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Abstract 

Psychological research on power, status, and hierarchy has been developed largely 

within WEIRD samples, and its conclusions, including the assumption that socioeconomic 

development tends to reduce the cultural relevance of hierarchy, may not always generalize. 

The view that progress entails the diminishing of hierarchy does not easily account for 

trajectories such as the Confucian Asian one, in which steep hierarchies and high 

developmental outcomes coexist. Social hierarchy, moreover, is rarely a single dimension: 

power (control over resources and outcomes), social status (respect and prominence), and 

socioeconomic position (access to resources) are related but not interchangeable, and the 

extent to which standing on one transfers to the others is itself shaped by culture. At the heart 

of these hierarchies are institutional powerholders, such as managers, teachers, judges, and 

officials, through whom hierarchy is most directly enacted in everyday life. This dissertation 

investigates how authorities are perceived across cultures: whether they are seen as self-

oriented (using their position as an opportunity for personal gain) or other-oriented (taking 

responsibility for those they oversee). The dissertation is based on three first-authored 

publications. 

The first publication tests the relationship between powerholder construals against 

preferences for societal development in the United States, Poland, and Hong Kong 

(nparticipants=1,281). Perceiving powerholders as self-oriented was tied to stronger endorsement 

of egalitarian aims, such as gender equality, education, human rights, and reduction of 

poverty, while perceiving them as other-oriented was tied to traditional aims, such as religion, 

military power, or respect for authority. The results suggest that the responsible exercise of 

power may help legitimize existing hierarchies and ease pressure for egalitarian change. 

The second publication investigates the link between being perceived as powerful and 

high in social status (Nsamples=77 from Ncountries=70 covering nparticipants=18,096). The link 

between perceived power and social status was positive on average but absent in WEIRD and 

Post-Soviet regions, and stronger in Confucian Asia, Latin America/Caribbean, and Sub-

Saharan Africa. Other-orientation amplified the link; self-orientation attenuated it. At the 

cultural level, the relationship was stronger in cultures characterized by Harmony cultural 

model of selfhood, high Embeddedness, and high Cultural Tightness. The results suggest that 

the conceptual separation of power and status may be more specific to WEIRD and Post-

Soviet regions than universal. 

The third publication investigates whether socioeconomic position shapes how 

powerholders are perceived, with governance quality as a moderator. Across two studies, one 
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on the 70-culture dataset and one a conceptual replication on an independent dataset of 

cultures (Nsamples=83 from Ncountries=62 covering nparticipants = 17,200), higher subjective SES 

was associated with perceiving powerholders as less self-oriented and more other-oriented. 

However, skepticism toward powerholders was widespread across the socioeconomic 

spectrum. Corruption Perception Index emerged as the robust moderator. In low-corruption 

contexts, the negative link between SES and perception of powerholders as self-oriented was 

the strongest. The results suggest that positive perceptions of powerholders may be both a 

privilege of socioeconomic position and of living in a well-governed society. 

Taken together, the three publications suggest that powerholder perceptions are 

systematically tied to (1) views about social hierarchy, (2) preferences for societal change, 

and (3) one's socioeconomic position, and that (4) the strength and shape of these ties depend 

on cultural context. Hierarchies that appear similar can carry different meanings in different 

societies, and the figure of the powerholder — a responsible guardian in one society, an 

opportunist in another — becomes an indicator of cultural and economic foundations of 

hierarchy in a given society. 

 

Key words: social hierarchy, culture, powerholders, self-orientation, other-orientation  
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Streszczenie 

Dotychczasowe badania psychologiczne nad władzą, statusem i hierarchią społeczną 

były prowadzone głównie na próbach z krajów zachodnich, a ich wnioski, w tym założenie, 

że rozwój ekonomiczny zmniejsza znaczenie hierarchii, nie zawsze mogą być generalizowane 

na inne kręgi kulturowe. Pogląd, zgodnie z którym postęp wiąże się z osłabieniem hierarchii, 

nie wyjaśnia trajektorii takich jak obserwowana w Azji Konfucjańskiej, gdzie ścisłe 

hierarchie współistnieją z wysokimi wskaźnikami rozwoju społecznego i gospodarczego. Co 

więcej, hierarchia społeczna nie ma charakteru jednowymiarowego: władza (kontrola nad 

zasobami i ludźmi), status społeczny (szacunek i prestiż) oraz status socjoekonomiczny 

(dostęp do zasobów) są ze sobą powiązane, ale nie są tożsame, a stopień, w jakim pozycja 

jednostki w jednym z tych obszarów przekłada się na pozostałe, jest kształtowany przez 

kulturę. W centrum tych hierarchii znajdują się osoby sprawujące władzę w różnych 

instytucjach (takie jak osoby pełniące role menadżerskie, sędziowskie, nauczycielskie czy 

policyjne), za pośrednictwem których hierarchia jest bezpośrednio realizowana w życiu 

codziennym. Niniejsza rozprawa bada, jak w różnych kulturach ludzie postrzegają osoby 

sprawujące władzę: czy są postrzegane jako zorientowane na siebie (wykorzystujące swoją 

pozycję jako okazję do osiągnięcia osobistych korzyści) czy zorientowane na innych (biorące 

odpowiedzialność za tych, nad którymi sprawują władzę). Rozprawa opiera się na trzech 

pierwszo-autorskich publikacjach. 

Pierwsza publikacja bada relację między spostrzeganiem osób sprawujących władzę a 

preferencjami dotyczącymi rozwoju społecznego w Polsce, Stanach Zjednoczonych i 

Hongkongu (n=1 281). Postrzeganie osób sprawujących władzę jako zorientowanych na 

siebie wiązało się z silniejszym poparciem dla celów egalitarnych, takich jak równość płci, 

edukacja, prawa człowieka czy redukcja ubóstwa, natomiast postrzeganie ich jako 

zorientowanych na innych wiązało się z poparciem dla celów tradycyjnych, takich jak religia, 

siła militarna czy szacunek dla autorytetów. Wyniki sugerują, że odpowiedzialne 

sprawowanie władzy może być związane z legitymizowaniem istniejących hierarchii i 

osłabianiem presji społecznej na egalitarne zmiany. 

Druga publikacja bada związek między postrzeganiem osób sprawujących władzę jako 

wpływowych a spostrzeganiem ich jako mających wysoki status społeczny (Npróby=77 z 

Nkraje=70, n=18 096). Związek między spostrzeganą władzą a statusem społecznym był 

dodatni dla całej próby łącznie, ale nieobecny w krajach zachodnich i postsowieckich, a 

silniejszy w Azji Konfucjańskiej, Ameryce Łacińskiej, na Karaibach oraz w Afryce 

7



 
 

Subsaharyjskiej. Postrzegana orientacja na innych wzmacniała ten związek; orientacja na 

siebie go osłabiała. Na poziomie kulturowym relacja ta była silniejsza w kulturach 

charakteryzujących się harmonijnym modelem „ja” (self-expression vs. harmony cultural 

model of selfhood), wysokim zakorzenieniem (embeddedness) i wysoką ciasnością kulturową 

(cultural tightness). Wyniki sugerują, że konceptualne rozdzielenie władzy oraz statusu może 

być specyficzne dla zachodnich oraz postsowieckich regionów zamiast być uniwersalne 

kulturowo.  

Trzecia publikacja bada, jak pozycja społeczno-ekonomiczna kształtuje sposób, w jaki 

spostrzegane są osoby sprawujące władzę, wykorzystując jakość rządzenia jako moderator. W 

dwóch badaniach, jednym opartym na zbiorze danych z 70 kultur z poprzedniej publikacji 

oraz drugim stanowiącym konceptualną replikację na niezależnym zbiorze danych (Npróby = 

80 z Nkraje=160, n=17 200), wyższy status socjoekonomiczny wiązał się z postrzeganiem osób 

sprawujących władzę jako mniej zorientowanych na siebie i bardziej zorientowanych na 

innych. Sceptycyzm wobec osób sprawujących władzę był jednak powszechny w całym 

przekroju socjoekonomicznym. Indeks Percepcji Korupcji (Corruption Perception Index) był 

moderatorem tej relacji. W społeczeństwach o niskim poziomie korupcji ujemny związek 

między statusem socjoekonomicznym a spostrzeganiem osób sprawujących władzę jako 

zorientowanych na siebie był najsilniejszy. Wyniki sugerują, że pozytywne spostrzeganie 

władzy może być zarówno przywilejem pozycji socjoekonomicznej, jak i przywilejem życia 

w dobrze zarządzanym społeczeństwie. 

Wspólnie trzy publikacje sugerują, że spostrzeganie osób sprawujących władzę jest 

systematycznie powiązane (1) z poglądami na temat hierarchii społecznej, (2) z preferencjami 

dotyczącymi zmian społecznych oraz (3) z pozycją socjoekonomiczną, (4) a siła tych 

powiązań zależy od kontekstu kulturowego. Pozornie podobne hierarchie mogą mieć różne 

znaczenia w różnych społeczeństwach, a osoby sprawujące władzę – w jednym 

społeczeństwie postrzegane jako odpowiedzialne, w innym postrzegane jako oportunistyczne 

– okazują się wskaźnikiem kulturowych i ekonomicznych fundamentów hierarchii w danym 

społeczeństwie. 

 

Słowa kluczowe: hierarchia społeczna, kultura, osoby sprawujące władzę, orientacja na 

siebie, orientacja na innych  
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General Introduction 

The term "roundtable" carries a specific meaning among members of Western 

cultures. According to the Arthurian tradition, the King commanded its creation to thwart 

fights between his barons over hierarchy and status. The table has no head, which emphasizes 

that anyone who sits at it is considered equal. A similar table carries reversed symbolism on 

the other side of the globe, in Shandong, a Chinese province. While the table remains round, 

each seat is designated for a person with a specific place in the social hierarchy (Bell & Pei, 

2022). However, high social power that grants a prominent place at the table comes with the 

financial responsibility of paying for — and the social responsibility of caring for — the other 

guests. In the West, the round shape signals equality; in Shandong, it illustrates a web of 

obligations that accompanies social hierarchy. 

What this contrast reveals goes beyond table manners. Social hierarchy is not simply a 

question of who sits where, or whether a society is equal or unequal — it is also a question of 

what power means to those who hold it, and to those who are subject to it (Tsai & Markus, 

2003; Torelli & Shavitt, 2020; Gobel & Miyamoto, 2024). The stakes are far from abstract. In 

Japan, higher subjective social rank is associated with poorer health outcomes — the reverse 

of what is found in the United States (Park et al., 2024). American managers sleep better and 

report less stress than their subordinates; Japanese managers tend to sleep less and stress more 

(Miyamoto, 2024). The same rung on the ladder can feel like a privilege of opportunity or a 

burden of responsibility, depending on where in the world that ladder stands. 

Yet psychology has been slow to grasp this variability, limited by two biases. The first 

is cultural. Most theories of power, status, and social class have been built within WEIRD 

societies (Henrich, 2020; Krys et al., 2024) — and these societies happen to hold a 

particularly uneasy view of ranking human beings. The result is a literature rich in studies of 

inequality, but sparse on its sibling phenomenon: hierarchy itself, with all the meanings and 

obligations that different cultures attach to it (Bell & Pei, 2022). The second bias concerns 

whose perspective the field has privileged. Psychological research has gravitated toward the 

powerful — how they construe their own authority (Sassenberg et al., 2014; Fousiani & 

Wisse, 2022; Scholl et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2024), how they wield it (Maner & Mead, 2010; 

Kraus & Torrez, 2020), how it transforms them (Galinsky et al., 2008; Lammers et al., 2010; 

Inesi et al., 2012; Foulk et al., 2020) — while paying comparatively less attention to those on 

the receiving end, e.g., people lower in power, status, or wealth (Schaerer et al., 2018).  

This dissertation considers both biases at once. First, it revisits an assumption often 

found in Western theorizing: that social hierarchy carries a relatively stable psychological 
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meaning, and that socioeconomic development tends to diminish its cultural relevance (see 

Inglehart & Oyserman, 2004). Second, it shifts the analytic focus toward how ordinary people 

across the world perceive those who hold position-based power over them. This perspective is 

valuable for understanding the differences in how hierarchy is legitimized, resisted, and 

experienced across cultures. 

The central axis of this investigation is the question of how people perceive those who 

hold position-based power in their societies — whether as agents pursuing private gain, or as 

figures bound by obligation and responsibility to others. The investigation is organized around 

the following research questions: 

 

1. How are perceptions of powerholders related to preferences for social change? 

2. How do these perceptions structure the relationship between power and status? 

3. How is one's place in the socioeconomic hierarchy related to views of 

powerholders? 

 

This dissertation addresses these questions based on three cross-cultural studies 

spanning dozens of cultures and tens of thousands of participants. It employs a multi-level 

framework, with individual perceptions at its core, and the cultural values and practices, 

economic development, and political governance as contextual layers shaping how those 

perceptions form. 

Social Hierarchy as a Multidimensional Phenomenon 

  All complex societies involve social hierarchy, even those committed to egalitarian 

values (Bruun et al., 2011; Selling & Svallfors, 2019). While outright discrimination based on 

innate worth has largely been delegitimized, societies still allow for unequal relations between 

individuals, especially in workplaces and institutions (Hofstede, 2001). At the same time, 

social hierarchies are not static arrangements (Redhead & Power, 2022) — they vary by 

context and by the basis on which people are ranked. The multidimensionality of social 

hierarchy traces back to Max Weber's model of social stratification (Weber, 1978), which 

posits parallel, intertwined hierarchies of power (the capacity to impose one's will onto 

others), status (the prominence and respect a person receives), and social class (access to both 

tangible and intangible resources, such as financial wealth or education). These three 

hierarchies are related, but they are not interchangeable. A person standing high on one may 

stand considerably lower on another — and the extent to which a position on one ladder 

transfers to a position on the others is itself culturally mandated. One may consider two CEOs 

in the same industry: Furukawa Shuntaro, the CEO of Nintendo, earns roughly 25–30 times 
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more than an average employee of his Japanese company. Andrew Wilson, the CEO of the 

American company Electronic Arts, earns around 260 times more than his average employee. 

By the metric of income stratification, the American firm is far more hierarchical. Yet 

Nintendo employees address Furukawa using honorific language and bow to him in person, 

while Electronic Arts employees refer to their CEO simply as Andrew. Which company is 

more hierarchical? The answer depends on which dimension one chooses to highlight. 

Socioeconomic status seems the most tangible, power can be wielded unilaterally, and status 

is inherently subjective and lies in the eyes of those who grant it (Blader & Chen, 2014; Van 

Vugt et al., 2008). This is consequential, because people lower in a hierarchy respond 

differently to those above them depending on which dimension is involved (Fousiani & van 

Prooijen, 2022). Treating social hierarchy as a phenomenon composed of related but distinct 

dimensions is therefore essential for understanding how it organizes human functioning. The 

general aim of this dissertation is to approach social hierarchy from multiple angles at once, 

and examine how its dimensions relate to one another depending on the cultural environment 

in which they operate. 

Self- or Other-Oriented Powerholders as Key Actors of Social Hierarchy 

 Social hierarchy rests on real differences between individuals, but those differences 

are context-specific: a person typically occupies a high or low position within given domains 

of life (Anderson et al., 2012). Teachers and professors hold authority over students, 

managers over employees, and judges and police officers within the judiciary system, though 

outside those roles, they may not be considered authorities. Nevertheless, institutional 

powerholders are the agents through whom social hierarchy is most directly enacted in 

everyday life. Political powerholders fall outside this scope, as perceptions of them are often 

entangled with partisan stances, events of the moment, and country-specific political 

discourse (Taber & Lodge, 2006; Von Sikorski, 2018), which limit cross-cultural 

comparability.  

 The theoretical approach to powerholders is integrated from several concepts related 

to how power is understood. The first one, power construals (Sassenberg et al., 2014; Scholl 

et al., 2018; Scholl et al., 2023) describe the subjective appraisals of one’s power as either an 

opportunity to pursue goals or a responsibility to care for others (Sassenberg et al., 2014). 

These construals have tangible consequences for behavior and cognitive processes: construing 

power as responsibility reduces self-interest and risk taking and increases openness to advice 

from others (De Wit et al., 2017), and increases trust and respect toward people lower in 

hierarchy (Fousiani & Wisse, 2022). The second one is the concept of individualized versus 
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socialized power (Torelli & Shavitt, 2010), which describe the drive to use power either for 

self-centered goals like gaining status and influence or the drive to use power for prosocial 

goals and helping others (Torelli & Shavitt, 2020). The effects of these concepts are culture-

dependent — for example, wellbeing is improved by wielding socialized power in Korea, but 

individualized power in the United States (Park & Suh, 2018). Additionally, in some people 

with vertical-individualistic orientations (see Triandis & Gelfand, 1998), individualized power 

increases stereotypical processing (Torelli & Shavitt, 2011). The third one consists of lay 

theories of power (ten Brinke & Keltner, 2022), which describe a coercive theory, which 

holds that power is gained and maintained through manipulation, force, and strategic 

deception, and a collaborative theory, which holds that power is granted to those who serve 

the common good. Belmi and Laurin (2016) found that lower-class individuals report less 

desire for power, in part because they held a more coercive lay theory of power. Hull et al. 

(2022) showed that coercive lay theorists avoid power because they view it as inherently 

negative, whereas collaborative lay theorists avoid it out of responsibility aversion. 

 While each of the aforementioned frameworks approaches power from a different 

perspective, they seem to capture a similar underlying idea — that power may be perceived as 

either self-oriented (a means of exploiting opportunities to advance personal goals, gain 

status, and exert influence) or other-oriented (a means of fulfilling responsibilities to care for 

others and serve the common good). The present work draws on this shared distinction to 

study how institutional powerholders are perceived along this self- versus other-oriented 

dimension, and how those perceptions vary across cultural contexts. 

Culture and the Meanings of Social Hierarchy 

 The degree to which differences in power between individuals are accepted and 

expected is one of the fundamental dimensions of culture (Hofstede, 1980; Schwartz, 2008). 

In hierarchical societies, unequal interactions are embedded in everyday life, e.g., in the 

obligatory use of honorifics when addressing elders or supervisors in Japan and Korea 

(Brown, 2011; Yoon, 2004), or in the choice between "high" and "low" language depending 

on the person’s social position in Indonesia (Boski, 2022). These patterns are transmitted 

through socialization in families and schools. For example, in countries such as China and 

Malaysia, children learn to defer to teachers and senior kin as a matter of moral expectation 

(Hofstede, 1986). On the other hand, egalitarian cultures occupy the second end of the 

spectrum: they tend to fight inequality when possible and endorse social interactions based on 

equality: in Sweden and the Netherlands, informal address and direct, unembellished speech 

are the default across age and rank (Fremer, 2023; Nickerson & Bargiela-Chiappini, 1996), 
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and Finnish schools institutionalize student participation in decisions (Johnson, 2007) that in 

other cultures are usually reserved for adults. 

At the national level, indicators of prevalence of social hierarchy — most prominently 

Power Distance (Hofstede, 2001; House et al., 2004) — correlate negatively with economic 

development (Tang & Koveos, 2008), income equality (Hofstede, 2001), and subjective well-

being (Ye et al., 2015), and positively with autocratic leadership (Van de Vliert, 2006), 

tolerance and prevalence of corruption (Husted, 1999), and human rights violations (Cohen et 

al., 1996). Taken together, the literature presents a rather negative view of steep hierarchies, 

leading some scholars to argue that social hierarchy is largely a residue of material scarcity, 

and tends to lose importance when societies get wealthier (Inglehart & Oyserman, 2004). This 

argument is challenged, however, by the case of Confucian Asia (China, Japan, Korea, Hong 

Kong, Taiwan), which modernized and developed economically while remaining more 

hierarchical than Western cultures (Sugihara, 2004; Bomhoff & Gu, 2012). This suggests that 

the steepness of social hierarchies in a society is only part of the picture shaped by the 

culturally specific meanings attached to the hierarchies of power, status, and social class. 

Cultural psychologists developed frameworks to describe the culturally divergent 

meanings of social hierarchy. Tsai (2006) contrasts two cultural models of interpersonal 

relationships: an equality model, rooted in European and American individualism and 

psychological independence, which associates hierarchy with the abuse of power and 

injustice, and a propriety model, rooted in Confucian traditions, which treats hierarchy as a 

natural feature of relationships and links it to role fulfillment, benevolence, and respect. In the 

propriety model, knowing one's place in the hierarchical network constitutes mature 

personhood, and authority is supported through family norms. Insights from studies on 

socioeconomic status show its culturally shaped effects — while in most of the world higher 

socioeconomic status correlates with self-orientation, in Confucian Asia it also correlates with 

other-orientation (Miyamoto et al., 2018). Finally, Gobel and Miyamoto (2024) proposed the 

social hierarchy model, in which rank-related processes operate at three interrelated levels — 

collective, interpersonal, and individual — and differ systematically between Western and 

Confucian contexts. In Western contexts, rank is conferred on the basis of competence, high-

ranking individuals express emotions openly and interact with subordinates through 

authenticity, and are characterized by agency, self-orientation, and analytic cognition. In 

Confucian contexts, rank is conferred on the basis of competence and warmth, high-ranking 

individuals exhibit emotional restraint and dominance toward subordinates, and combine 

agency and self-orientation with other-orientation and holistic cognition. The central task of 
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high rank is the affirmation of individual freedom in Western contexts and the fulfillment of 

mutual obligations in Confucian contexts. 

However, the proposed models are yet to receive robust cross-cultural support. 

Additionally, while cross-cultural researchers aim to increase the generalizability of 

psychology, they tend to focus disproportionately on the comparisons between Western and 

Confucian societies (Krys et al., 2024). Arguably the theoretical foundations of this 

investigation are also impacted by this problem. It is crucial, therefore, to involve other 

underrepresented cultural regions in the research on social hierarchy.  

The Present Investigation 

Three first-authored publications form the empirical core of the thesis. The first 

develops the construct of powerholder construals — perceptions of authorities as self- or 

other-oriented — and tests its relation to preferences for social change in three culturally 

contrasting samples. The second study investigates 77 samples from 70 cultures, examining 

the link between power and social status, with powerholder construals and cultural values as 

moderators. The third study involves 160 samples from 80 cultures and asks whether one's 

position within the socioeconomic hierarchy shapes how the powerholders are perceived, with 

national governance quality as a moderator. Taken together, the three publications present 

powerholder perceptions as a culturally variable construct related to individual standing in the 

hierarchy, to perceptions about social status and judgments about societal change. 

 

Publication 1. Wasiel, A., Yeung, V. W. L., & Krys, K. (2025). Responsible powerholders 

may preserve the status quo? A three cultures study into the relation between powerholder 

construals and societal development expectations. BMC psychology, 13(1), 236. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-025-02534-1 

 

The first publication introduces the concept of powerholder construals, defined as 

perceptions of how people in positions of institutional power, such as managers, judges, 

officials, or teachers, exercise that power in one's society. Powerholders can be perceived as 

using their position to pursue private gains, referred to as the opportunity powerholder 

construal (perceived self-orientation), or as taking responsibility for the wellbeing of those 

below them, referred to as the responsibility powerholder construal (perceived other-

orientation). These perceptions are examined in relation to societal development aims, which 

describe people's ideal trajectories of social change (Krys et al., 2022). Social Modernization 

aims center on improving quality of life and fostering egalitarian relations, and include gender 

equality, education, human rights, freedom, democracy, and the reduction of poverty. 
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Conventional aims center on preserving the existing social order and its hierarchical structure, 

and include traditional values, religion, respect for authority, military strength, and 

demographic growth. 

The publication critically examines the notion that economic development decreases 

the degree to which societies keep social hierarchies (see Bernstein, 1971; Inglehart & 

Oyserman, 2004) by proposing that such a process depends on the culturally shaped way 

power is exercised in a given society. From this premise, two competing theoretical lines are 

developed. The first holds that perceiving powerholders as opportunistic generates a sense of 

unjust resource distribution and undermines the legitimacy of the hierarchy, which in turn 

intensifies the desire for aims that flatten the social structure and improve living conditions 

for all (Social Modernization). Conversely, perceiving powerholders as responsible 

legitimizes existing hierarchies, reduces pressure for egalitarian change, and sustains a 

preference for Conventional aims that preserve the status quo. The proposed illustration of 

such an effect comes from Confucian Asia, which combines steep hierarchies with strong 

indicators of societal development. The second line, grounded in relative deprivation and 

populism research, hypothesizes the opposite. Perceiving powerholders as opportunistic 

generates unfavorable upward comparisons and fuels populist, reactionary responses oriented 

toward traditional values, religion, and military strength. Since research on perceptions of 

powerholder and societal development are scarce, it has been organized as exploratory 

research.  

Presentation of the studies and results 

Study 1 was a questionnaire-based correlational study conducted on online samples 

from three cultures selected for cultural and political contrast: the United States (n = 107), 

Poland (n = 109), and Hong Kong (n = 87). Participants rated a set of societal development 

aims and completed a ten-item scale measuring opportunity and responsibility powerholder 

construals. Multiple regression analyses, controlling for age, gender, and student status, were 

run separately for Modernization and Conventional aims. Opportunity powerholder construal 

predicted greater endorsement of Social Modernization aims in the USA and Hong Kong, 

though not significantly in Poland. Responsibility construal predicted stronger endorsement of 

Conventional aims in all three cultures. This result is presented in Figure 1. The direction of 

effects was consistent across cultural contexts.  
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Figure 1 

The link between Perceived Other-Orientation of Powerholders and Endorsement of 

Conventional Aims in Poland, USA, and Hong Kong. 

 

Study 2 replicated and extended Study 1 on a US sample representative by age, 

gender, and ethnicity (n = 978), recruited online. The same constructs were measured, 

alongside short-form scales of Right-Wing Authoritarianism (RWA; Duckitt et al., 2010), 

which describes submission to established authorities, aggression toward outgroups, and 

adherence to traditional norms, and Social Dominance Orientation (SDO; Ho et al., 2015), 

which captures the preference for group-based hierarchy and the dominance of some groups 

over others. Opportunity powerholder construal correlated positively with Social 

Modernization and negatively with RWA and SDO. Responsibility powerholder construal 

showed the reverse pattern. 

Summary and discussion 

Across two studies and four samples, the data offered consistent support for the first 

theoretical line. Perceiving powerholders as exploiting opportunities is tied to preferences for 

Social Modernization, while perceiving them as fulfilling responsibilities is related to 

preferences for Conventional aims. This pattern suggests that the responsible exercise of 

power may be connected to legitimizing existing hierarchies and reducing pressure for 

egalitarian change. Such a psychological mechanism is potentially relevant to the Confucian 

developmental trajectory, in which steep hierarchies and high developmental outcomes 

coexist. The findings suggest that the Western equation of progress with the reduction of 

hierarchy may not be the only viable model. Where powerholders are construed as responsible 

guardians, Conventional aims may retain legitimacy alongside material improvement. 
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Publication 2. Wasiel, A., Górski, M. R., Bond, M. H., Yeung, V. W. L., Akaliyski, P., 

Akello, G., ... & Krys, K. (2025). Examining the connection between position‐based power 

and social status across 70 cultures. British Journal of Social Psychology, 64(2), 

https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12871 

 

The second publication focuses on the relationship between two facets of social 

hierarchy, namely position-based power and social status. Power is defined as the ability to 

control resources and outcomes for others by virtue of one's institutional position, while status 

is defined as the prominence and respect a person receives from those around them. 

Contemporary approaches treat power and social status as two separate phenomena (see 

Blader & Chen, 2014), yet their connection has been studied mostly within Western and 

Confucian contexts and has yet to receive broad cultural focus. The publication addresses this 

gap by testing the power-status link across a wide range of cultural regions, and by examining 

its individual and cultural moderators. At the individual level, the perceived self-orientation 

(opportunity powerholder construal) and other-orientation (responsibility powerholder 

construal), drawn from the same theoretical framework as in the first publication, are 

proposed as moderators. The article hypothesizes that perceiving powerholders as other-

oriented should strengthen the link between power and status, while perceiving them as self-

oriented should weaken it. At the cultural level, four dimensions are considered as 

moderators. Power Distance (Hofstede, 2001) captures the cultural acceptance of unequal 

relations. The Self-Expression versus Harmony cultural model of selfhood (Vignoles et al., 

2016) captures whether the culture rewards open expression regardless of possible conflicts, 

or instead prioritizes maintaining relational balance. Embeddedness (Schwartz, 2009) captures 

the degree to which the person is treated as part of a collective rather than an autonomous 

unit. Cultural Tightness (Gelfand et al., 2011) captures the strength of social norms and the 

tolerance for deviance. The publication hypothesizes that the link between power and status 

should be stronger in cultures that uphold the status quo through the acceptance of social 

hierarchy, harmony, embeddedness, and tight norms. 

Presentation of the study and results 

The study was a cross-cultural, questionnaire-based correlational investigation 

conducted on a cooperatively collected dataset of n = 18,096 participants from 70 cultures, 

spanning all major cultural regions. Perceived power, perceived social status, and the 

perceived self- and other-orientation of powerholders were measured with scales shortened 

for the purpose of large-scale cross-cultural distribution. Power Distance and Self-Expression 
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versus Harmony were measured within the study, while Embeddedness and Cultural 

Tightness were imported from external datasets. The data were analyzed using multilevel 

modeling, with individuals nested within cultures, and with stepwise inclusion of individual-

level and culture-level predictors and cross-level interactions. 

The results showed substantial cultural variability in the power-status link. The 

relationship was significantly positive on average, but the effect was absent in the WEIRD 

and Post-Soviet regions, and strongest in Confucian Asia, Latin America/Caribbean, and Sub-

Saharan Africa. The results are presented on Figure 2. Both individual-level moderators 

behaved as predicted. Perceiving powerholders as other-oriented amplified the link between 

perceived power and status, while perceiving them as self-oriented attenuated it. Even at high 

levels of self-orientation, however, perceived power remained a positive predictor of status. 

At the cultural level, the link between power and status was stronger in cultures characterized 

by Harmony rather than Self-Expression, by high Embeddedness, and by high Cultural 

Tightness. Contrary to expectations, Power Distance showed a negative main effect on the 

social status of powerholders, and did not moderate significantly the power-status link.  

Figure 2 

The link between Perceived Power and Social Status across Cultures and Cultural Regions. 

  

Note. The plot represents the simple slopes for cultures and cultural regions of the effect of 

perceived power on perceived social status of powerholders. 
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Summary and discussion 

While most psychological theorizing on power, status, and hierarchy has been 

developed within Western samples (Henrich, 2020; Krys et al., 2024; Uskul et al., 2024), the 

findings suggest that the conceptual separation of power and status, foundational to much of 

that work (Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Blader & Chen, 2014), is culturally specific rather than 

universal. In WEIRD and Post-Soviet cultures, perceived power did not significantly predict 

conferred status. In the rest of the world, the two were positively linked. For most cultures, 

perceiving someone as powerful and perceiving them as respected seem to be two aspects of 

the same evaluation rather than orthogonal judgments. 

Perceptions of powerholders were robust moderators of the power-status link. Where 

powerholders are seen as acting in the interest of others, power and status converge; where 

they are seen as acting for themselves, this effect is weaker. These results can be explained by 

the functional theories of status conferral (see Berger et al., 1974), which posit that status is 

attained through exhibiting behaviors adaptive to the group. A powerful, yet other-oriented 

individual has both the inclination and ability to be a useful group member. At the cultural 

level, the link between power and social status was stronger in harmonious, embedded, and 

tight cultures, where shared norms sustain the existing social order and the withdrawal of 

respect is socially costly. Taken together, these findings present a culturally diverse 

relationship between different facets of social hierarchy. 

  

Publication 3. Wasiel, A., Górski, M. R., Yeung, V. W. L., Sánchez-Rodríguez, A., 

Joshanloo, M., … & Krys, K. (2026) Are Positive Views of Authority a Privilege? 

Socioeconomic Status and Perceptions of Powerholders Across 80 Cultures. 

osf.io/preprints/psyarxiv/nm9sb_v1 

  

 The third publication examines whether subjective socioeconomic status (SES) shapes 

how individuals perceive the motives of institutional powerholders, and whether national 

governance quality moderates this relationship. SES is operationalized as a composite of 

education, parental education, perceived household budget comfort, and subjective social 

rank. Perceptions of powerholders are conceptualized along the same self- versus other-

orientation dimension used in the previous publications. The publication proposes that one's 

SES systematically shapes the lens through which powerholders are evaluated. Four 

theoretical frameworks are integrated to derive predictions. First, studies on System 

Justification (Jost & Banaji, 1994) show that those better situated within the existing system 

tend to view the system as more legitimate, which may translate to more other-oriented 
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perceptions of powerholders. Second, Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) holds 

that higher-SES individuals may be socially closer to those in authority, may perceive them as 

ingroup members, and may therefore attribute more benevolent motives. Third, relative 

deprivation research (Runciman, 1966) holds that lower-SES individuals more often 

experience unfavorable upward comparisons with proximate powerholders, generating 

grievance and negative attributions toward authority. Finally, procedural justice research 

(Tyler, 2006) holds that lower-SES individuals consistently report less fair treatment by 

authorities, which over time may form stable expectations of powerholders as self-oriented. 

Together, these frameworks converge on the prediction that higher SES should be associated 

with viewing powerholders as less self-oriented and more other-oriented across cultures. At 

the cultural level, the Corruption Perception Index (CPI) and the Rule of Law Index (RLI) are 

proposed as governance moderators, capturing the prevalence of self-serving conduct and the 

strength of institutional accountability, respectively. The direction of moderation is 

theoretically ambiguous: stronger governance could shrink the differences between groups by 

making other-oriented attributions universally plausible. Alternatively, it could reinforce 

system justification among high-SES individuals without reducing relative deprivation for 

low-SES individuals, widening the differences in perceptions. The study aimed to resolve this 

ambiguity. 

Presentation of the studies and results 

Study 1 was a large-scale cross-cultural analysis employing the same dataset as the 

second publication. SES was measured as a composite index, and the perceived self- and 

other-orientation of powerholders were measured with the three-item scales developed by 

Wasiel et al. (2025). CPI and RLI were averaged across 2022 to 2024 to match the data 

collection period. The national-level moderators were tested in separate models due to their 

high covariance. 

Across model specifications, higher SES was consistently associated with perceiving 

powerholders as less self-oriented and more other-oriented. At the cultural level, lower 

corruption and stronger rule of law predicted more favorable perceptions of powerholders on 

average. CPI significantly moderated the SES effect on perceived self-orientation. The 

negative association between SES and self-orientation was the strongest in less corrupt 

societies. The result is presented in Figure 3. A parallel pattern was found for RLI. After 

controlling for age and gender, the moderation effect remained robust for self-orientation but 

became non-significant for other-orientation, providing only partial support for the 

moderation hypothesis.  
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Study 2 served as a conceptual replication on an independent dataset of 62 cultures 

collected between late 2024 and early 2026. SES was operationalized identically. Perceived 

powerholder orientation was measured with a single-item semantic differential ranging from 

purely self-oriented to purely other-oriented, adapted for ease of cross-cultural administration. 

CPI and RLI were drawn from the 2024 indices. The analytic strategy followed Study 1. 

Higher SES was again associated with perceiving powerholders as more other-oriented 

(versus self-oriented), and CPI again moderated this effect. In low-corruption contexts, the 

SES effect was the strongest. RLI did not show a main effect on powerholder perceptions in 

Study 2 and did not moderate the SES link, indicating that corruption is the more robust 

governance moderator across both studies. A harmonized re-analysis confirmed that the SES-

by-CPI interaction was similar across the two studies 

Figure 3 

The link between Socioeconomic Status and Perception of Powerholders as Self-Oriented  

on Different Levels of Corruption Perception Index. 

 

Note. Each line represents a simple slope at a given level of CPI based on a multilevel model 

with cross-level interaction of CPI and SES.  

 

Summary and discussion  

 Across both studies, socioeconomic status was systematically related to how people 

perceive institutional powerholders. Higher-SES individuals consistently attributed less self-

orientation and more other-orientation to authorities than lower-SES individuals. The effect 

was, however, modest in size, and overall skepticism toward powerholders was widespread 
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across the socioeconomic spectrum. Socioeconomic position seems to soften doubts about 

authority rather than eliminate them. Viewing powerholders as serving the common good 

appears to be both a privilege of socioeconomic position and a privilege of living in a well-

governed society. At the same time, in low-corruption contexts, SES differences were most 

visible. When the system is more trustworthy, identifying with authorities is more plausible 

when those authorities are not openly self-oriented. At the same time, low corruption does not 

negate economic differences, meaning low-SES individuals still experience relative 

deprivation, which may translate to negative views about powerholders. Governance 

indicators were related to lower perception of self-orientation. People more easily stop seeing 

authorities as opportunistic than start seeing them as responsible, which suggests that 

signaling fairness alone may not be enough to build institutional trust and legitimacy in a 

society. 

General Discussion 

 The central concept across all three publications is the perceived self- versus other-

orientation of powerholders. The construct draws on power construals (Sassenberg et al., 

2014), as well as cultural-psychological work suggesting that power carries different 

psychological meanings across societies (Torelli & Shavitt, 2010; Miyamoto et al., 2018; 

Gobel & Miyamoto, 2024). The Western literature has tended to frame power as opportunity 

for personal advancement, while Confucian-influenced literature has tended to frame it as 

responsibility and obligation toward those below (Tsai & Markus, 2006). The present work 

treats both framings as dimensions that can be measured in any cultural context. The 

theorizing is culturally specific, but the instrument is intentionally not. Rather than asking 

participants to endorse abstract values about how power should be exercised, the measure 

asks them to intersubjectively report how powerholders in their society behave, anchored in 

specific institutional roles such as managers, teachers, judges, and police officers. This 

grounding in everyday experience yielded a measure that allowed comparison across dozens 

of cultures sampled in the investigation.  

Powerholder Perceptions Across Three Facets of Hierarchy 

Each publication examines the interaction between perceptions of powerholders and a 

distinct facet of social hierarchy. Article 1 connects these perceptions to the kind of society 

people want to live in. People who perceive powerholders as self-oriented prefer development 

trajectories that flatten the hierarchy and improve living conditions for all. People who 

perceive powerholders as other-oriented prefer trajectories that preserve the existing social 

order. The way power is exercised, then, may be related to the psychological legitimacy of 

22



 
 

hierarchy as such. Article 2 uses the perceived self- and other-orientation of powerholders to 

explain the link between power and social status. The Western literature treats these as 

conceptually distinct phenomena, and the data confirm that this distinctness holds in WEIRD 

and Post-Soviet contexts. However, the conceptual separation of power and status, often 

presented as universal, is itself culturally specific. In the rest of the world power and status are 

positively linked, and perceived other-orientation is a robust driver of that link. Where 

powerholders are seen as serving others, holding power and being respected covary. Where 

they are seen as serving themselves, the two come apart. Article 3 shows that perceptions of 

powerholders are themselves stratified by socioeconomic status. Higher-SES individuals view 

powerholders more favorably across cultures, and this gap is widest in well-governed 

societies and narrowest where corruption is pervasive. Class shapes how authority is 

perceived, and the institutional environment determines how visible class-based differences 

become.  

The Role of Culture and Governance Quality 

A consistent finding across the publications is that context matters, but not in the form 

of a single moderating dimension. Article 2 identified the harmonious cultural model of 

selfhood (Vignoles et al., 2016), Embeddedness (Schwartz, 2009) and Cultural Tightness 

(Gelfand et al., 2011) as cultural conditions that strengthen the link between power and status. 

Article 3 identified corruption as the most reliable indicator shaping the link between social 

class and perceptions of powerholders. What unites these findings is that context may not 

always change the direction of the basic relationships, but it changes their magnitude and, in 

some cases, whether they are detectable at all. The power-status link is positive on average 

but absent in WEIRD and Post-Soviet regions. The SES-perception link is positive on average 

but flat where corruption is high. Cross-cultural variation in the meanings of social hierarchy 

is therefore not best modeled as a moderation by a single cultural dimension. It is better 

modeled as a layered system in which individual perceptions, cultural values and practices, 

and institutional governance jointly shape the meanings of social hierarchy. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

Several limitations apply across the three publications. First, the designs are 

correlational; therefore, the causal direction between perceptions of powerholders and the 

variables they are related to cannot be established with these data. The reverse direction is 

often plausible as well. For example, people who already prefer an egalitarian society may be 

predisposed to perceive powerholders as opportunistic or self-oriented, while those who 

endorse hierarchy may be predisposed to perceive them as responsible or other-oriented (e.g., 
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due to confirmation bias — people who envision their ideal society as egalitarian may pay 

closer attention to instances of powerholder abuse, whereas those who envision their ideal 

society as traditional and hierarchical may pay more attention to instances of authority being 

exercised positively). Future studies should develop experimental designs to capture the 

direction of these relationships, for example, by priming participants to think of powerholders 

as self- or other-oriented and measuring shifts in preferences for egalitarianism or hierarchy. 

The questionnaire type of data allows for feasible cross-cultural data collection, yet it 

presents limitations of mundane realism and applicability. Asking participants to rate 

statements about powerholders in their society may capture something different from how 

those perceptions operate in daily encounters with a specific manager, teacher, or official. 

Future studies could complement self-report with behavioral and more ecologically grounded 

measures, for example, by examining how perceptions of powerholders predict actual 

compliance with rules or engagement with public institutions. An interesting avenue would be 

the experience-sampling approach that tracks perceptions in response to specific interactions 

with authorities. This would also help bridge the gap between generalized attitudes and real-

life experience. 

The construct of powerholders was treated broadly across all three publications, which 

may obscure domain-specific variation in how judges, teachers, or managers are perceived. 

People likely hold somewhat different mental models of authority in different institutional 

domains. Future studies should disaggregate the category and test whether the patterns 

documented here hold across domains, or whether perceptions of, for instance, the police 

carry different psychological weight than perceptions of managers. For example, instead of 

asking about perceived power and its relation to social status in general, future studies could 

sample organizations from different cultural contexts and ask employees about specific 

managers, rating them on power and respect. This would provide more grounded evidence of 

the cultural differences in the link of these dimensions of hierarchy.  

 Some of the theoretical mechanisms proposed in the articles were not measured 

directly and remain to be tested. For example, the third article drew on system justification, 

social identity, relative deprivation, and procedural justice as parallel pathways linking SES to 

perceptions of authority. Future studies should include explicit indicators of these processes 

and test them as mediators. This would clarify which pathways carry the observed effects, 

whether they operate independently or in combination, and whether their relative weight 

varies systematically across cultural and socioeconomic contexts. 
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While the scope of the investigation involves all major cultural regions, the theorizing 

is mostly based on the comparison just between Western and Confucian culture, which is a 

common shortcoming of cross-cultural research (Krys et al., 2024). It is possible that other 

regions organize the perceptions of hierarchy around different dimensions. Additionally, the 

sources of egalitarianism may also be culturally specific. For example, the divergence 

between power and status in Western Europe may come from an emphasis on nonconformity 

and egalitarianism, rooted in the Enlightenment and the French Revolution (see Henrich, 

2020; Rio et al., 2022), while the same effect in Post-Soviet societies can be the effect of 

external historical oppression and challenging democratic transitions that lower trust and 

respect for authority figures, potentially leading to their perception as corrupt and exploitative 

(Cichocka & Jost, 2014; Cole & Cohn, 2016). Future studies could develop more culturally 

sensitive frameworks to understand attitudes toward social hierarchy. 

Conclusion 

What the three investigations collectively suggest, beyond any single finding, is that 

perceptions of powerholders may be a productive starting point for the psychology of social 

hierarchy. Power Distance, income inequality, and similar variables describe what shape the 

hierarchy takes. They are less informative about what hierarchy means to the people inside it, 

and the present data indicate that these meanings vary in ways that old indicators usually do 

not capture. The relationship between hierarchy and the desire to flatten it depends on how 

power is perceived, as shown in Article 1. The relationship between holding power and being 

respected depends on how powerholders are perceived, as shown in Article 2. Additionally, 

the relationship between one's social class and one's view of the powerholders depends on 

whether the surrounding institutions make favorable perceptions credible, as shown in Article 

3. What it does suggest is that a psychology of hierarchy built primarily on how steep a 

hierarchy is, will continue to miss the variation that perceptions of powerholders help explain. 

Treating these perceptions as objects of cross-cultural psychological research opens an 

empirical pathway into questions about legitimacy, social change, and a culturally sensitive 

approach to social hierarchy that the field has yet to systematically develop. 
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Abstract
Background  Societal development has traditionally been characterized as a progression from a steep to a 
relatively flat social hierarchy. However, this model fails to account for the societal progress observed in Confucian 
Asia. Over the last dozen years, Confucian Asia has gone through remarkable societal progress while remaining 
highly hierarchical. In this paper, we aim to address this puzzle from a psychological perspective by examining how 
individuals’ perception of powerholders (as opportunists vs. responsibility holders) in their society is related to their 
preferences for societal development.

Methods  We conducted two correlational studies to investigate this relationship. In Study 1, participants from three 
cultural regions, namely Hong Kong (n = 87), Poland (n = 109), and the USA (n = 107), were examined, while Study 2 
was conducted using a representative sample from the United States (n = 978).

Results  Our data indicated that perceiving the powerholders as exploiting opportunities is positively connected to 
a greater endorsement of social modernization aims (such as the improvement of quality of life and egalitarianism), 
whereas perceiving the powerholders as fulfilling responsibilities is positively connected to a stronger preference for 
conventional development aims (including military, traditions, and religious values).

Conclusions  The findings suggest that the negative perception of powerholders is tied to desires for modernization, 
whereas the positive perception of powerholders is related to the hierarchical status quo. Our results shed light 
on the recent Confucian pathway of societal development, which has allowed for the preservation of a steep 
societal hierarchy throughout modernization. Further culturally sensitive investigations are needed to explore the 
psychological foundations of societal development processes.

Keywords  Culture, Hierarchy , Power, Responsibility, Social change, Societal development
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Imbalances in power, and ensuing hierarchies, can be 
found in many life domains. At school, there are teachers 
and professors, at work managers, in governance politi-
cians, policeman and judges. The power associated with 
a specific position is the ability to exert influence over 
others. Depending on the individual, situation, or cultural 
context, that power can be utilized for personal gain or for 
the betterment of others[1, 2]. Drawing inspiration from 
Kai Sassenberg et al. [3], we hypothesize that the distinc-
tion between selfishness and responsibility is reflected in 
lay people’s perception of powerholders. If individuals in 
higher positions of hierarchy are perceived as self-cen-
tered, their power might be construed as the exploitation 
of opportunities. On the other hand, if they act responsibly 
and take care of their subordinates, their power might be 
construed as the fulfillment of their responsibilities. These 
perspectives are rarely studied [4] but potentially impor-
tant for understanding social processes. In this paper, we 
investigate how lay perception of powerholders relates to 
people’s preferences for societal development. Societal 
development leads to significant transformations in the 
macrosocial reality, akin to “tectonic shifts” (e.g., reces-
sions causing “earthquakes” in social life; [5]). However, 
these shifts have received very little attention from the 
field of psychological science. In today’s world, societies 
exhibit significant variations in their endorsed values and 
aspirations for a “good society”. The perception of those 
in positions of power may serve as a crucial psychological 
factor contributing to these differences. Individuals occu-
pying higher hierarchical positions can influence trust, 
social cohesion, compliance to norms, and the overall 
social order. Understanding these dynamics can provide 
valuable insights into desired societal trajectories, thus 
facilitating more informed policy-making and effective 
societal planning. We conducted a study across three 
different cultural regions, and replicated it within one 
culture using a nationally representative sample. We spe-
cifically examined the influence of powerholder constru-
als (opportunity vs. responsibility; [3]) on the endorsement 
of either a “Social Modernization” or a “Conventional” 
shape of society [6]. Our goal is to contribute to the grow-
ing academic discussion on the psychological aspects of 
societal development [7, 8, 9, 10] and to foster a connec-
tion between psychology and the science of societal devel-
opment, thereby building a bridge between the two fields.

Societal development: towards modernizing or 
conventional aims?
The concept of economic growth has dominated the con-
temporary debate on societal development [11]. How-
ever, economic indicators are merely a means to an end, 
rather than an ultimate goal of societal development pro-
cesses. According to Amartya Sen, a Nobel Prize winner 
in Economics, the ultimate goal of fostering economic 

growth is to improve people’s lives. Through these lenses, 
it is crucial to determine how to enhance people’s lives 
and explore the expectations of the general public regard-
ing societal development. Addressing the latter question 
represents a developing area in social psychology [6, 12, 
13, 14].

Lay people may have various visions of what soci-
etal development shall entail. The Folk Theory of Social 
Change [7] suggests that lay people view societal devel-
opment as a shift from a traditional communal society 
characterized by close-knit communities, to a modern 
urban society that prioritizes market-based exchange 
relationships. Other research has classified lay beliefs 
about societal development as either utopian or dysto-
pian, and as expansionist or contractionist [15]. Recently, 
Krys et al. [6] identified two broad aims that organize lay 
preferences for societal development: modernizing aims 
and conventional aims. This paper builds on this recent 
line of research. The Conventional aims of societal devel-
opment revolve around upholding traditions, fostering 
religious practices, respecting authorities, stimulating 
demographic growth, and strengthening military forces 
[6]. On the other hand, the Social Modernization aims 
are those that focus on nurturing gender equality, pro-
viding good quality education, and safeguarding human 
rights. In a study conducted across nine countries with 
diverse cultural backgrounds, Krys et al. [6] found that 
people universally prioritize Social Modernization aims 
over Conventional aims. They found that the preference 
for Social Modernization aims over Conventional aims 
is significantly large (1.5 SD on average; in each single 
studied country above 1 SD). However, Krys et al. [6] also 
found variance in the strength of this preference, with 
some individuals preferred Social Modernization aims 
over Conventional aims by the size of several SDs, but 
across countries, approximately 3–10% of participants 
(depending on the country) preferred Conventional aims 
over Social Modernization aims. In the current paper, we 
attempt to provide an explanation for these diverse pref-
erences. We seek to understand the factors connected to 
individual’s inclination towards societal modernization or 
more conventional aims of societal development. Among 
the numerous potential explanatory variables associated 
with societal development preferences, we specifically 
focus on powerholder construals in this study.

Societal development and power construals in 
Confucian Asia
An initial observation inspiring us to pay special atten-
tion to powerholder construals is that: highly hierar-
chized Confucian1 societies surprisingly exhibit high 

1 By “Confucian Asia” we address the cultures from the cultural sphere of 
influence of Confucianism, a philosophical and ethical system originating 
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societal development indicators. Previous empirical 
studies have repeatedly shown that the degree of hierar-
chization in a society, as measured by Power Distance, is 
negatively correlated with indicators of societal develop-
ment [16, 17, 18]. In other words, the steeper the hier-
archy in a society, the lower the various indicators of 
societal development, such as GDP per capita, HDI, and 
income equality. However, there have been exceptions to 
this pattern in recent decades, particularly in Confucian 
regions such as Japan, Hong Kong (HKSAR), Korea, Tai-
wan, mainland China, which have achieved high rankings 
in societal development despite their high levels of hier-
archization [19, 20]. What could be the explanation for 
this “exception”? We hypothesize that the way power is 
construed in these regions, as a means to fulfill respon-
sibility, may differ from that of other highly hierarchized 
societies where power is predominantly construed as an 
opportunity (e.g., Russia, Kazakhstan, Venezuela). This 
difference in powerholder construals may contribute to 
the preservation of hierarchical social structure alongside 
efficient societal development processes.

In every society, individuals occupying higher posi-
tions in the social hierarchy, commonly referred to as 
powerholders, possess significant influence over those 
lower in the hierarchy [21]. Meanwhile, individuals at 
the mid- and bottom-levels of the hierarchy tend to 
interpret power based on how it is exercised by power-
holders [4]. If powerholders are perceived to utilizing 
their power solely for their own benefit and that of their 
in-group, the general public may perceive such power 
as exploiting opportunity for personal gain. Conversely, 
if the exercise of power is perceived as being oriented 
towards serving the greater good and acting in the best 
interests of the community as a whole, the general pub-
lic may view power as a means of fulfilling responsibility. 
Such dynamic can manifest itself in various social context 
where power imbalances exist, such as between citizens 
and policy-makers, within private organizations, formal 
institutions, local communities (especially in communal-
oriented cultures), or informal groups. To ensure gen-
eralizability and coverage across a wide range of social 
contexts, we use the term “powerholders” to refer to indi-
viduals in positions of authority such as managers, pro-
fessors, policemen, judges, teachers and officials.

Currently, the field of psychological science lacks a 
comprehensive, large-scale quantification of powerholder 
construals across multiple cultures. However, there are 
indications that Confucian cultures may place a greater 

from the teachings of Confucius in ancient China. In these cultures, Confu-
cian values and traditions have profoundly shaped societal norms, political 
structures, and educational systems. Confucian principles emphasize filial 
piety, social harmony, respect for authority, and the pursuit of moral cultiva-
tion. The Confucian cultures include for example mainland China and Hong 
Kong.

emphasis on power as responsibility fulfilment compared 
to other cultures. In Western cultures, power has tradi-
tionally been associated with self-enhancing goals [22, 
23], whereas in East Asia, power is also linked to pro-
social goals [24]. Miyamoto et al. [1] found that socio-
economic status is connected to self-orientation in the 
West, but also to other-orientation in Confucian Asia, 
indirectly supporting the notion that power in Confucian 
Asia is exercised more “responsibly”. Similar patterns can 
be observed in the domain of work life, as power in “col-
lectivistic” cultures is associated with stronger other-ori-
entation compared to “individualistic” cultures [25]. It is 
worth noting that responsibility and opportunity are not 
mutually exclusive[1, 3], and powerholders can be per-
ceived in both ways simultaneously.

Furthermore, the teachings of Confucianism, which 
emphasize concepts of duty, cooperation, and harmony 
[26], may further reinforce the notion of power as “hav-
ing the responsibility to serve others” [27]. On the other 
hand, construing power as “having the opportunity to 
benefit oneself” may stem from historical frontier envi-
ronmental pressures that fostered independent self-
construals [28] or, in more contemporary contexts, from 
neoliberal ideology [29].

In Confucian Asia, the coexistence of high social hier-
archies and strong indicators of societal development can 
be partly attributed to the concept of responsible power, 
which aligns with a “propriety model” of social hierarchy 
[30]. Unlike other regions of the world, power in Confu-
cian Asia is often perceived as a responsibility rather than 
solely an opportunity for personal gain, and individuals 
in positions of power are expected to display benevolence 
[24]. People holding high positions are also perceived 
as more warm and moral [31]. The notion of respon-
sible power contributes to the overall benefit of society 
and may help explain the higher rankings of Confucian 
Asia in terms of societal development measures. At the 
same time, responsible power can also contribute to the 
maintenance of social hierarchies in Confucian Asia. 
When power is construed and exercised as a responsibil-
ity, there is less pressure to flatten the social hierarchy. If 
powerholders fulfill their responsibilities effectively, indi-
viduals at lower levels of the hierarchy may respect and 
support them, allowing them to retain their positions. 
In such cases, there may be less urgency to advocate for 
rapid social change, and a greater reluctance to abandon 
conventional approaches. How can this reasoning be 
extrapolated to people’s preferences regarding the aims 
of societal development? In societies where individuals 
perceive powerholders as responsible, there tends to be a 
stronger inclination to maintain the status quo, leading to 
a relatively greater endorsement of Conventional aims. In 
contrast, in cultures where powerholders are perceived 
as opportunistic and self-serving, the general public may 
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feel compelled to intensify the push for Social Modern-
ization in order to overcome unjust rulers, potentially 
leading to a flattening of the social structure. In summary, 
this reasoning can be summarized as follows: “the nega-
tive perception of powerholders intensifies the desire for 
Modernization aims, whereas the positive perception of 
the powerholders fosters a tendency to preserve the sta-
tus quo and endorse Conventional aims.

However, there is another line of reasoning that sug-
gests the opposite.

Relative deprivation provokes urge for 
conventional solutions
When powerholders are perceived as abusive, i.e., when 
power is seen as being exploited for personal gain or 
opportunities, the general public may feel a sense of rela-
tive deprivation. This feelings arises from unfavorable 
comparison with those in power, which can contribute 
to the rise of populism [32]. For instance, Bos et al. [33] 
has documented that anti-elitist rhetoric contributes to 
the growth of populist tendencies. Populism often aligns 
closely with right-wing ideology and traditionalism [34]. 
Populist movement typically frame powerholders as cor-
rupt and self-serving, advocating for stronger military 
forces, the restoration of traditional values (viz. “Making 
America Great Again”), and the promotion of religious 
values. This pattern has been observed in various cultural 
contexts, including the United States, the Middle East 
during the Islamic Iranian Revolution, Jair Bolsonaro’s 
presidency in Brazil, the Law and Order Party in Poland, 
and other reactionary movements.

Therefore, one could argue that perceiving power-
holders as self-interested and opportunistic may lead to 
a greater endorsement of Conventional aims for soci-
etal development. These Conventional aims are typically 
associated with conservative ideologies [35, 36]. On the 
other hand, the promotion of Social Modernization, such 
as advancement of gender equality, poverty eradication, 
and the protection of human rights, is commonly linked 
to social and liberal worldviews that prioritize enlight-
ened and responsible powerholders elected through dem-
ocratic procedures. Taken together, one could state that 
“the negative perception of powerholders necessitates 
conventional solutions, while the positive perception of 
the powerholders paves the way for modernization and 
progressive change”.

Bridging psychology with societal development 
science
Modernization theorists [37] posit that steep social hier-
archies are a traditional aspect of society that tends to 
become more egalitarian as a society becomes wealth-
ier. The Human Development Syndrome theory [38] 
proposes that economic development weakens certain 

culture syndromes, such as traditional hierarchies, while 
strengthening others, such as freedom and political par-
ticipation. Cross-cultural research in political science and 
psychology provides empirical support for these theo-
ries. For instance, the Power Distance (PD) [39] has been 
shown to negatively predicts GDP per capita, income 
inequality [39], perception of control over life [40], social 
progress [41], and satisfaction with life and work [42]. For 
many years, societal development scientists have con-
cluded that a steep hierarchy cannot be associated with 
economic development [43]. They predicted that Confu-
cian Asia, with economic development, would become 
more egalitarian and follow the Western model of mod-
ernization. However, despite economic and social devel-
opment over several decades, Confucian Asia remains 
relatively hierarchical compared to the Western world. 
This presents an opportunity to bridge psychology with 
societal development science and allow psychology to 
propose a potential explanation for why development 
has not led to significant change in the social hierarchy 
of Confucian Asia. Figure  1 illustrates how the present 
psychological study can be situated within the broader 
research in societal development science.

The present study
The purpose of this paper is to investigate the relation-
ship between powerholder construals (viewed as oppor-
tunity vs. responsibility) and lay preferences towards 
societal development (Social Modernization aims vs. 
Conventional aims). We conducted two studies to 
examine this relationship. In Study 1, we collected and 
analyzed data on powerholder construals and societal 
development preferences from cultures located on three 
continents: North America (USA), Europe (Poland), and 
Asia (Hong Kong, China). In Study 2, we replicated the 
findings from Study 1 using a representative sample from 
the United States. Psychological research on societal 
development processes is an important and emerging 
field within psychology, yet it remains relatively under-
studied. Therefore, while specific predictions could not 
be formulated in advance, it is essential to explore this 
topic in the hope that this study will lay the groundwork 
for further research in the field.

Study 1
Method
Sampled countries
We aim to compare samples from a Western culture with 
low Power Distance [18] to a Confucian region with rela-
tively higher Power Distance. Data were collected in the 
United States and Hong Kong, China. To test the robust-
ness of our findings beyond the Western-Confucian com-
parison, we included a culture with a Power Distance 
index similar to Hong Kong, China, but with cultural 
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aspirations towards the Western world, namely Poland. 
The inclusion of Poland is further supported by its his-
torical resistance to authority during the 80’s, which had 
a strong religious component. Additionally, Poland has 
recently experienced the governance of an anti-estab-
lishment political movement that came to power by 
highlighting the corruptness and elitism of the previous 
government. By including these three cultures, we are 
able to examine both lines of reasoning: “negative percep-
tion of powerholders intensifies the desire for moderniza-
tion, whereas positive perception of powerholders fosters 
a tendency to preserve the status quo” versus “negative 
perception of powerholders requires conventional solu-
tions, whereas positive perception of powerholders paves 
the way for modernization”. Such comparative approach 
allows us to explore the relation between powerholder 
perceptions and societal development preferences across 
different cultural contexts.

Participants
A total of 303 participants were recruited online to com-
plete the Qualtrics questionnaire. Participants from 
the United States (n = 107) were recruited via Amazon 
mTurk, while participants from Hong Kong (n = 87) were 
recruited via NGO platform and completed the online 
survey as part of their service hours. Participants from 
Poland (n = 109) were recruited through Prolific. The 

gender composition, mean age, and percentage of the 
student sample are presented in the upper part of Table 1.

Procedure and measures
Participants were informed that the study aimed to 
learn their opinions on individuals who hold positions 
of power in their respective countries, such as police-
men, judges, local government officials, clerks, teachers 
and managers. In addition, their views on the hierarchy 
and development of a good society were also sought. The 
full list of scales used can be found in the supplementary 
online material (SOM). The questionnaire was admin-
istered in English for the American and Hong Kongese 
samples, while data collection in Poland was conducted 
in Polish.

Measure of societal development preferences  Pref-
erences for aims of societal development were mea-
sured by the revised set of aims from Krys et al. [6]. The 
full list of aims can be found in SOM. Participants were 
instructed to rate the extent to which each aim describes 
“a good society” on a 9-point Likert-type scale with five 
labeled points: 1 (does not describe a good society at all); 3 
(describes a good society a little); 5 (describes a good soci-
ety moderately); 7 (describes a good society very well); 9 
(describes a good society exactly). The aims were divided 
into two categories: Social Modernization aims and Con-

Table 1  Characteristics of the samples and demographic composition
Regions N Mean Age (SD) Gender % of students

Study 1 USA 107 38.68 (13.83) 39.0% F / 61.0% M 13.1%
Poland 109 23.81 (6.20) 54.1% F / 44.0% M / 1.8% NB/o 65.1%
Hong Kong 87 22.97 (5.82) 73.6% F / 20.7% M / 5.7% nd 86.2%

Study 2 USA 978 45.79 (15.79) 49.9% F / 48.2% M / 1.7% NB/o / 0.2% nd na
Note. Gender composition was labeled accordingly: M – male, F – female, NB/o – non-binary/other, nd– not disclosed

Fig. 1  Conceptual description of past research and present study
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ventional aims. Social Modernization aims encompassed 
gender equality, freedom, democracy, human rights, 
health, education, and poverty reduction, reflecting aspi-
rations for an improved quality of life and a more egali-
tarian culture. Conventional aims represented societal 
goals with a hierarchical nature, such as a strong mili-
tary, religion, respecting authorities, traditional values, 
and demographic growth. The mean score of the aims 
within each category was computed. The scale obtained 
excellent internal reliability for Social Modernization 
aims, Cronbach’s αUS = 0.91,αPoland = 0.90,αHong Kong = 0.94, 
and acceptable to good reliability for Conventional aims, 
Cronbach’s αUS = 0.84,αPoland = 0.78,αHong Kong = 0.71.

Powerholder construals  These constructs were mea-
sured using a scale consisting of ten statements, with half 
of the statements pertained to responsibility powerholder 
construal and the other half related to opportunity pow-
erholder construal. For instance, an example item for 
opportunity powerholder construal is “In [country name], 
people in power (e.g., policemen, judges, local govern-
ment officials, teachers, clerks, managers, etc.) use power 
to increase their wealth”. In contrast, an example item 
for responsibility powerholder construal is “In [country 
name] people in power (e.g., policemen, judges, local gov-
ernment officials, teachers, clerks, managers, etc.) take 
responsibility for the well-being of others”. Participants 
indicated their level of agreement with each statement 
on a 7-point Likert type scale, with the following labels: 1 
(strongly disagree); 2 (disagree); 3 (somewhat disagree); 4 
(neither agree nor disagree); 5 (somewhat agree); 6 (agree); 
7 (strongly agree). Mean scores were used to compute 

the scores for opportunity powerholder construal and 
responsibility powerholder construal. The scale obtained 
acceptable internal reliability for opportunity power-
holder construal, Cronbach’s αUS = 0.74, αPoland = 0.73, 
αHong Kong = 0.74. For responsibility powerholder con-
strual, the scale showed fair to good reliability, Cronbach’s 
αUS = 0.85, αPoland = 0.68,αHong Kong = 0.82.

Those two construals were correlated negatively in each 
of sampled regions (rUS=-0.41, p <.001; rHongKong=-0.26, 
p =.033; rPoland=-0.48, p <.001). The complete set of items, 
as well as the results of the confirmatory factor analysis, 
are available in Table S1 in the SOM.

Attention checks  To ensure the reliability of our data, 
we included eight attention checks at various points in the 
study. Participants were instructed to choose a specific 
number from the rating scale provided in each attention 
check. An example item is: “In this question, please select 
7 (strongly agree)”. In cases where participants failed 
one or more attention check, their data were excluded 
from the analysis (the number of excluded participants: 
nPoland=31, nUS=33, nHongKong=71). This exclusion was done 
to maintain the integrity and accuracy of our results.

Results
Descriptive statistics
Consistent to Krys et al’s [6] study, we found that Social 
Modernization aims were consistently preferred over 
Conventional aims across all of our study samples, 
regardless of participants’ cultural background. With 
regard to powerholder construals, our participants, on 
average, showed a stronger perception that powerhold-
ers exploit opportunities than fulfill their responsibilities2 
(refer to Table 2 for details).

Regression of societal development aims on powerholder 
construals
A series of multiple regression analyses with power-
holder construal (opportunity vs. responsibility) as an 

2  Our Hongkong data did not support our initial theory that power in Con-
fucian Asia is primarily perceived in terms of responsibility rather than 
opportunity. We acknowledge that the sample size for the Hong Kong data 
were small (only 87 participants) and not representative, as it was obtained 
through convenient sampling via social media. Moreover, given the cultural 
diversity of Hong Kong, which is influenced by both Confucian and West-
ern cultures, we recognize that our Hong Kong sample may not have been 
the most representative of Confucian culture. This realization is a post-hoc, 
and we have taken it into account in our analysis and interpretation of the 
results.

Table 2  Descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s alpha and dependent T-Test for perceiving powerholders as exploiting opportunities vs. 
fulfilling responsibilities, and preferences for social modernization vs. conventional aims
Dependent 
variable

USA Poland Hong Kong
M1(SD) M2 (SD) t(df) d M1 (SD) M2 (SD) t(df) d M1 (SD) M2 (SD) t(df) d

Powerholder 
construal
Opportunity(1) vs. 
Responsibility(2)

5.43(0.81) 5.04(1.08) 2.68(106) 0.26*** 5.73(0.78) 4.08(0.96) 16.38(108) 1.19*** 5.05(0.94) 4.48(1.12) 3.34(86) 0.36**

Development 
preferences
Social Modern-
ization(1) vs. 
Conventional 
aims(2)

7.20(1.19) 5.84(1.68) 6.76(106) 0.65*** 7.72(0.10) 4.91(1.52) 17.08(108) 1.57*** 7.65(1.27) 6.15(1.31) 10.74(86) 1.15***
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independent variables and developmental aims (sepa-
rately Social Modernization aims vs. Conventional aims) 
as a dependent variables were conducted. In each regres-
sion model, we controlled for age, gender and student 
status. Results revealed that opportunity powerholder 
construals were related to a higher endorsement of Social 
Modernization aims in the USA and Hong Kong (see 
upper section of Table 3). On the other hand, responsibil-
ity powerholder construals were tied to a stronger pref-
erence for Conventional aims in all studied cultures (see 
bottom section of Table 3). Importantly, the directions of 
the effects were consistent across the three cultural con-
texts studied (USA, Poland, and Hong Kong).

Discussion of findings from study 1
Results of Study 1 provide initial support for a theoretical 
framework inspired by the economic and social successes 
of Confucian Asian societies. Specifically, our framework 
posits that “the negative perception of powerholders 
intensifies the desire for modernization (Social Mod-
ernization aims), while the positive perception of pow-
erholders fosters a tendency to preserve the status quo 
(Conventional aims)”. If powerholders act in a self-ori-
ented manner by exploiting the opportunities created by 
their power, it may necessitate egalitarian social change 
to “thwart” any unwanted imbalance. Selfish powerhold-
ers may induce a sense of unjust resource distribution, 
which in turn underscores the need to enhance living 
conditions for all members of society. In contrast, power-
holders who prioritize the common good and fulfill their 
responsibilities well may contribute to the legitimization 
of hierarchies in general. In such cases, Conventional 
aims become more important for the general popula-
tion. Our study generally supports this pattern, although 
we did not find a significant effect of opportunity power-
holder construal on the preference for Social Moderniza-
tion in Poland. Despite the lack of substantial disparities 
in how powerholder construals are connected to devel-
opmental aims across cultures, in contexts where power 
is traditionally equated with responsibility, it is likely that 
powerholders are generally perceived more positively. 
This positive perception can lead to a broader accep-
tance of Conventional aims. However, further research 
with additional robust samples is necessary to assess if 
such extrapolation is appropriate and to gain a deeper 
understanding of the relationship between powerholder 
construals and developmental aims. Additionally, our 
data was correlational in nature, and therefore we can’t 
assume the directionality. For example, the endorse-
ment of certain developmental expectations may stem 
from some individual differences, that can bias the per-
ception of powerholders. People who generally endorse 
egalitarianism more may be inclined to see powerhold-
ers as opportunistic. Conversely, people who accept and 

endorse hierarchy, could be inclined to perceive pow-
erholders as responsible. Further experimental data is 
needed to establish causal relationship between power-
holder construals and societal development expectations.

Study 2
The aim of Study 2 was twofold: to replicate the findings 
using a representative sample, and to investigate several 
constructs associated with political attitudes, namely 
Right-Wing Authoritarianism (RWA) [44] and Social 
Dominance Orientation (SDO) [45]. We conducted the 
study on a representative sample from the United States 
as a part of a larger research project examining preferred 
pathways of societal development [46].

Method
Participants
A total of 978 participants were recruited through Pro-
lific. Representative sampling was employed, align-
ing with the US census data in terms of ethnicity, age, 
and gender. It is worth noting that all participants were 
required to complete the questionnaire while physically 
located within the United States. For a detailed break-
down of the sample composition, please refer to the bot-
tom section of Table 1.

Measures
Measure of societal development preferences  We 
adapted a refined set of instructions from Study 1 and 
modified it to ask participants to the extent to which cer-
tain goals should be prioritized within their society. Par-
ticipants were asked to rate their responses on a 11-point 
Likert-type scale. The scale points were labeled as follows: 
0 (not at all a priority); 1–3 (low priority); 4–6 (moderate 
priority); 7–9 (high priority) and 10 (highest priority).The 
complete set of items is available in the SOM.

Powerholder construals  To mitigate the possibility of 
a ceiling effect, we utilize the scale employed in Study 1, 
making slight changes in the phrasing. In order to address 
feasibility constraints, we removed one item from each of 
the opportunity powerholder construal and responsibility 
powerholder construal scales. Further details on the ratio-
nale behind the removal of these items can be found in 
Table S2 in the SOM. Both subscales displayed excellent 
reliability, Cronbach’s αOpportunity = 0.90, αPoland = 0.92.

Right-wing authoritarianism  We employed a modified 
version of the VSA scale [47]. We removed two items from 
the scale due to their phrasing not being applicable for the 
intended cross-cultural replication. Instead, we included 
two items from the original ACT scale [14]. We obtained a 
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DV: Social Modernization B SE β t p R2 p
USA Opportunity 0.37 0.13 0.27 2.84 0.005 0.16 0.004

Responsibility 0.07 0.10 0.07 0.76 0.451
Age − 0.01 0.01 − 0.17 -1.79 0.077
Gender:
  Female - Male

0.11 0.21 0.09 0.50 0.618

Student
Yes – No

− 0.59 0.31 0.53 -1.88 0.062

Poland Opportunity 0.19 0.12 0.16 1.57 0.119 0.16 0.007
Responsibility 0.07 0.09 0.07 0.74 0.461
Age 0.05 0.02 0.01 0.45 0.657
Gender:
  Female - Male

0.56 0.18 0.59 3.10 0.002

Student
Yes – No

0.42 0.21 0.45 2.06 0.042

Hong Kong Opportunity 0.50 0.14 0.37 3.47 < 0.001 0.19 0.005
Responsibility 0.14 0.12 0.12 1.09 0.277
Age − 0.00 0.03 − 0.02 − 0.15 0.883
Gender:
  Female - Male

− 0.82 0.33 − 0.64 -2.45 0.017

Student
Yes - No

0.53 0.44 0.42 1.20 0.233

three sub-samples combined Opportunity 0.35 0.07 0.27 4.70 < 0.001 0.12 < 0.001
Responsibility 0.06 0.06 0.07 1.10 0.273
Age − 0.02 0.01 − 0.18 -2.93 0.004
Gender:
  Female - Male

0.11 0.13 0.10 0.85 0.395

Student
Yes - No

0.17 0.14 0.15 1.19 0.237

DV: Conventional aims
USA Opportunity 0.21 0.18 0.10 1.44 0.245 0.29 < 0.001

Responsibility 0.81 0.14 0.52 5.93 < 0.001
Age − 0.04 0.01 − 0.29 -3.36 0.001
Gender:
  Female - Male

0.00 0.29 0.00 0.01 0.987

Student
Yes – No

− 0.05 0.43 − 0.03 − 0.11 0.911

Poland Opportunity 0.09 20 0.05 0.48 0.632 0.10 0.057
Responsibility 0.39 0.19 0.25 2.53 0.013
Age 0.04 0.03 0.16 1.51 0.135
Gender:
  Female - Male

0.47 0.29 0.31 1.60 0.114

Student
Yes – No

0.07 0.33 0.04 0.19 0.846

Hong Kong Opportunity 0.13 0.15 0.10 0.90 0.369 0.16 0.018
Responsibility 0.42 0.13 0.36 3.27 0.002
Age − 0.02 0.03 − 0.11 − 0.89 0.379
Gender:
  Female - Male

0.14 0.35 0.11 0.42 0.673

Student
Yes – No

− 0.59 0.46 − 0.45 -1.29 0.202

Table 3  Regression coefficients for powerholder construals predicting preference for social modernization and conventional aims
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good internal reliability, Cronbach’s α = 0.85. The full scale 
is presented in Table S3 in the SOM

Social dominance orientation  To accommodate length 
constraints, we selected one item from each of the four 
sub-dimensions of the SDO7 scale [45]. The reliability of 
the adapted scale was found to be good, with a Cronbach’s 
α = 0.86. Selected items are presented in Table S3 in the 
SOM.

Attention checks  Throughout the entire duration of the 
study, each participant encountered five attention checks, 
which required them to choose a particular answer based 
on the given instructions (please see [46]). Participants 
who failed any of these questions had their data excluded 
from all subsequent analyses (n = 44).

Results and discussion
Preferences for pathways of societal development
In Study 2, we successfully replicated the pattern of 
results observed in Study 1 regarding preferences for 
Social Modernization and Conventional aims. Consis-
tent with the findings from Study 1, we conducted a 
dependent t-test, and found that Social Modernization 
aims were rated as a high priority for the US (M = 7.61, 
SD = 1.44), while Conventional aims were consid-
ered to be of moderate priority (M = 4.55, SD = 2.43), 
t(977) = 33.5, p <.001, Cohen’s d = 1.07.

Perception of powerholders
Consistent with the findings from our Study 1, we 
observed a similar pattern of results in the nationally rep-
resentative sample. Powerholders were perceived as more 
opportunistic (M = 5.61, SD = 1.17) compared to being 

responsible (M = 3.46, SD = 1.48), t(977) = 28.3, p < .001, 
Cohen’s d = 0.90.

Zero-order correlation
We conducted a correlation analysis to investigate the 
relationships between the measured variables. The coef-
ficients are presented in Table 4. The results revealed that 
perceiving powerholders as exploiting opportunities was 
negatively related to RWA and SDO, whereas perceiv-
ing powerholders as fulfilling responsibilities was posi-
tively correlated with these attitudes. Furthermore, the 
endorsement of Social Modernization positively corre-
lated with opportunity powerholder construal, and neg-
atively with RWA and SDO. Conversely, Conventional 
aims showed a positive correlation with the construal 
of powerholders as responsible and a negative correla-
tion with the construal of powerholders as opportunistic. 
Conventional aims also exhibited positive correlations 
with RWA and SDO.

Regression of societal development aims on powerholder 
construals
We tested two separate hierarchical multiple regression 
models, one for the endorsement for Social Modern-
ization, and one for Conventional Aims. The details are 
presented in Table 5. In the first step of each regression 
model, we included powerholder construals while con-
trolling for age, gender (dummy coded) and subjective 
socioeconomic status. In the second step, we introduced 
political attitudes measured by RWA and SDO. Over-
all, we observed a similar pattern of results to Study 1. 
However, after including RWA and SDO in the analy-
sis, the preference for Social Modernization was con-
nected similarly to perceiving powerholders as exploiting 

Table 4  Zero-Order correlation between preference of societal development, powerholder construals, RWA and SDO
1. 2. 3. 4. 5.

1. Social Modernization
2. Conventional aims − 0.02
3. Opportunity 0.16*** − 0.15***

4. Responsibility − 0.04 0.36*** − 0.61***

5. RWA − 0.27*** 0.69*** − 0.18*** 0.30***

6. SDO − 0.56*** 0.39*** − 0.21*** 0.20*** 0.49***

Note. ***p <.001, RWA = Right-Wing Authoritarianism, SDO = Social Dominance Orientation

DV: Social Modernization B SE β t p R2 p
three sub-samples combined Opportunity − 0.01 0.10 − 0.00 − 0.08 0.933 0.17 < 0.001

Responsibility 0.59 0.08 0.42 7.23 < 0.001
Age − 0.02 0.01 − 0.15 -2.45 0.015
Gender:
  Female - Male

0.01 0.17 0.01 0.05 0.962

Student
Yes - No

0.53 0.44 0.42 1.20 0.233

Table 3  (continued) 
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opportunities and fulfilling responsibilities. On the other 
hand, the more people perceived powerholders as fulfill-
ing responsibilities, the stronger their preference for Con-
ventional aims. Powerholder construals were significantly 
related to the societal development preferences after the 
inclusion of RWA and SDO in each model. Interestingly, 
Social Modernization was negatively connected to SDO 
but not to RWA. In contrast, Conventional aims were 
positively connected to RWA, and the effect of SDO was 
notably weaker.

General discussion
The key finding of our study highlights the relationship 
between the perception of powerholders and the desired 
trajectories of societal development. Our research, 
which spanned across the United States, Poland, and 
Hong Kong, as well as the replication conducted in the 
United States, consistently demonstrate that perceiving 

powerholders as exploiting opportunities is connected 
with a preference for Social Modernization aims. Con-
versely, the perception of powerholders as fulfilling 
responsibilities is associated with an endorsement of 
Conventional aims. These findings provide the initial 
support to the notion that “the negative perception of 
powerholders intensifies the desire for modernization, 
whereas the positive perception of powerholders fosters a 
tendency to preserve the status quo”.

Power and the two concepts of a “good society”
In all examined samples, powerholders were consistently 
perceived as being more self-serving rather than benefit-
ting others. This finding supports the previous research 
on power dynamics in Western cultures [1, 48]. When 
powerholders use their influence solely to exploit oppor-
tunities for personal gain, the concept of a “good society” 
is more closely associated with Social Modernization. 

Table 5  Hierarchical multiple regression models predicting social modernization and conventional aims in the US
DV: Social Modernization B SE β t p R2 p
Model 1 Opportunity 0.27 0.05 0.22 5.58 < 0.001 0.06 < 0.001

Responsibility 0.11 0.03 0.11 2.68 0.007
Age 0.00 0.00 0.05 1.67 0.096
Gender:
  Female – Male Non/binary – Male

0.35 0.09 0.24 3.85 < 0.001

1.00 0.37 0.69 2.68 0.008
Subjective SES − 0.06 0.03 − 0.08 -2.44 0.015

Model 2 Opportunity 0.17 0.04 0.14 4.19 < 0.001 0.34 < 0.001
Responsibility 0.14 0.03 0.15 4.17 < 0.001
Age 0.01 0.00 0.06 2.20 0.028
Gender:
  Female – Male Non/binary – Male

0.16 0.08 0.11 2.09 0.037

0.36 0.31 0.25 1.15 0.251
Subjective SES − 0.01 0.02 − 0.01 − 0.27 0.790
RWA − 0.03 0.03 − 0.03 − 0.90 0.366
SDO − 0.53 0.03 − 0.54 -17.33 < 0.001

DV: Conventional aims
Model 1 Opportunity 0.24 0.08 0.11 3.08 0.002 0.18 < 0.001

Responsibility 0.59 0.06 0.36 9.34 < 0.001
Age 0.03 0.00 0.17 5.48 < 0.001
Gender:
  Female – Male Non/binary – Male

− 0.42 0.14 − 0.17 -2.92 0.004

-1.97 0.59 − 0.81 -3.35 < 0.001
SES 0.07 0.04 0.05 1.78 0.075

Model 2 Opportunity 0.23 0.06 0.11 3.84 < 0.001 0.52 < 0.001
Responsibility 0.34 0.05 0.20 6.76 < 0.001
Age 0.01 0.00 0.06 2.20 0.028
Gender:
  Female – Male Non/binary – Male

0.16 0.08 0.09 3.69 < 0.001

0.36 0.31 0.25 1.15 0.251
Subjective SES 0.02 0.03 0.01 0.62 0.534
RWA 1.02 0.05 0.59 21.62 < 0.001
SDO 0.09 0.04 0.06 2.13 0.034

Note. SES = Socioeconomic status, RWA = Right-Wing Authoritarianism, SDO = Social Dominance Orientation
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Social Modernization encompasses developmental goals 
that aim to improve people’s quality of life (e.g., health, 
education, reduction of poverty). When powerholders 
are perceived as “selfish”, it suggests that they prioritize 
their own interests over the welfare and well-being of the 
general public.

Social Modernization, as a concept, compasses the goal 
of establishing a more egalitarian society that upholds 
principles like gender equality, freedom, democracy, and 
human rights. However, powerholders who prioritize 
their personal interests over these egalitarian principles 
can generate distrust [49], and undermine the neces-
sary respect required to legitimize power imbalances. 
In the pursuit of achieving a “good society”, individuals 
may experience a need to remove undesired powerhold-
ers, dismantle social hierarchies, and limit the exercise 
of power wherever feasible. This pattern of thinking can 
be viewed as a psychological facet of Inglehart’s Human 
Development Syndrome [38], which describes the West-
ern trajectory of development accompanied by changes 
towards egalitarianism.

However, an alternative notion of a “good society” 
may exist. When powerholders are perceived as fulfill-
ing their responsibilities, there is a stronger endorsement 
of Conventional aims. This category encompasses the 
preservation of traditions, maintaining a robust military 
force, upholding religious values, and fostering demo-
graphic growth. If the social norm regarding the exer-
cise of power is to benefit others, there may be stronger 
support for preserving hierarchies. In this interpreta-
tion, a “good society” permits certain members to utilize 
their power and influence to care for those at the lower 
rungs of the social hierarchy. For such a society to func-
tion effectively, it is essential for individuals to respect 
the established social order. Areas of societal function-
ing that exhibit hierarchical structures, such as military 
and religious organizations, may receive prioritization 
for this reason. Moreover, traditional values, that often 
emphasize obedience to authority figures are reinforced. 
As a result, power becomes imbued with prosocial mean-
ing and evokes more positive associations. This descrip-
tion of the developmental scenario does not necessarily 
preclude the actual improvement in living conditions or 
economic growth. Rather, it suggests that the responsible 
exercise of power may, to some extent, suppress egalitar-
ian tendencies, enabling traditional hierarchies to persist 
during the process of modernization. Although our data 
do not directly demonstrate this, it highlights a relatively 
understudied pathway that may currently be unfolding in 
Confucian Asia.

The relationship between power inequalities and soci-
etal wealth, as measured by GDP, has been found to 
be negative [18]. While Western societies are known 
for their wealth and egalitarianism, it is important for 

developmental professionals to exercise caution before 
assuming that adopting Western values is the defini-
tive path towards achieving a “good society”. In certain 
regions, the process of disempowering existing pow-
erholders may be necessary to empower oppressed 
individuals and enable them to realize their full poten-
tial. However, this universalistic perspective should be 
approached with caution, as hierarchy itself is not inher-
ently negative [50], and there exist cultural variations 
in the characteristics of social hierarchies [51]. The key 
issue is whether powerholders fulfil their responsibili-
ties that come with entrusted power. Our study showed 
that being perceived as a responsible leader can maintain 
social structure.

In Study 2, we found that both powerholder construals 
and preferences for societal development aims are closely 
connected to political attitudes, as measured by Right-
Wing Authoritarianism and Social Dominance Orienta-
tion in the United States. Specifically, SDO was found 
to have a negative impact on the endorsement of Social 
Modernization. This suggests that individuals who have 
a preference for group-based hierarchy are more likely to 
be resistant to challenging the status quo and advocating 
for social changes that foster equality and the improve 
overall living conditions. On the other hand, RWA was 
found to be associated with the endorsement of Conven-
tional aims. RWA encompasses attachment to traditional 
values, authoritarian aggression, and submission. This 
indicates that individuals who prefer maintaining the sta-
tus quo are more likely to endorse developmental goals 
that preserve the hierarchical aspects of society.

Interestingly, when we included RWA and SDO, we 
found that responsibility powerholder construal was 
positively associated with Social Modernization, simi-
lar to the effect observed with opportunity powerholder 
construal. This suggests the presence of possible sup-
pression effect [52]. By considering the impact of RWA 
and SDO, we are able to better understand the relation-
ship between powerholder construals and preferences 
for societal development. However, it is important to 
note that by including RWA and SDO, we may not fully 
capture the variance associated with responsibility pow-
erholder construal. This could potentially omit aspects 
related to benevolence or social non-cynicism, which are 
correlated with preferences for egalitarianism and the 
improvement of quality of life. These factors may play a 
role in shaping individuals’ view on societal development 
beyond the influence of political attitudes and preference 
for hierarchy.

At present, additional analysis is needed to validate 
our assertions, especially regarding causality. It is pos-
sible that people who endorse certain ideas about soci-
etal development may perceive powerholders differently. 
For example, people who strive for egalitarianism and 
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welfare (Social Modernization) may judge powerholders 
unfavorably due to lesser adherence to authority, which 
might have resulted in higher scores for opportunity 
powerholder construals. On the other hand, people who 
endorse hierarchical societal structure (Conventional 
aims) may be inclined to perceive powerholders more 
positively, resulting in higher scores for responsibility 
powerholder construal. To fully establish the correct line 
of causal reasoning, future experimental data is required.

It is important to acknowledge that there exist diverse 
avenues for development that merit examination while 
adopting a culturally sensitive perspective [8]. Recogniz-
ing it as a multi-dimensional phenomenon can furnish 
us with a more comprehensive understanding guidance, 
particularly when confronted with periods characterized 
by conflicting values, ideologies, and subjective visions of 
the futures.

Future directions
Future research should investigate the practical implica-
tions of the values and behaviors exhibited by those in 
positions of power on the actual levels of societal devel-
opment, using cross-national data. Additionally, it is 
important to develop a theoretical framework that elu-
cidates the cultural underpinnings of power and its per-
ception. It is plausible that powerholders demonstrate 
greater responsibility, and are perceived as such, in cul-
tures fostering psychological interdependence. On the 
other hand, cultural contexts that promote psychological 
independence may nudge powerholders towards acting 
in a self-oriented manner.

Justifications of power inequalities can shape the mod-
els of hierarchies and play an important role in attaining 
the desired societal development. Power can stem from 
various sources, such as age, affiliation, cultural or reli-
gious values, extending beyond powerholder construals. 
Inequalities may be rationalized through beliefs in meri-
tocracy, which could potentially create a more dynamic 
structure aligned with neoliberal development. The 
impact of these justifications on actual and desired soci-
etal development can vary significantly.

Study limitations
Our study has some limitations. Firstly, the correlational 
design utilized in our research does not allow us to estab-
lish causality. Future studies could employ experimen-
tal designs to examine cause-and-effect relationship by 
priming participants to perceive powerholders as either 
exploiting opportunities or fulfilling responsibilities. Our 
aim was to capture general powerholder construals, and 
we employed a broad category, including various types of 
powerholders. It is possible that construals of powerhold-
ers in different social domains or power levels may yield 
different results. Secondly, it is important to exercise 

caution when generalizing our findings due to the com-
position of our samples, which primarily consisted of 
students in cases of Poland and Hong Kong. We did 
not gather additional demographic information, such as 
social class (which was not assessed in Study 1), income, 
or religion. These variables could have been important 
to control and should be included in future studies. In 
Hong Kong, we administered the questionnaire in Eng-
lish, which may have primed participants with Western 
mindset, potentially concealing possible cultural differ-
ences. Such effect could be investigated by administering 
the questionnaire both in English and Cantonese. More-
over, the lack of scale invariance for societal development 
aims necessitates additional caution when making com-
parisons between countries. However, the presence of 
universal patterns in our findings suggest cultural simi-
larities. Thirdly, our samples were drawn from relatively 
wealthy regions, so generalizing our results to less afflu-
ent regions should be done with caution. Ideally, future 
studies should investigate regions representing various 
“cultural zones” and stages of economic development. 
Fourthly, it is important to note that our findings are 
exploratory in nature and should be interpreted as such. 
Lastly, societal development is an emerging field in psy-
chology, and the preferences and conceptions regarding 
how societies could and should develop are relatively 
novel topics for psychological inquiry. We hope our find-
ings will contribute to the development of new studies 
that can refine and enhance theories of societal develop-
ment, including the framework presented in this study.

Concluding remarks
Social hierarchies vary across cultures [53], shaping the 
power dynamics between powerholders and their sub-
ordinates. This dynamic has traditionally been regarded 
as negative and undesirable in Western societies. As 
a result, the progression towards a “good society” has 
been assumed to necessitate the relative dissolution of 
power structures. This perspective is reflected in influ-
ential developmental theories such as modernization 
and Human Development Syndrome. However, these 
theories predominantly represent a Western perspective 
on development. If the relationship between powerhold-
ers and population adopts a more guardian-like nature, 
emphasizing the responsibilities and obligations accom-
panying power, the path towards a “good society” may 
differ significantly from European or American models. 
Although our study indicates that, at an individual level, 
the association between the perception of powerholders 
and aspirations for a “good society” remains consistent 
across the studied cultures, in specific cultural regions 
like Confucian Asia, the notion of responsible power-
holder embedded in social norms and practices may lead 
individuals to perceive powerholders as more responsible 
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on average. This could account for the unique amalgama-
tion of high social hierarchies and robust societal devel-
opment observed in the region. However, to substantiate 
this claim, further data collection is essential, particu-
larly among cultures that have experienced less cultural 
overlap with the West than Hong Kong, ideally seeking 
appropriate samples from such communities.

By conceptualizing power as a responsibility rather 
than a means for personal gain, individuals in positions 
of authority can actively contribute to the betterment 
of society while upholding traditional social structures. 
Therefore, it is crucial to conduct culturally sensitive 
investigations in social hierarchies and societal devel-
opment. The current study enhances our compression 
of how ordinary perceptions of power can shape pref-
erences for social transformation. These findings hold 
potential implications for empowering powerholders to 
foster a sense of responsibility, as well as for social change 
movements to harness perceptions of exploitation to 
mobilize support for transformative initiatives. Ulti-
mately, this research has the capacity to inform strategies 
aimed at establishing more just and equitable societies.
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INTRODUCTION

Do you respect your current boss? Did you respect the previous one? What determines whether peo-
ple holding power over us are respected or not? Human societies are organized within hierarchical 
structures. Even among the most egalitarian cultures, such as Scandinavian societies, some individuals 
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Abstract
Even in the most egalitarian societies, hierarchies of power 
and status shape social life. However, power and received 
status are not synonymous—individuals in positions of 
power may or may not be accorded the respect correspond-
ing to their role. Using a cooperatively collected dataset 
from 18,096 participants across 70 cultures, we investigate, 
through a survey-based correlational design, when per-
ceived position-based power (operationalized as influence 
and control) of various powerholders is associated with 
their elevated social status (operationalized as perceived re-
spect and instrumental social value). We document that the 
positive link between power and status characterizes most 
cultural regions, except for WEIRD (Western, Educated, 
Industrialized, Rich, Democratic) and Post-Soviet regions. 
The strength of this association depends on individual and 
cultural factors. First, the perceived other-orientation of 
powerholders amplifies the positive link between perceived 
power and status. The perceived self-orientation of power-
holders weakens this relationship. Second, among cultures 
characterized by low Self-Expression versus Harmony (e.g., 
South Korea, Taiwan), high Embeddedness (e.g., Senegal), 
and high Cultural Tightness (e.g., Malaysia), the association 
between power and status tends to be particularly strong. 
The results underline the importance of both individual 
perceptions and societal values in how position-based power 
relates to social status.

K E Y W O R D S
culture, other-orientation, power, self-orientation, social status
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occupy higher positions in the hierarchy and wield more power than those lower in the hierarchy, con-
sequently exerting a stronger impact on others (Bruun et al., 2011; Selling & Svallfors, 2019). However, 
does such position-based power also command respect?

The link of position-based power to social status is intriguing from a psychological perspective: 
while the power of powerholders is exercised on subordinates, social status is inherently subjective and 
voluntarily granted (Blader & Chen, 2014; Van Vugt et al., 2008). Psychology has examined the relation-
ship between power and status almost exclusively within WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialized, 
Rich, Democratic; Henrich, 2020) and Confucian contexts (see Imada et al., 2023; Torelli et al., 2020). 
As a result, this relationship remains largely understudied in the remaining majority of world cultures 
(e.g., Post-Soviet cultures, Sub-Saharan African, Latin American, and Middle Eastern and North 
African cultures). Here, we address this gap by exploring how position-based power links to status 
across cultures, including both individual and cultural-level explanations. This paper contributes to a 
deeper understanding of the social and cultural dynamics of hierarchy and may ultimately aid academics 
and practitioners in integrating knowledge of the consequences of power in a culturally sensitive way 
(Krys et al., 2023).

POW ER A ND STATUS

Our central aim is to examine the link between position-based power and social status. We define 
power as the ability to control resources and outcomes for other people (Magee & Galinsky, 2008), 
and status as the prominence and respect received by a person (Anderson et  al.,  2001; Blader & 
Chen, 2012). The relation between power and status is particularly intriguing because, unlike power, 
which can be wielded unilaterally, social status is inherently subjective and always lies in the eyes 
of beholders (Blader & Chen, 2014; Van Vugt et al., 2008). Consequently, while possibly somewhat 
related, hierarchies of power and status do not always overlap (Blader & Chen, 2014). For example, 
while an unpopular manager may still possess the authority to dismiss subordinates easily, an 
esteemed professor may wield less direct power over their students despite their high social status. 
These differences likely influence the behaviours of people lower in the hierarchy, leading them to 
vary their actions depending on whether they are dealing with powerful or respected individuals 
(Fousiani & van Prooijen, 2022).

Previous research has demonstrated the consequences of the discrepancy between the obtained 
power and status. Power without status has various negative outcomes, including interpersonal 
conflict (Anicich et al., 2016), demeaning tendencies of powerholders (Fast et al., 2012), unethical 
decision-making (Liu et al., 2020), corruption (Gu et al., 2020) and increased power struggles, op-
position and anxious concerns among subordinates (Wang et al., 2021). However, much of this cited 
empirical research has been conducted using data from a single cultural context, overlooking the 
significant role of culture in shaping individual, interpersonal and collective processes surrounding 
position-based power and social status (see Gobel & Miyamoto, 2024). For example, To et al. (2020) 
demonstrated that the connection between perceiving someone as powerful and high in status is 
greater among individuals who endorse horizontal collectivism (cultural orientation that values 
equality and shared goals within the group) and vertical collectivism (emphasizing hierarchy and 
respect for authority within the group, see Triandis & Gelfand, 1998). Li et al. (2017) provided an-
other example, showing that the congruency between power and status for high-ranking managers 
correlates with Power Distance—the cultural endorsement of hierarchy (see House et  al., 2002). 
Given that most psychological research has been limited to WEIRD (Western Europe, United 
States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand) and Confucian (e.g., China, Japan, and Korea) sam-
ples (Krys et al., 2024), our aim here is to broaden the understanding of how position-based power 
predicts the conferment of social status across a more diverse range of cultures.
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SELF- A ND OTHER- OR IENTED USE OF POSITION-BASED 
POW ER M AY SH A PE ITS R EL ATION TO SOCI A L STATUS

Powerholders may utilize their influence and control for personal gain or for the benefit of the group 
they oversee (Torelli & Shavitt, 2010). Such self- and other-oriented usage of power is likely relevant for 
the attained social status. Functional theories of status conferral (see Berger et al., 1972) indicate that 
being perceived as able to contribute to the group's overall success and proper functioning is the main 
source of a powerholder's social status.

The perceived usefulness of high-status individuals for the group has two components: competence 
(Ridgeway, 1987) and benevolence, which is an inclination to benefit the collective good (Anderson 
& Kilduff, 2009). Previous research has highlighted the importance of altruism, generosity, coopera-
tiveness, helpfulness, ethicality and morality in attaining social status (Cheng et al., 2010; DesJardins 
et al., 2015). These other-oriented dispositions can become entangled with status in a positive feedback 
loop, as individuals high in social status may increase their generosity towards the group after achiev-
ing higher positions (Willer, 2009) and may be motivated to engage in further prosocial behaviours 
to maintain their status (Kafashan et al., 2014). Anthropological evidence indicates that the cultural 
phenomenon of status plays an important role in fostering group cooperation beyond coercive means 
(Henrich et al., 2015). For example, among the Kalahari, a hunter who successfully provides food often 
acts as an informal leader in hunting groups (Marshall,  1976). Similarly, chiefs of the Kwakiutl on 
Vancouver Island signal their status by hosting feasts, during which they donate items to other tribes 
(Piddocke, 1965). In general, position-based power is likely to strongly translate into social status if that 
power is exercised for the benefit of others. At the same time, a limitation of the psychological research 
discussed is the predominant focus on WEIRD or Confucian societies, which warrants the empirical 
investigation of the generalizability of these findings to other cultural regions.

Comparative multicultural investigations demonstrating that the other-orientation of powerholders 
builds status are scarce. Buss et al. (2020) compared 14 cultures from several cultural regions, for exam-
ple WEIRD (e.g., US, Germany), Confucian (e.g., China, Japan), Sub-Saharan Africa (e.g., Zimbabwe, 
Eritrea) and Latin America (e.g., Brazil, Colombia) in terms of behaviours perceived as status-enhancing. 
Sacrificing for others, sharing resources, and social connectedness all positively impacted social status 
in every studied culture. Taking this result into account, it is crucial to move beyond specific behaviours 
and examine the underlying psychological processes driving this effect, such as generalized perceptions 
of certain individuals as other-oriented. Moreover, understanding the role of powerholders in these pro-
cesses is essential, as influence and control should ideally come with heightened responsibilities towards 
others. The other-orientation of powerholders is a key factor in understanding social hierarchy (see 
Gobel & Miyamoto, 2024). Thus, the current study further replicates the relationship between other-
orientation and social status attainment, with a particular focus on individuals whose other-orientation, 
or lack thereof, may carry significant societal implications.

Can self-orientation also serve as the basis of social status, or does it always undermine it? Although 
self- and other-orientations are not necessarily in opposition (see Miyamoto et al., 2018), from a group 
perspective, the perceived prioritization of one's own goals may be perceived as contradictory to gener-
osity and cooperativeness. Thus, when power is perceived to be exercised in a self-oriented way, it may 
undermine a powerholder's social status.

UNDERSTA NDING THE ROL E OF CULTUR A L CONTEXT

Cultures vary in terms of the hierarchical structures they have adopted, thereby influencing the conferral 
of status to powerholders. The dynamics of hierarchies of power and status constitute the important 
differences between societies (Hofstede, 2001) and are a critical issue in discussing societal development 
and social change (Inglehart & Oyserman, 2004; Krys et al., 2023). Below, we introduce four dimensions 
of cultural environments that may shape the link between position-based power and social status.
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Power distance

Power Distance represents a fundamental cultural difference in desired (in)equalities in social life 
(Hofstede, 2001). Cultures high in Power Distance (e.g., Malaysia, China, and Russia) tend to accept 
disparities in power more readily. In contrast, cultures low in Power Distance (e.g., Norway, United 
Kingdom, and the Netherlands) advocate for egalitarian relations and are less accepting of differential 
treatment based on an individual's position within the social hierarchy.

Some empirical evidence suggests that Power Distance is an important dimension in position-based 
power and social status. For instance, in cultures with high Power Distance, top-ranking managers are 
less likely to be dismissed, which likely reflects a stronger acceptance of social hierarchy and the power-
holder's status (Li et al., 2017). Additionally, in these cultures, there is a bigger congruency of power and 
social status among those in high-ranking positions. In high Power Distance cultures, such a connection 
is especially important – top managers are more likely to lose their position if their power does not align 
with their status. Such an effect is not present in egalitarian cultures (Li et al., 2017).

Self-expressive versus harmonious models of selfhood

The second important factor is the cultural emphasis on Self-Expression or Harmony (see Vignoles 
et al., 2016). In cultures that value self-expression (e.g., WEIRD or Latin American cultures), people 
tend to communicate openly, often disregarding potential conflicts. In such environments, the effect of 
position-based power on social status may be less stable due to a lack of cultural norms that maintain the 
status quo. Power itself may be seen as an unwanted infringement on others' capacity for self-expression, 
diminishing the social status accorded to powerholders. Redhead et al. (2019) found that in the United 
States, imposing power through dominant behaviours is ineffective in maintaining long-term status, as 
it often results in a loss of position. Therefore, the link between power and status may be weaker and 
more context-dependent in self-expressive cultures.

Conversely, members of harmonious cultures (e.g., those in the Middle East, North Africa, or Southeast 
Asia) tend to preserve social relationships and maintain balance within the group. Powerholders in such 
cultures have a responsibility to uphold harmony, often through administering punishment in cases of 
subordinate transgression. Ito et al. (2023) found that dominating leaders increase social assurance (i.e., 
the belief that engaging in selfish behaviours will not be tolerated) in Japan (a harmonious culture) but 
decrease social assurance in the United States (a self-expressive culture). In China, perceived power is 
positively related to perceived warmth (Li et al., 2022), which reflects the dominating yet caring na-
ture of paternalistic leadership popular in Confucian Asia (Cheng et al., 2014). Although the cultures 
mentioned above differ in many aspects beyond Self-Expression versus Harmony, this initial evidence 
suggests the potential usefulness of dominating power in contexts that prioritize harmony, where pow-
erful individuals may enjoy higher status compared to their counterparts from self-expressive cultures.

Embeddedness

Embeddedness (Schwartz,  2009) describes viewing people as parts of a broader social framework 
rather than autonomous entities. Within cultures that endorse Embeddedness (e.g., Egypt, Pakistan, 
and Ghana) the affiliation with the collective holds much significance, alongside striving towards 
shared goals, the preservation of the established order, social harmony, and adherence to traditional 
practices. People in embedded cultures value security, obedience, and wisdom. Such characteristics 
constitute a foundation for higher respect granted to powerful individuals, who may not rely solely on 
personal qualities for legitimization. Status may be granted in conjunction with a high position, since 
it is supported by the prevailing norms, obedience, and, in certain contexts, adherence to tradition. 
Those lower in the hierarchy would less likely withdraw respect from the powerholder to avoid violating 
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the cherished social order within a group. Conversely, powerholders from cultures that do not foster 
Embeddedness (e.g., Germany, Sweden and Denmark) would be deprived of such a foundation of status. 
Although powerful, they may need to rely on different strategies to maintain respect and prominence, 
making the relationship between power and social status weaker.

Cultural tightness

Cultural Tightness describes the strength of norms and low tolerance for deviant behaviours (Gelfand 
et al., 2011). In tight cultures (e.g., Pakistan, Malaysia and South Korea), people are supposed to abide by 
social norms, and there is strong moral outrage directed towards rule violators. For such cultures, power 
may come with an elevated social status, especially when supported by a formal role within institutions or 
organizations, as the social status of powerholders can be magnified by rules and regulations mandating 
appropriate behaviour for people lower in the hierarchy. Additionally, members of tight cultures expect 
strong, capable leadership (Aktas et al., 2016); therefore, persons with a high capacity for influence and 
control may be granted greater respect.

On the other hand, loose cultures (e.g., Brazil, US and Venezuela) exhibit weak norms and a higher 
tolerance for deviant behaviour. We suspect that in such cultural environments, the power of an indi-
vidual is somewhat independent of their social status. Respect conferred to powerholders may depend 
less on formal titles and positions. People lower in the hierarchy may evaluate powerholders in line with 
their own personal values and opinions and rely less on social convention. Therefore, while power can 
still relate to social status, this relation may be weaker among loose cultures.

THE PR ESENT STUDY

This study examines the individual and cultural factors that predict the attribution of social status to 
powerholders. To address these questions comprehensively, we present hypotheses at both the individual 
and cultural levels.

First, we investigate whether being perceived as powerful—defined as the ability to control re-
sources and outcomes for others based on one's position—associates with elevated social status or 
respect. We propose that this relationship may depend on how powerholders are perceived to employ 
their control and influence: whether for self-oriented goals or for the benefit of others. Thus, we con-
sider the self-orientation and other-orientation of powerholders as individual-level moderators of the 
power-status relationship.

Second, we hypothesize that the processes of conferring status upon powerholders vary across 
cultures. We initially examine two cultural characteristics: Power Distance (Hofstede, 2001) and the 
distinction between Self-Expressive versus Harmonious models of selfhood (Vignoles et  al.,  2016). 
Subsequently, we conduct exploratory analyses incorporating two additional cultural characteristics: 
Embeddedness (Schwartz, 2009) and Cultural Tightness (Gelfand et al., 2011).

While research on power and status is not scarce, it has predominantly focused on WEIRD and 
Confucian cultural circles. Our aim is to broaden the understanding of these phenomena by analysing 
how power and status intersect across 70 cultures from all major cultural regions. For an illustration of 
the conceptual framework, see Figure 1.

METHOD

The current study is part of a broader cross-cultural investigation that aims to explore the cultural 
factors associated with the endorsement of societal development goals, well-being, and perceptions of 
powerholders. Within the scope of the present paper, our focus centres on examining perceived power, 
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social status, and self- and other-orientation of powerholders, as well as cultural dimensions of Power 
Distance, Self-Expression versus Harmony, Embeddedness, and Cultural Tightness.

Participants and cultures

The data for this study were collected from a diverse range of 70 cultures. The required minimal sample 
in each culture was set at n = 200, but in several cultures, a smaller sample was collected. After excluding 
participants who failed more than 1 (out of 12) attention checks and those with any missing data for 
the variables of interest, the final sample size for analysis was n = 18,096. Further details regarding the 
breakdown of the samples can be found in Table 1.

The data were collected between late 2022 and early 2024. The last author has prepared all study 
materials, which were then applied by all other authors in their respective cultures. A template version 
of the questionnaire in English was prepared in Qualtrics and Google Forms for online administration, 
and in a separate document for paper-pencil administration. Collaborators across cultures were then 
instructed to translate the questionnaire using the back-translation method. Next, they administered 
the questionnaire to samples of their convenience. This involved university students, participants from 
research panels, snowball samples, convenience samples, and more, including 66 online samples, 7 
paper-pencil samples, and 4 mixed samples. In all versions, informed consent was obtained from the 
participants. In some cultures, more than one sample was collected, specifically three in Algeria and two 
in Australia, Russia, South Africa, the United Kingdom, and the United States. In such cases, collabo-
rators worked together on the adaptation of the questionnaire but collected their data independently. In 
such cases, the samples were aggregated within a culture and treated as a single sample.

We grouped the cultures into seven cultural regions proposed by Krys et al. (2024). Regions for all 
studied cultures are listed in Table  1. We used the Under/Over-Representation Index (UORI; Krys 
et  al.,  2024) to assess how accurately different cultural regions are represented in the current study. 
This index compares the number of cultural samples from a given region in a study to the total num-
ber of cultures in that study (e.g., in our study, 34% of cultural samples originate in WEIRD cultures) 
and divides it by the proportion that the region occupies on the current geopolitical map (e.g., on the 
contemporary political map, WEIRD cultures constitute 19% of cultures). In essence, the UORI helps 
reveal sampling biases by showing whether certain cultural regions are overrepresented (UORI > 1.0) or 
underrepresented (UORI < 1.0) in data collection. To make robust claims about psychological findings, 
it is important to include cultural data from cultures of the majority world (Uskul et al., 2024). Overall, 
our sample improves representativeness in cross-cultural psychology studies. We achieved lower over-
representation of WEIRD (UORI = 1.78) and Confucian (UORI = 1.99) cultural regions compared 
to average sampling bias in large-scale, cross-cultural research (2.69 and 2.41 respectively; see Krys 
et al., 2024). We also obtained a smaller under-representation of Sub-Saharan Africa (UORI = 0.60), 

F I G U R E  1   Conceptual framework of the study.
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which means that our study involved more Sub-Saharan cultures than the average for large-scale, 
cross-cultural research (UORI = 0.29; Krys et  al., 2024). Additionally, the MENA (Middle-East and 
North Africa; UORI = 1.38) and Post-Soviet (non-EU former Soviet states; UORI = 1.59) regions were 
overrepresented, in contrast to their typical under-representation (UORIs = 0.85 and 0.80 respectively; 
Krys et al., 2024). However, the Latin American/Caribbean (UORI = 0.77) and Non-Confucian Asia/
Oceania (UORI = 0.55) regions remained similarly underrepresented compared to other large-scale, 
cross-cultural studies (UORI = 0.86 and 0.57 respectively; Krys et al., 2024).

Individual-level measures

Perception of power

We used a perception of power scale developed specifically for this study. The scale aimed to measure 
the extent to which powerholders from various domains of social life (e.g., managers, teachers, judges, 
professors, policemen, etc.) were perceived to have control over people's everyday lives. In the study, 
we defined power as an outcome control (Dépret & Fiske, 1993; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) and influence 
(Dahl, 1957). The initial phrasing was proposed by the lead author. However, all contributors were able 
to suggest alternative items and impact the final version of the scale. Participants were provided with the 
following instruction: “We would like to understand the role of people who are higher in the hierarchy in 
almost every society, for example managers, judges, professors, policemen or teachers. According to your 
own experience, to what extent do the following statements describe your society?” The scale consisted of 
three items: (1) “In [culture name], people higher in the hierarchy have more power than an average per-
son”; (2) “In [culture name], people higher in the hierarchy have firm control over citizens' lives”; (3) “In 
[culture name], people higher in the hierarchy have a strong influence on citizens' lives”. Participants were 
asked to rate each item on a five-point Likert-type scale, with the following response options: 0 (doesn't 
describe my society at all); 1 (describes my society a little); 2 (describes my society moderately); 3 (describes 
my society well); 4 (describes my society exactly). The outcome variable was computed as the mean score 
of the three items, representing participants' overall belief of power among certain powerholders in their 
society. The strategy of creating items was informed by the intersubjective approach (Chiu et al., 2010). 
The questions, therefore, probe beyond the personal experience of a certain individual to allow for more 
broad societal contextual beliefs and perceptions, which can in turn shape individual behaviours and in-
teractions (Smith & Bond, 2019). The internal reliability for the whole sample was acceptable (Cronbach's 
α = .68). Reliabilities for all cultures separately are presented in Table S2.

Social status

We created a social status scale specifically for this study. Social status is a heterogenous phenomenon 
and requires diligent recognition of the context where it is measured (see Xu et al., 2024). Although there 
are several instruments designed to capture social status, most of them refer to interpersonal aspects of 
social status (see Anderson et al., 2012; Bitterly et al., 2017). In this study, we focus instead on a general-
ized social status conferred to powerholders in a society. The scale aimed to assess social status based 
on components of general admiration (Fiske, 2010), trustworthiness and competence (Chen et al., 2012). 
The instruction provided to the participants was the same as in the perception of the power scale. The 
scale consisted of the following items: (1) “In [culture name], citizens admire those higher in hierarchy”; 
(2) “In [culture name], people higher in hierarchy do their job well”; (3) “In [culture name], each citizen 
can rely on people higher in hierarchy”. Participants were instructed to assess each item using the same 
5-point Likert-type scale employed for the perception of power scale. The mean score of the three items 
was computed to indicate the overall social status attributed to powerholders in the respective culture. A 
higher mean score indicated a higher perceived social status of powerholders. The internal reliability for 
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the whole sample was not high (Cronbach's α = .54). However, given the conceptual breadth of the scale 
and the limited number of items to ensure plausibility for cross-cultural administration, we propose that 
this is sufficient to proceed with further analyses. In support of this argument, we refer to research (Clark 
& Watson, 2016) that suggests Cronbach's α values may vary depending on the diversity of the constructs 
being measured. Furthermore, because the scale is short, a lower α value is not uncommon and does not 
necessarily indicate poor reliability (e.g., Sijtsma, 2009). Short scales are often more prone to lower alpha 
coefficients, and the trade-off between brevity and reliability is a recognized issue in scale development.

Perceived self-/other-orientation

We used the shortened version of the scale developed by Wasiel et al. (in press). The scale consisted of three 
items for both self- and other-orientation. The instruction and response scales provided to participants were 
the same as in the previous two scales. The items for self-orientation were: (1) “In [culture name], people 
higher in hierarchy use power to increase their wealth”; (2) “In [culture name], people higher in hierarchy are 
concerned primarily with their own interests”; (3) “In [culture name], people higher in hierarchy use power to 
increase their own privileges”. The items for other-orientation were: (1) “In [culture name], people higher in 
hierarchy act in the interest of citizens”; (2) “In [culture name], people higher in hierarchy take responsibility 
for well-being of citizens”; (3) “In [culture name], people higher in hierarchy take responsibility for the good 
of their communities.” Participants were instructed to assess each item using the same 5-point Likert-type 
scale employed for the perception of power scale. The mean score of the items was computed to indicate 
the overall perceived self-orientation and other-orientation of powerholders in the respective culture. A 
higher mean score for self-orientation indicated a perception of powerholders as being focused on their own 
interests, while a higher mean score for other-orientation indicated a perception of powerholders as acting 
in the best interest of citizens and their communities. The internal reliability for the whole sample was good 
for perceived self-orientation (Cronbach's α = .87) and for perceived other-orientation (Cronbach's α = .83).

Individual-level control variables

In the study, we also considered several individual-level control variables. These variables include 
gender, age, and subjective SES, which were measured using the McArthur Ladder (Adler et al., 2000).

Invariance of the individual-level measures across cultural regions

To examine whether the individual-level scales we used were invariant across the studied cultures, we 
conducted a series of multigroup confirmatory factor analyses (van de Schoot et al., 2012). First, we 
tested the characteristics of our scales among 70 cultures and found that they did not reach metric 
invariance based on the conventionally used threshold. Given the rarity of finding invariance across 
a large number of groups, we instead compared 7 cultural regions rather than 70 cultures (Welzel 
et al., 2023). We have established metric invariance at the regional level. Detailed information about 
invariance testing is available in the Data S1.

Cultural-level indexes measured in the study

Power Distance

We used four items to assess the prevalence of social hierarchy in each society. Two of the items were 
introduced first in our study: (1) “In [culture name], people higher in hierarchy must be addressed 
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using formal titles”; (2) “In [culture name], people higher in hierarchy can be addressed by their first 
(i.e., given) name” (reversed). Another two items were adapted from Kim and Zhang  (2014) and 
slightly rephrased to ensure consistency with other items: (3) “In [culture name], citizens think that 
social hierarchy is important”; (4) “In [culture name] citizens think that social equality is important” 
(reversed). The instruction and response format were the same as in the previous scales. The mean 
score of the four items was computed to obtain the Power Distance score, representing the perceived 
level of social hierarchy in each society. According to the original concept (see Hofstede,  2001), 
Power Distance is considered a characteristic of societies rather than of individuals. Therefore, this 
study followed this theoretical framework and aggregated the Power Distance scores at the culture 
level rather than analysing them at the individual level. The items showed good reliability at the 
cultural level (Cronbach's α = .74).

Self-expression versus harmony cultural model of selfhood

We used the Culture and Identity Research Network Self-Construal Scale Version 3 (CIRN-SCS-3; 
Krys et al., 2021; Uskul et al., 2023; Yang, 2018) to capture the Self-Expression versus Harmony 
dimension to provide insights into individuals' tendencies towards expressing themselves or 
prioritizing harmonious relationships. For this study, four items were selected from CIRN-SCS-3, 
with two representing the self-expression pole and two representing the harmony pole. Participants 
were instructed as follows: “We would like to ask some questions about you. To what extent the 
below statements describe you?” Participants then responded to each item on a 5-point Likert-type 
scale, with response options ranging from 0 (doesn't describe me at all), to 4 (describes me exactly). 
An example of an item is, “You prefer to express your thoughts and feelings openly, even if it may 
sometimes cause conflict.”

The Self-Expression versus Harmony dimension can be employed as both an individual-level and 
societal-level measure. In this study, the focus was on using it as a measure of societal-level context. By 
examining individuals' responses and aggregating them at the societal level, the study aimed to under-
stand the prevalence of Self-Expression or Harmony orientations within a given society. Items showed 
good reliability at the cultural level (Cronbach's α = .77).

Cultural-level indexes measured in other studies

Embeddedness

We retrieved the culture scores from Schwartz  (2008). The score is based on the average val-
ues of schoolteachers among 80 cultures, specifically: respect for tradition, social order, forgive-
ness, obedience, politeness, being clean, national security, being devout, reciprocation of favours, 
being moderate, self-discipline, honouring elders, protecting one's public image and wisdom. 
Embeddedness values have been established using the multidimensional scaling method (see 
Schwartz, 2009).

Cultural tightness

We obtained the scores from Gelfand et al. (2011). The scores are available for 33 cultures. The index 
is based on questions regarding the strength of the norms and tolerance (or lack thereof) of deviant 
behaviour. A sample item is: “People in this country have a great deal of freedom in deciding how they 
want to behave in most situations.”
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Analysis strategy

Cross-cultural psychology often examines data that are hierarchically structured, with individuals 
nested within a cultural or national groups (Cheung et al., 2006). Multilevel modelling (MLM) allows 
for the examination of both individual-level and culture-level effects. To this aim, we first examined 
the regional variability of the relation between perceived power and status by fitting a random-slope 
multi-level model with a cross-level interaction. Here, the perceived social status of powerholders was 
predicted by perceived power, with the Level-1 effect moderated by a categorical Level-2 moderator that 
grouped the 70 countries into seven cultural regions.

Next, we tested the individual and cultural moderators of the relationship between perceived 
power and social status using an MLM approach, following the stepwise model-building procedure 
proposed by Aguinis et al. (2013). Individual-level predictors were centred clusterwise to properly 
estimate within-group effects, while culture-level predictors were grand-mean centred. We included 
the Perceived Self/Other orientations of powerholders as individual-level moderators, and Power 
Distance along with the Self-expressive versus Harmonious cultural model of selfhood as culture-
level moderators.

As an additional analysis, we explored two other cultural moderators important for understanding 
the status attribution to powerholders: Embeddedness and Cultural Tightness. We did not measure the 
latter two constructs in this study; instead, we imported pre-existing scores, which is a common practice 
in cross-cultural psychology, for both Cultural Tightness (see Gelfand et al., 2021) and Embeddedness 
(see Davidov et al., 2014). The lack of a national score for a certain culture led to its exclusion from the 
analysis. To minimize the information loss, we therefore computed separate models for Embeddedness 
and Cultural Tightness.

R ESULTS

Descriptive statistics and correlations

We computed zero-order correlations between the variables of interest at their respective levels 
(individual and cultural). Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations and Pearson correlations. At 
the individual level, for the whole sample, social status showed a positive correlation with the perception 
of power and perceived other-orientation of powerholders and a negative correlation with the perceived 
self-orientation of powerholders. Perception of power was positively correlated with perceived self-
orientation and weakly negatively correlated with perceived other-orientation. Perceived self-orientation 
and other-orientation were negatively linked. At the culture level, Power Distance showed a positive 
correlation with Embeddedness. Self-Expression versus Harmony cultural model of selfhood was 
negatively correlated with Cultural Tightness.

Regional variability of the effect of perceived power on social status

As an initial analysis, we examined the regional variability of the effect of perceived power on 
social status, for which we found substantial cultural differences. The relation between perceived 
power and social status was significantly positive on average for the whole sample; however, we 
did not find such an effect in the WEIRD and Post-Soviet cultural regions. We found the strong-
est effect in Confucian Asia, Estimate = 0.28, SE = 0.057, p < .001, and a similar one in the Latin 
American/Caribbean cultural region, Estimate = 0.23, SE = 0.040, p < .001, as well as in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, Estimate = 0.22, SE = 0.042, p < .001. We found a smaller effect in Non-Confucian Asia/
Oceania, Estimate = 0.16, SE = 0.046, p = .002, and the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), 
Estimate = 0.13, SE = 0.040, p = .002. In the Post-Soviet cultural region, the effect was non-significant, 
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Estimate = 0.05, SE = 0.042, p = .278, which was the same as in WEIRD cultures, Estimate = 0.03, 
SE = 0.025, p = .238. The slopes for each culture, as well as the average slopes within all major 
cultural regions, are shown in Figure 2.

Individual and cultural moderators of the effect of perceived power on 
social status

To test the individual and cultural aspects important for the perceived power and social status 
relationship, in the first step, we computed a null model (Step 1) to estimate the variance explained 
by culture (intra-class correlation, ICC). The results indicated that culture accounted for 14.8% of the 
variance of social status conferred to powerholders. Then, in Step 2, we included fixed effects at both 
the individual and culture levels. In Step 3, we allowed the slopes to vary between cultures. In Step 4, we 
introduced the individual-level interaction between the perceived power and perceived self- and other-
orientation. Finally, in Step 5, we included the cross-level interaction between perceived power and our 
initial set of two cultural-level moderators: Power Distance and Self-Expressive versus Harmonious 
Culture. The parameter estimates of the models are presented in Table 3. The results with individual-
level control variables of age, gender, and subjective SES are presented in Tables S5–S7. The social 
status of powerholders was positively predicted by respondents' age and negatively predicted by their 
subjective SES. The main results remained largely the same after the inclusion of these three control 
variables.

The results of the analysis revealed several findings. Higher perceived power was positively 
connected to an elevated social status in all of the models we tested. We also observed a negative 
main effect of the perceived self-orientation of powerholders on their social status, which means 
that powerholders perceived as guided by personal gain tend to be conferred lower social status. 
Conversely, we found a main positive effect of other-orientation on status: those who perceive 
powerholders to be primarily concerned about others' welfare perceive them as higher in social 
status. We also found significant interactions between perceived power and perceived self/other-
orientations. Perceived power was related to social status at weaker levels when powerholders were 
perceived as more self-oriented. On the other hand, perceived power and social status were linked 
at stronger levels when powerholders were perceived as more other-oriented. For the Johnson–
Neyman plot, see Figure 3.

There was a significant negative effect of Self-Expression versus Harmony on the social status of 
powerholders, suggesting that, in cultures that prioritize self-expressive behaviours, individuals tend 
to assign lower social status to powerholders compared to cultures that prioritize harmony. There 

T A B L E  2   Means, standard deviations (SD) and correlations of the studied variables.

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3

Individual level

1. Social status 1.75 0.79 —

2. Perceived power 2.66 0.82 .13*** —

3. Perceived self-orientation 2.94 0.98 −.24*** .48*** —

4. Perceived other-orientation 1.53 0.90 .58*** −.09*** −.46***

Culture level

1. Power distance 2.21 0.37 —

2. Self-Expression versus Harmony 1.94 0.20 .19 —

3. Embeddedness 3.78 0.35 .40** −.10 —

4. Cultural Tightness 6.66 2.84 .03 −.41* .29

***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05.
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was also a significant cross-level interaction between perceived power and Self-Expression versus 
Harmony on the social status of powerholders: in cultures that foster self-expressive behaviour and 
openness, the link between perceived power and social status is weaker than in cultures that tend to 
preserve harmony. The Johnson–Neyman plot is depicted in Figure 4. Contrary to our expectations, 
in model steps 3, 4 and 5, we found a significant negative main effect of Power Distance on the social 
status of powerholders. There was no significant cross-level interaction between perceived power 
and Power Distance.

Power and status: Additional cultural moderators

The effect of Embeddedness is based on the data of n = 14,398 participants from 52 cultures. We 
computed a model including perceived power and self/other orientations, level-1 interactions, 
Embeddedness and its interaction with perceived power. Embeddedness had no main effect on 
the conferral of social status upon powerholders, Estimate = −0.06, SE = 0.105, p = .571. However, 
it significantly moderated the relation between the perceived power of powerholders and their so-
cial status, Estimate = 0.08, SE = 0.038, p = .036. For the full model breakdown, see Table S3. The 
effects of perceived power on social status depending on culture's Embeddedness are presented in 
the upper part of Figure 5. In cultures scoring high on Embeddedness, the relation between the 
perceived magnitude of power and social status was stronger than in cultures that do not foster 
Embeddedness.

In the case of Cultural Tightness, the scores were available for 26 cultures sampled in our study. 
Therefore, the model is based on data from n = 8671 participants. Similar to Embeddedness, Cultural 
Tightness exhibited no significant main effect on the social status of powerholders, Estimate = 0.03, 

F I G U R E  2   The link between perceived power and social status across cultures and cultural regions. The plot represents 
the simple slopes for cultures and cultural regions of the effect of perceived power on social status based on the multilevel 
model with a random intercept and random slopes.
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SE = 0.017, p = .116. At the same time, it significantly moderated the effect of perceived power on social 
status, Estimate = 0.02, SE = 0.006, p = .015. The full model is presented in Table S4. For the visualization 
of the effects of perceived power on social status on different levels of Cultural Tightness, see the bot-
tom part of Figure 5. Members of tight cultures associate power with a higher social status more than 
members of loose cultures.

F I G U R E  3   Johnson–Neyman plot for the effect of perceived power on social status on different levels of perceived 
self/other-orientation of powerholders.
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DISCUSSION

The main aim of this study was to test the relationship between position-based power and social 
status among 70 cultures, and to understand the individual and cultural conditions that shape this 
relationship. These topics are essential to study because powerholders, by virtue of their positions, 
significantly impact formal institutions, private companies and informal groups, either leading 
them towards flourishing or contributing to their deterioration (Anderson & Brown, 2010; Maskor 
et  al.,  2023). Social status plays a vital role in indicating the positive outcomes arising from the 
exercise of power. Our study builds on and verifies previous research while also advancing current 
knowledge in the field.

Is being perceived as powerful universally connected to an elevated social 
status?

While power and status are viewed as distinct forms of social hierarchy, our study shows that 
this separation is characteristic of WEIRD and Post-Soviet cultures, most of which showed no 
significant link between perceived power and social status. In WEIRD cultures, low conformity 
(Henrich,  2020) may lead individuals to challenge authority, while in the Post-Soviet context, 
the legacy of centralized control and authoritarian governance may foster scepticism towards 
powerholders, viewing them as corrupt and unworthy of respect (Sandholtz & Taagepera, 2005). In 
other regions, we observed a generally positive connection between power and status. This means 
that in the majority of cultures, people who perceive powerholders as influential and having more 
control over others also believe they are more respected, competent and hold higher instrumental 
social value. In most cultural environments, power and status not only serve as self-reinforcing 

F I G U R E  4   Johnson–Neyman plot for the effect of perceived power on social status on different levels of Self-
Expression versus Harmony on the culture level.
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foundations of social hierarchy (see Magee & Galinsky, 2008) but can also mutually reinforce each 
other. However, the extent to which position-based power and social status are interconnected varies 
depending on individual and cultural factors.

F I G U R E  5   Johnson–Neyman plot for the effect of perceived power on social status on different levels of 
Embeddedness and Cultural Tightness on the culture level.
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Prosocial use of power is important for social status

First, the level of attributed status depends on the way power is perceived to be exercised. Here, we find 
support for theories of status conferral (see Berger et al., 1972). Being perceived as using power to ben-
efit others is linked to a higher conferral of status, and this strengthens the connection between power 
and social status. High power, when paired with good intentions, can make an individual especially 
valuable to the group, and thus, highly respected.

The perception of powerholders as self-oriented lowers their status and weakens the relationship 
between power and social status. However, even for highly self-oriented powerholders, perceived power 
is still a positive predictor of social status. Our results suggest that the sheer possession of power can 
still confer social status.

Cultural emphasis on status quo matters

Culture shapes the relation between position-based power and social status. In self-expressive cultures, 
powerholders have a lower status on average. This effect may come from the scrutiny powerholders face 
in cultures where people are more likely to speak up against unsatisfactory conduct, thereby undermin-
ing authority and challenging the established status hierarchy. In such contexts, powerholders may also 
be seen as infringing on individual rights, leading to resentment. In contrast, in harmonious cultures, 
respect towards powerholders may be crucial for maintaining good relationships and avoiding conflict. 
Furthermore, being a powerholder in a harmonious culture may involve additional responsibilities to 
ensure social order and reassurance among subordinates (Ito et al., 2023). Engagement with subordi-
nates by regulating their social life may make the position of a powerholder more salient, significant, 
and respected. In harmonious cultures, people are socialized to avoid open disagreement, stabilizing the 
powerholder's role and ensuring their social status.

Depending on the culture, powerholders may rely on certain societal foundations to ensure their 
social status. Cultural dimensions that promote social rigidity, like valuing order and strong norms 
(Embeddedness and Cultural Tightness), make power more likely to confer social status. Social con-
ventions support formal positions, which can reduce challenges and dissent that may disrupt group 
order and threaten the status of powerholders. Conversely, in cultures without strong norms, with less 
emphasis on traditions, and a greater focus on self-expression, attaining social status through power be-
comes more challenging. Social status is less readily granted, as it lacks strong support from established 
conventions. As a result, powerholders may rely on personalized sources of status, such as charisma, a 
reputation based on past achievements, or the use of power for the benefit of others.

Contrary to expectations, we found that members of high Power Distance cultures tend to con-
fer lower social status to powerholders compared to those in low Power Distance cultures. It is 
important to note that we measured Power Distance in our study using an intersubjective measure 
(see Chiu et al., 2010), assessing the degree to which people think their culture is either hierarchical 
or egalitarian. This perception may correlate with lower status conferred to powerholders due to 
factors like perceived corruption, misuse of power, or detachment from the needs of those lower in 
the hierarchy. All of these factors can be facilitated by the unequal distribution of power in society. 
Past research has demonstrated that Power Distance is linked to higher corruption (Park, 2003) and 
a greater number of human rights violations (Diener et al., 1995), which can undermine the social 
status of powerholders.

Limitations

Our study has several limitations. First, by assessing powerholders across various domains, we may have 
oversimplified our findings, as perceptions of power and self/other orientations may differ by context. 
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Future studies could explore specific domains of power to capture these nuances. Some of the cultural 
moderators we used were imported and constituted a data loss of excluded cultures. Thus, future 
replications should include those moderators within the same data collection. Another limitation of our 
study is the limited reliability of the perceived power and social status measures. The scales employed 
in the current research had regional metric invariance but did not reach culture-wise invariance. While 
establishing measurement invariance with a large number of groups is rarely obtainable, this is a 
limitation of the presented findings. In the case of social status, we conceptualized the construct broadly, 
which in conjunction with a few items produced limited reliability. Moreover, we did not validate our 
short scales before launching the 70-culture study. Future research should aim to replicate our findings 
using well-established and ideally longer measures. Furthermore, it is important to note that our study 
was correlational, which limits drawing causal conclusions. For example, previous literature suggests 
a reciprocal relationship between other orientation and social status (Kafashan et  al.,  2014; Lyle & 
Smith, 2014). To better understand these dynamics and establish causal relationships, further in-depth 
research is necessary. Future studies could investigate other foundations of social status across cultures, 
such as adherence to traditions, charisma, expert knowledge, ethical conduct, or economic success.

CONCLUSION

Hierarchies of power and status are prevalent across human societies, even in those that strive for 
greater egalitarianism. The current study contributes to the understanding of these phenomena by 
highlighting the link between perceived power and elevated social status across different cultures. Our 
findings indicate that not all powerholders are equally respected. To gain social status, it is important that 
power is wielded in a way that benefits the local community and demonstrates a sense of responsibility 
for the well-being of others. The self-interested use of power, on the other hand, is detrimental to 
attaining respect and admiration. Beyond universal processes, our study reveals cultural differences 
in how powerholders are perceived. People in self-expressive cultures tend to confer less status upon 
powerholders compared to people in harmonious cultures. Cultural characteristics that promote the 
status quo make power strongly linked to the higher social status of powerholders.

While position-based power and social status often overlap, individuals and cultures differ in how 
they navigate the dynamics of social hierarchy. Our most robust finding highlights the importance of 
perceived other-orientation in attaining high social status alongside power. Therefore, as hierarchies 
persist in the modern world, it is crucial to incentivize, encourage, and demand that powerholders 
prioritize the well-being of others, not only to benefit their own status but also for the flourishing of 
society as a whole.
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Abstract 

Public evaluation of those in power is fundamental to societal stability. However, how 

people judge powerholders depends on their positions within the socioeconomic hierarchy. 

Drawing on two large-scale cross-cultural studies encompassing 160 samples from 80 

cultures, we examined whether socioeconomic status (SES) shapes how people appraise the 

motive of institutional powerholders. Though scepticism toward powerholders was 

widespread across the socioeconomic spectrum, higher-SES individuals consistently 

attributed lesser self-orientation and greater other-orientation to powerholders. In less corrupt 

societies, perceptions of powerholders were more favourable, and SES-based differences were 

more pronounced, indicating that the quality of national governance matters as well. In 

contrast, in highly corrupt national contexts, class-based distinctions largely disappeared. 

These findings suggest that viewing authorities as serving the common good may be both a 

privilege of one’s socioeconomic position and a privilege of living in a well-governed society. 

The results carry important implications for institutional legitimacy, social mobility, and the 

possible psychological foundations of populist movements. 

Keywords: socioeconomic status, culture, powerholders, self-orientation, other-orientation  
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Are Positive Views of Authority a Privilege? Socioeconomic Status and 

Perceptions of Powerholders Across 80 Cultures 

Modern societies rely on the belief that those who hold structural power act on behalf 

of others rather than for personal gain (Tost & Johnson, 2019). Whether the figures of 

authority are government officials, police officers, or managers, people interpret their 

motives, asking whether power is used to fulfil public responsibilities or to secure private 

benefits (Wang & Li, 2024; Wasiel et al., 2025). These appraisals shape trust in institutions, 

willingness to comply with rules, and support certain policies over others (Tyler, 2006; 

Wasiel et al., 2025). Yet we still know relatively little about why some individuals see 

powerholders as other-oriented (using power for the benefit of others), while others see them 

as self-oriented (using power for self-interest). In this article, we examine whether other-

oriented views of powerholders are related to occupying higher positions in the 

socioeconomic hierarchy. We address this question using two original large-scale cross-

cultural studies spanning 160 samples across 80 cultures in total. First, we test how the 

subjective socioeconomic status (SES) of an individual relates to perceiving powerholders as 

self-oriented and other-oriented. Second, we examine whether this association varies across 

societies as a function of broader social conditions. By doing so, we seek to extend research 

on social inequality and social power by linking socioeconomic hierarchy to how people 

evaluate the motives of those who hold position-based power. 

Socioeconomic Status and Perception of Powerholders 

Within many social contexts, certain individuals occupy positions of elevated power 

that enable them to shape the experiences, outcomes, and behaviours of others (Wasiel et al., 

2025) — we refer to these individuals as powerholders (specifically police officers, judges, 

teachers and managers). Trust in powerholders is foundational to societal development 

(Bratton & Gyimah-Boadi, 2016), as it shapes compliance with laws and policies (Marien & 
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Hooghe, 2016; Badman et al., 2022) as well as engagement and commitment within 

organizations (Liu et al., 2022; González-Cánovas et al., 2024). On the other hand, power 

may also be abused, increasing self-interested behavior at the expense of others (Cislak et al., 

2018; DeCelles et al., 2012). Studying perceptions of powerholders is therefore crucial for 

understanding attitudes toward the system and its priorities (Wasiel et al., 2025). A key 

differentiator may be socioeconomic status, which reflects individuals’ access to tangible and 

intangible resources (Baker, 2025). SES systematically shapes attributions about others as 

well as attitudes toward governance and inequality (Kraus et al., 2011; Manstead, 2018; 

Büchel et al., 2021; Bornard & Klein, 2022). SES situates individuals within particular 

socialization patterns (Stephens et al., 2014), shaping their lay theories of power. Lower-SES 

individuals often endorse a coercive view, perceiving power as rooted in use of force and 

deceit, while higher-SES individuals construe it as responsible and virtuous (ten Brinke & 

Keltner, 2022). These differences have tangible consequences: lower-SES individuals are less 

likely to pursue authority, believing it requires immoral means (Belmi & Laurin, 2016), 

thereby perpetuating inequality as the high-SES minority disproportionately occupies 

positions of power. In this study, we aim to extend past research on social power by 

examining how SES relates to perceptions of self- and other-orientation of institutional 

powerholders across major cultural regions.  

Higher Socioeconomic Status and Perceptions of Powerholders 

Evaluations of authority figures often extend beyond the individual to encompass 

evaluations of the social system itself (van der Toorn et al., 2011). When citizens perceive 

officials as responsible and public-serving, they may infer that the broader institutional order 

is legitimate, and vice versa (Hough et al., 2013). Perceptions of powerholders and 

perceptions of the system are closely intertwined, as powerholders are the most visible agents 

through which the system is enacted in everyday life. This logic aligns with System 

81



7 
 

 

Justification Theory (SJT; Jost & Banaji, 1994), which posits that people are motivated to 

view existing social arrangements as fair and appropriate to satisfy epistemic needs for order 

(Jost et al., 2011) and broader needs for security and well-being (Vargas‐Salfate et al., 2018). 

Because powerholders embody the system, system-justification should foster more favourable 

interpretations of their motives. Perceiving powerholders as other-oriented may thus function 

as a mechanism for sustaining the belief that the system is legitimate and operates as intended. 

SJT further implies that socioeconomic position shapes these tendencies. Higher-SES 

individuals are better situated within the existing system, making system-justifying beliefs 

more consistent with lived experience and easier to maintain (Valdes et al., 2023). While SJT 

predicts that low-SES individuals may show stronger system-justifying beliefs than high-SES 

individuals in specific contexts, cross-cultural evidence suggests this is not the general 

pattern. Drawing on 66 samples from 30 countries, Brandt et al. (2020) found that higher SES 

was reliably associated with stronger legitimacy perceptions, though the strength of this 

association varied across cultural contexts. Building on this logic, we propose that other-

oriented perceptions of powerholders follow the same pattern, partly because such perceptions 

help sustain a coherent and affirming view of one's place in the social order. 

Another possible explanation of the relationship between SES and perception of 

powerholders lies in social identity. Power and socioeconomic status are closely linked 

(Rucker & Galinsky, 2017). Authority roles typically confer direct economic rewards that 

facilitate upward mobility, while greater resources reduce barriers to entering high-power 

positions through education and social capital (Côté, 2011). Even in egalitarian groups, 

higher-SES individuals gravitate toward informal leadership (Loignon & Kodydek, 2022). 

The resulting overlap between high-power and high-wealth individuals brings these groups 

closer in social ties and perceived psychological similarity (Ellersgaard et al., 2019). This 

overlap shapes how SES relates to attitudes toward authority. Social Identity Theory (SIT; 
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Tajfel & Turner, 1979) holds that people derive part of their self-concept from group 

memberships and are motivated to maintain a positive social identity, commonly expressed as 

ingroup favoritism — evaluating ingroups more positively than outgroups when group 

boundaries are salient (Tajfel et al., 1971). Because high SES and positions of authority 

frequently coexist, higher-SES individuals may more often perceive authority figures as 

ingroup members (e.g., people higher in hierarchy), amplifying attributions of responsibility 

and other-oriented use of power. This tendency may be further reinforced by evidence that 

higher-SES individuals exhibit stronger ingroup favoritism than working-class members 

(Elenbaas et al., 2025), potentially producing visibly more other-oriented perceptions of 

institutional powerholders. 

Lower Socioeconomic Status and Perceptions of Powerholders 

We suspect appraisals of powerholders among lower-SES individuals are shaped by 

different psychological processes than among higher-SES individuals. Central among these is 

relative deprivation — a perceived gap between what one has and what one believes one 

deserves relative to others (Runciman, 1966). Relative deprivation is commonly associated 

with feelings of injustice and grievance that translate into negative attitudes toward authorities 

(Smith et al., 2012; Isbell, 2023). For lower-SES individuals, powerholders may constitute a 

salient advantaged outgroup, as status asymmetries are repeatedly reinforced through unequal 

everyday interactions. Though upward social comparisons can target a range of reference 

points, from slightly more affluent peers to distant elites, relative deprivation theory suggests 

that comparisons are most potent when directed at proximate, observable others who control 

valued resources and outcomes (Runciman, 1966). This suggests that lower-SES individuals 

may be particularly susceptible to those who exercise direct authority over their lives, such as 

employers or institutional authorities. Under these conditions, lower-SES individuals may 

more readily infer that authorities protect their own interests or maintain arrangements that 
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benefit those at the top. Upward social comparisons cause people to adopt more negative 

views of social power (ten Brinke & Keltner, 2022). Since lower-SES individuals more often 

feel relatively deprived (Walker & Pettigrew, 1984; Smith et al., 2012), the resulting negative 

emotions are likely to be partially directed at proximate powerholders, producing stronger 

perceptions of their self-oriented motives.  

While relative deprivation is likely relevant for the perceptions of powerholders, 

people experience not only outcomes but also the processes by which decisions are made —

whether their perspectives are heard, and whether they are treated with respect (Thibaut & 

Walker, 1975). SES shapes both dependence on institutions and the quality of interactions 

with powerholders (Stephens et al., 2014), which provides a basis for inferring what 

powerholders value. Procedural justice theory holds that people judge authorities by the 

fairness of decision-making procedures, not only outcomes (Thibaut & Walker, 1975; Tyler, 

2006). Fair procedures foster perceptions of responsible powerholders, whereas unfair ones 

suggest bias or self-interest. Lower-SES individuals consistently report lower perceived 

procedural justice across institutions (Ansems et al., 2021; Pryce & Whitaker, 2022; van Hall 

et al., 2023) and workplaces (Diekmann et al., 2007). Such repeated experiences may shape 

stable expectations about how authorities typically behave and whom they ultimately serve. 

Accordingly, lower subjective SES is likely to weaken perceptions that powerholders are 

other-oriented and strengthen perceptions of their self-orientation. 

Does Context Shape the Perception of Powerholders? 

 Existing work offers mixed findings about the role of societal context: Brandt et al. 

(2020) found the association between SES and system-justifying beliefs was stronger in 

societies with greater civil liberties, whereas Valdes et al. (2025) reported no moderating 

effects of civil liberties or economic inequality on the relationship between SES and system 

justification. We argue that contextual moderation may be more detectable when focusing on 
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powerholder motives rather than system justification, as self- versus other-oriented 

attributions are less abstract and more easily anchored in everyday experiences with specific 

authorities (e.g., managers, officials, police). Evidence from corruption research —one of the 

most prototypically self-interested behaviors attributed to powerholders —supports this claim. 

In China and many European countries, lower-SES individuals report higher perceptions of 

corruption (Tan et al., 2021; Zhang, 2022), whereas in Latin America the pattern reverses 

(Canache et al., 2019). Synthesizing cross-cultural datasets, Maeda and Ziegfeld (2015) found 

that country affluence moderates this relationship: in wealthier countries, higher-SES 

individuals tend to perceive less corruption, while in poorer countries this pattern is weak or 

inconsistent.  

We argue that economic factors such as national wealth may be insufficient to explain 

the relationship between SES and perceptions of powerholders. Corruption is particularly 

relevant for perceptions of self-oriented motives: when powerholders routinely misuse their 

position for personal gain, such behavior is directly observable and provides a concrete basis 

for attributing self-interested intentions to those in authority. Rule of law and institutional 

transparency, by contrast, are more relevant for perceptions of other-oriented motives: when 

authorities operate within accountability frameworks and their decisions are open to public 

scrutiny, other-oriented behavior becomes more credible and visible. Lower-SES individuals, 

who engage with institutions more frequently and with less recourse, may be particularly 

exposed to both of these governance effects, suggesting that institutional transparency 

(Lambsdorff, 2006; Aidt, 2009) and the rule of law (Kaufmann et al., 2011) are central to 

understanding how SES shapes powerholder perceptions. However, the direction of this effect 

remains theoretically ambiguous. Stronger governance could amplify SES differences by 

reinforcing system justification among higher-SES individuals while leaving lower-SES 

relative deprivation unaddressed, thereby strengthening the positive association between SES 
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and other-oriented perceptions of powerholders. Alternatively, fair institutions could reduce 

SES differences by enhancing perceptions of procedural justice among lower-SES 

individuals, narrowing the gap between high- and low-SES individuals in how they evaluate 

authority. In this study, we aim to resolve this ambiguity.  

The Present Studies 

 The goal of the present research is to examine whether socioeconomic status is related 

to perceptions of powerholders as self- and other-oriented, and whether this relationship 

varies across societies as a function of governance quality. We address these questions across 

two large-scale cross-cultural studies spanning 160 samples from 80 cultures. In Study 1, we 

test the individual-level association between subjective SES and powerholder perceptions 

across 70 cultures, and examine whether national governance moderates this relationship at 

the cultural level. Study 2 replicates and extends these findings across an independent 

selection of 62 cultures, using governance indicators matched to the corresponding data 

collection period. Together, the two studies offer a cross-cultural test of whether favorable 

views of authority are linked to one's socioeconomic position, and of the conditions under 

which this relationship may be amplified or attenuated. 

We operationalize governance quality using two complementary country-level 

indicators. The Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI; Lambsdorff, 2006) aggregates expert 

assessments of public sector integrity, capturing the degree to which self-serving conduct is 

normalized within a given institutional context — making it a possible meaningful moderator 

of how citizens form general impressions of powerholder motives. The Rule of Law Index 

(RLI; Kaufmann et al., 2011) reflects the extent to which authorities operate within 

accountability frameworks and legal constraints, providing a complementary indicator more 

directly relevant to other-oriented perceptions. Together, CPI and RLI capture distinct aspects 

of governance quality: one indexed to the prevalence of self-interested conduct, the other to 
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the presence of institutional accountability. Drawing on insights from System Justification 

Theory (Jost et al., 2014), Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), relative deprivation 

research (Walker & Pettigrew, 1984), and procedural justice research (Lind & Tyler, 1992), 

we formulated three hypotheses (Table 1). 

Table 1 

Summary of the Hypotheses Tested in this Investigation 

Hypotheses 

H1 
Higher socioeconomic status is associated with more favorable perceptions of 

institutional powerholders. Specifically, higher-SES individuals are more likely to 

view powerholders as other-oriented and less likely to see them as self-oriented. 
 

 

H2 
Individuals living in countries with lower corruption and stronger rule of law are 

more likely to perceive institutional powerholders as other-oriented and less likely 

to perceive them as self-oriented. 
 

 

H3 
The relationship between SES and perceptions of powerholders depends on the 

governance quality, as measured by Corruption Perception Index and Rule of Law 

Index. 

 

Study 1 

This study examines both individual and contextual predictors of perceiving 

powerholders as self-oriented versus other-oriented. Our aim is to broaden this literature by 

testing whether the link between SES and perceiving powerholders as self- versus other-

oriented generalizes across 70 cultures and whether it depends on societal governance 

conditions. At the individual level, we focus on socioeconomic status (SES) and its 

association with perceptions of powerholders’ motives. At the cultural level, we examine two 

governance indicators that capture the conduct of the authorities: the Corruption Perceptions 

Index and the Rule of Law Index. 

Method 
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 The present study forms part of an extensive cross-cultural project examining cultural 

factors linked to support for societal development goals, well-being, and perceptions of 

powerholders.  

Participants and Cultures 

Data were drawn from a large cross-cultural dataset spanning 77 samples collected 

across 70 cultures. The targeted minimum for the sample size per culture was n=200, although 

several cultures contributed smaller samples. Participants were excluded if they failed more 

than one of the 12 attention checks or had missing data on focal variables. The resulting 

analytic sample comprised 18,096 participants. A detailed overview of the samples is 

provided in Table 2. Data collection occurred between late 2022 and early 2024. Study 

materials were prepared by the last author and implemented by collaborators in each culture. 

The questionnaire was originally created in English and distributed via Qualtrics and Google 

Forms for online administration, with a separate version prepared for paper-and-pencil use. 

Local teams translated the materials using a back-translation procedure and recruited 

participants using convenience-based strategies, including university samples, online research 

panels, and snowball sampling. The dataset includes 66 online samples, 7 paper-and-pencil 

samples, and 4 mixed-mode samples. Informed consent was obtained in all cultures. 

Collaborators in several cultures contributed multiple, independently collected samples (three 

in Algeria; two each in Australia, Russia, South Africa, the United Kingdom, and the United 

States), which were aggregated within that national culture for analysis. 
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Table 2 

Demographic Information for Study 1 and Study 2 

Culture Study 1  Study 2 

 
Language of the 

Questionnaire 
n Age (SD) 

% 

female 

% 

student 

α Perceived  

Self-

Orientation 

α Perceived  

Other-

Orientation 

 n Age (SD) 
% 

female 

% 

student 

Confucianism-influenced 

China Chinese 235 26.51 (6.77) 49.79 60.00 0.82 0.79  447 28.07 (7.88) 74.93 50.71 

Hong Kong S.A.R English 136 22.36 (3.20) 67.67 96.99 0.80 0.72  399 42.79 (13.82) 54.29 10.65 

Japan Japanese 133 21.72 (1.27) 73.64 100.00 0.69 0.80      

South Korea Korean 201 22.44 (2.12) 59.70 100.00 0.83 0.71  232 21.20 (2.62) 62.07 99.14 

Taiwan Chinese 204 27.36 (6.78) 74.02 55.39 0.85 0.77  188 35.52 (10.42) 62.77 18.09 

Latin America/Caribbean 

Argentina Spanish        357 27.39 (13.09) 63.51 78.20 

Brazil Portuguese 96 30.36 (9.66) 54.88% 93.90 0.94 0.84  358 33.03 (11.38) 55.27 37.82 

Chile Spanish 170 29.15 (9.88) 70.63% 95.80 0.81 0.69  244 23.41 (7.40) 70.42 99.06 

Colombia Spanish 252 29.30 (11.00) 48.41% 58.73 0.67 0.77      

Ecuador Spanish 246 28.22 (9.00) 46.67 46.19 0.86 0.75  206 36.93 (13.90) 49.74 20.94 

Mexico Spanish 154 34.17 (15.14) 74.19 50.40 0.84 0.84      

Peru Spanish 195 30.68 (13.98) 55.97 54.09 0.87 0.77  289 27.01 (12.15) 54.24 61.02 

Suriname Dutch 140 31.42 (11.54) 51.43 39.29 0.89 0.77  319 32.49 (13.21) 60.25 46.86 

Trinidad and 

Tobago 
English 179 28.34 (9.46) 70.86 99.34 0.84 0.82  133 26.24 (10.84) 70.24 95.24 

Venezuela Spanish 307 37.10 (12.04) 48.00 26.55 0.84 0.75      

MENA (Middle East and North Africa) 

Algeria Arabic 981 35.55 (12.61) 52.40% 46.38 0.81 0.80  998 31.29 (11.41) 68.69 51.93 

Egypt Arabic 70 28.04 (7.74) 36.76 45.59 0.89 0.91  238 29.68 (8.66) 51.17 30.05 
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Jordan Arabic 242 34.33 (12.02) 65.15 40.50 0.83 0.84      

Iran Persian        408 25.38 (5.76) 83.07 95.30 

Morocco Arabic 150 29.35 (7.90) 36.00 30.67 0.90 0.81  294 28.26 (7.58) 48.94 37.02 

Pakistan English 50 30.78 (8.38) 56.00 50.00 0.88 0.85  351 24.44 (7.19) 70.09 77.23 

Palestine Arabic 187 40.52 (11.54) 61.29 31.88 0.83 0.82      

Saudi Arabia Arabic 131 26.15 (9.50) 64.12 70.23 0.78 0.79  325 30.69 (11.60) 81.09 55.22 

Turkey Turkish 1278 31.02 (11.85) 57.36 48,36 0.87 0.84  433 31.98 (14.67) 52.12 52.65 

United Arab 

Emirates 
English 97 21.96 (6.39) 82.47 94,85 0.81 0.78  170 21.56 (3.94) 55.33 96.67 

Non-Confucian Asia/Oceania 

Bangladesh English 96 27.76 (6.43) 59.38% 80.21 0.72 0.77  200 27.88 (8.69) 64.52 60.48 

India English 87 23.83 (3.66) 70.11 94.25 0.75 0.75  304 23.09 (4.84) 74.02 83.33 

Indonesia Bahasa Indonesia 236 20.58 (2.75) 77.13 98.65 0.86 0.83  330 20.42 (2.95) 80.79 98.68 

Malaysia English 1903 29.13 (6.62) 69.75 31.78 0.83 0.81  2,349 31.25 (11.52) 62.31 42.17 

Philippines English, Filipino 238 26.31 (8.26) 59.72 74.54 0.80 0.76  303 27.76 (18.59) 20.13 61.39 

Vietnam Vietnamese 198 24.92 (6.70) 62.12 59,09 0.87 0.77  263 23.06 (8.50) 68.02 90.69 

Post-Soviet (outside EU) 

Albania Albanian        67 20.11 (1.55) 87.50 100.00 

Azerbaijan Azerbaijani 173 25.44 (9.96) 17.52% 72.99 0.83 0.77  290 23.53 (9.16) 80.30 80.30 

Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 
Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian 356 30.80 (12.70) 76.12% 67.70 0.89 0.84  487 46.88 (10.93) 60.73 3.65 

Georgia Georgian 170 35.06 (15.17) 75.88 48.82 0.83 0.74  334 30.15 (13.96) 83.01 51.46 

Kazakhstan Russian 205 28.16 (11.64) 71.71 68.29 0.82 0.86  236 24.68 (9.97) 84.62 79.02 

Kosovo Albanian        218 20.92 (3.88) 76.51 96.39 

North 

Macedonia 
Macedonian 97 32.51 (12.55) 69.07 50.52 0.81 0.86  233 37.25 (14.10) 77.42 24.19 

Russia Russian 414 23.20 (3.63) 60.39 98.07 0.85 0.86  502 34.40 (16.50) 47.31 51.50 

Serbia Serbian 193 24.11 (3.49) 69.43 100.00 0.79 0.78  214 24.91 (8.87) 80.88 84.80 

Ukraine Ukrainian 167 31.23 (11.99) 73.65 73.05 0.87 0.85      
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Sub-Saharan Africa 

Angola Portuguese 83 24.62 (6.95) 56.63% 100.00 0.83 0.79      

Burkina Faso French 28 23.64 (1.99) 21.43% 96.43 0.90 0.77      

Ethiopia English        222 29.73 (7.57) 18.14 32.84 

Ghana English 179 24.70 (3.51) 56.42 92.86 0.66 0.77  151 22.10 (3.78) 56.29 96.69 

Kenya English 177 28.75 (6.19) 43.50 30.51 0.84 0.85  317 26.22 (5.40) 47.62 38.10 

Madagascar French 244 29.30 (7.59) 50.00 35.92 0.84 0.76      

Nigeria English 279 24.48 (8.00) 66.40 75.10 0.78 0.82  207 25.17 (10.92) 55.77 64.10 

Senegal French 176 24.62 (4.82) 37.50 99.43 0.83 0.82  1,326 21.94 (3.44) 65.77 99.41 

South Africa English 475 31.70 (11.12) 49.68 41.19 0.86 0.88  280 35.40 (12.81) 70.52 27.61 

Uganda English 123 29.13 (5.75) 52.94 41.18 0.85 0.84  56 27.68 (9.54) 45.00 67.50 

WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, Democratic) 

Australia English 631 52.21 (19.34) 50.53% 12.85 0.91 0.90  203 39.88 (13.84) 53.47 15.35 

Austria German 250 27.13 (8.87) 74.49% 93.83 0.84 0.76  276 27.90 (11.08) 84.55 84.12 

Bulgaria Bulgarian 204 33.27 (10.75) 49.02% 100.00 0.93 0.79  336 27.53 (9.57) 30.82 97.80 

Canada English 276 21.62 (3.35) 77.41% 100.00 0.85 0.84  246 19.99 (3.30) 70.54 100.00 

Croatia Croatian 203 36.05 (13.68) 84.73% 44.33 0.88 0.89      

Czechia Czech 285 34.51 (13.97) 76.80% 52.51 0.84 0.66  350 40.02 (14.43) 61.90 26.19 

Denmark Danish 86 26.02 (3.77) 60.78 92.16 0.83 0.84      

Estonia Estonian 238 37.33 (13.72) 72.65 69.96 0.90 0.69      

France French 164 36.38 (14.50) 79.27 74.39 0.87 0.78  488 37.42 (15.31) 60.88 38.88 

Germany German 305 29.06 (10.26) 59.34 82.78 0.87 0.83  270 29.13 (9.97) 62.08 80.00 

Hungary Hungarian 529 24.19 (6.56) 72.97 98.11 0.87 0.86      

Iceland Icelandic 372 29.41 (9.04) 69.43 98.12 0.89 0.85  417 34.86 (14.67) 71.28 74.32 

Ireland English 262 25.54 (7.60) 60.69 98.47 0.86 0.84  340 27.38 (12.99) 56.54 80.59 

Italy Italian 136 33.07 (12.86) 57.35 55.88 0.91 0.87  747 29.72 (13.86) 70.10 70.26 

Lithuania Lithuanian        199 24.61 (8.88) 65.90 79.19 

Luxembourg German 162 39.04 (19.58) 70.92 50.35 0.93 0.84      
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Malta English 66 42.11 (15.16) 69.70 22.73 0.85 0.89      

Netherlands Dutch        215 21.48 (5.44) 78.33 93.60 

New Zealand English        174 20.58 (4.21) 76.07 96.32 

Norway Norwegian 79 38.27 (15.34) 61.02 50.85 0.91 0.89  566 47.79 (17.84) 75.22 31.27 

Poland Polish 227 28.81 (7.94) 49.34 43.61 0.89 0.78  568 35.92 (16.95) 56.31 54.05 

Portugal Portuguese 176 36.89 (15.85) 73.30 46.02 0.81 0.82  286 23.81 (8.54) 74.88 83.89 

Romania Romanian 225 26.22 (8.85) 62.67 79.56 0.90 0.88  226 24.67 (8.89) 57.67 83.72 

Slovakia Slovak 272 39.43 (13.08) 85.29 50.74 0.88 0.71  253 39.68 (13.77) 73.31 30.83 

Spain Spanish 261 25.63 (7.23) 68.85 86.54 0.87 0.77  206 37.16 (11.13) 48.78 25.85 

United 

Kingdom 
English 193 29.38 (12.35) 73.02 69.84 0.86 0.80  468 28.77 (13.88) 74.36 64.96 

United States 

of America 
English 363 30.92 (12.03) 66.18 64.16 0.89 0.88  647 29.20 (13.02) 60.94 63.53 

Note. In several countries (Angola, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates) the questions regarding powerholders were not administered in Study 2. Although we 

retained information about these samples for transparency, they were excluded from analysis due to missing data. 
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Measures 

 Socioeconomic Status. SES was operationalized as a formative emergent index 

derived from multiple indicators capturing the respondent’s perception of his/her objective 

and subjective social position. The indicators included (1) respondents’ own education (no 

schooling, primary or equivalent, secondary or equivalent, bachelor or equivalent, master or 

equivalent, doctorate or equivalent), (2) parental higher education (assessed separately for 

each parent as categorical yes vs. no), (3) perceived household budget comfort (not enough 

for me, just enough, moderately comfortable, very comfortable, much more than I need), and 

(4) subjective rank within society, assessed with the MacArthur Ladder (from 1 = worst off to 

10 = best off relative to others in one’s culture; Adler et al., 2000). The exact wording of the 

items is provided in Supplementary Online Materials. All indicators were harmonized to a 

common scale. To ensure that parental education contributed comparably to the other 

components, mother’s and father’s higher-education indicators were averaged into a single 

parental-education score, weighted equally with each of the remaining SES indicators. The 

SES composite was then computed as the mean of the harmonized indicators, centered within 

each culture to capture relative socioeconomic standing in the local context.  

Perceived Self- / and Other-Orientation of Powerholders. Perceptions of 

powerholders were assessed using a scale developed by Wasiel et al. (2025), designed to 

measure appraisal of how powerholders across various domains of social life (e.g., managers, 

teachers, judges, professors, police officers) use their authority. The measure included three 

items capturing self-orientation and three items capturing other-orientation, with identical 

instructions and response format to preceding scales. Self-orientation was measured with the 

following statements: (1) In [culture name], people higher in hierarchy use power to increase 

their wealth, (2) In [culture name], people higher in hierarchy are concerned primarily with 

their own interests, and (3) In [culture name], people higher in hierarchy use power to 

93



19 
 

 

increase their own privileges. Other-orientation was measured with: (1) In [culture name], 

people higher in hierarchy act in the interest of citizens, (2) In [culture name], people higher 

in hierarchy take responsibility for well-being of citizens, and (3) In [culture name], people 

higher in hierarchy take responsibility for the good of their communities. Under each question 

we reminded participants that People higher in hierarchy are for example: managers, judges, 

professors, policemen or teachers. Participants rated each item on a 5-point Likert-type scale. 

Item scores were averaged separately to form indices of perceived self-orientation and 

perceived other-orientation of powerholders within each culture. Higher scores on the self-

orientation scale reflected perceptions of powerholders as primarily self-interested, whereas 

higher scores on the other-orientation scale reflected perceptions of powerholders as acting 

for the benefit of citizens and their communities. Internal consistency across the full sample 

was strong for both self-orientation and other-orientation. Cronbach’s α coefficients for each 

culture are presented in Table 2.  

Individual-Level Covariates. Gender, age, and student status were included as 

control variables in the analyses. Adjusting for these factors allowed estimation of the 

association between SES and perceived self- and other-orientation of powerholders 

independently of basic demographic differences across participants. 

Invariance of the Individual-level Measures Across Cultural Regions 

We tested whether the individual-level measures functioned equivalently across 

cultures using multigroup confirmatory factor analyses (van de Schoot et al., 2012). 

Specifically, we examined the perceived self- / and other-orientations of powerholders across 

70 cultures. The scale achieved metric invariance based on the criterion proposed by Cheung 

and Rensvold (2002), permitting between-culture comparison of within-culture associations 

of these variables. However, scalar invariance was not reached, indicating that item intercepts 

differed across groups and that individuals from different cultures may endorse items at 
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different baseline levels. However, this analysis focuses on the within-culture associations, 

not mean comparisons, it therefore does not require scalar invariance. Additionally scalar 

invariance may not be a necessary condition for studying mean cultural differences in 

perceptions of powerholders, as there are no strong a priori reasons to expect invariance 

across diverse social and economic contexts (see Welzel et al., 2023; Kusano et al., 2025). 

The results of invariance testing are presented in Table 3.  

 

Table 3 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis for Invariance Testing of the Perception of Powerholders as 

Self- and Other-Oriented in Study 1. 

Model CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR AIC BIC 

Configurala .986 .974 .070 .031 258167 268546 

Metric invarianceb 
.977 .971 .074 .053 258351 266576 

Scalar invariancec .954 .956 .090 .065 259219 265290 

Note. CFI = comparative fit index, TLI = Tucker-Lewis fit index, RMSEA = Root mean square error 

of approximation, SRMR = Standardized Root Mean Square Residual, AIC = Akaike Information 

Criterion, BIC = Bayesian Information Criterion. aModel without constraints. bModel with items’ 

factor loadings set equal across groups. cModel with items’ factor loadings and intercepts set equal 

across groups. 

 

Culture-Level Socioeconomic Variables 

 Corruption Perception Index. We used the CPI introduced by Transparency 

International (2024), a culture-level indicator of perceived public-sector corruption. CPI 

captures the extent to which corruption is present in a country’s government and public 

institutions. In this context, corruption is defined as the use of power for private gain, 

including practices such as bribery, favouritism, and misuse of public resources. Higher CPI 

means the presence of lower levels of corruption in a given society. In the present study, CPI 

was treated as a contextual moderator to examine whether the relationship between 

socioeconomic status and perceptions of powerholders’ self- versus other-orientation varies 
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across societies with different levels of perceived corruption. To account for the length of the 

data collection, CPI scores for each culture were averaged across 2022-2024. CPI is scored 

from 0 (highly corrupt) to 100 (very clean). The scores in this investigation ranged from 12.3 

to 90.  

 Rule of Law Index. RLI was taken from World Justice Project (2024) and served as a 

culture-level indicator of the extent to which societies are governed by clear, stable rules 

enforced fairly. Higher scores indicate stronger rule of law, meaning that powerholders are 

more constrained by legal norms and institutional oversight. Lower scores reflect weaker rule 

of law, where decision-making may be more arbitrary and rule enforcement less predictable. 

In the present study, as with CPI, we averaged RLI scores across the years of data collection 

(2022-2024). RLI is scored from 0 to 1. The scores in this investigation ranged from 0.26 to 

0.90. 

Statistical Modelling 

Psychology often relies on hierarchically structured data, in which individuals are 

nested within cultural contexts (Cheung et al., 2006). Multilevel modelling (MLM) is well-

suited to such data because it allows simultaneous estimation of individual-level and culture-

level effects, as well as their interactions. We used MLM to test both individual-level 

associations between SES and perceived self- and other-orientations of powerholders, and 

culture-level moderators of these relationships, following the stepwise model-building 

procedure proposed by Aguinis et al. (2013). Specifically, we first estimated null 

(unconditional) models to examine the degree of between-culture variance and compute 

intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs). Next, we added subjective SES as a Level-1 

predictor in fixed-effects models and then tested random-slope models to allow the SES effect 

to vary across cultures. Subsequently, we introduced culture-level predictors (CPI and RLI) to 

explain between-culture differences in the outcomes as well as introduced cross-level 
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interactions to examine whether CPI and RLI moderated the SES slopes. Due to the high 

covariance of CPI and RLI, separate models were fitted for each predictor. Individual level 

variables were cluster-mean-centered to isolate within-culture variation and obtain unbiased 

estimates of individual-level effects, whereas culture-level predictors were grand-mean 

centered.  

Results 

Descriptive Statistics and Zero-Order Correlations 

We first examined zero-order correlations among the focal variables at their respective 

levels of analysis. Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlations are reported in Table 4. At 

the individual level, across the full sample, SES was positively yet weakly associated with 

perceived other-orientation of powerholders and negatively associated with perceived self-

orientation of powerholders.  

Table 4 

Means, Standard Deviations (SD), and Correlations of the Studied Variables in Study 1 

Variable 1 2 3 

    

Individual level    

1. Socioeconomic Status (SES)    

2. Perceived Self-orientation -.05***   

3. Perceived Other-orientation .07*** -.45***  

    

Culture level    

1. Perceived Self-orientation    

2. Perceived Other-orientation -.80***   

3. Corruption Perception Index -.63*** .50***  

4. Rule of Law Index -.59*** .46*** .97*** 

Note:*** p < .001. CPI and RLI represent average scores between 2022 and 2024. 

 

Multilevel Models Testing the Role of SES  

 We estimated separate multilevel models for perceived self-orientation and perceived 

other-orientation of powerholders, with SES as the focal individual-level predictor. 
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Unconditional models were first fitted to estimate the proportion of variance attributed to 

cultural clustering, as indicated by the ICC. For both outcomes, clustering explained 

substantial variance (ICCself-orientation=.21, ICCother-orientation=.16), warranting cross-cultural 

investigation. SES was then added as a fixed effect at the individual level. We subsequently 

allowed the effect of SES to vary across cultures by specifying random-slope models, which 

improved model fit and indicated significant cross-cultural heterogeneity. To examine cultural 

moderation, we introduced cross-level interactions between SES and CPI and RLI. These 

moderators were tested in separate specifications to avoid collinearity. Because CPI and RLI 

were highly correlated (see Table 4), we present only models with CPI due to broader cultural 

coverage. Full results for RLI are available in the Supplementary Online Materials. Finally, 

we estimated models that additionally incorporated control variables at the individual level. 

Parameter estimates for all models are presented in Table 5 (perceived self-orientation), and 

Table 6 (perceived other-orientation of powerholders).  

Across model specifications, SES was consistently related to perceptions of 

powerholders: higher SES was associated with lower perceived self-orientation and higher 

perceived other-orientation. These results provide support for Hypothesis 1. Socioeconomic 

context further explained these relationships. CPI and RLI significantly predicted perceptions 

of powerholders. In societies characterized by higher corruption and weaker rule of law, 

powerholders were perceived as more self-oriented and less other-oriented on average. 

Additionally, CPI significantly moderated the association between SES and perceived 

self-orientation of powerholders. The negative association was strongest in less corrupt 

countries (+1SD: Estimate=-.10, SE=.01, p<.001), moderate in countries with average 

corruption (M: Estimate=-.05, SE=.01, p<.001), and non-significant in highly corrupt contexts 

(-1SD: Estimate=-.003, SE=.01, p=.805). A similar pattern emerged for the RLI: countries 

with stronger governance exhibited the most pronounced negative effect, (+1SD: Estimate=-
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.10, SE=.01, p<.001), compared with moderate rule of law (M: Estimate=-.05, SE=.01, 

p<.001) and weak governance (-1SD: Estimate=-.01, SE=.01, p=.686).  

The inclusion of individual-level controls (age and gender) did not substantively alter 

the pattern of results for perceived self-orientation of powerholders. However, the interaction 

between SES and CPI became non-significant for perceived other-orientation. Therefore, 

Hypothesis 3 was only partially supported. Results are illustrated in Figure 1. 
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Table 5 

Results of multilevel regression of perceived self-orientation of powerholders regressed on SES in Study 1 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

 B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE 

Fixed effects           

Intercept 2.89*** 0.06 2.89*** 0.06 2.89*** 0.06 2.99*** 0.05 2.99*** 0.05 

Socioeconomic Status (SES)   -0.32*** 0.05 -0.39*** 0.07 -0.27*** 0.05 -0.27*** 0.06 

           

Corruption Perception Index (CPI)       -0.32*** 0.05 -0.32*** 0.05 

SES x CPI       -0.37*** 0.06 -0.38*** 0.06 

Controls           

Age         -0.00 0.00 

Gender (male)         0.03* 0.02 

Random effects      

Residual variance 0.81 0.80 0.79 0.79 0.79 

Intercept variance 0.21 0.21 0.21 0.13 0.13 

Slope variance (SES)   0.15 0.03 0.03 

Model fit      

Conditional R2 0.21 0.22 0.22  0.21 .21 

Log Likelihood -22282 -22262 -22245 -21938 -21768 

Note. CPI was used as the primary cultural-level moderator due to its broader coverage. Parallel models employing the RLI as alternative moderator yielded 

comparable results and are reported in the Supplementary Online Materials.
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Table 6 

Results of multilevel regression of perceived other-orientation of powerholders regressed on SES in Study 1 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

 B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE 

Fixed effects           

Intercept 1.53*** 0.04 1.53*** 0.04 1.47*** 0.04 1.47*** 0.04 1.46*** 0.04 

Socioeconomic Status (SES)   0.40*** 0.04 0.38*** 0.04 0.38*** 0.07 0.43*** 0.01 

           

Corruption Perception Index (CPI)       0.20*** 0.04 0.21*** 0.04 

SES x CPI       0.16* 0.07 0.11 0.07 

Controls           

Age         -0.004*** 0.00 

Gender (male)         -0.04*** 0.01 

Random effects      

Residual variance 0.72 0.71 0.71 0.71 0.70 

Intercept variance 0.13 0.13 0.10 0.10 0.10 

Slope variance (SES)   0.13 0.13 0.12 

Model fit      

Conditional R2 0.16 0.16 0.17  0.17 .17 

Log Likelihood -21338 -21299 -21282 -21003 -20814 

Note. CPI was used as the primary cultural-level moderator due to its broader coverage. While the RLI significantly predicted the perceived other-orientation 

of powerholders, it did not moderate the effect of SES. The results are reported in the Supplementary Online Materials.
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Figure 1 

Associations of Socioeconomic Status with Perceived Self-Orientation (left panel) and Other-

Orientation (right panel) of Powerholders at different levels of Corruption Perception Index 

(CPI) in Study 1 

 
Note. Each line represents a cross-level interaction simple effect, controlling age and gender of 

participants. 

 

 

Summary of Study 1 

 Socioeconomic status was systematically related to how individuals perceive 

institutional powerholders in their societies. Higher-SES individuals tended to view 

authorities as less self-oriented and more other-oriented toward the public good compared to 

low-SES individuals. This result supports Hypothesis 1. Importantly, however, powerholders 

were on average perceived as more self-oriented than other-oriented overall. In other words, 

individuals better situated within the socioeconomic hierarchy were less skeptical of 

institutional powerholders, though skepticism remained present across groups. At the cultural 

level, countries with lower corruption and stronger governance exhibited more positive 

appraisals of powerholders. This pattern suggests that our measures capture perceptions that 

correspond, at least in part, to real differences in sociopolitical conditions. This finding is 

consistent with Hypothesis 2. Finally, quality of governance shaped the relationship between 
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SES and perceived self-orientation (but not other-orientation) of powerholders. This lends 

partial support to Hypothesis 3. Lower corruption appears to intensify patterns more typical of 

higher-SES individuals. System justification may be more firmly grounded in reality, and 

identification with authorities more appealing under conditions of fair governance. At the 

same time, corruption—or its absence—does not eliminate social comparisons. Lower-SES 

individuals may continue to perceive themselves as disadvantaged, thereby experiencing 

relative deprivation. As a result, lower corruption may weaken anti-powerholder views among 

the high-SES individuals without equally reducing them among the low-SES individuals.  

Study 2 

Study 2 served as a conceptual replication of Study 1 designed to test the robustness of 

the findings using alternative measures and a separate dataset. This approach allowed us to 

assess whether the observed associations generalize beyond a single operationalization. As in 

Study 1, we examined whether SES is associated with perceptions of institutional 

powerholders. Consistent with our earlier findings, we expected higher SES to be linked to 

lower perceived self-orientation and higher perceived other-orientation of powerholders. 

Additionally, we included system legitimization in some analyses to investigate the overlap 

between positive views about the system and perceptions of powerholders. We expected that 

perception of powerholders as other-oriented would be related to higher system justification, 

and the reverse pattern would be present for perceived self-orientation. We also re-tested 

whether societal context moderates these associations. Specifically, we focused again on 

governance-related indicators—corruption and rule of law—as contextual moderators of the 

link between SES and powerholder appraisals. By repeating the analyses with different 

measures, we aimed to evaluate the stability and generalizability of the SES gradient in 

authority perceptions across cultures. 

Method 
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Participants and Cultures 

Data were drawn from a large cross-cultural dataset spanning 83 samples collected 

across 62 cultures, as in some cultures multiple samples were collected. The targeted 

minimum for the sample size per culture was n=200, but some smaller samples were also 

included. Due to a less robust measure, this time participants were excluded if they failed any 

of the 12 attention checks or had missing data on focal variables. The resulting analytic 

sample comprised 17,200 participants. A detailed overview of the samples is provided in 

Table 2. Data collection occurred between late 2024 and early 2026. Study materials were 

prepared by the coordinating authors and implemented by co-authors in each culture. The 

questionnaire was originally created in English and distributed via Qualtrics for online 

administration, with a separate version prepared for paper-and-pencil use. Local teams 

translated the materials using a back-translation procedure and recruited participants using 

convenience-based strategies, including university samples, online research panels, and 

snowball sampling. Informed consent was obtained in all cultures. The variables used for the 

current investigation have not been used previously. 

Measures 

 Socioeconomic Status was operationalized in the same way as in Study 1. It was 

computed as a composite index of harmonized measures including participants’ education, 

parents’ education, perceived household budget comfort, and subjective social rank assessed 

with the MacArthur ladder.  

Perceived Self- / versus Other-Orientation of Powerholders was assessed using a 

one-item semantic differential scale adapted from Wasiel et al. (2025). Participants were 

instructed: “Which of the following statements about people in position of authority in 

[culture name] is closer to your thinking? If both are appealing to some extent, you can 

choose one of the middle options.”. Responses were recorded on a 6-point scale ranging from 
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1 (People in position of authority in [culture name] use power in their own interest) to 6 

(People in position of authority in [culture name] use power in the interest of others). The 

shorter format was adopted to ensure the feasibility of administering the study across multiple 

cultures.  

System Justification was measured using a single item from Kay and Jost (2003): “In 

general, you find society to be fair”. Responses were recorded on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 

6 (extremely).  

Individual-Level covariates 

As in Study 1, gender and age were included as control variables in all final models. 

Culture-Level Socioeconomic Variables 

Corruption Perceptions Index. As in Study 1, we used the CPI (Transparency 

International, 2024) as a culture-level indicator of perceived public-sector corruption. CPI was 

treated as a contextual moderator of the SES–powerholder perception link. Scores from 2024 

were used, as the 2025 index was not available at the time of analysis. The scores in Study 2 

ranged from 22 to 83. 

Rule of Law Index. RLI (Kaufmann, 2011) was employed as a culture-level indicator 

of institutional rule adherence and legal constraints on powerholders. RLI served as a contextual 

moderator of the SES–powerholder perception link. Scores were obtained from 2024, matching 

the data collection timeline, and ranged from 0.35 to 0.89. 

Statistical Modelling 

 We followed the same analytic strategy as in Study 1, employing multilevel modelling 

to account for individuals nested within cultures. We estimated null, random-intercept, and 

random-slope models, then added culture-level predictors (CPI, RLI) and tested cross-level 

interactions. CPI and RLI were analyzed in separate models due to high covariance. SES was 

cluster-mean centered, and culture-level predictors were grand-mean centered. Because the 
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measure combined self- and other-orientations into a single continuum, models were 

estimated for this composite rather than separately for self- and other-orientation.   

Results 

Descriptive Statistics and Zero-Order Correlations 

At the individual level, across the full sample, SES was weakly associated with 

perceiving powerholders as other-oriented (vs. self-oriented), as well as with system 

justification. Perceptions of powerholders as other-oriented were positively related to system 

justification. At the cultural level, CPI correlated with the perception of powerholders as 

other-oriented, but RLI did not. Neither of the indexes correlated with system justification. 

Full results are reported in Table 7. 

Table 7 

Means, Standard Deviations (SD), and Correlations of the Studied Variables in Study 2 

Variable 1 2 3 

    

Individual level    

1. Socioeconomic Status (SES)    

2. Perceived Other-orientation vs. Self-orientation .06***   

3. System Justification .14*** .30***  

    

Culture level    

1. Perceived Self-orientation vs. Other-orientation    

2. System Justification .68***   

3. Corruption Perception Index .26* .15  

4. Rule of Law Index .16 .02 .96*** 

Note:*** p < .001. CPI represents the 2024 data; RLI represents averaged scores between 2024 

and 2025. 

                                                 

Multilevel Models Testing the Role of SES  

 The unconditional model showed that the proportion of variance explained by cultural 

clustering was substantial for a large-scale cross-cultural study (ICC = .14). SES was then 

introduced as a fixed effect at the individual level. We subsequently added the random slopes 

for SES. Next, CPI and RLI were introduced as culture-level predictors and moderators of the 
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SES-powerholder perception link. As in Study 1, separate models were estimated due to the 

high covariance between CPI and RLI. Models including SES and RLI are available in 

Supplementary Online Materials. Finally, control variables were added at both the individual 

and cultural levels. Parameter estimates for all models are presented in Table 8. Across 

specifications, SES was consistently associated with higher perceived other-orientation (vs. 

self-orientation) of powerholders. Allowing slopes to vary improved model fit, confirming 

cross-cultural heterogeneity in the SES-powerholder relationship. These results support 

Hypothesis 1. Unlike Study 1, RLI did not exhibit a significant main effect on perceptions of 

powerholders, indicating that governance quality did not predict culture-average appraisals of 

authority. Thus, Hypothesis 2 was only partially supported.  

We observed significant interactions between SES and CPI. In societies with low 

levels of corruption, the SES effect on perceiving powerholders as other-oriented was 

strongest (+1SD: Estimate=.63, SE=.17, p<.001), moderate at average corruption levels (M: 

Estimate=.38, SE=.12, p=.002), and non-significant in highly corrupt societies (-1SD: 

Estimate=.14, SE=.17, p=.414). Full models are presented in Table 8. RLI was not a 

significant moderator; model specifications are presented in Supplementary Online Materials. 

Overall, these results provide partial support for Hypothesis 3. 
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Table 8 

Results of multilevel regression of perceived other-orientation (vs. self-orientation) of powerholders regressed on SES in Study 2 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

 B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE 

Fixed effects           

Intercept 2.49*** 0.08 2.48*** 0.08 2.48*** 0.08 2.49*** 0.08 2.49*** 0.07 

Socioeconomic Status (SES)   0.46*** 0.08 0.35** 0.08 0.36** 0.12 0.37** 0.12 

           

Corruption Perception Index (CPI)       0.17* 0.08 0.17** 0.07 

SES x CPI       0.27* 0.12 0.26* 0.12 

Controls           

Age         0.01** 0.00 

Gender (male)         0.05* 0.03 

Random effects      

Residual variance 2.20 2.17 2.16 2.16 2.14 

Intercept variance 0.36 0.36 0.36 0.34 0.34 

Slope variance (SES)   0.56 0.49 0.46 

Model fit      

Conditional R2 0.14 0.14 0.15  0.15 .16 

Log Likelihood -34748 -31186 -31152 -31150 -30465 

Note. CPI was used as the primary cultural-level moderator due to its broader coverage across societies. 
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Summary of Study 2 

Study 2 reinforces the main conclusions of Study 1 while employing a different, more 

constrained measure of perceived self- versus other-orientation of powerholders. 

Socioeconomic position was again related to how individuals perceived powerholders: those 

who were better off tended to view authorities as somewhat less self-serving than those who 

were worse off. Although the pattern was consistent, the differences were moderate, and even 

high-SES participants did not evaluate powerholders especially favorably. At the cultural 

level, results showed that corruption predicted average perceptions of powerholders, even 

after accounting for economic development. Additionally, corruption shaped the strength of 

SES differences. In lower-corruption contexts, the gap between higher- and lower-SES 

individuals’ perceptions was more pronounced, whereas in high-corruption contexts SES 

differences were attenuated. Taken together, these findings suggest that individuals’ own 

social standing remains an important lens through which they judge authorities. Even in well-

governed contexts, those who feel disadvantaged continue to express doubt toward 

powerholders, which suggests the persistent role of relative deprivation in shaping authority 

perceptions. 

Synthesis of Study 1 and Study 2 

 To directly compare the results of Study 1 and Study 2, we harmonized the data on 

perceived self- and other-orientations of powerholders. Specifically, the two separate 

variables from Study 1 were collapsed into a single measure, such that higher scores 

represented perceived other-orientation (vs. self-orientation). The scores were then rescaled to 

a 1-6 metric to match the format used in Study 2. Subsequent multi-level analysis, with SES 

as the focal predictor and CPI as the moderator, controlling for gender and age, revealed that 

the models across both studies were nearly identical. Full specifications are provided in the 

Supplementary Online Materials. Figure 2 illustrates the comparison of the SES and CPI 
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interaction across the two studies. Results consistently showed that in countries with low 

corruption, SES exerted a stronger effect on perceiving powerholders as other-oriented (vs. 

self-oriented). In contrast, in countries with high levels of corruption, the SES effect was non-

significant. 

 

Figure 2 

Associations of Socioeconomic Status with Perceived Other-Orientation (vs. Self-Orientation) 

of Powerholders at different levels of Corruption Perception Index for Study 1 (left panel) and 

Study 2 (right panel) 

 

 

 General Discussion 

The most consistent finding across both studies is that socioeconomic status matters 

for how powerholders are perceived: Higher-SES individuals attributed less self-orientation 

and more other-orientation to authorities. This pattern emerged despite differences in 

measures and samples. The relationship is best reflected in the degree of skepticism toward 

powerholders. In Study 1, 78.5% of participants perceived powerholders as more self- than 
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other-oriented; in Study 2, this was true for 75.9% of participants. Thus, socioeconomic status 

appears to soften doubts about authority rather than eliminate them. 

High-SES Individuals See Powerholders as More Other-Oriented 

Our findings suggest that socioeconomic status shapes the lens through which people 

perceive institutional powerholders. From a system justification perspective, those who 

benefit more from the existing social order have stronger psychological incentives to see it as 

legitimate and functional (Brown-Iannuzzi et al., 2015). Viewing powerholders as responsible 

and public-serving helps sustain a coherent and reassuring image of the system. Social 

identity processes are also likely at play: higher-SES individuals are often socially closer to 

people in authority and may perceive them as part of their broader ingroup, leading to more 

positive attributions of motives (Oveis et al., 2010). While the system justification theory 

posits that in certain contexts, lower-SES individuals may show more positive perceptions of 

the system, the cross-cultural data shows that their system justification motivations are 

usually weaker (Vargas-Salfate et al., 2018; Brandt et al., 2020). Relative deprivation and 

repeated exposure to unequal treatment can make authorities appear as representatives of an 

advantaged group rather than as protectors of common interests. Everyday encounters in 

workplaces, schools, or public institutions may reinforce perceptions of powerholders as 

biased or self-serving. Attributions of powerholders may therefore be a part of class-specific 

socialization (Stephens et al., 2014; Stephens et al., 2024).  

Governance Quality Shapes the Effect of SES on Perceptions of Powerholders 

Beyond individual differences, cultural context shaped the link between SES and 

perceptions of powerholders. In Study 1, lower corruption and stronger rule of law predicted 

more positive overall appraisals of powerholders and amplified SES differences: in well-

governed societies, higher SES was more strongly negatively associated with perceiving 

powerholders as self-oriented, while in highly corrupt contexts SES differences largely 
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disappeared. This suggests that societal conditions determine how much room exists for 

divergent interpretations of authority. Where corruption is widespread, negative views of 

powerholders may become so pervasive that they are shared across social classes, 

undermining respect for authority altogether (Wasiel et al., 2025). Where institutions function 

more equitably, socioeconomic position becomes a stronger filter: higher-SES individuals 

may more readily believe powerholders act responsibly, while lower-SES individuals 

continue to draw on experiences of deprivation. Governance quality thus shapes not only 

general attitudes toward authority but also the degree to which those attitudes diverge by 

class. 

Implications for public institutions 

Perceived self-orientation and other-orientation do not work symmetrically. 

Governance indicators consistently predicted lower attributions of self-orientation, whereas 

increases in perceived other-orientation were less robust. People may more readily withdraw 

negative attributions than actively develop positive ones: recognizing that authorities are less 

self-interested does not automatically translate into seeing them as genuinely altruistic. 

Signalling fairness alone may therefore be insufficient as a source of legitimacy. This 

challenge is not technical. Widespread perceptions of self-oriented powerholders can fuel 

anti-elitist sentiment and populist appeal even in relatively well-governed societies (Norris & 

Inglehart, 2019), with narratives portraying elites as corrupt resonating particularly among 

lower-SES individuals (Engler, 2020). When populist leaders gain power, they often weaken 

institutional constraints and increase corruption (Zhang, 2023), further amplifying self-

interest perceptions and creating a self-reinforcing cycle that undermines societal confidence, 

trust, and flourishing. 

Implications for inequality 
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The current findings highlight a psychological pathway through which social 

inequality can reproduce itself. If lower-SES individuals are systematically more likely to 

interpret powerholders as self-oriented, they may be less willing to engage with institutions 

(Zheng et al., 2017; Pitesa et al., 2017; Školník, 2020) or pursue positions of authority (Belmi 

& Laurin, 2016), reducing opportunities for social mobility and deepening political and social 

divides. While some research shows that perceived self-orientation of powerholders is 

connected to support of more equality in society (Wasiel et al., 2025), it remains unclear 

whether this actually translates into real-world change. Importantly, improving macro-level 

governance may be necessary but not sufficient to close the perception gap. Even in well-

functioning societies, people at the bottom of the socioeconomic hierarchy may continue to 

perceive authorities as distant or self-oriented. Appraisals of authority are likely shaped not 

only by formal rules and procedures but also by whether powerholders are seen as genuinely 

part of the communities they serve — for example, whether they include individuals from 

lower-SES backgrounds.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, both studies were cross-sectional, 

preventing firm causal conclusions. While SES plausibly shapes perceptions of powerholders 

(ten Brinke & Keltner, 2022), the reverse is also possible: chronic distrust in authorities may 

influence social mobility and therefore SES (Belmi & Laurin, 2016). Second, the studies used 

different measurement approaches. Study 1 relied on multi-item scales with good reliability, 

while Study 2 used a single-item semantic differential, reducing precision. Future research 

should combine efficient measurement with robust psychometric properties across cultures. 

Third, our convenience samples varied in recruitment and likely captured a limited range of 

the socioeconomic distribution, with probable over- or under-representation of certain groups 

depending on the cultural context. More representative samples would strengthen 
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generalizability. Future studies should also disentangle the contributions of objective 

resources, education, and subjective rank, given that in certain contexts the effects of 

subjective and objective SES are divergent (Antonoplis, 2023). Finally, although we proposed 

several mediating mechanisms—including system justification, social identity, relative 

deprivation and procedural justice—we did not test them directly. Future research should 

incorporate explicit measures of these processes to more precisely examine why SES shapes 

powerholder appraisals. 

Conclusion 

Across a broad range of national cultures, people’s position in the socioeconomic 

hierarchy is linked to how they judge those who hold institutional power. Higher-status 

individuals tend to be less skeptical of authorities, whereas lower-status individuals are more 

inclined to see powerholders as self-oriented. These differences are not fixed: they depend on 

the quality of governance and the everyday functioning of institutions. In well-governed 

societies, differences in perceptions of powerholders are more pronounced. Reducing 

corruption and strengthening the rule of law are crucial steps toward more positive 

perceptions, but they do not automatically bridge the psychological divide between the 

advantaged and the disadvantaged. Building confidence in authority therefore requires 

attention to how institutional actions are interpreted across different socioeconomic groups, 

not only to how well institutions function in objective terms. 
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