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Power Increases Perceptions
of Others’ Choices, Leading People
to Blame Others More
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Abstract

Under what circumstances do people adopt a choice mindset? Three studies (two preregistered) tested whether higher power
leads people to construe others as having more choice. When power was either measured (Study 1) or manipulated (Studies 2
and 3), high-power perceivers viewed others, even low-power others (Study 3), as having more choice than did low-power
perceivers. Consequently, high-power individuals blamed others more for poor performance (Studies 1–3), and were more
likely to punish them (Studies 1 and 2). The findings document a direct link between power and choice by showing that the
psychological consequences of a choice mindset (i.e., greater blame) can be evoked by power and that effects of power (e.g., on
blame) can be mediated by perceptions of choice.
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When people observe someone engaging in an action—making

coffee, driving a car, protesting—they may construe this action

as a choice. A choice is a deliberate action that likely reflects

the actor’s preferences, intentions, and motives. A tendency

to view one’s own and others’ actions as a matter of choice

is known as a choice mindset (Madan et al., 2020). Being in

a choice mindset changes how individuals think, feel, and act.

They become more likely to blame victims of negative events

and are less disturbed by information about inequality (Savani

& Rattan, 2012; Savani et al., 2011). They also feel more agen-

tic (Feldman et al., 2014).

Given the many consequences of a choice mindset (Madan

et al., 2020), it is crucial to understand what leads people to

adopt one. In this research, we investigate a novel antecedent

of a choice mindset: a person’s power. As choice is a means

of experiencing and exercising agency, we propose that high-

power individuals are more likely to construe others’ actions

as choices and to perceive others as having more choice than

low-power individuals. Thus, high-power individuals should

also be more likely to blame others for poor performance.

Power and Choice

In line with recent research, we define power as control over

valuable resources (Fiske, 2010; Keltner et al., 2003; Magee

& Smith, 2013). Power may be conceptualized as both a struc-

tural variable based on a person’s actual control over resources,

and a psychological state known as a sense of power (Smith &

Hofmann, 2016; Tost & Johnson, 2019). The relationship

between power and choice is multifaceted. When researchers

defined choice as the number of options a person has, they

found that power and choice were substitutes. Both fulfill peo-

ple’s desire for control, so when people lack power, they want

to have more options, and when people lack options, they want

to have more power (Inesi et al., 2011).

However, the subjective perception of choice—the belief

that one has multiple options to pick from—is not based solely

on the objective number of options available (Savani et al.,

2010). People may construe any action as a choice, as long

as they believe that there is an alternative action: Maria may

construe driving to work as a choice if she believes taking a cab

is a viable alternative. Similarly, people may not construe their

action as a choice, even when they objectively have multiple

options: If Maria thinks taking a cab to work is too expensive,

she may not construe driving to work as a choice, although

objectively she has alternatives.

In the current research, we focus on how power affects peo-

ple’s subjective perceptions of choice. We extend the scope of

research on power and choice beyond the self to perceptions of
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others. As more power comes with greater control over what

happens to others, it is important to understand how power

affects the way people perceive and act toward others. Thus,

we ask: When choice is conceptualized as a subjective percep-

tion, does power increase or decrease people’s perception of

others’ choice?

We predict that high-power individuals will perceive others

to have more choice than low-power individuals do. First, high-

power individuals ignore environmental constraints more than

low-power individuals (Fast et al., 2009; Galinsky et al., 2008;

Whitson et al., 2013). As fewer constraints imply greater

choice (Kricheli-Katz, 2013), individuals with higher power

should believe that everyone has more choice. Second, just

as people often project their own mental states onto others

(Cadinu & Rothbart, 1996; Robbins & Krueger, 2005), both

high-power and low-power individuals can project their own

perceptions of choice onto others. Because high-power

individuals perceive themselves to have greater choice than

do low-power individuals (Galinsky et al., 2008), high-power

individuals should also perceive others as having more choice

than low-power individuals do.

A choice is a deliberate action, so construing others’ beha-

vior as a choice likely highlights their agency, making the

behavior seem more intentional and controllable. Given that

people place more blame on a perpetrator when the violation

is more intentional and controllable (Alicke, 2000; Malle

et al., 2014; Monroe & Malle, 2017), we predict that high-

power people will be more likely than low-power people to

hold others responsible for their actions. Indeed, people in a

choice mindset are more likely to blame victims for their plight

(Savani et al., 2011) and less likely to support policies addres-

sing inequality (Savani & Rattan, 2012). As high-power indi-

viduals have more control over valued resources, their

attribution of responsibility and assignment of blame carry

greater weight and often impact punishment decisions.

The Present Research

Using either a sense of power measure (Study 1) or structural

power manipulations (Studies 2 and 3), we tested whether

high-power individuals, relative to low-power individuals,

were more likely to blame and even punish others as a result

of perceiving others to have more choice. Across all studies,

we report all participants, experimental conditions, and mea-

sures related to power and choice. Additional measures are

reported in the Supplemental Material. Data, code, and materi-

als in all studies are available via the Open Science Framework

(https://osf.io/shryd/?view_only¼4312a66d707e4d418ccf83

c94b7cd921).

Study 1

To make participants feel their responses were consequential,

in Study 1, we told them that we were crowdsourcing solutions

to a real workplace problem in which an employee did not com-

plete some work. We measured participants’ sense of power

and assessed their perception of the employee’s choice, their

tendency to blame that person for their behavior, and their will-

ingness to punish that person.

Method

The methods and analyses for this study were preregistered at

https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x¼ea3n64.

Participants

This was a replication of part of a previously conducted study

(Supplemental Experiment 3). As we expected a positive corre-

lation between sense of power and blame, we conducted a

power analysis using one-tailed tests. A power analysis using

r ¼ .13 (the correlation between sense of power and blame in

the previous study) and a ¼ .05 (one-tailed) indicated that

365 participants were needed to achieve 80% power. Thus,

we posted a study seeking 365 U.S. resident participants on

Prolific. In response, 366 U.S. residents completed the study.

Of these, three participants who did not pass an attention check

were excluded from the analyses, leaving 363 valid participants

(Mage¼ 33.64 years, SDage¼ 10.14; 194 women and 169 men).

Procedure

At the beginning of the study, participants were told that they

would complete several short surveys linked together for con-

venience. There were two surveys, the sense of power survey

and the blame survey, presented in a random order to reduce

demand effects.

In the sense of power survey, participants completed the

eight-item “sense of power scale” (Anderson et al., 2012; sam-

ple item: “I can get others to do what I want”). They responded

on unnumbered 7-point scales labeled from strongly disagree

to strongly agree. The items were averaged to form a measure

of participants’ sense of power (a ¼ .90).

In the blame survey, we told participants:

A recent situation happened in our university department, and we

decided to take the novel approach of asking folks on Prolific what

they think. We figure that as we crowdsource so much else, why

not crowdsource the solution to this issue too! Our department is

in the process of giving employees bonuses at the end of the year.

The decision-making process had been smooth until we got to the

case of L.R., one of the administrative assistants.

L.R. was assigned to prepare and submit paperwork for a

research grant, but she did not complete the work. L.R. explained

that she had no choice but to not complete the work as she was

caught up in other work. In the end, L.R.’s coworker filled in for

her and submitted the paperwork before the deadline.

All participants were then informed that the committee had

been unable to reach consensus on the issue. Because most

committee members already posted surveys to Prolific regu-

larly, they decided to crowdsource the solution to Prolific. The
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decision of whether to give L.R. the year-end bonus would be

determined by how the majority of participants voted.

Participants next answered questions about L.R. We mea-

sured participants’ perception of L.R.’s choice using two items:

(1) “Do you agree or disagree with what L.R. said that she had

no choice but to not complete the work assigned to her”

(reverse coded) and (2) “Do you agree or disagree that L.R. had

a choice about whether to complete the work assigned to her”

(a ¼ .60). Participants answered the questions on unnumbered

7-point scales labeled from strongly disagree to strongly agree.

We measured the extent to which participants blamed L.R.

using the following two items: (1) “To what extent do you think

L.R. should be held responsible for not completing the work

assigned to her” and (2) “To what extent do you think L.R. is

to blame for not completing the work assigned to her”

(a ¼ .91). Participants answered the questions on unnumbered

7-point scales labeled from not at all to extremely. Last, we

asked participants, “Should we give L.R. the bonus?” Partici-

pants answered this question on an unnumbered 7-point scale

labeled from definitely no to definitely yes.

As an attention check, participants were asked whether L.R.

did not complete the work assigned to her or filled in for her

coworker. Participants who answered incorrectly were

excluded from the analyses. Finally, to probe suspicion, we

asked participants: Did you believe that the scenario about

L.R that you read about described a real-life issue? Participants

answered either yes or no.

Results

Based on our preregistered analysis plan, we used one-tailed

t tests and 90% confidence intervals (CIs) to test our hypotheses.

As predicted, participants with a higher sense of power per-

ceived L.R. to have more choice, r(361) ¼ .14, t(361) ¼ 2.78,

p ¼ .003 (one-tailed), blamed L.R. more, r(361) ¼ .13,

t(361) ¼ 2.60, p ¼ .005 (one-tailed), and were less likely to

vote to give L.R. a bonus, r(361) ¼ �.16, t(361) ¼ �3.06,

p ¼ .001 (one-tailed). Participants who perceived L.R. to have

more choice blamed L.R. more, r(361) ¼ .54, t(361) ¼ 12.17,

p < .001 (one-tailed) and were less likely to vote to give L.R. a

bonus, r(361) ¼ �.43, t(361) ¼ �9.06, p < .001 (one-tailed).

Finally, participants who blamed L.R. more were less likely

to vote to give L.R. a bonus, r(361) ¼ �.70, t(361) ¼
�18.38, p < .001 (one-tailed).

As planned, we tested whether the previous results would

hold after excluding participants who did not believe the sce-

nario about L.R. described a real-life issue (N ¼ 117). Among

participants who believed the scenario described a real-life

issue (N ¼ 246), those with a higher sense of power perceived

L.R. to have more choice, r(244) ¼ .15, t(244) ¼ 2.31, p ¼ .01

(one-tailed), blamed L.R. more, r(244) ¼ .18, t(244) ¼ 2.78,

p ¼ .003 (one-tailed), and were less likely to vote to give

L.R. a bonus, r(244) ¼ �.13, t(244) ¼ �2.00, p ¼ .02 (one-

tailed). Participants who perceived L.R. to have more choice

blamed L.R. more, r(244) ¼ .52, t(244) ¼ 9.43, p < .001

(one-tailed), and were less likely to vote to give L.R. a bonus,

r(277) ¼ �.40, t(277) ¼ �6.76, p < .001 (one-tailed). Finally,

participants who blamed L.R. more were less likely to vote to

give L.R. a bonus, r(244) ¼ �.72, t(244) ¼ �15.98, p < .001

(one-tailed).

Mediation Analyses

As planned, we conducted serial mediation analyses using

PROCESS (Hayes, 2013; Model 6), with participants’ sense

of power as the independent variable, perception of L.R.’s

choice as the first mediator, blaming her as the second media-

tor, and giving her a bonus as the dependent variable. With the

full sample of 363 participants, the serial mediation was signif-

icant, indirect effect ¼ �.06, 90% CI [�.11, �.02], indicating

that participants with a higher sense of power were more likely

to perceive L.R. to have a choice, which was positively related

to blaming her, which was negatively related to giving her a

bonus.

After excluding participants who did not believe the sce-

nario described a real-life issue, the serial mediation was still

significant, indirect effect ¼ �.06, 90% CI [�.12, �.01].

Study 2

In Study 1, when a target person did something blameworthy,

people with a higher sense of power were more likely to per-

ceive her as having a choice, blame her, and even punish her.

Study 2 built on these findings. Instead of measuring partici-

pants’ sense of power, we altered participants’ structural power

by placing them in low- or high-power roles. Participants then

learned about a target who performed poorly on a task. We

measured how much choice participants thought the target had

and how much they blamed them. Similar to Study 1, we also

included a behavioral consequence of blame: whether partici-

pants chose to punish the target for poor performance by with-

holding payment.

Method

Participants

A power analysis using Cohen’s d ¼ .30 (taken from Supple-

mental Experiment 2), a ¼ .05 (two-tailed), indicated that

176 participants per condition were needed to achieve 80%
power. A survey seeking 400 U.S. residents was posted on

Amazon Mechanical Turk. To make our cover story believable,

only individuals who had completed between 50 and 10,000

human intelligence tasks (HITs) on MTurk were able to view

and sign up for the study. Participants’ dropout rates did not

differ significantly between the two power conditions, w2(1)

¼ .95, p ¼ .33, so differential dropout rates did not pose a con-

found (Zhou & Fishbach, 2016).

Of the 406 participants who completed the study, 13 partici-

pants did not pass the attention check and were excluded from

the analyses, leaving 393 valid participants (Mage ¼ 36.77

years, SDage ¼ 12.41; 229 women and 164 men). Participants
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were randomly assigned to either the low-power or high-power

condition.

Procedure

At the beginning of the study, participants were asked to indi-

cate how many HITs they had completed. The study was intro-

duced as being about organizational behavior. Participants

were told that they were in a group with two other participants

and that this group consisted of two teams. Team A was a two-

person team with one supervisor and one worker who would

work on a ranking task. Team B had one member who would

transcribe an audio recording. The supervisor in Team A would

only be in charge of the worker in Team A, not the transcriber

in Team B. To simulate collaboration across teams, Team A

would also read and summarize Team B’s transcription.

In fact, all participants were assigned to Team A. The team’s

task was to rank in order of importance a list of tips about effec-

tive usage of MTurk. In the low-power condition, participants

were told that they were assigned to the role of worker because

they had less MTurk experience than the other member of

Team A, who had completed 21,076 HITs. In the high-power

condition, participants were told that they were assigned to the

role of supervisor because they had more MTurk experience

than the other member of Team A, who had completed five

HITs. Participants were told that the supervisor would direct

and evaluate the worker’s work, and this evaluation would

determine how much bonus the worker would receive.

Before they did the ranking task, participants were asked to

summarize the main idea in Team B’s transcription. They were

presented with the transcription and told that the transcriber

had 3 min to transcribe a 30-s audio recording. There were sev-

eral grammatical and spelling errors in the transcription. We

also showed participants a message that the transcriber sent

to Team A: “Sorry about the errors . . . My internet connection

is unstable today. There was an internet glitch and I ran out of

time . . . ”

Participants then answered questions about the transcriber’s

work. We measured perception of choice using the item: “The

transcriber had a choice about whether to make errors in the

transcription.” We measured blame using the following two

items: (1) “The transcriber should be held responsible for the

errors in the transcription” and (2) “The transcriber is to blame

for errors in the transcription” (a ¼ .90). All the above items

were measured on unnumbered 7-point scales labeled from

strongly disagree to strongly agree. Next, as a behavioral con-

sequence of blame, we asked participants if this work should be

rejected as a punishment of the transcriber (yes or no). Partici-

pants believed that rejecting the work meant the transcriber

would not receive payment for transcribing the audio.

As a manipulation check, participants were asked “how

much power do you have in the team.” Participants responded

on a 9-point scale (0 ¼ none at all, 8 ¼ very much). Finally, as

an attention check, they were asked whether they were assigned

to the role of supervisor, worker, or transcriber. Participants

who failed the attention check were excluded from the

analyses.

Results

Manipulation Check

Our manipulation of power was successful: participants in the

supervisor role (M ¼ 6.25, 95% CI [6.02, 6.48], SD ¼ 1.67)

indicated that they had more power than those in the worker

role (M ¼ 2.76, 95% CI [2.50, 3.02], SD ¼ 1.82), t(391) ¼
19.81, p < .001, d ¼ 2.00.

Perception of Choice

High-power participants (M ¼ 4.63, 95% CI [4.40, 4.87],

SD ¼ 1.69) perceived the transcriber to have more choice than

low-power participants (M ¼ 4.25, 95% CI [4.01, 4.49],

SD ¼ 1.68), t(391) ¼ 2.24, p ¼ .026, d ¼ .23.

Blame

High-power participants (M ¼ 5.00, 95% CI [4.82, 5.19],

SD ¼ 1.36) blamed the transcriber more than low-power

participants (M ¼ 4.55, 95% CI [4.34, 4.76], SD ¼ 1.47),

t(391) ¼ 3.16, p ¼ .002, d ¼ .32.

Punishment

High-power participants (39.3%) were more likely to punish

the transcriber by rejecting their work than low-power partici-

pants (25.0%), w2(df ¼ 1) ¼ 8.54, p ¼ .003, d ¼ .33.

Mediation Analyses

To test whether perception of the transcriber’s choice mediated

the effect of power on punishment, we conducted a boot-

strapped mediation analysis (with 5,000 resamples) using PRO-

CESS (Hayes, 2013; Model 4). Perception of the transcriber’s

choice significantly mediated the effect of power on punish-

ment, indirect effect ¼ .13, 95% CI [.02, .29], indicating that

power increased perception of the transcriber’s choice, which

increased the likelihood of punishing them.

We also tested a serial mediation model using PROCESS

(Hayes, 2013; Model 6). Power condition was the independent

variable, perception of the transcriber’s choice the first media-

tor, blaming them the second mediator, and punishing them the

dependent variable. The serial indirect effect path was also sig-

nificant, indirect effect¼ .18, 95% CI [.02, .38], indicating that

power increased perception of choice, which increased blame

and then the likelihood of punishing the transcriber.

Study 3

Study 3 aimed to replicate the effects of power on choice and

blame in Studies 1 and 2 using another structural power manip-

ulation. Further, we tested whether these effects held when the

target person’s level of power in the group was specified.
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Method

The methods and analyses for this study were preregistered at

http://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x¼k4s3uy.

Participants

A power analysis using Cohen’s d ¼ .31 (the average effect of

power on blame in Study 2 and Supplemental Experiment 2),

a ¼ .05 (two-tailed), indicated that 165 participants per condi-

tion were needed to achieve 80% power. To allow for potential

attention check failures, we set a minimum sample size of 350.

The study was run in the lab at a public university for 1 week,

during which 385 undergraduate students participated.

Thirty-three participants did not pass the attention check and

were excluded from the analyses, leaving 352 valid participants

(Mage ¼ 21.07 years, SDage ¼ 2.56; 162 women and 190 men).

Participants were randomly assigned to either the low-power or

high-power condition.

Procedure

First, participants were asked to complete a leadership ques-

tionnaire. Participants were then told that the study was about

organizational behavior and that they were in a group with two

other participants. There were three roles in the group as fol-

lows: manager, Subordinate A, and Subordinate B.

Participants were told that the role assignment would be

based on their responses in the leadership questionnaire, so that

the person with the most leadership experience would be the

manager. In fact, participants were randomly assigned to be

either the manager or Subordinate A. They were told that they

would complete two tasks in the study. The first task was an

individual task and the second task was a group task, in which

their group would work on a decision-making problem. The

manager in the group would have control over the number of

solutions the subordinates need to propose and decide how long

the subordinates needed to work on the group task. The man-

ager would also evaluate the subordinates’ performance in the

group task.

In the individual task, participants solved 10 easy three-

letter anagrams. Afterward, participants were given a chance

to write down any comments they had about the task. Next,

they saw the performance of the other two people in the group,

whose individual task involved adding two-digit numbers (e.g.,

86 þ 36 ¼ ?). The target person, Subordinate B, got six ques-

tions right and four wrong. Depending on the participant’s role

assignment, the other person was either Subordinate A or the

manager, and this other person got all 10 questions right. Sub-

ordinate B’s comment on the task was also shown to partici-

pants: “sorry about the mistakes. I didn’t get much sleep last

night and wasn’t thinking clearly . . . ”

Participants then answered questions about Subordinate B’s

performance. We measured perception of Subordinate B’s

choice using the following two items: (1) “Subordinate B had

a choice about whether to make mistakes in the addition task”

and (2) “It was subordinate B’s choice to make mistakes in the

addition task” (a ¼ .66). We measured blame using two items

as follows: (1) “Subordinate B should be held responsible for

making mistakes in the addition task” and (2) “Subordinate B

is to blame for making mistakes in the addition task” (a ¼
.66). All the above items were measured on unnumbered 7-

point scales labeled from strongly disagree to strongly agree.

As a manipulation check, participants were asked to indicate

how much power they had in the group. Finally, as an attention

check, they were asked whether they were assigned to the role

of the manager, Subordinate A, or Subordinate B. Participants

who answered incorrectly were excluded from the analyses.

Results

Manipulation Check

Our manipulation of power was successful: participants

assigned to be the manager (M ¼ 5.45, 95% CI [5.18, 5.72],

SD ¼ 1.85) indicated they had more power than those assigned

to be the subordinate (M ¼ 2.69, 95% CI [2.38, 2.99],

SD ¼ 2.04), t(350) ¼ 13.34, p < .001, d ¼ 1.42.

Perception of Target’s Choice

Participants in the high-power role (M ¼ 4.18, 95% CI [4.00,

4.36], SD¼ 1.21) perceived Subordinate B to have more choice

than those in the low-power role (M ¼ 3.88, 95% CI [3.70,

4.07], SD ¼ 1.24), t(350) ¼ 2.29, p ¼ .023, d ¼ .24.

Blame

Participants in the high-power role (M ¼ 4.99, 95% CI [4.83,

5.15], SD¼ 1.07) blamed Subordinate B more than those in the

low-power role (M ¼ 4.66, 95% CI [4.48, 4.84], SD ¼ 1.20),

t(350) ¼ 2.76, p ¼ .006, d ¼ .30.

Mediation Analyses

To test whether perception of Subordinate B’s choice mediated

the effect of power on blaming them, we conducted a boot-

strapped mediation analysis (with 5,000 resamples) using PRO-

CESS (Hayes, 2013; Model 4) with perception of Subordinate

B’s choice as the mediator, power role as the independent vari-

able, and blaming Subordinate B as the dependent variable.

Perception of Subordinate B’s choice significantly mediated

the effect of power on blame, indirect effect ¼ .09, 95% CI

[.02, .19], indicating that power increased perception of choice,

which increased blame.

General Discussion

Across three studies, when we either measured sense of power

or manipulated structural power, we consistently found that

high-power individuals perceived others to have more choice

and blamed others more than did low-power individuals. This

effect cannot be explained by high-power individuals blaming
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and punishing those below them just to maintain their own

position, as it occurred even when the target person was not

part of the hierarchy (Studies 1 and 2). Three additional studies

reported in the Supplemental Material provide further support

for the links between power, perception of others’ choice, and

blame.

Although choice and control are both related to agency, they

are distinct and divergent in our studies. For example, in Study

2, though the transcriber had little control over external factors

(e.g., the internet), they still had a choice about what work they

submitted. People can feel that a person has a choice, even if

that person has little control over their circumstances. In this

way, our work moves beyond the relation between power and

control.

This research makes several contributions to the literature

on power and choice. First, a recent experience sampling study

found that both people’s structural power and their sense of

power vary over time (Smith & Hofmann, 2016). Thus, our

findings suggest that people’s perception of others’ choice,

attribution of responsibility, and assignment of blame may

fluctuate with their power across different situations. Under-

standing how power affects perceptions of others is especially

important as those with more power have more influence on the

outcomes of others.

Second, our research builds on past findings that having

power increases people’s perception of their own choice

(Galinsky et al., 2008) by demonstrating that power can also

increase people’s perception of others’ choice. Future research

could explore whether the link between power and choice is

bidirectional, similar to the relationship between power and

abstract thinking (Smith & Trope, 2006; Smith et al., 2008;

Wakslak et al., 2014). For example, one could test whether

framing someone’s behavior as a choice will increase their per-

ceived power.

Finally, the current research suggests that perceiving others

to have more choice can serve as a novel explanation for why

high-power individuals punish others more than low-power

individuals (Mooijman et al., 2015). Our finding also suggests

another mechanism through which high-power people justify

the status quo: Compared with low-power people, high-

power people should be more likely to attribute their own and

others’ positions to personal choices, thus seeing the current

hierarchy as more justified (Savani & Rattan, 2012). Finally,

in negotiations, another way high-power people may achieve

better outcomes is by ignoring others’ ultimatums because they

perceive others to have more choice (Ma et al., 2019).

The present studies raise new questions for future research.

For example, our two experiments (Studies 2 and 3) examined

the effects of putting participants in relatively low- and high-

power positions. However, people can also feel like they have

the same amount of power as others (i.e., equal power) or be in

the middle of a hierarchy rather than at the top or bottom (i.e.,

middle power). Would we expect such levels of power to have

an effect on choice perceptions somewhere in between high

and low power? After all, power can have curvilinear effects:

Schaerer et al. (2018) found that high-power and low-power

people both objectified others more than those with equal

power. Although we did not have an equal or middle power

condition in Studies 2 and 3, in Study 1, we had a continuous

measure of sense of power; here, we found no evidence of a

curvilinear relationship between sense of power and perception

of choice, p ¼ .40 (tested using a quadratic term of sense of

power). This finding suggests that the choice perceptions of

people with middle power fell between those with low power

and high power. Future research should test if this finding also

holds for people with equal power, such as with a structural role

manipulation.

Another question is whether high power also leads people

to give others more credit than low power. People are more sen-

sitive to contextual factors when assigning blame than assign-

ing credit (Bostyn & Roets, 2016; Pizarro et al., 2003). For

example, Pizarro et al. (2003) found that people took controll-

ability of an action into account when assigning blame but not

when assigning credit. If people are less sensitive to contextual

factors when assigning credit, people may not take the target’s

choice into account when assigning credit. In Supplemental

Experiment 3, we provided some preliminary evidence that

individuals’ higher sense of power may not be associated with

assigning more credit to others. When a target person did some-

thing praiseworthy, people with a higher sense of power still

perceived her as having more choice, but their sense of power

was unrelated to giving her credit or a bonus.

Our findings suggest that in the workplace, managers and

subordinates may differ in their views of blameworthiness and

punishment. The size of this effect may be small (r ¼ .13;

though typical for social psychology), but because people at

different levels of power regularly interact at work, it is likely

to be consequential over time (Funder & Ozer, 2019). As sub-

ordinates see others as having less choice and thus blame them

less than powerholders do, they may perceive their managers as

punishing others unfairly. Powerholders should thus keep in

mind how much more choice they have than their subordinates,

especially when evaluating them. For example, before blaming

someone for mistakes or poor performance, managers should

consider whether they are overestimating how much choice

that person had. Ensuring all parties have similar perceptions

of the person’s choice will make it more likely that punish-

ments are seen as justified.
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