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Abstract: Lammers and Stapel reported that high power increases deontological (rule-based) moral
thinking, and low power increases utilitarian (outcome-based) moral thinking. However, the dilem-
mas were mild and did not involve harm to life. Here, we examined whether the presence or absence
of harm to life affects the moral decisions of powerholders. To help establish the replicability and
validity of the effects of power on moral judgments in the absence of harm to life, we first performed
an exact replication of a study conducted by Lammers and Stapel, and this experiment was followed
up by a similar study in an organizational context in China (Studies 1 and 2). Studies 3 and 4
investigated whether power and the presence/absence of harm to life interacted with preferences
for deontological versus utilitarian moral judgments. Power consistently triggered deontological
thinking. However, power differences in moral reasoning only emerged when there was no harm
to life. Harm prompted deontological responses among control and powerless individuals, which
nullified differences across the power conditions. The findings demarcate the generalizability of the
association between power and a moral thinking style.

Keywords: power; moral judgment; deontology; utilitarianism; harm

1. Introduction

People in authority positions often make decisions that have moral implications.
For example, in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, governments worldwide were
confronted with the challenge of allocating scarce medical resources, and they needed to
choose whether to uphold the principle of fairness, based on a first-come, first-served basis,
ensuring equal treatment for all individuals, even if some may have faced death despite
the utilization of medical resources. Alternatively, should limited medical resources be
allocated to individuals who have a higher likelihood of survival? This decision-making
process involves carefully navigating the ethical principles of fairness, human rights, and
the maximization of lives saved. This entails a consideration of both deontological and
utilitarian moral principles. A deontological decision involves taking care of life without
considering other consequences. The utilitarian alternative overrides these considerations
if they do not provide the maximum benefits for the greatest number (Bentham [1789] 1948;
Darwall 2003a, 2003b; Kant 1785).

Evidence has shown that moral reasoning is affected by contextual factors (Haidt 2001;
Valdesolo and DeSteno 2006; Wheatley and Haidt 2005). Studies suggest that power, a
ubiquitous factor linked to control and influence (Keltner et al. 2003), affects moral reason-
ing. The possession of power increases a preference for deontological principles, whereas
a lack of power instills concerns about the practical consequences of moral decisions in
line with utilitarian considerations (Lammers and Stapel 2009). Fleischmann et al. (2019)
employed the process dissociation technique to examine the mediating role of power in the
relationship between deontological and utilitarian thinking styles. Their findings indicate
that power enhances deliberation, integration, and rule orientation, and these thinking
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styles serve as mediators between power and moral thinking orientation, specifically deon-
tological and utilitarian perspectives. Gawronski and Brannon (2020) used the CNI model
to explore how power affects moral judgments and found that power influences sensitivity
to norms differently in different induction conditions.

Comparing this research, there are still some unclear issues. Nearly all moral dilemmas
used in Fleischmann et al. (2019) and Gawronski and Brannon’s (2020) study were classical
sacrificial moral dilemmas, such as the trolley dilemma, and their focus was on how power
affects the processes of moral reasoning and the parameter of deontological and utilitarian
thinking, or the parameter of sensitivity to norms, but not final moral choices. Nevertheless,
Lammers and Stapel (2009) adopted moral dilemmas that were not involved in harm and
about the conflicts of rule and outcomes and showed that power can influence the final
choices in moral dilemmas. We can see a difference here: power has different influences on
moral judgments in different types of moral contexts. Then, we think that it is necessary to
compare moral choices in a moral context involving harm or not and to discuss how the
presence of harm influences the effect of power on moral judgments.

2. Power

Power is usually constructed as control (Fiske 1993; Galinsky et al. 2003). Keltner
et al. (2003) defined it as the capacity to modify others’ states by providing or withholding
resources or administering punishments (Keltner et al. 2003). Some researchers posit that
power is social, as it emerges in relationships (Emerson 2019). However, Anderson et al.
(2012) argue that power should not be solely understood as control over resources or
determined solely by one’s social position. They propose that power is also a psychological
state, specifically, an individual’s perception of their own ability to influence others, and
consequently, individuals’ beliefs regarding their power can significantly impact their
actual influence over others, surpassing the effects of their sociostructural position.

Extant research has demonstrated that the experience of power carries over across
contexts with stability. For instance, people who occupy high-power occupational roles tend
to experience higher levels of power compared with those who occupy low levels of power
(Smith and Hofmann 2016). Meanwhile, possession and sense of power change people’s
mental activities, with few exceptions (Fiske 1993; Guinote 2017; Keltner et al. 2003).

Power is a label referring to a range of intrapsychic and interpersonal phenomena, and
the focal phenomenon in different studies or definitions differs from one another. Sociology,
philosophy, and politics mainly regard power as a sociostructural variable (e.g., Ng 1980)
and discuss the sources of social power considering human nature, the social dynamics of
power relationships, and how power influences social development (Mann and Kawakami
2012). Social power was treated as a personal characteristic and was defined as the ability
to obtain what one wants or desires (Russell 1938).

In the last decades, researchers started to study social power as one kind of psycholog-
ical state (e.g., Galinsky et al. 2003). People can form internal representations about power
relative to others in specific contexts or relationships (Anderson and Galinsky 2006). This
sense of power can be activated whenever cues related to the possession of power occur
in the context or when past experiences about power are asked to be recalled (Chen et al.
2001; Galinsky et al. 2003). Everyone can experience power at some point in their life if they
control resources to influence others. Furthermore, researchers also proposed that feelings
of power can be induced by experimental manipulation (e.g., Bargh et al. 1995; see also
Anderson and Galinsky 2006).

The earliest clear psychological definition of social power is from Fiske (1993). She
defined power as asymmetrical control over another person’s outcomes. In many later
theories, power is defined from the perspective of controlling resources. For example,
Keltner et al. (2003) also defined power as the capacity to modify others’ states by providing
or withholding resources or administering punishments. Power holders can control the
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of their subordinates. Galinsky et al. (2003) defined
power as the ability to control resources, own and others’, without social interference. They
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mentioned that power depends less on the resources of others, and they are easily to satisfy
their own needs and desires.

These definitions require that those in power must possess resources and have the
ability and behavior to change the status of those with less power. However, subsequent
research has shown that power is not only regarded as actual control but also as a psy-
chological state. When individuals are not actively exercising their power but simply
experiencing a sense of power, this feeling can still influence their subsequent cognition
and behavior. For example, Anderson et al. (2012) developed a scale to assess the sense
of power. They considered the sense of power as a psychological state that is subject to
perceptions of one’s ability to influence others (Bugental et al. 1989; Galinsky et al. 2003).
They argue that individuals who control resources may not necessarily have power. For
example, parents generally wield greater authority over their young children. They possess
the ability to regulate essential resources like sustenance, security, comfort, and emotional
support, and they are primarily responsible for making decisions on behalf of their children.
However, many parents perceive themselves as lacking control over their young children.
(Bugental et al. 1989; Bugental and Lewis 1999).

Therefore, the personal perception of power held by individuals is distinct from
the societal and structural indicators of power. An individual’s personal sense of power
could align with their control over resources, their position of authority, or their perceived
status among others. However, there are also other examples where these factors do
not coincide (Anderson et al. 2006; Fast and Chen 2009). Furthermore, an individual’s
beliefs about their power can significantly impact their actual influence over others, in-
dependent of their sociostructural position. Those who perceive themselves as powerful
tend to exhibit more effective behaviors that enhance their actual power (Bandura 1999;
Bugental and Lewis 1999).

Many researchers have also developed different ways to manipulate the sense of
power. Some approaches focus on allowing participants to truly experience control over
others and the ability to change their states through actions, such as assigning individuals
to positions that provide control over resources and influence over others (e.g., Anderson
and Berdahl 2002; Kipnis 1972). Other approaches focus on manipulating participants’
experience of power by recalling past experiences of having or lacking power (Galinsky
et al. 2003). Although they do not actually experience controlling resources and changing
others’ states in the experiment, such recollection can still make participants feel a sense of
power and powerlessness.

3. Importance of the Link between Power and Moral Judgments

Understanding the link between power and moral judgments in various scopes is
important at least for two reasons. First, power holders have control over resources
and have the right to make decisions (Emerson 2019; Fiske 1993; Galinsky et al. 2003;
Kipnis 1972). In fact, decisions with moral implications are usually made by people with
power, such as teachers, managers, and government officers. If powerful and powerless
individuals manifest different moral thinking styles, this conflict of perspectives can hinder
social harmony. Society and policymakers may need to consider these epistemological
issues and intervene. It is necessary to understand this difference further.

Second, understanding how power affects moral reasoning informs theory about how
power affects the mind. It identifies preferences for automatic, intuitive reasoning (vs.
systematic reasoning). Deontology and utilitarianism are related to intuitive and systematic
cognition, respectively (Greene et al. 2001, 2004, 2008). Although a great deal of research
has investigated how power holders think about others, in particular whether they rely
on stereotypes (e.g., Fiske 1993; Guinote and Phillips 2010; Overbeck and Park 2001, 2006;
Schmid Mast et al. 2009), much less is known about how power affects moral thinking
style and moral judgments. Exploring the effect of the presence of harm would inform the
debate between theories linking power to generalized fast and frugal decision making (e.g.,
Keltner et al. 2003), as well as motivational theories that have restricted fast and frugal
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reasoning to the domain of impression formation and stereotyping (e.g., Fiske 1993; Fiske
and Dépret 1996).

4. Presence of Harm in Dilemmas

The presence of bodily harm is another important influencing factor in moral judg-
ments (Bartels 2008; Tetlock et al. 2000). For instance, in the classical footbridge dilemma,
people are less likely to, or have more difficulty making, utilitarian judgments when they
engage in the dilemma with serious physical harm to specific person(s)/group(s) in order
to achieve more benefits (Cushman and Greene 2012; Greene et al. 2001, 2004, 2009; Greene
and Haidt 2002; Heekeren et al. 2005; Moore et al. 2008), as people avoid endorsing harming
others (Greene and Haidt 2002; Thomson 1986).

The presence of serious physical harm to life decreases the likelihood of making
utilitarian judgments, as it triggers intuitive aversion, and then people tend to make
unconscious, quick disapproval choices (Bartels 2008; Graham et al. 2009; Haidt 2001,
2003; Tetlock et al. 2000; Wheatley and Haidt 2005). For example, people were driven
by moral intuition to make disapproval judgments in ethical judgments in the presence
of harm, but they could not give a justification for their decisions (Haidt 2001, 2003;
Wheatley and Haidt 2005).

Dilemmas in which the solutions cause serious bodily harm or death to achieve greater
good elicit strong aversive moral intuition and prompt deontological judgments (Greene
et al. 2004; Koenigs et al. 2007; Moore et al. 2008). Oppositely, dilemmas without harm
such as those used by Lammers and Stapel (2009) tend to evoke the decision maker’s
deliberation with an analysis of costs and benefits to oneself versus others (Petrinovich
et al. 1993; see Moore et al. 2008). Neural image studies also found that emotion-related
brain areas showed greater activity when responding to sacrificial dilemmas with physical
harm than other dilemmas (Greene and Haidt 2002; Greene et al. 2001, 2004).

5. How the Presence of Harm Modifies the Relationship between Power and
Moral Thinking

As previously mentioned, two studies conducted by Lammers’ laboratory (Fleis-
chmann et al. 2019; Lammers and Stapel 2009) and one study by Gawronski and Brannon
(2020) demonstrated that power has varying impacts on moral judgments across different
types of moral dilemmas. Building upon these findings, our study aims to investigate
the influence of power on moral judgments within distinct moral contexts, specifically
focusing on how the presence or absence of harm affects the ultimate moral choices made
by individuals in positions of power.

Lammers and Stapel’s (2009) studies were based on relatively innocuous everyday
life situations (Moore et al. 2008; Petrinovich et al. 1993). For instance, in one scenario
(Study 2), a teacher had to decide whether to punish/reward a child in class. In another
scenario (Study 3), a doctor had to decide whether or not to give a patient some bad news
immediately. The daily life dilemmas in Lammers and Stapel’s (2009) study discussed
situations violating rules and regulations set by an organization/person. Meanwhile, all of
these dilemmas do not discuss the role of physical harm.

Conversely, in Fleischmann et al.’s (2019) research and Gawronski and Brannon’s
(2020) study, the majority of moral dilemmas utilized were classical sacrificial dilemmas
where the solutions cause serious bodily harm or death (Kahane 2015). The footbridge
dilemma is a classic example. In this dilemma, the observer is given an opportunity to
intervene in a scenario where a trolley will kill five people working on a train line unless
the observer pushes a fat man in front of the train to stop it (Thomson 1976). Researchers
posit that sacrificial dilemmas capture one point of conflict between utilitarianism and
deontology, but they differ from everyday life moral contexts (Kahane 2015; Kahane et al.
2018). Dilemmas such as these draw on views about the value of life: they are present when
ethical issues about abortion, euthanasia, and the distribution of scarce medical resources
are considered, amongst others. A specific example is, “how a death comes about, whether
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from natural causes, or at the hands of another.” (Thomson 1976). Sacrificial dilemmas are
therefore a gateway for understanding the value of life (Foot 1967; Greene and Haidt 2002;
Thomson 1976, 1985). They trigger intuitive justifications or unconscious, quick choices
based on one’s feelings (Haidt 2001, 2003; Wheatley and Haidt 2005). However, due to
their research paradigm, Fleischmann et al.’s (2019) research and Gawronski and Brannon’s
(2020) study discussed the inner inclinations of moral reasoning but did not show how
power guides the final moral choices in contexts.

Thus, it is still uncertain how power affects deontology/utilitarian choices during
moral judgments. Do the preferences for moral thinking styles between rule-based think-
ing and outcome-based thinking equal the choices between deontological and utilitarian
judgments? Meanwhile, many dilemmas involve harm to life, so it is necessary to explore
if harming varies the moral thinking styles of the powerful and the powerless. Discov-
ering these will be informative about the effect and scope of the influence of power on
moral judgments.

One way to examine whether physical harm modifies the relationship between power
and moral thinking style is to compare the dilemmas with different targets, such as man vs.
object. People across lifespans and cultures agree that it is wrong to violate others’ owner-
ship rights (Belk 1991; Friedman and Ross 2011; Rochat 2011; Rossano et al. 2011; see also
Millar et al. 2014). “Judgments about the acceptability of damaging owned property also
demonstrate the conflict of deontology and utilitarianism as judgments about physically
harming people” (Millar et al. 2014). Comparing the acceptability of action when the target
is a man or an object could be a possible way to examine the role of physical harm.

We assumed that the presence of physical harm may give rise to a boundary effect
on how power influences moral reasoning. When the target is an object, the dilemma has
similar structures to the daily life dilemmas used by Lammers and Stapel (2009). That is, no
physical harm exists, and no higher disapproval intuitions are aroused. Then, we assumed
that the relationship between power and moral reasoning should be consistent with the
findings in Lammers and Stapel’s (2009) study. Then, if the presence of harm triggers
more deontological reasoning, and power-holders have ready-established deontological
reasoning evident in dilemmas without harm, they should retain deontological reasoning in
dilemmas with harm. That is, people in high-power positions may only change marginally
their judgments as a function of harm of the dilemmas. However, as discussed, people who
lack power should shift towards deontology when serious harm is involved (Greene et al.
2001; Hauser et al. 2007; Waldmann and Dieterich 2007). Consequently, the presence of
physical harm may lead to a boundary effect on how power influences moral reasoning.
This hypothesis is reinforced by evidence showing that power decreases distress and
compassion in the presence of another’s suffering (Van Kleef et al. 2008) and decreases
perspective taking (Galinsky et al. 2008) and attention to individuating information of other
people (Fiske 1993; Guinote and Phillips 2010; for a review, see Guinote 2017).

To summarize, Lammers and Stapel’s (2009) findings should replicate dilemmas
without harm but not in dilemmas in the presence of harm. Physically harming others
should prompt deontological responses among powerless individuals, which would nullify
power differences.

6. Culture

The role of culture was also examined in this article. Moral reasoning involving
harm, such as in the classical trolley dilemma, is similar across cultures (e.g., Hauser et al.
2007; O’Neill and Petrinovich 1998). However, differences have emerged in less extreme
dilemmas. For instance, Chinese children considered that breaking rules (lying) when this
could help the group but harm an individual was less negative compared with Canadian
children (Fu et al. 2007). Eastern people are also more likely than Western people to follow
authority, loyalty, and purity rules (Graham et al. 2011). Therefore, it is informative to
compare moral reasoning across cultures using dilemmas that do not involve harm to
examine the generalizability of the relationship between power and moral thinking styles.
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In addition, power affects individuals differently across cultures. Eastern countries
are more collectivist compared with Western ones. In Western societies, power is regarded
as an opportunity for the pursuit of goals, such as personal desires. In contrast, in Eastern
societies, power is considered to be a responsibility (Guinote 2017). It is important to
investigate whether power affects moral reasoning in Eastern (Asian) countries in the way
it does in Western countries, given that moral reasoning in Eastern societies is affected by
concerns for the responsibility of all members.

7. The Present Research

Four studies were conducted. To help establish the replicability and validity of the
effects of power on moral judgments in the absence of harm to life, we first performed an
exact replication of a study conducted by Lammers and Stapel (2009; Study 3a), and this
experiment was followed up by a similar study in an organizational context in China (Stud-
ies 1 and 2). Studies 3 and 4 compared how power affects moral thinking style in classical
sacrificial dilemmas with harm (the targets are men) versus dilemmas without harm (the
targets are objects). The scenarios were versions adapted from commonly used dilemmas
(e.g., the footbridge and the trolley dilemma) (Hauser et al. 2007; Greene et al. 2008).

7.1. Study 1

Study 1 replicated Study 3a by Lammers and Stapel (2009). Participants first recalled
a past event in which they had power over someone or someone had power over them
(Galinsky et al. 2003). Subsequently, they were presented with a medical moral dilemma
and were invited to make judgments regarding deontological and utilitarian options.

7.1.1. Participants and Design

A total of 99 participants (53 female, 46 male, Mage = 32.61, SDage = 10.40) were recruited
from a departmental pool and were compensated GBP 1 for participation. Sample sizes
were calculated according to the effect size (f = 0.27) of the original study with a desired
power level of p = 0.80 (Cohen 1988) and a desired alpha error probability of p = 0.05. There
were 53 participants in the high-power condition and 46 participants in the low-power
condition. Participants were randomly assigned to 1 of 2 (high vs. low power) conditions.
Data were collected via a Qualtrics questionnaire.

7.1.2. Procedure

Participants’ sense of power was manipulated first. They were asked to recall an
episode in which they had power over another individual or individuals, or someone else
had power over them, and to write a narrative essay about what happened and how this
made them feel. Subsequently, participants were presented with a moral dilemma.

Although the man will not notice any problems or suffer any inconveniences from the
disease, it is sure that he will die within 6 to 9 months. No cure is possible and nothing can
be done to help the man. Accidentally, the girlfriend of the young man hears the diagnosis
before her boyfriend. She begs Doctor Lawrence to wait to inform her friend. She explains
that her friend always wanted to visit Africa and that they recently booked a trip together.
Given that the man will die anyway, that no cure exists, and that he will not suffer from
it, the girlfriend insists that her boyfriend is better off if the doctor informs him after the
holiday. The rules and regulations of the hospital, however, require doctors to inform
patients as soon as possible (Lammers and Stapel 2009, p. 283).

At the end of the moral dilemma, participants were asked “What should Doctor
Lawrence do?” Participants indicated their answer on a 9-point scale from 1 (Wait until
after the holiday; utilitarian option) to 9 (inform the patient directly; deontological option). Finally,
participants provided demographic information, were debriefed, and thanked.
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7.1.3. Results and Discussion

A one-way ANOVA analysis that tested the effect of power on the moral decision in
the medical dilemma showed a significant effect, F (1, 97) = 4.99, 95% CIHigh [6.20, 7.73]
and 95% CILow [4.87, 6.52], p < 0.05, η2

p = 0.049. Participants in the powerful condition
(M = 6.96, SD = 2.48) were more likely to follow the deontological moral choice, that is,
more likely to tell the patient his illness directly than those in the powerless condition
(M = 5.70, SD = 3.15), who tended to want to inform the patient after his holiday.

This study successfully replicated Lammers and Stapel’s (2009) Study 3a. High-
power individuals were more inclined to use deontological judgments, while low-power
individuals were more likely to use utilitarian judgments. However, the effect size here
(η2

p = 0.049) was much smaller than that in the original study (η2
p = 0.27).

This result was obtained when participants’ power was manipulated in a subtle
way (participants recalled a past event in which they had power or were powerless).
Furthermore, participants were students with little experience with power. Given these
potential limitations in the scope of power, the next study extended the ecological validity of
the sense of power and moral reasoning manipulations using employees in organizational
settings whose power varied because of their position in the organization.

7.2. Study 2

This study examined the association between power and moral thinking style in
a natural setting and in a different culture (China). Participants were employees of a
governmental organization or one of three private companies.

7.2.1. Participants and Design

Participants were recruited from the government department of Zhengzhou and three
private sector organizations in Guangzhou and Hangzhou in mainland China. A total
of 253 employees were invited to complete a questionnaire, of which 196 completed the
questionnaires (response rate was 77.47%). Sample sizes (n = 156) were calculated for
detecting a medium (f = 0.27) effect with a desired power level of p = 0.80 (Cohen 1988) and
a desired alpha error probability of p = 0.05, based on Lammers and Stapel (2009). However,
as we need to collect data within organizations for this study and determine participants’
power groups based on their self-reported sense of power in organizations, it is not possible
to determine the exact number of participants in each group before collecting data, so we
collected additional data based on the initial calculation of 156 people by G*power. The
final completed and valid data consisted of 196 individuals.

Participants were divided into two groups (high-power vs. low-power) according
to their actual roles in the organization. Power was established by asking “Do you have
subordinates?” People with one or more subordinates were designated as high power, and
people with no subordinates constituted the low-power group. Demographic information
about participants is given in Table 1.

Age and work time differences occurred across power groups and organizational type.
T-tests showed that the high-power group (people with subordinates) was significantly
older (t (194) = 9.22, p < 0.001, d = 1.31) and worked significantly longer (t (194) = 8.56,
p < 0.001, d = 1.18) than the low-power group (those without subordinates). Participants in
government were also significantly older (t (194) = 6.24, p < 0.001, d = 0.62) and worked
significantly longer (t (194) = 4.39, p < 0.001, d = 0.86) than those in private companies.
These variables are controlled for in the statistical analyses.
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Table 1. Sample size, gender, age, and work time (month) of the sample in Study 2.

Group n Female Mage (SD) Mwork-time (SD)

Government
High power 40 21 44.28 (6.46) 223.35 (110.07)
Low power 39 21 30.36 (6.48) 65.10 (81.14)
Total 79 42 37.41 (9.51) 145.23 (124.92)

Companies
High power 42 16 35.52 (6.69) 94.52 (82.24)
Low power 75 39 30.45 (6.29) 41.46 (39.24)
Total 117 55 32.27 (6.68) 60.51 (63.45)

Total
High power 82 37 39.79 (7.88) 157.36 (116.00)
Low power 114 60 30.42 (6.33) 49.55 (57.87)
Total 196 97 34.34 (8.40) 94.66 (101.85)

7.2.2. Procedure

Participants volunteered to take part in a short survey. First, participants were asked
several questions about their professional background. Examples included, “For how
long time (months) have you been working in this organization?”, “What is your role in
the company?”, “Do you have subordinates?” Responses primed participants to think
about their sense of high/low power in the organization. Then, participants read the
moral dilemma and were asked “If one employee in your organization fitted the following
situation, what would you think?”

Li Ming is an employee in the company, and he is also a father of a 3-year-old child.
Because the work in his department is related to confidential information of the company,
the company forbids employees from working at home. However, on this day, there are no
other family members who can take care of his child, and Li Ming has a deadline to catch
up with. The work is urgent, so Li Ming decides to take his work home to do at the same
time as taking care of his child.

At the end of this dilemma, participants were asked to what extent it was appropriate
for Li Ming to take work home. They rated the action on a 9-point scale from 1 (definitely
NOT; deontological judgment) to 9 (definitely YES; utilitarian judgment).

The moral judgment task was followed by two sets of statements to assess the per-
ceived value of the organizations. Four statements focused on rule-based values of the
organization (α = 0.82) (e.g., “Thinking about the explicit or implicit norms at work, people
in similar positions as you mostly think that it is important to follow them strictly.”) and
another four questions were related to product-based values (α = 0.80) (e.g., “People in sim-
ilar positions as you think that organizational profit is important for both the organization
and individuals in it.”). Participants chose from 1 (totally disagree) to 9 (totally agree) to give
opinions on what features are valued in their organizations. Finally, participants provided
demographic information.

7.2.3. Results and Discussion

Age and work time were controlled for in the analyses, because these factors differed
across power groups. A 2 (power: high vs. low power) × 2 (organization type: government
vs. company) ANOVA on the moral decision about whether Li Ming should take work
home yielded a significant main effect of power on moral judgment, F(1, 192) = 4.34,
p < 0.05, η2

p = 0.022. As shown in Figure 1 and Table 2, high-power participants were more
likely to think that Li Ming should follow the rule of the company and should not take work
home than low-power participants. The main effect of organization type, F(1, 192) = 1.90,
p = 0.17, and the interaction with the power group were not significant, F(1, 192) = 2.00,
p = 0.16. The same result of power on moral judgments occurred when age and work time
were not controlled for, F(1, 192) = 3.92, p < 0.05, η2

p = 0.020. Neither the product-oriented
values (β = 0.018, t = 0.24, 95% CI [−0.20, 0.26], p = 0.81) nor the rule-oriented values
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(β = 0.011, t = 0.15, 95% CI [−0.21, 0.24], p = 0.88) of organizations were related to moral
decision making.
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tions in Study 2.

Table 2. Mean scores and 95% confidence intervals of moral judgments of leaders and subordinates
from different organizations in Study 2.

High Power Low Power

Organization Type n M (SD) 95% CI n M (SD) 95% CI

Government 40 3.55 (2.22) [2.22, 4.20] 39 4.64 (2.59) [3.91, 5.51]
Companies 42 3.19 (2.33) [2.45, 3.95] 75 3.47 (2.51) [3.00, 4.22]
Total 82 3.37 (2.27) [2.58, 3.83] 114 3.87 (2.59) [3.63, 4.68]

Note. High values mean utilitarian moral judgments.

These results are consistent with the results of Study 1, showing that not only temporar-
ily induced power but also power roles in different organizational contexts affect moral
reasoning. Power holders were more inclined to rely on deontological moral thinking to
make judgments, while powerless individuals were likely to use utilitarian moral thinking.

7.3. Study 3

Our first goal in Study 3 was to investigate whether the presence of harming others
modifies how powerful and powerless people reason regarding moral issues by comparing
when the targets in dilemmas are men and sculptures. Secondly, it is not known whether
power or powerlessness affects moral reasoning. To explore this issue, a control condition
was included in this study.

7.3.1. Method

Participants and design. A total of 214 students (140 female, 74 male, Mage = 25.09,
SDage = 9.55) were recruited from the departmental pool. All participants received GBP
1.50 compensation for participation. Sample sizes (n = 206) were calculated for detecting a
medium (f = 0.25) effect with a desired power level of p = 0.90 (Cohen 1988) and a desired
alpha error probability of p = 0.05 based on Lammers and Stapel (2009). The experiment
involved a 3 (power: high power, low power, and control group) × 2 (dilemma type: harm
vs. no harm) between-participants design. The main research aim was to determine whether
there are differences between participants in high-power and low-power conditions, as
per the predictions; the control group was also compared with the experimental groups to
check for any effects specific to the treatment groups. The assignment of participants to
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groups was random. The experiment was based on the existing online survey development
environment Qualtrics.

Materials. The classic sacrificial footbridge moral dilemma was used (Hauser et al.
2007, p. 6). In the story (sacrificial condition), the protagonist needs to choose whether
to push a man down from a footbridge onto a trolley in order to save five persons on the
train track. In the no-harm version, the victim was an inanimate object—a sculpture—and
the five persons were substituted by five sculptures. A pilot study indicated that this
manipulation affected the deontological (vs. utilitarian) judgments made by participants.

When the targets were men (in the presence of physical harm), the dilemma was as
follows:

Frank is on a footbridge over the train tracks. He sees a train approaching the bridge
out of control. There are five people on the track. Frank sees that the driver of the train
slammed on the brakes, but the brakes failed. The train is now rushing toward the five
men. It is moving so fast that they will not be able to get off the track in time. Frank knows
that the only way to stop this out-of-control trolley is to drop a very heavy weight into its
path. But the only available, sufficiently heavy weight is 1 large man, also watching the
train from the footbridge. Frank can shove the man onto the track in the path of the trolley,
preventing the train from killing the five men but killing the one man; or, he can refrain
from doing this, letting the five die (Hauser et al. 2007, p. 6).

When the targets were sculptures (in the absence of physical harm), the dilemma was
as follows:

Tom is on a footbridge over the train tracks. He sees a train approaching the bridge
out of control. There are five sculptures (belonging to unknown someone) on the track.
Tom sees that the driver of the train slammed on the brakes, but the brakes failed. The train
is now rushing towards the five sculptures. Tom knows that the only way to stop this out-
of-control train is to drop a very heavy weight into its path. The only available, sufficiently
heavy weight is another sculpture. However, this sculpture belongs to a passerby. He
went to the toilet and asked Tom to help him to look after his sculpture. Tom can push the
sculpture onto the track in the path of the train, preventing the train from destroying the
five sculptures but destroying the one sculpture; or, he can refrain from doing this, letting
the five sculptures be destroyed.

7.3.2. Procedure

After participants volunteered to take part, they were linked to the Qualtrics survey.
To manipulate power, participants first completed a written role simulation task (Guinote
2008). They were asked to imagine themselves in an organizational role as vividly as
possible and to describe what a typical day in their life would be if they were that person.
Participants read information about the organization and their roles. Participants in the
high-power condition read that they would be in the role of a Managing Director in
a Marketing Organization, while those in the low-power condition were assigned an
Employee’s position in the same Marketing Organization. Participants used around 10 min
to plan a workday. Participants in the control group did not complete the role simulation
task but made moral decisions directly. The experimenter was unaware of the participants’
power conditions.

Upon completion, participants in the high- and low-power conditions rated three
questions (α = 0.957) on 9-point scales to check whether the manipulation of the sense of
power was successful. The questions included “I feel I can influence others”, “I feel I have
a great deal of power in the situation”, “I am dominant in the situation”.

Subsequently, they took part in what was, allegedly, a separate study, and they were
presented with one of the two types of moral dilemmas. They were invited to indicate
whether the suggested action was morally acceptable or not on a 9-point scale from 1
(definitely NOT; deontological option) to 9 (definitely YES; utilitarian option). Finally, participants
provided demographic data, checked for suspicions, and were debriefed.
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7.3.3. Results and Discussion

A 2 (power) × 2 (harm) ANOVA showed that the main effect of power on the power
manipulation check questions was significant, F(1, 136) = 116.58, 95% CIHigh [7.08, 7.92]
and 95% CILow [3.81, 4.66], p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.462. The main effect of dilemma type was
not significant, F(1, 136) = 1.02, p = 0.32, and the interaction between power and dilemma
was not significant, F(1, 136) = 0.12, p = 0.73. Participants in the high-power condition felt
more powerful (i.e., more in control over the situation and more influential) (M = 7.50,
SD = 1.13) relative to those in the low-power condition (M = 4.23, SD = 2.26). Harm did not
affect participants’ power experiences.

The main predictions focused on differences between participants in the powerful and
powerless conditions, where the control group should fall somewhere in between. To test
this, a 2 (Power) × 2 (Harm) ANOVA was conducted on the permissibility of pushing the
one man/sculpture onto the track in the footbridge dilemma. This yielded a significant
main effect of harm to life, F(1, 136) = 17.52, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.114. As expected, participants
were more inclined to judge that it is morally acceptable to push the one item (utilitarian
judgment) in the dilemma in the absence of harm compared with the dilemma when harm
was present (see Figure 2 and Table 3). The main effect of power was not significant, F(1,
136) = 1.06, p = 0.305. There was, however, a significant interaction between power and the
presence of harm on moral judgment, F(1, 136) = 4.52, p < 0.05, η2

p = 0.032.
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Figure 2. The interaction effect of power and harm on moral judgments in Study 3.

Table 3. Mean scores and 95% confidence intervals and t-test analyses of moral judgments of
participants in different experimental groups in Study 3.

Power Condition
Harm No Harm

t df p
n M (SD)

95% CI n M (SD)
95% CI

High power 35 3.23 (2.39)
[2.39, 4.07] 35 4.09 (2.59)

[3.25, 4.93] −1.44 68 0.16

Control group 36 3.58 (2.31)
[2.79, 4.38] 38 4.84 (2.47)

[4.07, 5.62] −2.26 72 <0.05

Low power 35 2.77 (2.40)
[1.95, 3.59] 35 5.40 (2.46)

[4.58, 6.22] −4.52 68 <0.001

It can be seen from Table 3 and Figure 2 that participants in the high-power group
showed no difference in moral judgments between the dilemma of harm and the dilemma
of no harm. They tended not to push the one man/sculpture from the bridge, t (68) = −1.44,
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p = 0.16. In contrast, both participants in the low-power group, t (68) = −4.52, p < 0.001,
d = 0.53, and the control group, t (72) = −2.26, p < 0.05, d = 1.08, were more inclined to
choose to push the sculpture to save five sculptures (more utilitarian moral choice) in the
dilemma without harm than to push the man in the dilemma with physical harm.

These results show that individuals with low power and control groups tend to make
more utilitarian choices in scenarios involving harm compared with dilemmas not involving
harm. However, high-power individuals do not show difference in their choices in these
two types of scenarios. Also, the addition of a control condition revealed that the effects
reported previously derive from having power, rather than from lacking power.

7.4. Study 4

Study 3 provided support for the notion that power increases preference for deontol-
ogy, and it showed a boundary condition for power differences as a function of the type
of dilemma. Study 4 aimed to replicate these findings with a different, commonly used
dilemma—the trolley dilemma (Thomson 1986). The trolley dilemma is also a sacrificial
dilemma, where participants need to choose whether to throw a switch to change the
direction of a train to kill one person and save five. It differs from the footbridge dilemma
in terms of the personal involvement of the actor (Foot 1967; Thomson 1986). Sacrificial
dilemmas can be classified into two categories: personal dilemmas and impersonal dilem-
mas. In personal dilemmas, such as the footbridge, the actor directly hurts other person(s)
by touching the person (the actor pushes the victim down by hand) in order to achieve
greater benefits. In impersonal dilemmas, such as the trolley dilemma, the victims are
not hurt directly by the actor but by an agent (the actor throws the switch to change the
direction of the trolley) (Moore et al. 2008; Royzman and Baron 2002). Research suggests
that personal harm to life elicits the use of intuition, thereby enhancing deontological
reasoning compared with dilemmas involving impersonal hurt (Greene and Haidt 2002;
Greene et al. 2001, 2004). It is therefore possible that the insignificant results in Study 3
when harm was present were driven by personal involvement rather than harm to life per
se. To rule out this possibility, an impersonal dilemma—the trolley dilemma—was used in
Study 4.

7.4.1. Methods

Participants and design. A total of 145 students (76 female, 69 male, Mage = 25.03,
SDage = 6.25) were recruited from various survey websites (departmental participants pool,
“Call for participants”, and “Prolific Academic”). All participants were paid GBP 1.50.
Sample sizes were calculated according to the effect size (f = 0.27) of Study 3a in Lammers
and Stapel’s (2009) research, with a desired power level of p = 0.90 (Cohen 1988) and a
desired alpha error probability of p = 0.05. Participants were randomly assigned to one
of four conditions determined by a 2 (Power: high vs. low) × 2 (Dilemma type: harm vs.
no harm) between-participants design. The experiment was based on the existing online
survey development environment Qualtrics.

Materials. The trolley dilemma was adapted from the most common impersonal
sacrificial dilemma (see Hauser et al. 2007).

The dilemma reads as follows:
Ned is walking near the train tracks when he notices a train approaching out of control.

Up ahead on the track are five people/sculptures (belonging to an unknown individual).
Ned sees that the driver of the train slammed on the brakes, but the brakes failed. The
train is now rushing toward the five men/sculptures. It is moving so fast that they will not
be able to get off the track in time. Ned is standing next to a switch, which he can throw,
that will temporarily turn the train onto a side track out of use. There is a heavy object
on the side track. If the train hits the object, the object will stop the train, thereby saving
the five men/sculptures on the main track. Unfortunately, the heavy object is another
man/sculpture, standing on the side track with his back turned (p. 6).
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Half of the participants read the harm version: The man is blind and the person who
takes care of him went to the toilet and asked for Ned’s help to look after the man for a
little while. In this case, Ned can throw the switch, preventing the train from killing the
five men but killing the one man. Or, he can refrain from doing this, letting the five die.

The remaining participants read the no-harm version: In this version, the sculpture
belongs to a passerby who went to the toilet, put his sculpture on the unused side track,
and asked Ned to help him look after his sculpture for a little while. Now, Ned can throw
the switch, preventing the train from destroying the five sculptures but destroying the one
sculpture. Or, he can refrain from doing this, leaving the five items to be destroyed.

7.4.2. Procedure

Once participants agreed to take part, they were linked to a Qualtrics survey. Power
was manipulated by asking participants to recall an episode, in which they had power
over another individual or individuals, or someone else had power over them. They wrote
a narrative paragraph about what happened and how this made them feel, following
Galinsky et al. (2003). After completing the power manipulation, participants completed
the same manipulation check as in Study 3 (α = 0.942). Then, participants read one of the
two types of moral dilemmas. At the end, they were asked “To what extent is it appropriate
for you to throw the switch?” (9-point scale from 1, definitely NOT; deontological option, to
9, definitely YES; utilitarian option). Finally, participants provided demographic data, were
checked for suspicions about the experiment, and were debriefed.

7.4.3. Results and Discussion

First, it was checked whether the manipulation of the sense of power was successful.
A 2 (Power) × 2 (Harm) ANOVA analysis showed that the main effect of power was
significant, F(1, 141) = 234.04, 95% CIHigh [6.43, 7.19] and 95% CILow [2.35, 3.08], p < 0.001,
η2

p = 0.62, while neither the main effect of harm, F(1, 141) = 0.18, p = 0.67, nor the interaction
effect F(1, 141) = 0.99, p = 0.32, were significant. Participants in the high-power condition
felt more powerful, with more control over the situation and more influence over others
(M = 6.81, SD = 1.56) relative to those in the low-power condition (M = 2.72, SD = 1.64).
Harm did not affect participants’ power experiences.

A 2 (power: high vs. low) × 2 (dilemma type: harm vs. no harm) ANOVA tested
the acceptability of throwing the switch in the trolley dilemma. This yielded the ex-
pected significant main effect of harm, F(1, 141) = 11.61, p < 0.01, η2

p = 0.076. People
were more likely not to throw the switch to kill one and save five (i.e., to make deonto-
logical moral judgments) in the dilemma in the presence of impersonal harm compared
with those without harm. The main effect of power was not significant, F(1, 141) = 1.54,
p = 0.22. However, there was a significant interaction between power and harm on moral
judgment, F(1, 141) = 4.37, p < 0.05, η2

p = 0.030. As shown in Table 4 and Figure 3,
in the dilemma without harm, participants in the high-power group tended to make
more deontological moral choices compared with participants in the low-power group,
t (68) = −2.70, p < 0.01, d = 0.64. However, in the dilemma with impersonal harm, there
was no difference in moral choices between high-power group participants and low-power
group participants in the moral dilemma that involves impersonal harm, t (73) = 0.55,
p = 0.58. There was no significant difference in the choices made by high-power group
participants in moral dilemmas involving and not involving impersonal harm, t (68) = 0.87,
p = 0.39, while participants in low-power groups tended to make more utilitarian moral
choices in dilemmas involving physical harm compared with nonharm dilemmas, t (73) = 4.15,
p < 0.001, d = 0.97.
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Table 4. Mean scores and 95% confidence intervals of moral judgments of participants in different
experimental groups in Study 4.

Harm No Harm

Power Condition n M (SD) 95% CI n M (SD) 95% CI

High power 35 5.11 (2.55) [4.37, 5.86] 40 5.60 (2.08) [4.86, 6.34]
Low power 35 4.80 (2.40) [4.11, 5.49] 35 6.83 (1.72) [6.09, 7.57]
Total 70 4.95 (2.46) [4.45, 5.46] 75 6.21 (1.99) [5.69, 6.74]

Note. High values mean utilitarian moral judgments.

Soc. Sci. 2024, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 14 of 20 
 

 

power groups tended to make more utilitarian moral choices in dilemmas involving phys-

ical harm compared with nonharm dilemmas, t (73) = 4.15, p < 0.001, d = 0.97. 

 

Figure 3. The interaction effect of power and harm on moral judgments in Study 4. 

Table 4. Mean scores and 95% confidence intervals of moral judgments of participants in different 

experimental groups in Study 4. 

 Harm No Harm 

Power Condition n M (SD) 95% CI n M (SD) 95% CI 

High power 35 5.11 (2.55) [4.37, 5.86] 40 5.60 (2.08) [4.86, 6.34] 

Low power 35 4.80 (2.40) [4.11, 5.49] 35 6.83 (1.72) [6.09, 7.57] 

Total 70 4.95 (2.46) [4.45, 5.46] 75 6.21 (1.99) [5.69, 6.74] 

Note. High values mean utilitarian moral judgments. 

This study confirmed the boundary condition about the link between power and 

moral judgments in an impersonal sacrificial dilemma (trolley dilemma). This finding is 

consistent with the situation in the personal sacrificial dilemma (footbridge dilemma) in 

Study 3. Individuals with low power tend to make more utilitarian choices in moral di-

lemmas involving harm compared with dilemmas not involving harm. Nevertheless, 

high-power individuals do not show differences in their choices in these two types of sce-

narios. The preference for utilitarian decisions of low-power individuals, compared with 

high-power individuals, only occurs in moral dilemmas that do not involve harm to other 

people. The different moral thinking styles of high-power and low-power individuals 

vanished when faced with an impersonal sacrificial dilemma with harm.  

Due to previous research suggesting differences in moral judgments between per-

sonal and impersonal dilemmas (Greene et al. 2001, 2004), we aim to further investigate 

through Experiment 4 to determine whether it is the harm that causes the boundary effects 

of power on moral judgments or if it is the personalness that causes such effects. Given 

that in the current research, we found a similar boundary condition, we think that it is the 

harm, rather than personalness, that triggers the boundary effects of power on moral judg-

ments. This finding is also consistent with Haidt’s moral foundation theory (Graham et 

al. 2009, 2011), which treats harm/care as one of the most important and basic foundations 

of human morals related to human intuition.  

8. General Discussion 

 

Figure 3. The interaction effect of power and harm on moral judgments in Study 4.

This study confirmed the boundary condition about the link between power and
moral judgments in an impersonal sacrificial dilemma (trolley dilemma). This finding
is consistent with the situation in the personal sacrificial dilemma (footbridge dilemma)
in Study 3. Individuals with low power tend to make more utilitarian choices in moral
dilemmas involving harm compared with dilemmas not involving harm. Nevertheless,
high-power individuals do not show differences in their choices in these two types of
scenarios. The preference for utilitarian decisions of low-power individuals, compared
with high-power individuals, only occurs in moral dilemmas that do not involve harm to
other people. The different moral thinking styles of high-power and low-power individuals
vanished when faced with an impersonal sacrificial dilemma with harm.

Due to previous research suggesting differences in moral judgments between personal
and impersonal dilemmas (Greene et al. 2001, 2004), we aim to further investigate through
Experiment 4 to determine whether it is the harm that causes the boundary effects of power
on moral judgments or if it is the personalness that causes such effects. Given that in the
current research, we found a similar boundary condition, we think that it is the harm, rather
than personalness, that triggers the boundary effects of power on moral judgments. This
finding is also consistent with Haidt’s moral foundation theory (Graham et al. 2009, 2011),
which treats harm/care as one of the most important and basic foundations of human
morals related to human intuition.

8. General Discussion

Four studies examined how physical harm in dilemmas modifies the association
between power and moral reasoning. First, two studies examined a previous finding
showing that possession of power triggers deontological moral reasoning (Lammers and
Stapel 2009). They were exact and conceptual replications in experimental and naturally
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occurring settings in Europe and China. Then, this research extended past research by
considering the presence or absence of harm to life. The physical harm in dilemmas was
studied by setting whether the targets were men or objects (sculptures) with ownership
(Millar et al. 2014). We tested this because dilemmas in the presence of harm elicited
intuition and decreased systematic thinking (e.g., Greene et al. 2001), and people without
power would decrease their utilitarian moral thinking in dilemmas with harm compared
with those without harm. In contrast, powerful individuals already tended to rely on
deontological moral thinking in dilemmas without harm, and they would not change their
moral thinking style. These studies showed that power increases deontological moral
thinking styles in dilemmas in the absence of harm. This association between power and
deontological moral thinking style, however, does not occur in dilemmas in the presence of
physical power via intuition elicited by harm.

Study 1 was a successful exact replication of the original study (Study 3a in Lammers
and Stapel 2009), showing that having power leads to a preference for a deontological
(rule-based) moral thinking style, and lacking power leads to a preference for a utilitarian
(outcome-based) moral thinking style. In Study 2, the original paradigm and procedure
were administered to a sample of participants from organizational environments in China.
This showed that the proposed link between power and moral thinking style can be gener-
alized to natural settings and different cultures. Studies 3 and 4 utilized dilemmas with
conflict of deontology and utilitarianism in the conditions in which physical harm was
presented or absent. The results show a moderating role of the presence of harm. Power
only affected moral reasoning in dilemmas when harm to life was absent. When harm
was presented, the differences between the powerful and the powerless were eliminated.
Meanwhile, by adding a control group, Study 3 showed that the different judgments of
the powerful, the powerless, and the control people were specifically caused by having
power. Lacking power did not affect moral reasoning compared with the control condi-
tion, while the possession of power increased deontological moral reasoning in dilemmas
without harm.

The findings discussed how the presence of harm affects the relationship between
power and moral choices and extend the understanding of how power affects moral
reasoning in different moral contexts. This research found boundary conditions for the
effects of power on moral reasoning. Four studies examined how people in powerful and
powerless conditions make judgments in sacrificial dilemmas. The results suggest that
there is a limited scope of the influence of power on moral thinking style when harm to life
is present. Differences in moral thinking styles between the powerful and the powerless
are limited to daily life dilemmas. Under sacrificial dilemmas, people who do not have
power change their thinking style towards deontology.

The powerful were more inclined not to violate the ownership of sculptures and not
to choose to sacrifice the one sculpture that they promised to help take care of compared
with people without power. This finding is consistent with previous findings about the
association between high power and rule-based thinking (Lammers and Stapel 2009).
Lammers and Stapel (2009) put their focus on the choice between rules or regulations set by
a specific person or organization (e.g., the teacher, and the hospital), while the rule in the
current study is about not violating ownership. The choice between violating ownership
and the greater benefits is also a good way to study the conflict between deontology and
utilitarianism (Millar et al. 2014).

Meanwhile, research has found that power does not influence individuals’ moral
choices in classical sacrifice scenarios (the footbridge dilemma and the trolley dilemma).
This finding is not contradictory to Fleischmann et al. (2019). In their study, the sense of
power was not significantly correlated with utilitarian and deontological thinking inclina-
tions but rather influenced them through four moral orientations in different directions.
Our study found that harm eliminated the differences in moral choices between high-
and low-power individuals. This may be due to the fact that in sacrifice scenarios, power
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simultaneously affects both utilitarian and deontological thinking, causing the two effects
to cancel each other out and thus not influencing the final moral choice.

Research has found differences compared with the study by Gawronski and Brannon
(2020). Their study found that inducing high (vs. low) power by recalling a personal
experience reduces sensitivity to norms, whereas being assigned to a social role involving
high (vs. low) power enhances sensitivity to norms. This may be due to the different
moral paradigms used in the studies. In our study, we examined how power influences
individuals’ final moral choices using a single traditional sacrificial moral dilemma, while
Gawronski and Brannon’s (2020) study was based on the CNI model’s moral dilemma
paradigm, comparing individuals’ choices in four different types of moral dilemmas to
calculate three parameters: (1) sensitivity to consequences, (2) sensitivity to moral norms,
and (3) general preference for inaction versus action regardless of consequences and norms.

The association between power and moral thinking style examined in this article is also
consistent with the intuitionist moral model (Haidt 2001) and dual-process moral judgment
theory (Greene 2009; Greene et al. 2009). This model claims that moral thinking is not
stable; it is affected by various contextual cues, and people rely on intuition or elaborative
reasoning to think about moral events depending on context.

In all these studies, how power affects moral judgments was tested with one dilemma.
This design is consistent with Lammers and Stapel’s (2009) research and is also typical in
moral judgment research (e.g., Millar et al. 2014; Valdesolo and DeSteno 2006). However, the
studies conducted by Fleischmann et al. (2019) and Gawronski and Brannon (2020) utilized
a pre-existing series of moral dilemmas, employing the process dissociation paradigm and
the CNI model, respectively. We did not choose to use multiple moral dilemmas in every
single experiment because we found that the manipulation of the sense of power did not
last very long, and the dependent variables should be measured very quickly in a pilot
study. The dependent variables in other studies with power manipulation were also simple
and short (e.g., Galinsky et al. 2003; Guinote 2008). Thus, we chose the one-scenario design
to guarantee that moral judgments were indeed affected by the manipulation of power.
Using a single-dilemma design may sacrifice the variation of scenarios. We were not able
to study if power affects moral judgments in the same way in different dilemmas. To avoid
this limitation, various dilemmas were included in different studies.

In the Introduction, we discussed the difference between power and a sense of power.
Studies 1 and 4 manipulated the sense of power by recalling tasks, Study 3 used role
simulation task to manipulate power, and in Study 2, we also divided participants into high-
and low-power groups based on the sense of power they experienced in their actual work
environment. Under these manipulation and categorization, we found that individuals’
sense of power can influence moral judgments. In Lammers and Stapel’s (2009) study,
they also manipulated power through a recalling task. Fleischmann et al. (2019) found
a correlation between a sense of power and utilitarian and deontological inclinations by
measuring personal senses of power. These two studies show the effects of a sense of power
on moral judgments and moral reasoning. Our findings are consistent with theirs.

Gawronski and Brannon (2020) investigated the differential effects of recalling and
role-playing tasks on moral thinking. This suggests that individuals can be influenced
in their subsequent cognition and behavior when they have concrete power to control
others, as well as when they experience a sense of power through recall. However, the
direction of these influences may vary. Gawronski and Brannon’s (2020) research focused
on the internal thought processes of moral reasoning, while our study focused on the choice
outcomes in moral scenarios. Due to the varying effects observed from different methods
of power manipulation, further research is needed to investigate whether the impact of
power on moral judgments remains consistent when individuals are given actual authority
to control others compared with when their sense of power is manipulated through recall
and imagination tasks.

This research has several limitations and future research possibilities. First, this
research only discussed the association between power and moral reasoning in cases
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with/without harm to life. It would be informative to investigate the role of harm con-
tinuously, with different levels of intensity. In addition, there are also several factors that
influence moral reasoning and were not investigated in the present research. For example,
the side effects of moral decisions have implications, for instance, the cost of the means used
to enhance the greater good (Hauser et al. 2007; Thomson 1976, 1985) and ownership rights
(Millar et al. 2014). Also, Studies 3 and 4 discussed the effect of the presence of harm or not
by the contrast between a human and a sculpture, but this might also lead to differences
in the cost of actions. Stronger utilitarian judgments might result not from the absence
of physical harm to another human, but from the difference in consequences—sacrificing
a sculpture would lead to much less negative outcomes financially, morally, legally, and
reputation-wise compared with sacrificing a human. To avoid this shortcoming, further
studies can compare different types of harm. Finally, the sample sizes of the present studies
were calculated based on a previous study (Lammers and Stapel 2009), but the observed
effects were smaller compared with that previous study. We speculate that this may be
due to cultural differences. The previous experiments were conducted in Germany, while
Experiments 1, 3, and 4 were conducted in the UK, and Experiment 2 was conducted in
China. Cultural differences may have contributed to this phenomenon. German culture
may lead to a greater emphasis on rules among individuals in positions of power.

The present findings tested the association between power and moral reasoning in
dilemmas in the presence and absence of harm. The link between power (powerlessness)
and deontological (utilitarian) moral thinking was found only in the condition in which
physical harm was not presented. Possession of power is attributed to this specific effect.
Power-holders and powerless individuals indeed hold different moral thinking styles
toward ethical issues. Differences in perspectives can create conflicts, and knowledge of the
epistemological viewpoints triggered by hierarchy can be useful in managing these conflicts.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, M.Z. and A.G.; methodology, M.Z. and A.G.; formal
analysis, M.Z.; investigation, M.Z. and W.L.; data curation, M.Z. and W.L.; writing—original draft
preparation, M.Z.; writing—review and editing, M.Z. and A.G.; supervision, A.G.; project administra-
tion, A.G.; funding acquisition, M.Z. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of
the manuscript.

Funding: This research was funded by [National Social Science Foundation of China] grant number
[20CSH071].

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration
of Helsinki, and approved by the Ethics Committee of University College London (protocol code
[CPB/2014/004] and date of approval: January 2014).

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in
the study.

Data Availability Statement: The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be made
available by the authors on request.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
Anderson, Cameron, and Adam D. Galinsky. 2006. Power, optimism, and risk-taking. European Journal of Social Psychology 36: 511–36.

[CrossRef]
Anderson, Cameron, and Jennifer L. Berdahl. 2002. The experience of power: Examining the effects of power on approach and

inhibition tendencies. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 83: 1362–77. [CrossRef]
Anderson, Cameron, Oliver P. John, and Dacher Keltner. 2012. The personal sense of power. Journal of Personality 80: 313–44. [CrossRef]
Anderson, Cameron, Sanjay Srivastava, Jennifer S. Beer, Sandra E. Spataro, and Jennifer A. Chatman. 2006. Knowing your place:

Self-perceptions of status in social groups. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 91: 1094–110. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Bandura, Albert. 1999. Social cognitive theory of personality. In Handbook of Personality: Theory and Research, 2nd ed. Edited by

Lawrence A. Pervin and Oliver P. John. New York: Guilford Press, pp. 154–96.

https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.324
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.83.6.1362
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.2011.00734.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.91.6.1094
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17144767


Soc. Sci. 2024, 13, 256 18 of 20

Bargh, John A., Paula Raymond, John B. Pryor, and Fritz Strack. 1995. Attractiveness of the underling: An automatic power sex
association and its consequences for sexual harassment and aggression. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 68: 768–81.
[CrossRef]

Bartels, Daniel M. 2008. Principled moral sentiment and the flexibility of moral judgment and decision making. Cognition 108: 381–417.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

Belk, Russell W. 1991. The ineluctable mysteries of posessions. Journal of Social Behavior and Personality 6: 17–55.
Bentham, Jeremy. 1948. An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation. New York: Hafner. First published 1789.
Bugental, Daphne Blunt, and Jeffrey Clayton Lewis. 1999. The paradoxical misuse of power by those who see themselves as powerless:

How does it happen? Journal of Social Issues 55: 51–64. [CrossRef]
Bugental, Daphne Blunt, Jay Blue, and Michael Cruzcosa. 1989. Perceived control over caregiving outcomes: Implications for child

abuse. Developmental Psychology 25: 532–39. [CrossRef]
Chen, Serena, Annette Y. Lee-Chai, and John A. Bargh. 2001. Relationship orientation as a moderator of the effects of social power.

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 80: 173–87. [CrossRef]
Cohen, Jacob. 1988. Statistical Power Analysis for the Behavioral Sciences. Hilsdale: Lawrence Earlbaum Associates.
Cushman, Fiery, and Joshua D. Greene. 2012. Finding faults: How moral dilemmas illuminate cognitive structure. Social Neuroscience 7:

269–79. [CrossRef]
Darwall, Stephen L. 2003a. Consequentialism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Darwall, Stephen L. 2003b. Deontology. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Emerson, Richard M. 2019. Power-dependence relations. In Power in Modern Societies. Edited by Marvin E. Olsen, Martin N Marger and

Valencia Fonseca. London: Routledge, pp. 48–58.
Fast, Nathanael J., and Serena Chen. 2009. When the boss feels inadequate: Power, incompetence, and aggression. Psychological Science

20: 1406–13. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Fiske, Susan T. 1993. Controlling other people: The impact of power on stereotyping. American Psychologist 48: 621–28. [CrossRef]
Fiske, Susan T., and Eric Dépret. 1996. Control, interdependence and power: Understanding social cognition in its social context.

European Review of Social Psychology 7: 31–61. [CrossRef]
Fleischmann, Alexandra, Joris Lammers, Paul Conway, and Adam D. Galinsky. 2019. Paradoxical effects of power on moral thinking:

Why power both increases and decreases deontological and utilitarian moral decisions. Social Psychological and Personality Science
10: 110–20. [CrossRef]

Foot, Philippa. 1967. The problem of abortion and the doctrine of double effect. Oxford Review 5: 1–6.
Friedman, Ori, and Hildy Ross. 2011. Twenty-one reasons to care about the psychological basis of ownership. New Directions for Child

and Adolescent Development 132: 1–8. [CrossRef]
Fu, Genyue, Fen Xu, Catherine Ann Cameron, Gail Heyman, and Kang Lee. 2007. Cross-cultural differences in children’s choices,

categorizations, and evaluations of truths and lies. Developmental Psychology 43: 278–93. [CrossRef]
Galinsky, Adam D., Deborah H. Gruenfeld, and Joe C. Magee. 2003. From power to action. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 85:

453–65. [CrossRef]
Galinsky, Adam D., Joe C. Magee, Deborah H. Gruenfeld, Jennifer A. Whitson, and Katie A. Liljenquist. 2008. Power reduces the press

of the situation: Implications for creativity, conformity, and dissonance. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 95: 1450–66.
[CrossRef]

Gawronski, Bertram, and Skylar M. Brannon. 2020. Power and moral dilemma judgments: Distinct effects of memory recall versus
social roles. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 86: 103908. [CrossRef]

Graham, Jesse, Brian A. Nosek, Jonathan Haidt, Ravi Iyer, Spassena Koleva, and Peter H. Ditto. 2011. Mapping the moral domain.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 101: 366–85. [CrossRef]

Graham, Jesse, Jonathan Haidt, and Brian A. Nosek. 2009. Liberals and conservatives rely on different sets of moral foundations.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 96: 1029–46. [CrossRef]

Greene, Joshua D. 2009. Dual-process morality and the personal/impersonal distinction: A reply to McGuire, Langdon, Coltheart, and
Mackenzie. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 45: 581–84. [CrossRef]

Greene, Joshua D., and Jonathan Haidt. 2002. How (and where) does moral judgment work? Trends in Cognitive Science 6: 517–23.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

Greene, Joshua D., Fiery A. Cushman, Lisa E Stewart, Kelly Lowenberg, Leigh E. Nystrom, and Jonathan D. Cohen. 2009. Pushing
moral buttons: The interaction between personal force and intention in moral judgment. Cognition 111: 364–71. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

Greene, Joshua D., Leigh E. Nystrom, Andrew D. Engell, John M. Darley, and Jonathan D. Cohen. 2004. The neural bases of cognitive
conflict and control in moral judgment. Neuron 44: 389–400. [CrossRef]

Greene, Joshua D., R. Brian Sommerville, Leigh E. Nystrom, John M. Darley, and Jonathan D. Cohen. 2001. An fMRI investigation of
emotional engagement in moral judgment. Science 293: 2105–8. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Greene, Joshua D., Sylvia A. Morelli, Kelly Lowenberg, Leigh E. Nystrom, and Jonathan D. Cohen. 2008. Cognitive load selectively
interferes with utilitarian moral judgment. Cognition 107: 1144–54. [CrossRef]

Guinote, Ana. 2008. Power and affordances: When the situation has more power over powerful than powerless individuals. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology 95: 237–52. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.68.5.768
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2008.03.001
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18486121
https://doi.org/10.1111/0022-4537.00104
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.25.4.532
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.80.2.173
https://doi.org/10.1080/17470919.2011.614000
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2009.02452.x
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19818043
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.48.6.621
https://doi.org/10.1080/14792779443000094
https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550617744022
https://doi.org/10.1002/cd.292
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.43.2.278
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.85.3.453
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0012633
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2019.103908
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0021847
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015141
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2009.01.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1364-6613(02)02011-9
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12475712
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2009.02.001
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19375075
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2004.09.027
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1062872
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11557895
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2007.11.004
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0012518


Soc. Sci. 2024, 13, 256 19 of 20

Guinote, Ana. 2017. How Power Affects People: Activating, Wanting, and Goal Seeking. Annual Review of Psychology 68: 353–81.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

Guinote, Ana, and Adele Phillips. 2010. Power can increase stereotyping. Social Psychology 41: 3–9. [CrossRef]
Haidt, Jonathan. 2001. The emotional dog and its rational tail: A social intuitionist approach to moral judgment. Psychological Review

108: 814–34. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Haidt, Jonathan. 2003. The moral emotions. In Handbook of Affective Sciences. Edited by Richard J. Davidson, Klaus R. Sherer and H. Hill

Goldsmith. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 852–70.
Hauser, Marc, Fiery Cushman, Liane Young, R. Kang-Xing Jin, and John Mikhail. 2007. A dissociation between moral judgments and

justifications. Mind & Language 22: 1–21. [CrossRef]
Heekeren, Hauke R., Isabell Wartenburger, Helge Schmidt, Kristin Prehn, Hans-Peter Schwintowski, and Arno Villringer. 2005.

Influence of bodily harm on neural correlates of semantic and moral decision-making. Neuroimage 24: 887–97. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

Kahane, Guy. 2015. Sidetracked by trolleys: Why sacrificial moral dilemmas tell us little (or nothing) about utilitarian judgment. Social
Neuroscience 10: 551–60. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Kahane, Guy, Jim A. C. Everett, Brian D. Earp, Lucius Caviola, Nadira S. Faber, Molly J. Crockett, and Julian Savulescu. 2018. Beyond
sacrificial harm: A two-dimensional model of utilitarian psychology. Psychological Review 125: 131–64. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Kant, Immanuel. 1785. Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals. New York: Macmillan.
Keltner, Dacher, Deborah H. Gruenfeld, and Cameron Anderson. 2003. Power, approach, and inhibition. Psychological Review 110:

265–84. [CrossRef]
Kipnis, David. 1972. Does power corrupt? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 24: 33–41. [CrossRef]
Koenigs, Michael, Liane Young, Ralph Adolphs, Daniel Tranel, Fiery Cushman, Marc Hauser, and Antonio Damasio. 2007. Damage to

the prefrontal cortex increases utilitarian moral judgments. Nature 446: 908–11. [CrossRef]
Lammers, Joris, and Diederik A. Stapel. 2009. How power influences moral thinking. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 97:

279–89. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Mann, Nikki H., and Kerry Kawakami. 2012. The long, steep path to equality: Progressing on egalitarian goals. Journal of Experimental

Psychology: General 141: 187–97. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Millar, J. Charles, John Turri, and Ori Friedman. 2014. For the greater goods? Ownership rights and utilitarian moral judgment.

Cognition 133: 79–84. [CrossRef]
Moore, Adam B., Brian A. Clark, and Michael J. Kane. 2008. Who shalt not kill? Individual differences in working memory capacity,

executive control, and moral judgment. Psychological Science 19: 549–57. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Ng, Sik Hung. 1980. The Social Psychology of Power. San Diego: Academic Press.
O’Neill, Patricia, and Lewis Petrinovich. 1998. A preliminary cross-cultural study of moral intuitions. Evolution and Human Behavior 19:

349–67. [CrossRef]
Overbeck, Jennifer R., and Bernadette Park. 2001. When power does not corrupt: Superior individuation processes among powerful

perceivers. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 81: 549–65. [CrossRef]
Overbeck, Jennifer R., and Bernadette Park. 2006. Powerful perceivers, powerless objects: Flexibility of powerholders’ social attention.

Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 99: 227–43. [CrossRef]
Petrinovich, Lewis, Patricia O’Neill, and Matthew Jorgensen. 1993. An empirical study of moral intuitions: Toward an evolutionary

ethics. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 64: 467–78. [CrossRef]
Rochat, Philippe. 2011. Possession and morality in early development. New Directions for Child and Adolescent Development 132: 23–38.

[CrossRef] [PubMed]
Rossano, Federico, Hannes Rakoczy, and Michael Tomasello. 2011. Young children’s understanding of violations of property rights.

Cognition 121: 219–27. [CrossRef]
Royzman, Edward B., and Jonathan Baron. 2002. The preference for indirect harm. Social Justice Research 15: 165–84. [CrossRef]
Russell, Bertrand. 1938. Power: A New Social Analysis. London: Routledge Classics.
Schmid Mast, Marianne, Klaus Jonas, and Judith A. Hall. 2009. Give a person power and he or she will show interpersonal sensitivity:

The phenomenon and its why and when. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 97: 835–50. [CrossRef]
Smith, Pamela K., and Wilhelm Hofmann. 2016. Power in everyday life. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences United States of

America 113: 10043–48. [CrossRef]
Tetlock, Philip E., Orie V. Kristel, kantkant S. Beth Elson, Melanie C. Green, and Jennifer S. Lerner. 2000. The psychology of the

unthinkable: Taboo trade-offs, forbidden base rates, and heretical counterfactuals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 78:
853–70. [CrossRef]

Thomson, Judith Jarvis. 1976. Killing, letting die, and the trolley problem. The Monist 59: 204–17. [CrossRef]
Thomson, Judith Jarvis. 1985. The trolley problem. The Yale Law Journal 94: 1395–415. [CrossRef]
Thomson, Judith Jarvis. 1986. Rights, Restitution, and Risk: Essays in Moral Theory. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
Valdesolo, Piercarlo, and David DeSteno. 2006. Manipulations of emotional context shape moral judgment. Psychological Science 17:

476–77. [CrossRef]
Van Kleef, Gerben A., Christopher Oveis, Ilmo van der Lowe, Aleksandr LuoKogan, Jennifer Goetz, and Dacher Keltner. 2008. Power,

distress, and compassion: Turning a blind eye to the suffering of others. Psychological Science 19: 1315–22. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-010416-044153
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27687123
https://doi.org/10.1027/1864-9335/a000002
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.108.4.814
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11699120
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0017.2006.00297.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroimage.2004.09.026
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15652323
https://doi.org/10.1080/17470919.2015.1023400
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25791902
https://doi.org/10.1037/rev0000093
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29265854
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.110.2.265
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0033390
https://doi.org/10.1038/nature05631
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015437
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19634975
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0025602
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21928921
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2014.05.018
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2008.02122.x
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18578844
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1090-5138(98)00030-0
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.81.4.549
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2005.10.003
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.64.3.467
https://doi.org/10.1002/cd.294
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21671339
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2011.06.007
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1019923923537
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0016234
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1604820113
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.78.5.853
https://doi.org/10.5840/monist197659224
https://doi.org/10.2307/796133
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2006.01731.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2008.02241.x


Soc. Sci. 2024, 13, 256 20 of 20

Waldmann, Michael R., and Jörn H. Dieterich. 2007. Throwing a bomb on a person versus throwing a person on a bomb: Intervention
myopia in moral intuitions. Psychological Science 18: 247–53. [CrossRef]

Wheatley, Thalia, and Jonathan Haidt. 2005. Hypnotic disgust makes moral judgments more severe. Psychological Science 16: 780–84.
[CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2007.01884.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2005.01614.x

	Introduction 
	Power 
	Importance of the Link between Power and Moral Judgments 
	Presence of Harm in Dilemmas 
	How the Presence of Harm Modifies the Relationship between Power and Moral Thinking 
	Culture 
	The Present Research 
	Study 1 
	Participants and Design 
	Procedure 
	Results and Discussion 

	Study 2 
	Participants and Design 
	Procedure 
	Results and Discussion 

	Study 3 
	Method 
	Procedure 
	Results and Discussion 

	Study 4 
	Methods 
	Procedure 
	Results and Discussion 


	General Discussion 
	References

