.). 

 Table 4.4 reports the results of regression analyses examining the main and/or interactive 

effects of hierarchization and centralization on process conflict (Model 1), group performance 

(Model 2), and member satisfaction (Model 3). Hypotheses 1 and 2 predicted that hierarchization 

would be negatively and centralization positively related to process conflict. The results reported 

in Model 1 of Table 4.4 are consistent with these predictions, with a negative and significant 

coefficient for hierarchization (B = -.47, p < .001) and a positive and significant coefficient for 

centralization (B = .19, p < .05). Hypotheses 3 and 4 predicted that both of these effects would be 

amplified in groups that perform more complex tasks. This prediction was supported in the case 

of centralization (Hypothesis 4) but not hierarchization (Hypothesis 3). Specifically, whereas the 

interaction between hierarchization and task complexity did not significantly predict process 

conflict (B = -.06, n.s.), the interaction between centralization and task complexity was a 

significant predictor (B = .20, p < .05). A plot of this interaction (see Figure 4.2) provides further 

insight into the nature of the effect. Whereas centralization is essentially unrelated to process 

conflict when task complexity is low, it becomes strongly associated with conflict when task 

complexity is high. 
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Table 4.3 

 

Descriptive statistics and correlations 

 

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1. Mean team tenure
a
 47.60 30.90 

          2. Age diversity 0.20 0.09   .23
*
 

          3. Team tenure diversity 0.66 0.31 .16 .17 

         4. Gender diversity 0.29 0.20 -.02 -.01 -.16 

        5. Team size 6.47 2.22 .02 .09 .14 .17 

       6. Influence density 0.56 0.19 .01 .01 -.17 -.07 -.02 

      7. Influence hierarchization 0.41 0.36 -.07 -.13 .07 .01  -.32
**

  -.70
**

 

     8. Influence centralization 0.41 0.21 -.09 .00 .01 .20 -.14 -.13 .22 

    9. Task complexity 4.20 0.69 -.07 .19 .00 .07 -.07  .28
*
 -.10 -.02 

   10. Process conflict 4.41 0.36 .05 .14 -.14 .17 -.05 .17  -.30
**

  .24
*
 .15 

  11. Group performance 5.15 0.76 -.15 .09 .02 -.05 .07 .13 -.08 .01  .25
*
 -.15 

 12. Member satisfaction 5.23 0.79 .19 .18 .07 -.14 .01 -.02 .11 -.20 .04  -.36
**

 .05 

Note. N = 75. 
*
 p < .05, 

**
 p < .01, 

***
 p < .001. 

a
 In months. 
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Table 4.4  

 

Regression results: Process conflict, group performance, and member satisfaction 

 

Predictor 

Model 1 

Process 

conflict 

Model 2 

Group 

performance 

Model 3 

Member 

satisfaction 

Covariates    

   Team size  -.13 (.08)  .03 (.10)  .01 (.08) 

   Influence density  -.18 (.10) -.01 (.13)  .05 (.11) 

    

Independent variables    

   Influence hierarchization     -.47 (.11)
***

 -.22 (.16)  .09 (.13) 

   Influence centralization  .19 (.08)
*
  .06 (.10)  -.11 (.08) 

    

Moderator    

   Task complexity  .15 (.07)
*
    .27 (.09)

**
   .04 (.08) 

    

Interactions    

   Influence hierarchization * Task complexity -.06 (.07)  -.00 (.09)  .06 (.08) 

   Influence centralization * Task complexity    .20 (.08)
*
    .25 (.10)

*
  -.01 (.08) 

    

Mediator 

   Process conflict 

  

 -.39 (.15)
*
 

 

  -.28 (.12)
*
 

 

Model F 4.33
***

 2.07
~
 1.64 

R
2 
         .31 .20   .17 

Note. N = 75. Unstandardized regression coefficients are presented.  

Standard errors in parentheses. 
*
 p < .05, 

**
 p < .01, 

***
 p < .001, 

~
 p = .051. 
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Figure 4.2 The moderating effect of task complexity on the relationship between influence 

centralization and process conflict 

 

 

Hypotheses 5 through 8 predicted that hierarchization and centralization would have 

indirect effects on both performance and satisfaction through process conflict. Results are 

presented in Models 2 and 3 of Table 4.4. After controlling for the main and task-contingent 

effects of hierarchization and centralization, process conflict was negatively related to both 

performance and satisfaction in these teams (B = -.39, p < .05 and B = -.28, p < .05 respectively). 

We examined the significance of the (conditional) indirect effects predicted in Hypotheses 5 

through 8 using the bootstrapping procedures recommended by Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes 

(2007). Results are summarized in Table 4.5. We predicted that hierarchization and centralization 

would have indirect effects on group performance and member satisfaction through their effects
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on process conflict. We found that the indirect effect of hierarchization on both performance and 

satisfaction was positive and significant at all levels of task complexity (i.e., 95% bias corrected 

and accelerated confidence intervals did not include zero). We also found that the indirect effect 

of centralization on both performance and satisfaction was negative and significant only when 

task complexity was at average or high levels, consistent with our earlier finding. These results 

provide support for Hypotheses 5-8.  

Table 4.5  

 

Bootstrap results for conditional indirect relationships 

 

Group performance 

Task 

complexity 

Effect 

hierarchization 

BCA-

L95 

BCA-

U95 

Effect 

centralization 

BCA-

L95 

BCA-

U95 

Low .16 .04 .37    .00 -.12  .10 

Average .19 .04 .42   -.08 -.19   -.003 

High .21 .03 .53   -.15 -.34  -.01 

Member satisfaction 

Task 

complexity 

Effect 

hierarchization 

BCA-

L95 

BCA-

U95 

Effect 

centralization 

BCA-

L95 

BCA-

U95 

Low  .12 .03 .29  .00 -.08  .06 

Average  .13 .02 .30 -.05 -.18 -.01 

High  .15 .02 .40 -.11 -.27 -.02 

Note. Bootstrap N = 1,000. Bias corrected and accelerated (BCA) confidence intervals are 

reported. BCA-L95 = 95% confidence interval lower limit. BCA-U95 = 95% confidence interval 

upper limit. 

 

Post Hoc Analyses 

 We conducted two post hoc analyses in order to establish the robustness of these results
11

. 

First, in order to bound our analysis, we focused our formal model and empirical test on 

comparing hierarchization with centralization rather than steepness, since centralization is the 

more common conceptualization. Nevertheless, we did conduct post hoc analyses in which we re-

ran our models using steepness (i.e., the standard deviation of peer-rated influence within the

                                                           
11

 Exact results from these post hoc analyses can be obtained by contacting the author. 
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team) in place of centralization. Steepness and centralization were correlated at .73 in this sample 

of teams (p < .001), slightly larger than in our earlier analysis of hypothetical teams (r = .63). 

Moreover, replacing centralization with steepness in our analyses resulted in a very similar 

pattern of significant results. Steepness was positively related to process conflict (p < .05) 

whereas hierarchization was negatively related to process conflict (p < .001), and the indirect 

effect of steepness on performance and satisfaction was negative and significant but only when 

task complexity was moderate to high. The interactive effect of hierarchization and task 

complexity on process conflict did not achieve significance, however. Notably, steepness had a 

direct negative effect on satisfaction (p = .051) whereas centralization did not. In short, steepness 

and centralization had largely convergent effects in this sample of teams. 

 Second, we focused on process conflict as the mediator in our model given that process 

conflict is specifically concerned with conflicts related to the delineation of member roles, 

responsibilities, and relations – the very conflicts that we suggested could be resolved by 

hierarchization and exacerbated by centralization. As noted earlier, however, researchers have 

identified other forms of conflict – related to tasks, relationships, and status – which might also 

be affected by hierarchization and centralization. We therefore re-ran models with a) task 

conflict, b) relationship conflict, and c) status conflict as mediators in place of process conflict. 

Given the high correlation between these conflict variables, we ran separate models rather than 

one model with all conflict variables included. We found that hierarchization significantly 

reduced whereas centralization significantly increased each type of conflict (p < .05 in every 

case). We also found that task complexity significantly strengthened the negative effects of 

hierarchization on both relationship conflict (p < .05) and status conflict (p < .05), a contingent 

relationship which we had hypothesized but that was not supported in the case of process 

conflict. Only process conflict had significant direct and indirect effects on group performance.
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DISCUSSION 

 The theory and results of this paper make at least three important contributions to the 

ongoing debate about the functions and dysfunctions of hierarchy in task groups. First, we build 

on ethological and social network traditions to advance a conceptualization of hierarchy as 

ordered (i.e., cascading) influence relations, and show that this view of hierarchy is both 

conceptually and operationally distinct from the way hierarchy is traditionally conceptualized in 

the group and organizational literature. Second, we demonstrate that hierarchy as ordered 

influence relations (i.e., influence hierarchization) has generally positive implications for a key 

group process (conflict) and key group outcomes, whereas hierarchy as inequality in member 

influence (e.g., influence centralization) has generally negative implications for those same 

process and outcome variables. And third, we provide important insights into the key role of task 

complexity as a moderator of these effects. We touch briefly on each of these contributions in this 

section, and conclude with a discussion of study limitations. 

Hierarchy as Cascading Influence Relations 

 The growing literature on hierarchy in the group and organization literatures has been 

inconsistent in how hierarchy is conceptualized, and generally views any inequality in member 

power, prestige, or privilege as an indicator of hierarchy. A key contribution of this paper, 

therefore, is to demonstrate that not all indicators of intra-group power/status inequality 

necessarily imply that actual influence relations are hierarchically ordered. Most researchers who 

study hierarchy in the organizational literature implicitly agree that hierarchy matters because it 

affects influence relations. But rather than study dyadic relations directly, past research has 

assumed (often implicitly) that inequality in power, prestige, or privilege within a group suggests 

that dyadic relations are hierarchically structured because those lower on these dimensions will 

defer to those who score higher. We challenge this assumption by demonstrating that key
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measures of power/status inequality – centralization and steepness – are conceptually and 

empirically distinct from actual dyadic hierarchization. Indeed, within this sample, the correlation 

between centralization and hierarchization was only .22, and between steepness and 

hierarchization was only .09. 

 In making this observation, we are, in fact, retracing ground that was covered in the 

ethological literature. Hierarchy has long been of central interest to researchers who study group-

living animals. One key question within that literature is whether hierarchies – ordered relations 

of dyadic dominance – can be predicted by individual differences. Chase and colleagues (see 

Chase, 1980; Chase et al., 2002) have demonstrated that observed correlations between dyadic 

dominance and those individual characteristics that we would expect to predict dyadic dominance 

(e.g., size, aggressiveness) are simply not high enough to lead to more than modest linearity in 

dominance relations. Actual hierarchies must, therefore, be structured either by individual 

variables we have not yet considered, or by the group-specific and path-dependent outcomes of 

dyadic (and triadic) dominance contests. The assumption that inequality in power, prestige, or 

privilege will predict dyadic influence is therefore suspect. 

 In operationalizing hierarchy, we built directly on research by Krackhardt (1994) on the 

nature of hierarchy in social networks. It is therefore important to note that the concept of 

network hierarchy is just one of four dimensions that Krackhardt proposed to determine whether 

a network resembles a tree structure. In addition to network hierarchy, he suggested that a true 

out-tree structure requires that a) every actor connects to the network (“connectedness”), b) every 

actor is influenced by just one other actor (“efficiency”), and c) every pair of actors has at least 

one common root (“least upper boundedness”). Because we are specifically interested in the 

hierarchical ordering of intra-group influence relations and not on whether a group’s influence 

network fully resembles a tree structure, we did not consider these other dimensions in our
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analysis. Nevertheless, we did examine them separately. We found no meaningful variance in 

connectedness or least-upper-boundedness in these teams. We did find variance in efficiency, but 

it was highly correlated with density, which was included in our analyses and did not have any 

significant effects on process or performance. 

The Functions of Hierarchization and the Dysfunctions of Centralization 

 Several recent papers have suggested that hierarchy can have functional consequences for 

social groups, especially under certain circumstances (see Anderson & Brown, 2010; Magee & 

Galinsky, 2008; Ronay et al., 2012; Simpson et al., 2012). But empirical examinations of this 

proposition have generated mixed results. Another key contribution of this paper is to suggest 

that this mixed pattern of results may be due to the fact that traditional conceptualizations and 

operationalizations of hierarchy do not directly get at the actual hierarchical ordering of influence 

relations and may, in fact, be capturing more dysfunctional forms of intra-group stratification. In 

other words, the results of this paper strongly reaffirm the functional benefits of hierarchy and 

suggest that the oft-cited ills of hierarchy may actually be due to inequality without 

hierarchization. 

 It is also significant that hierarchization was not just associated with team performance in 

this study, but that it also predicted team member satisfaction. Some researchers have admitted 

that hierarchy may have functional benefits, but suggest that these benefits come at a cost to team 

satisfaction and morale (Anderson & Brown, 2010). We find here that hierarchization can have a 

positive effect on member satisfaction by reducing conflict within a group. In contrast, 

centralization exacerbated these conflicts and therefore lowered member satisfaction. These 

results suggest, once again, that the dysfunctions ascribed to hierarchy may, in fact, be 

dysfunctions resulting from inadequate hierarchization. 
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The idea that hierarchization is generally good for groups would seem to contradict past 

research showing that it is density in network relations – not hierarchy – that promotes 

performance and viability (e.g., Balkundi & Harrison, 2006). Density and hierarchization were 

strongly negatively correlated in our study and it was hierarchization – not density – that had 

positive effects. This result makes more sense when we recognize that the benefits of density 

have been observed with communication ties, whereas we focused on influence ties. We would 

agree that dense communication networks can be good for groups, especially when tasks are 

complex (Shaw, 1964). In fact, the ideal network structure for groups dealing with complex tasks 

may be a dense communication network combined with a hierarchical influence network.   

The Moderating Role of Task Complexity 

Finally, we found that the centralization of influence relations was more likely to lead to 

conflict in teams that performed complex tasks. In fact, in teams that scored low on task 

complexity, centralization had no effect on conflict (see Figure 4.2). This finding suggests that 

whereas centralized influence relations may be workable when tasks are simple and routine and a 

central member can therefore manage the few questions and exceptions that might arise, this 

approach becomes dysfunctional with complex tasks that require greater adaptation, problem-

solving, and improvisation. This finding is consistent with past research on centralized 

communication networks (e.g., Leavitt, 1951), and suggests that similar dynamics play out with 

centralized influence networks. 

We also expected to find that task complexity would strengthen the effect of 

hierarchization on process conflict, but that contingent effect was not statistically significant in 

our analyses. We did, however, find in our post hoc analyses that task complexity strengthened 

the effect of hierarchization on both relationship and status conflict. It is not obvious why task 

complexity would moderate the hierarchization-conflict relationship for status and relationship
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conflict but not for process conflict. One possible explanation is that relationship and status 

conflicts tend to be more personal than process or task conflicts and that hierarchization is 

especially useful in ensuring that the uncertainty and intensity of complex tasks don’t translate 

into personal forms of conflict. Regardless, the fact that task complexity did moderate the 

relationship between hierarchization and some forms of conflict suggests that our theoretical 

arguments about the moderating role of task complexity were not too far off the mark.   

Study Limitations 

 Our study design has several notable strengths. For example, our data collection approach 

made it possible to collect data from a very diverse sample of teams. We collected data from 

different sources (members and supervisors) using different data collection and aggregation 

approaches (peer ratings and team assessments). Nevertheless, there are some aspects of our 

study design that could raise questions. For example, the fact that our measures were all collected 

at the same point in time raises the possibility that causality operates differently than we 

hypothesized. For example, one might ask whether conflict somehow leads to more centralized 

teams or less hierarchical teams. Although the theoretical arguments that would generate this 

alternative causal model are not obvious, the fact remains that we cannot eliminate alternative 

models of causality with these cross-sectional data. 

 Moreover, it would have been interesting to consider a broader range of mediating 

variables (e.g., information sharing, backup behaviors) or outcome variables (innovation, 

turnover, organizational citizenship behavior). And it would have been useful to compare our 

measures of influence hierarchization and influence centralization with stratification measures 

that are based on more objective measures of influence or on different expressions of influence 

(e.g., attitudinal influence). These questions raise important possibilities for future research.
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Conclusion 

 We have demonstrated that a view of hierarchy as cascading relations of dyadic influence 

captures the functional benefits of hierarchy in teams whereas difference-based 

conceptualizations such as centralization and steepness capture its dysfunctions. The theory and 

results of this study therefore provide an important conceptual and operational toolkit to assist in 

our efforts as researchers to sort out the functions and dysfunctions of hierarchy in task groups.
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Although status and influence have been recognized as primary motives that guide most 

human social behavior (Barkow, 1975; Barrick, Stewart, & Piotrowski, 2002; Frank, 1985), our 

understanding of the antecedents and consequences of hierarchies in groups is limited, 

particularly within the management context (Pearce, 2001; Ravlin & Thomas, 2005). After 

reviewing previous research in this area, I identified three specific gaps in the literature that 

inspired the research presented in the individual empirical chapters of this dissertation. First, 

although scholars have paid a great deal of attention to the antecedents of influence differences in 

task-oriented groups (e.g., Berger, Cohen, & Zelditch, 1972; Bunderson, 2003a; Driskell, 

Olmstead, & Salas, 1993; Ridgeway, 1987), past literature largely excluded the possibility that 

there might be multiple behavioral routes to social influence. Second, relatively little 

organizational research existed on the implications of certain structural characteristics of status 

and influence hierarchies (i.e., like hierarchical steepness) for effective team outcomes (see 

Christie & Barling, 2010; DiTomaso, Post, & Parks-Yancy, 2007). And finally, previous research 

has also been relatively ambiguous about what exactly is meant with influence hierarchies in 

groups, overlooking the fact that such hierarchies can have quite distinct structural features. Yet it 

has remained unknown whether these different hierarchical shapes may have unique effects on 

team processes and outcomes. Each chapter in this dissertation attempts to address one of these 

gaps in order to provide deeper insights into the ways status and influence hierarchies originate, 

function, and affect work teams in organizational life.  

  In the current discussion, I will briefly summarize the findings of the empirical chapters 

that I reported in this dissertation and will highlight the theoretical implications that can be drawn 

from them. I will also discuss the strengths and limitations of the research findings and will 

suggest some potentially useful directions for future inquiry. Finally, I will conclude with
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practical implications and some recapitulating remarks. 

Summary of the Main Findings 

The main objective of Chapter 2 was to investigate the antecedents of individual-level 

social influence in work teams. In this chapter, I argued that team members not only effectively 

gain influence over others by raising perceptions of expertise (i.e., by demonstrating task-relevant 

knowledge and skills), but also by raising perceptions of behavioral dominance (i.e., by 

demonstrating coercive, aggressive, and intimidating behavior). I proposed, however, that the 

effectiveness of each route to influence depends on the extent to which teams operate in a 

competitive environment. I expected that the expertise-route to influence would be particularly 

effective in a team climate characterized by low levels of intra-team competition because team 

norms will allow for mutual cooperation and assistance that will make the contribution of 

expertise valuable and more desirable. In a more competitive team climate, however, I expected 

the dominance-route to influence to have more impact as team norms will allow for forceful and 

assertive acts that help one to secure one’s control over valuable resources. With the use of a 

multi-method approach, I demonstrated that both expertise and dominance are indeed causal 

antecedents of social influence and that these two routes are independent from one another; 

individuals in the work place will be perceived as influential either when displaying signs of 

expertise or when signaling dominance. At the same time, I found support for my moderation 

hypotheses predicting that the relationship between each route and social influence would be 

moderated by intra-team competition. The results confirmed that a team member gains more 

influence by exhibiting expertise when intra-team competition is less pronounced than more 

pronounced, whereas the influence privileges that accrue to dominant individuals are more salient 

when intra-team competition is more pronounced than less pronounced. 
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Chapter 3 was developed to obviate the mixed effects that have been found in the 

literature on the influence of status hierarchies on team functioning (for a review, see Anderson 

& Brown, 2010). In this chapter, I examined under what task conditions steeper status hierarchies 

(i.e., hierarchies with larger status differentials among their members) promote work team 

performance, and why. More specifically, I expected that steeper status hierarchies in which only 

a few team members have disproportionate control over the team’s tasks and activities would be 

more beneficial when teams work on tasks that are low on complexity because such tasks involve 

relatively standard and straightforward solutions (Gladstein, 1984; McDonough & Leifer, 1983). 

Yet I proposed that steepness of the status hierarchy would not have an impact on performance 

when teams perform relatively complex tasks because steeper hierarchies’ positive effects 

through the avoidance of potential complications under such task circumstances and negative 

effects through the neglect of diverse viewpoints that such tasks may indeed require would be 

counterbalanced. In a field study, I found support for these expectations and showed that the 

degree of hierarchy steepness had no effect on team performance when teams performed more 

complex tasks. Importantly, however, steeper status hierarchies did relate positively to team 

performance as team tasks became less complex, and intra-team conflict (in particular, process 

and task conflicts) appeared to be the key mediating mechanism that transmitted this effect.   

Chapter 4 strived to show that the effects of influence hierarchies on team functioning 

also depend on their specific shape within a team. In this chapter, I therefore compared the 

impact of hierarchization (i.e., hierarchical ordering of dyadic influence relations) with the impact 

of steepness and centralization (i.e., the concentration of influence in one member or in a small 

subset of members) on team performance and overall team member satisfaction. Based on 

research in the ethological (see Chase, 1980; Chase, Tovey, Spangler-Martin, & Manfredonia,
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2002) and social network traditions (see Krackhardt, 1994; Everett & Krackhardt, 2012), I 

anticipated that conceptualizing hierarchy as cascading relations of dyadic influence (i.e., 

hierarchization) would exhibit more favorable performance- and attitude-related work outcomes 

than centralization and steepness, which represent the conventional, difference-based approaches 

to conceptualizing hierarchy. The results of a field study confirmed this prediction and indicated 

that hierarchization contributed positively to team performance and member satisfaction, 

regardless of the team’s task context. Yet the effects of steepness and centralization were again 

dependent on the degree to which teams executed complex tasks. This time, steepness and 

centralization even clearly had detrimental effects on team performance and member satisfaction 

when teams performed relatively complex tasks. As in Chapter 3, these effects were again 

explained through reduced (or alleviated) levels of process conflict.  

Theoretical Contributions and Implications 

The overarching objective of this dissertation was to contribute to organizational research 

by specifying how members gain influence in work teams and by signifying the relevance of 

status and influence hierarchies for the functioning of these teams as a whole. In this regard, the 

findings described in this dissertation have several theoretical contributions and implications that 

I will address below. 

As for the findings reported in Chapter 2, previous research has mainly positioned 

perceived expertise as the fundamental predictor of influence attainment in task-focused groups 

(e.g., Littlepage, Schmidt, Whisler, & Frost, 1995; Ridgeway & Diekema, 1989), largely 

neglecting, and sometimes even refuting, the dominance option in organizational settings. 

However, building on sociobiological (e.g., Mazur, 1985) and evolutionary models of influence 

attainment (e.g., Henrich & Gil-White, 2001), my findings imply that also those who assert
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dominance over others will be granted deference in organizational work teams, at least in those 

teams that have to operate in a competitive climate. Accordingly, by demonstrating that the 

viability of each route to social influence hinges on the degree of intra-team competition within 

organizational work teams, the findings presented in this chapter provide the first empirical 

evidence for the critical role of contextual factors in explaining when one route may be more 

potent than the other in eliciting deference from others. Taken together, these findings contribute 

to the social influence literature in two crucial ways. First, by underscoring the importance of 

perceived dominance for effectively promoting social influence, they significantly add to the 

ongoing scholarly effort to unveil the independent antecedents of social influence in work teams. 

Second, by identifying an important boundary condition, they shed light on an unexplored area of 

inquiry that previous researchers have particularly emphasized (see Anderson & Kennedy, 2012; 

Cheng, Tracy, & Henrich, 2010). On top of these contributions, the current investigation 

demonstrates the merit in taking into account different intellectual traditions (e.g., sociobiological 

and evolutionary research) and thereby also hopes to stimulate future research to apply insights 

from similar literatures to better understand influence allocation processes within human groups. 

The findings in Chapters 3 and 4 have important implications for the ongoing debate 

about the benefits and challenges of hierarchies in organizational work teams, suggesting that the 

relationship between intra-team stratification and team performance is much more complicated 

than has been shown by previous studies. Because extant empirical research has yielded 

equivocal findings regarding the effects of hierarchies on team success (for a review, see 

Anderson & Brown, 2010), past theory has proposed that the relationship between hierarchy and 

team performance may be moderated by a group’s task characteristics (for contingency theories 

of hierarchy, see Anderson & Brown, 2010; Halevy, Chou, & Galinsky, 2011). Although this
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notion is consistent with past research on communication networks providing only preliminary 

evidence that the impact of hierarchies on group effectiveness depends on the complexity of 

group tasks (e.g., Leavitt, 1951; Shaw, 1964), the field’s comprehension of the task-related 

moderators has remained far from complete, especially within the organizational team context. 

Across the two chapters of this dissertation, it was found that task complexity is indeed a 

critically important moderator of this relationship. This overarching result therefore confirms and 

corroborates contingency theories of hierarchy, outlining the role of task complexity in 

explicating the performance effects of (different shapes of) hierarchy in organizational work 

teams. Moreover, the present dissertation implies that it is vital to increase the knowledge of the 

factors that explain when hierarchies can conduce to better team functioning and thereby 

encourages future researchers to further examine the “right” conditions under which the 

functional benefits of hierarchies can be realized in organizational work teams. 

The findings in Chapters 3 and 4 also consistently indicated that process conflict is the 

central mediating mechanism associated with the hierarchy-team performance linkage. Prior 

theory on group stratification has argued that hierarchies can facilitate group performance 

through their potential to reduce intra-group conflict because they promote clear lines of direction 

and activate voluntary deference mechanisms that help group members to work smoothly 

together (e.g., Halevy et al., 2011; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). Lending empirical support to this 

theoretical view, the results presented in this dissertation imply that status and influence 

hierarchies have an immediate positive effect on the logistical aspects of task accomplishment, 

delineating a clear division of labor in terms of who does what, when, and how in organizational 

work teams, thereby reducing debilitating process disagreements and hence, improving team 

performance. These findings stress the important mediating role of process conflict and refine
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extant theory by specifying precisely what type of intra-team conflict gets most affected by 

hierarchies. These results also substantiate the conviction that, under the right conditions, 

hierarchies can be a key inhibitor of process conflict and hence, lead to better performance 

outcomes in organizational work teams. The fact that this mediating mechanism has been 

validated across two field studies thereby increases confidence in the generalizability and 

robustness of this overarching finding of the dissertation. 

Finally, supplementary to previous scholarly work underscoring that moderators are 

needed to explicate the direction of the relationship between hierarchies and team functioning 

(e.g., Anderson & Brown, 2010; Halevy et al., 2011), the findings presented in Chapters 3 and 4 

suggest that taking into account the shape of an influence hierarchy (i.e., whether it is 

hierarchization, centralization, or steepness) can also be instrumental in clarifying these effects.  

The current investigation therefore suggests that it may be possible to obtain more uniform 

results when hierarchies are conceptualized in similar ways. Furthermore, it provides compelling 

evidence that pooling together empirical findings derived from different hierarchical shapes to 

reach a general conclusion about the benefits and detriments of hierarchies may be very 

misleading and that the specific hierarchical structure is critically decisive for interpreting these 

effects more accurately in organizational work teams. Lastly, the current dissertation asserts that 

synthesizing perspectives from disparate literature (e.g., evolutionary research, research on 

dominance hierarchies in animal species) may help to inform the debate about the role of 

hierarchies in organizational work teams and therefore suggests that scholars may largely benefit 

from applying insights from diverse disciplines to elucidate the functioning of hierarchies in 

human groups. 
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Strengths, Limitations, and Future Research Directions 

The present dissertation has a number of strengths that are worth noting. For example, the 

use of a multi-method approach (i.e., field studies in all empirical chapters and some additional 

scenario studies), and the use of different samples (i.e., employees and supervisors in different 

organizations and sectors, students, MTurk users) increased the generalizability and the external 

validity of the reported findings. Moreover, the use of at least two sources in all field studies 

(e.g., self-reports, peer ratings, and supervisor ratings) largely circumvented same-source bias 

(Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003), and the relatively high response rates in all 

studies minimized selection bias in the inclusion of the study participants.  

However, as with all research, this dissertation also has certain methodological 

limitations. For instance, as team performance was assessed by means of perceptual supervisor 

ratings, I cannot state with full certainty that similar results would be obtained with objective 

predictors of team performance (see Van der Vegt & Bunderson, 2005). Moreover, my reliance 

on a correlational approach in Chapters 3 and 4 did not allow me to draw firm conclusions on 

causality between the study variables. Future research may hence consider running longitudinal 

studies with objective outcome measures to re-test the observed effects.  

Finally, despite there being similarities in the patterns of results in Chapters 3 and 4, we 

also observed some differences across these chapters. Although steeper hierarchies did not have 

any effect on conflict and performance when teams performed highly complex tasks in Chapter 3, 

such hierarchies clearly did have negative effects under these task circumstances in Chapter 4.  I 

suspect that this discrepancy is caused by the fact that there are some methodological differences 

across the studies. Progressive insight caused me to use different measures for status and 

influence (round-robin vs. social network approach) and different scales for task complexity in
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these studies. The first scale that I used focused on task complicatedness (Morgeson & 

Humphrey, 2006) whereas the second scale emphasized the non-routineness of tasks more 

directly (Withey, Daft & Cooper, 1983). Evidently, a clear division of influence among team 

members can be more detrimental when teams need to perform non-routine tasks than when they 

need to perform complicated tasks.  Although this discrepancy does not endanger the 

interpretation of the overarching pattern of results that was observed across both chapters, it may 

still be useful for future research to investigate how steeper hierarchies exactly impact on teams 

under these complex task conditions.  

Beyond addressing these methodological limitations, the current dissertation offers other 

intriguing conceptual avenues for future research. First, in my research, I focused on perceptions 

of expertise and dominance as two possible viable routes to influence in work teams because 

work teams are known to greatly value task-relevant knowledge when affording influence to their 

members (Lord, Phillips, & Rush, 1980) and because individuals tend to adhere to the demands 

of dominant others to gain or maintain access to valued resources (Henrich & Gil-White, 2001). 

However, previous research has shown that social competence, exhibited as displaying selfless 

behavior, a collective-orientation, and generosity (Flynn, Reagans, Amanatullah, & Ames, 2006; 

Hardy & Van Vugt, 2006; Willer, 2009; for a review, see Anderson & Kilduff, 2009b), may also 

be one way to gain influence in a group. This notion is based on organizational studies that have 

found a link between perceptions of expertise and perceptions of social competence (Curtis, 

Krasner, & Iscoe, 1988; Sonnentag, 1995 cf. Sonnentag & Volmer, 2009). That is, those 

members who are seen as experts by their fellow team members are generally also believed to be 

socially skilled. Future researchers could therefore extend the social influence model developed 

in this dissertation by examining whether perceptions of social competence independently, or
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through perceptions of expertise, enhance influence attainment in organizational work teams.  

Furthermore, as recent research suggests that hierarchical patterns based on social affinity may 

also have implications for team functioning (Joshi & Knight, 2014), future research may also 

wish to investigate how hierarchies based on member differences in social competence may 

affect team processes and outcomes in organizational work teams. 

Second, consistent with both existing theory (e.g., Magee & Galinsky, 2008) and research 

(e.g., Fisek & Ofshe, 1970; Fiske & Cox, 1960; Nelson & Berry, 1965) suggesting that 

hierarchies tend to be relatively stable and self-reinforcing over time, I treated hierarchy as a 

static structure in this dissertation. However, empirical evidence also asserts that hierarchies are 

fairly dynamic systems that can change over time (e.g., Chizhik, Alexander, Chizhik, & 

Goodman, 2003; Mast, 2002). One way in which the established status or influence hierarchy can 

change is through the inclusion of a new or replacement member to an existing team, which is 

rather common practice in today’s contemporary organizations (Bunderson, Van der Vegt, & 

Sparrowe, 2014). Previous literature proposes that the shape of a team’s hierarchy is a crucial 

team-level characteristic that can influence team receptivity to newcomers, which, in turn, is 

likely to have consequences for sustained team performance (see Rink, Kane, Ellemers, & Van 

der Vegt, 2013). Inspired by this literature, I suggest that different forms of intra-team 

stratification (i.e., hierarchization, centralization, and steepness) may have differential effects on 

team functioning when hierarchies become instable through such team membership changes. For 

example, teams in which all influence relations are cascading may be less affected by 

membership change because such structures bear no circularity in questions of deference. The 

newcomer(s) may hence smoothly fit in the corresponding position within the dyadic ordering of 

influence relations, leaving less room for disputes over the existing members’ influence positions.
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However, in perfectly centralized or steep hierarchies, newcomers may impose greater threat on 

the influence positions of the existing members (see Rink et al., 2013) and team members may 

engage in debilitating conflict and harsh competition that may decrease the team’s overall 

effectiveness. I therefore strongly encourage future research to inquire the process and 

performance benefits and detriments of different hierarchical structures when they are instable 

due to team membership change. 

Finally, this dissertation is, in part, the result of calls in the literature to scrutinize the 

effects of status and influence hierarchies on team functioning (e.g., Anderson & Brown, 2010; 

Halevy et al., 2011). While I have been able to unravel some of the circumstances under which 

hierarchies may be beneficial for team performance, it remains questionable how sustainable 

these performance effects are in time. In Chapter 4, I therefore already added team member 

satisfaction to my research since this variable tends to have longer-term implications for the 

effective functioning of team members (for a meta-analysis, see Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 

2002). Yet future research may wish to also include wellbeing-related outcomes of status and 

influence hierarchies that closely follow from member satisfaction (e.g., absenteeism, stress, 

burnout, etc.). Previous research has shown that one’s individual status in society, which is often 

based on demographic characteristics such as gender or ethnic background or socioeconomic 

indicators such as education or income, is related to wellbeing; the higher one’s societal status, 

the less stress one experiences (e.g., Adler, Epel, Castellazzo, & Ickovics, 2000; for a review, see 

Marmot, 2004). Similarly, ethological literature has revealed that social-living animal species’ 

positions within the dominance hierarchy may have implications for their physiology and health 

and the same applies to human beings; low status can severely decrease quality of life among 

humans, vastly affecting their stress-related diseases and mortality (see Sapolsky, 2004; 2005).
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Yet research on the individual- and team-level consequences of inequality in status or influence 

on work team members’ physical and psychological wellbeing is still relatively scarce (for a 

cross-level investigation in NBA teams, see Christie & Barling, 2010). I therefore strongly 

encourage future organizational team research to fill this void, given that wellbeing has often 

been associated with individual performance (e.g., MacDonald, 2005; Staw, Sutton, & Pelled, 

1994; Wright & Cropanzano, 2000; Wright & Staw, 1999) and may ultimately also affect team 

processes and outcomes (e.g., Taris & Schreurs, 2009) as these individual-level effects are 

generally caused by the members’ specific work context (see Bakker, Demerouti, De Boer, & 

Schaufeli, 2003; Bakker, Demerouti, & Verbeke, 2004) and are likely to cross over to other 

members (see Bakker, Westman, & Van Emmerik, 2009; Westman & Etzion, 1999). 

Practical Implications 

People are generally conditioned to think that hierarchies are universally bad. 

Contemporary organizations therefore often attempt to play down hierarchical differentiation in 

work teams. They, for example, strive to establish egalitarian structures in teams and/or motivate 

feelings of empowerment among employees (Gruenfeld & Tiedens, 2010; Leavitt, 2005). 

However, evidence is growing that status and influence hierarchies are a pervasive reality of 

organizational work teams even though they may differ in their degrees in different teams.  In this 

dissertation, I show that under the right conditions, these hierarchies still serve as safe and 

reliable premises that reduce interpersonal frictions among team members and enhance 

effectiveness in organizational work teams. This dissertation can therefore offer some helpful 

recommendations for practitioners trying to manage hierarchies in organizational work teams.  

Generally speaking, this dissertation vindicates that hierarchies can be functionally 

beneficial in organizational work teams and instead of abolishing them, their merits should be
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capitalized on under the right conditions. I found that status and influence hierarchies can reduce 

logistical controversies among the team members (i.e., process conflict; see Greer & Jehn, 2007) 

and improve team performance either when teams execute tasks with relatively low levels of 

complexity or when the influence hierarchy is characterized by cascading relations of dyadic 

influence. The results from this dissertation could therefore help to change the mindset of 

managers by showing that the pervasive aversion toward hierarchies is actually in vain. The 

findings reported in this dissertation also put into question why management practices and 

organizational initiatives to empower employees and teams should be advantageous in all cases. 

These findings therefore seem to support the contention that people indeed have an inherent need 

for structure and that trying to engage in egalitarian arrangements in every instance is just an 

illusion. All in all, the conclusions that can be drawn from this dissertation are in line with other 

research demonstrating the functional aspects of hierarchy (e.g., Halevy et al., 2012; Ronay et al., 

2012) and serve to ascertain that hierarchies can profoundly promote success in organizational 

work teams when specific circumstances are in place. 

Concluding Remarks 

This dissertation started with a quote suggesting that, although we might have various 

different ideas as to who we are, our worthiness in social groups is strongly determined by the 

perceptions of others. These perceptions not only affect how influential we may get in our social 

surroundings, but they also constitute the basis of the hierarchies in which we live today. In three 

empirical chapters, I examined the development and consequences of hierarchical differences in 

organizational work teams. By doing so, I hope that I have sufficiently addressed the need to 

develop a vision beyond the simple hierarchy-performance link and to bring more precision into 

what is meant with hierarchy as well as when and why hierarchies facilitate team functioning.
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Because hierarchies are universally omnipresent, they are a never-ending area of research that 

will produce fruitful implications both for theorists and practitioners. Having acknowledged that 

others’ perceptions are vital to the evaluation of the self, I hope that organizational scholars, in 

particular those devoted to studying hierarchies, will find the content of this dissertation a 

worthwhile endeavor and get inspired to pursue further research in this area. 
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Mensen zijn van nature geneigd status of invloed na te streven. Dit kan men doen door op 

te vallen in aspecten die belangrijk gevonden worden door de maatschappij of door de groepen 

waar men bij hoort. Voorbeelden hiervan zijn rijkdom, behaalde diploma’s, een prestigieuze 

baan, of lidmaatschap van een bevoorrechte groep (bijvoorbeeld op basis van etnische groepen of 

geslacht). Gezien de grote hoeveelheid tijd die mensen tijdens hun leven doorbrengen op hun 

werk, valt te verwachten dat de zoektocht naar status en invloed met name een belangrijke rol zal 

spelen binnen organisaties. Over het algemeen vinden leden van teams in organisaties de 

acquisitie van status en invloed belangrijk, omdat hoge status toegang biedt tot waardevolle 

materiele en sociale middelen op het werk en omdat invloedrijke individuen teamdiscussies en 

beslissingen kunnen domineren, en hun adviezen en ideeën meer worden gewaardeerd door 

collega’s.  

 Het nastreven van status en invloed wordt al lang erkend als een primaire motivatie die 

ten grondslag ligt aan menselijk gedrag. Toch is ons begrip van de antecedenten en consequenties 

van hiërarchieën in groepen vooralsnog beperkt, vooral in organisationele settingen. Een review 

van relevant onderzoek heeft geleid tot drie specifieke lacunes in het onderzoek naar hiërarchie 

die de basis vormen voor de empirische hoofdstukken in deze dissertatie. Ten eerste, hoewel 

onderzoekers veel aandacht hebben besteed aan de antecedenten van invloedsverschillen in taak-

georiënteerde groepen, heeft de literatuur tot zover de mogelijkheid genegeerd dat er meerdere 

routes zijn naar sociale invloed. Ten tweede is er relatief weinig onderzoek in organisaties naar 

de implicaties van structurele eigenschappen van status of invloedshiërarchieën (zoals 

hiërarchische steilheid) voor effectief teamfunctioneren. Tot slot is het onderzoek tot zover 

ambigu over wat er precies wordt bedoeld met invloedshiërarchie in groepen en er wordt daarom 

geen rekening gehouden met het feit dat zulke hiërarchieën zeer verschillende kenmerken kunnen 

hebben. Het is met andere woorden tot dusver niet bekend of deze verschillende vormen van



  SAMENVATTING 

 

172 
 

hiërarchie unieke effecten hebben op teamprocessen en uitkomsten. Met elk hoofdstuk in deze 

dissertatie probeer ik één van deze lacunes te belichten, en een goed inzicht te creëren in de 

manier waarop status- en invloedshiërarchieën ontstaan, functioneren, en invloed hebben op 

werkteams in organisaties. 

 In Hoofdstuk 2 onderzoek ik de verschillende routes die mensen kunnen gebruiken om 

sociale invloed te verwerven in werkteams. In dit Hoofdstuk wordt gebruik gemaakt van 

verschillende onderzoeksmethodes, namelijk scenario-studies en een veldstudie onder 351 

werknemers binnen 54 Nederlandse werkteams. Eerder onderzoek heeft expertise-verwachtingen 

van anderen aangewezen als een fundamentele antecedent van individuele invloed in taak-

georiënteerde groepen, en heeft daarmee de voorspellende rol van dominantie en agressie veelal 

genegeerd of zelfs weerlegd. De bevindingen in dit hoofdstuk suggereren echter dat dominant of 

agressief gedrag ook een effectieve route kan zijn naar sociale invloed onder collega’s. Verder 

laten de resultaten zien dat de meest effectieve route naar invloed bepaald wordt door de mate 

waarin mensen moeten vechten om zeldzame middelen (e.g., bonussen, promoties en andere 

carrière-gerelateerde mogelijkheden). Dominant gedrag blijkt een meer succesvolle route naar 

status of invloed wanneer het team wordt gekenmerkt door een hoge mate van competitie, terwijl 

het tonen van taak-gerelateerde expertise belangrijker is wanneer competitie binnen het team laag 

is. Daarnaast laten aanvullende analyses zien dat experts over het algemeen aardig gevonden 

worden door anderen, terwijl dat niet geldt voor dominante teamleden. Daarom concludeer ik dit 

hoofdstuk met de suggestie dat teamleden zich ervan bewust moeten zijn dat zowel expertise als 

dominantie kunnen leiden tot sociale invloed, maar dat de effectiviteit van deze twee routes 

afhangt van de omstandigheden, en dat ze verschillen in de mate waarin ze gepaard gaan met 

sociale kosten.   

In Hoofdstuk 3 onderzoek ik de in de literatuur geïdentificeerde effecten van
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statushiërarchieën op het functioneren van teams. In dit hoofdstuk bestudeer ik onder welke 

taakcondities steilere statushiërarchieën (i.e., hiërarchieën met grotere statusdifferentiatie of 

asymmetrie onder de teamleden) teamprestaties verbeteren en waarom. Meer specifiek verwacht 

ik dat steilere statushiërarchieën, waarin slechts enkele teamleden disproportioneel veel controle 

hebben over de taken en activiteiten van het team, teamprestaties verbeteren. Dit positieve effect 

verwacht ik echter alleen wanneer teams werken aan minder complexe taken, aangezien 

dergelijke taken over het algemeen gestandaardiseerde en voor de hand liggende oplossingen 

vereisen. Verder beargumenteer ik dat hiërarchische steilheid de prestaties van teams niet 

beïnvloedt wanneer teams relatief complexe taken uitvoeren, aangezien de positieve en negatieve 

effecten van hoge taakcomplexiteit elkaar dan opheffen. Deze hypotheses worden bevestigd in 

een veldstudie onder 438 werknemers en hun directe leidinggevende in 72 werkteams in 

Nederlandse en Duitse organisaties. Bovendien laten de resultaten zien dat het effect van 

hiërarchische steilheid op prestatie wordt verklaard door intra-team conflict, met name taak- en 

procesconflict. Met andere woorden, voor teams die minder complexe taken uitvoeren, leiden 

steilere statushiërarchieën tot betere teamprestaties omdat duidelijkheid van de hiërarchie 

controverses over de taakinhoud en de logistieke aspecten van de taak vermindert.  

Hoofdstuk 4 toont dat de effecten van invloedshiërarchieën voor teamfunctioneren 

daarnaast afhankelijk zijn van de specifieke vorm van dergelijke invloedshiërarchieën binnen een 

team. Voortbouwend op onderzoekstradities in de ethologische en sociale netwerk literatuur, 

vergelijk ik de invloed van hiërarchisatie (i.e., hiërarchische ordening van sociale invloed 

relaties) op teamprestaties en algehele teamtevredenheid met de invloed van de steilheid en 

centralisatie (i.e., de concentratie van invloed in één of enkele teamleden) van de 

invoedshiërarchie. De resultaten laten zien dat hiërachisatie teamprestaties en teamtevredenheid 

positief beïnvloedt, terwijl gecentraliseerde invloedshiërarchie disfunctioneel is, met name in
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werkteams welke complexe taken uitvoerden. Meer specifiek, laten de resultaten van een veld 

studie onder 457 werknemers en hun directe leidinggevenden in 75 Nederlandse werkteams zien 

dat hiërarchisatie een positieve bijdrage levert aan teamprestatie en tevredenheid van teamleden, 

ongeacht de taak context van het team. De effecten van steilheid en centralisatie daarentegen 

waren afhankelijk van de mate waarin teams complexe taken uitvoerden. Deze keer hadden 

steilheid en centralisatie zelfs duidelijke schadelijke effecten voor teamprestatie en de 

tevredenheid van leden wanneer teams relatief complexte taken uitvoerden. Net als in Hoofdstuk 

3 werden deze effecten verklaard door een afname in procesconflict in het geval van 

hiërarchisatie en een toename in proces conflict in het geval van steilheid en centralisatie.  

Concluderend laten de resultaten van het onderzoek gepresenteerd in deze dissertatie zien 

dat hiërarchieën functioneel kunnen zijn voor werkteams in organisaties. In plaats van het 

afschaffen van hiërarchieën moeten de voordelen onder de juiste omstandigheden bevorderd 

worden.  Door een duidelijke taakverdeling in termen van wie wat, wanneer, en hoe doet, kunnen 

status- of invloedshiërarchiën logistieke controverses onder teamleden verminderen en daarmee 

teamprestaties bevorderen, met name wanneer teams taken uitvoeren met een lage mate van 

complexiteit of wanneer de invloedshiërarchie gekenmerkt wordt door getrapte dyadische 

invloedsrelaties.  

Deze dissertatie laat zien dat hiërarchieën binnen groepen functioneel kunnen zijn. De 

bevindingen gerapporteerd in deze dissertatie trekken daarmee in twijfel dat management 

praktijken en initiatieven van organisaties om werknemers en teams meer macht te geven altijd 

bevorderlijk zijn. Deze bevindingen ondersteunen de bewering dat mensen inderdaad een 

inherente behoefte aan structuur hebben en dat het constante nastreven van egalitaire 

arrangementen slechts een illusie is. 



  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

175 
 

"The person that succeeds at anything has the realistic viewpoint at the beginning, knows 

that the problem is large, takes it a step at a time, and enjoys the step-by-step learning 

procedure."  

How the legendary jazz pianist Bill Evans described creative problem-solving fully 

summarizes how I spent the last few years of my life writing this dissertation. It has been an 

invaluable learning experience that did not only help me revisit my own capacity, but also 

strengthened my belief in the infinite human potential to achieve highly demanding goals. Yet the 

output presented here would not have been the same without the support of people who 

accompanied me in this journey. I therefore feel the need to thank each of them for the excellent 

teamwork in the construction of this dissertation. 

I hope that words will not fall short of expressing how much I appreciate the great 

guidance I received from my supervisors Gerben van der Vegt and Floor Rink. I want to thank 

you for the elaborate meetings and productive conversations which encouraged me to develop 

into the more critical and divergent thinker I’ve always wanted to be. Thank you for being so 

approachable whenever I needed your opinion and being so generous in giving constructive 

feedback which immensely contributed to my academic and personal development. Gerben, I 

think that a person is lucky if he/she gets to work with such an exceptional expert like you and 

double-lucky if he/she gets to know you beyond your amazing work competencies. I’ve been 

deeply impressed by your intellectual wealth and personal warmth. Floor, I thank you for 

expressing your confidence in me on every occasion and supporting me when I had to tackle 

challenging tasks in my PhD. In addition to your excellent supervision, you really made life much 

easier and fun for me with your family-rooted intercultural competence and good sense of humor. 

With your top expertise and outstanding interpersonal skills, you both have been the perfect 

examples of how theory translates into practice when it comes to “earning” and “deserving” 



  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

176 
 

status; I feel privileged to have worked with you. 

I also want to thank the members of the reading committee, Eric Molleman, Hetty van 

Emmerik, and Gerben van Kleef for kindly agreeing to read and evaluate my dissertation. Eric, I 

do not know whether I will ever be introduced as “Turkish delight” before presenting at a 

conference again or get someone to accept a pretty unlikely department outing option at 

Christmas drinks, but I know that it will be hard to meet a person as good-natured as you are. I 

feel very fortunate to have you as a colleague and hopefully as a friend forever. 

I would like to give my special thanks to all members of the HRM & OB Department for 

the peaceful and friendly working environment we shared for the last few years. I am very glad 

that we valued having a good time together as much as being productive; the moment where 

everybody was dancing on the dance floor on a “fasıl” night in Istanbul was the high point of our 

unity and I will always remember our group with that scene, also adding those who were not 

there at that moment to the picture in my mind. Tinneke and Hilde, thank you for being my 

second family and doing your best to make me feel at home when I felt homesick from time to 

time. And my students who wrote their theses at the HRM & OB Department, thank you for 

helping me perform the most wonderful job in this world, teaching you was a pleasure. 

Ellen, visiting you at the SOM office or seeing you around at the university always put a 

big smile on my face. I don’t think there is any question you couldn’t answer or any issue you 

couldn’t solve; you’ve simply been the hero of all the PhDs from my time. I would thereby also 

like to thank Martin, Arthur, Astrid, Rina, and Linda for being so informative and solution-

focused in PhD matters, life would have been definitely more difficult without you. The same 

also holds for all the employees of the FEB, from the research lab to the reception and the 

cafeteria. 

I also want to express my gratitude to my dear friends Anna, Katharina, Lena, Yi-Chun, 



  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

177 
 

Filiz, Çağatay, Devrim, Serra, Javier, Addisu, Daniela, Konstantinos, Ercan, Volkan, Elise, Marij 

and Mariann; this dissertation is also the product of the beautiful times we spent together. Ezgi, 

Zafer, Ismail and Feryal, I wish there was a way of describing how much I appreciate your 

presence in my life, thank you for sharing my goals and supporting me by all means for pursuing 

them. I look forward to enjoying a good future together; I will feel more complete with your 

precious being. 

My final and biggest thanks go to my parents and family. Mom and dad, thank you for 

understanding my inherent need for independence and embracing all the decisions I’ve made in 

my life. I have been deeply inspired by your wisdom and vision; your unconditional love for us 

showed me how the world must be loved and taken care of. Berk, Evrim, Deniz, Selcuk and 

Bora’m; you are my home, you are where I find love, intellectual stimulation, fun and peace; 

nothing can match the excitement of sharing this beautiful life with you.  

 


