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Power holders exhibit more approach behavior than those without power 
and are even expected by others to do so. We proposed that this strong as-
sociation between power and approach should make approach behavior a 
useful cue for perceiving one’s level of power: If I am approaching things, 
I must be powerful. Across three experiments, engaging in approach be-
havior led individuals to feel explicitly (exp. 1) and implicitly (exp. 2) more 
powerful and to feel better suited for high-power jobs (exp. 3), without 
affecting conscious affective experiences. Furthermore, the effect was not 
dependent on specific physical movements; the same movement was psy-
chologically framed as either approach or avoidance and affected partici-
pants’ sense of power accordingly (experiments 1 and 3). since power itself 
leads to approach behavior, these results suggest a way power hierarchies 
may be unintentionally perpetuated or strengthened.

People’s level of power fundamentally affects the way they regulate distance. 
High-power individuals maintain less interpersonal distance from others and are 
faster to approach objects than low-power individuals (Hall, Coats, & Smith Le-
Beau, 2005; Smith & Bargh, 2008). The powerful are also expected to approach 
more: to stand or sit closer to others, to initiate touch more often, and generally to 
be more invasive of others’ space (Carney, Hall, & Smith LeBeau, 2005; Hall et al., 
2005). Since high-power individuals have the basic tendency to engage in behav-
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iors that bring objects in the environment closer, the perception of power may be 
enhanced by performing those same behaviors.

In other words, approach behavior is clearly part of the mental representation of 
power. Previous research convincingly demonstrates that activating the concept of 
power activates approach behavior. Therefore, our main question is whether acti-
vating approach behavior also activates the concept of power. This advances the 
study of power because as with any mental representation, investigating bidirec-
tionality is a basic way to study process. For example, in the goal literature, goals 
are mentally represented as a hierarchical structure containing motives, goals, 
plans, means, and behaviors. Not only do means prime goals, but goals also prime 
means (Shah & Kruglanski, 2003). Such a bidirectional relationship is functional. 
For instance, if you forget a particular means to a goal, highlighting that goal helps 
you remember other associated means (McCulloch, Aarts, Fujita, & Bargh, 2008). 
More relevant to the present research, Smith, Wigboldus, and Dijksterhuis (2008) 
found that the relationship between power and abstract thought is bidirectional: 
Having power leads to more abstract thought (Smith & Trope, 2006), and inducing 
people to think abstractly makes them feel more powerful.

One cannot assume bidirectionality of relationships. For example, according to 
a metaphor-enriched perspective on cognition (Landau, Meier, & Keefer, 2010), 
people use knowledge about concrete attributes of objects and relations to inter-
pret and evaluate more abstract concepts, but the reverse does not occur. Thus, 
information about spatial relations influences how people construe temporal rela-
tions, but activating information about temporal relationships does not influence 
how people construe spatial relations (Casasanto & Boroditsky, 2008). 

We hypothesize that the relationship between power and approach behavior is 
bidirectional: Enacting approach behavior should lead individuals to feel more 
powerful. This may occur because it maintains or propagates the cycle of power. 
Power is often initially acquired via approach-type behavior, such as by actively 
engaging with other people (Keltner, Van Kleef, Chen, & Kraus, 2008). Once power 
is acquired, this sense of power reinforces this approach behavior, and we propose 
that this approach behavior should also reinforce this sense of power. Thus, study-
ing bidirectionality helps us understand how power is acquired and perpetuated.

Approach behavior should also perpetuate power because it is associated with 
powerful characteristics. Such behavior reflects an underlying assumption that the 
object being approached is not a threat, and may even be a reward. Such a lack of 
concern about threats and expectation of reward are major characteristics of power 
(Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003). Furthermore, in previous research, the 
priming of approach behavior has led to cognitive effects such as more abstract 
and creative thought (e.g., Friedman & Förster, 2000, 2001, 2002, 2005) which are 
also characteristics of having power (e.g., Smith & Trope, 2006).

Until now we have focused on approach behavior, but behavior is generally 
reduced to two fundamental action tendencies: approach and avoidance (e.g., 
Carver, 2001). While approach behavior immediately reduces distance from an 
object, avoidance behavior increases that distance. Thus, a corollary to the ques-
tion of the role of approach in power, is the role of avoidance. Avoidance may be 
viewed as the opposite of approach, yet it is not consistently activated by a lack of 
power. Low power is more consistently associated with inhibited behavior than 
with actively avoidant behavior (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Smith & Bargh, 2008). 
Thus, we propose that enacting approach behavior should lead individuals to feel 
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more powerful, but enacting avoidance behavior should not affect their sense of 
power. By focusing on different types of action, our work is distinct from theories 
of power that focus on action versus a lack of action (e.g., inhibition), such as the 
Approach/Inhibition Theory of Power (Keltner et al., 2003).1

Another critical question is whether the effect of approach on power involves 
direct bodily feedback. That is, must individuals literally increase or decrease ac-
tual physical distance to affect their sense of power? In contrast to other perspec-
tives on power (e.g., Carney, Cuddy, & Yap, 2010), we propose it is the construal 
of a movement, not the specific physical mechanics, that determines whether it is 
experienced as approach or avoidance (Krieglmeyer, De Houwer, & Deutsch, 2011) 
and thus how it affects an individual’s sense of power. Indeed, research on ap-
proach and avoidance behaviors shows that these behaviors have to do more with 
the construal of the movement and its context, rather than the actual movements 
themselves (Markman & Brendl, 2005; Seibt, Neumann, Nussinson, & Strack, 
2008).

Across three experiments, we used two different manipulations of approach/
avoidance behavior. The essence of approach and avoidance behavior is physical 
distance: Approach behavior decreases the distance between two objects, whereas 
avoidance behavior increases this distance. Our manipulations involved enacting 
behavior that either literally changed the distance between two objects (Experi-
ments 1 and 3), or is normally associated with changes in distance (Exp. 2). To test 
whether our effects were reliant on direct bodily feedback, in Experiments 1 and 
3 approach and avoidance participants performed the same physical movements, 
but the context served to frame that movement as either approach or avoidance. 
If the relation between approach and power depends solely on bodily feedback, 
such a manipulation should not affect participants’ sense of power.

In the first two experiments, we explored how such behavior affected partici-
pants’ explicit (Exp. 1) and implicit (Exp. 2) sense of power. Finally, Experiment 3 
examined a downstream consequence of this sense of power: participants’ comfort 
with assuming low- versus high-power roles. Additionally, to determine whether 
our effects were driven solely by approach/avoidance behaviors, we measured 
mood in all experiments. The approach and avoidance systems have been the-
oretically linked to particular types of affect (e.g., Carver, 2001; Harmon-Jones, 
2003), but as Friedman and Förster, among others, have repeatedly shown (e.g., 
2000, 2001, 2002), conscious affective experiences are not necessary for activated 
approach/avoidance states to affect cognition or behavior. We predicted that the 
basic behaviors we use will directly change participants’ sense of power, without 
involving affect.

experiMent 1

The first experiment explored whether enacting approach versus avoidance be-
havior alters one’s explicit sense of power. Participants moved a figure toward or 
away from a series of neutral objects. Since the presence of rewards versus punish-

1. Keltner et al.’s (2003) theory links power to two neurobiological systems, the Behavioral 
Activation System (BAS) and the Behavioral Inhibition System (BIS; e.g., Gray & McNaughton, 2000). 
The BIS reflects inhibition rather than avoidance (e.g., Amodio, Master, Yee, & Taylor, 2008) and thus 
this theory is not relevant to the present research.
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ments is itself a sign of power (Keltner et al., 2003), using valenced objects would 
have left it unclear whether it was approach/avoidance behavior or the reward-
ing/punishing nature of the environment itself driving our effects. To test whether 
our manipulation only affected participants’ sense of power, or if it affected par-
ticipants’ self-concepts more generally (e.g., gave them a generally more positive 
view of themselves), we included measures of both power and warmth.

MeThod

Participants. Ninety-six undergraduate students (52 males, 44 females) from a 
U.S. university took part in the experiment for course credit. Two participants were 
dropped from analyses for making excessive errors on the priming task (respond-
ing incorrectly on over 50% of trials). Thus, 94 participants (51 male, 43 female)2  
were included in the final analyses. Average age was 21.76 years (SD = 1.62).

Procedure and Materials. The approach/avoidance manipulation was adapted 
from Smith and Bargh (2008). Participants were told this task measured response 
speed. Each trial began with a stick figure appearing centered either in the top or 
bottom half of the computer screen (determined randomly on each trial). A letter 
string appeared in the center of the screen 750 ms later. Approach participants 
were told that as soon as the string appeared, they should press the appropriate 
arrow key (up or down) to move the figure toward the string. Avoidance partici-
pants were told to press the appropriate arrow key to move the figure away from 
the string. With this key press, the figure moved in the indicated direction until it 
reached either the center or the edge of the screen. Then the word and figure disap-
peared, and the next trial began 2000 ms later. Participants were told to keep their 
index fingers on the up and down arrow keys and to respond as quickly and accu-
rately as possible. They completed 10 practice trials with feedback, then 96 critical 
trials. Half of the strings were non-words, and half were neutral words (e.g., chair). 
Control participants skipped this task. 

Immediately afterward, all participants answered 12 mood questions in random 
order. On 9-point scales (0 = not at all, 8 = very much) they indicated how happy, 
content, joyful, sad, disappointed, depressed, calm, relieved, relaxed, nervous, 
worried, and tense they felt.

Participants next rated themselves on 23 items presented in random order. Each 
item consisted of a 9-point scale, anchored on each end by a trait. Seven trait pairs 
were related to power: submissive-dominant, passive-active, unassertive-asser-
tive, timid-firm, uncertain-certain, insecure-confident, and dependent-indepen-
dent. Smith, Wigboldus, et al. (2008) previously used these traits to measure indi-
viduals’ sense of power. To determine whether our effects were specific to power 
or reflected a generally more positive self view, we included five trait pairs related 
to warmth: unpleasant-pleasant, unlikeable-likeable, unfriendly-friendly, cold-
warm, and nice-mean (reverse-coded).3 Finally, participants were probed for sus-

2. In all experiments, participant gender did not moderate approach/avoidance effects.
3. The remaining 11 trait pairs (also previously used by Smith, Wigboldus, et al., 2008) were 

not directly related to power or warmth (e.g., masculine-feminine, quiet-loud, boring-fun, ugly-
beautiful). Out of these 11 pairs, only quiet-loud showed an effect of behavior condition, F(2, 91) 
= 3.78, p = .03, ηp2 = .08, with control participants rating themselves as louder than approach and 
avoidance participants; ps > .25 for the remaining 10 pairs.
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picion and debriefed. No participants indicated suspicion of a connection between 
the approach/avoidance and self-rating tasks.

ResulTs And dIscussIon

Self Ratings on Power-Relevant Traits. Responses to the seven power-relevant trait 
pairs were averaged together (α = .84). As predicted, behavior condition signifi-
cantly affected explicit sense of power, F(2, 91) = 3.45, p = .04, ηp2 = .07. Approach 
participants (M = 6.74, SD = 1.03) rated themselves higher on power-relevant traits 
than both control (M = 6.17, SD = 1.30) and avoidance participants (M = 6.03, SD = 
1.07), ps ≤ .05, with the latter two groups not differing, p = .63.

Self Ratings on Warmth-Related Traits. Responses to the five trait pairs related to 
warmth were averaged together (α = .74). Behavior condition was unrelated to this 
measure, F < 1.

Additional Measures. We aggregated the affect items to distinguish between the 
valence and motivational orientation associated with different emotions (e.g., Hig-
gins, Shah, & Friedman, 1997). In line with others who have used the same affec-
tive measure (e.g., Friedman & Förster, 2005; Smith & Trope, 2006), four composite 
indices of affect were calculated, to differentiate between positive (happy, content, 
joyful, calm, relieved, relaxed) versus negative (sad, disappointed, depressed, nervous, 
worried, tense) affect, and approach-related (happy, content, joyful with [reverse-
scored] sad, disappointed, depressed) versus avoidance-related (calm, relieved, relaxed 
with [reverse-scored] nervous, worried, tense) affect. Behavior condition did not af-
fect the latter three indices, ps > .10, but it did affect positive affect, F(2, 91) = 3.56, 
p = .03, ηp2 = .07. However, contrary to what would be expected if positive affect 
mediated our effects, control participants expressed the most positive affect (M 
= 4.18, SD = 1.45), followed by approach participants (M = 3.84, SD = 1.52), then 
avoidance participants (M = 3.27, SD = 1.20), though only control and avoidance 
participants differed significantly, p = .01, all other ps > .09. When positive affect 
was included as a covariate, the effect of behavior condition on power ratings re-
mained significant, F(2, 90) = 3.23, p = .04, ηp2 = .07.

experiMent 2

Experiment 2 extended the previous results by involving a different manipulation 
of approach/avoidance behavior and a different measure of participants’ sense of 
power. To manipulate approach versus avoidance, participants pressed either up 
or down against a desk (Cacioppo, Priester, & Berntson, 1993). Pressing the palm 
up against the underside of a surface (arm flexion) produces bodily feedback as-
sociated with pulling something toward the self, or approach. Pressing the palm 
down against a surface (arm extension) produces bodily feedback associated with 
pushing something away from the self, or avoidance. Thus, flexion can be concep-
tualized as approach, and extension as avoidance. Here participants performed an 
approach or avoidance movement without responding to any particular stimulus.

In Experiment 1, participants reported explicitly how powerful they felt. In Ex-
periment 2, we measured their implicit sense of power. Implicit and explicit self-
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concepts do not always overlap (Greenwald & Farnham, 2000). Individuals’ ex-
plicit sense of power may only be modestly correlated with their implicit sense of 
power, and experimental manipulations of power may differentially affect explicit 
and implicit self-concepts. For example, when female participants were placed in 
roles differing in perceived power, their implicit self-concept was affected, but not 
their explicit self-concept (Haines & Kray, 2005). Thus, it is important to determine 
if approach/avoidance behaviors also affect individuals’ implicit sense of power. 
We used a self-power version (Haines & Kray, 2005) of the Implicit Association 
Test (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998) to assess how much partici-
pants associated the self with dominance versus submission. We predicted that ap-
proach behavior would increase participants’ implicit sense of power, relative to 
avoidance behavior.

MeThod

Participants. Seventy-nine undergraduate students (24 males, 55 females) from a 
Dutch university who were native Dutch speakers took part in the experiment for 
course credit or €2. Two participants were dropped from analyses because more 
than 10% of their latencies were faster than 300 ms (Greenwald, Nosek, & Banaji, 
2003). Thus, 77 participants (24 males, 53 females) were included in the final analy-
ses. Average age was 21.52 years (SD = 2.68).

Procedure and Materials. Participants were told the study involved the relation-
ship between hemispheric brain activation and lexical task performance. They 
were randomly assigned to assume either the approach or the avoidance arm po-
sition with their nondominant hand, purportedly to activate one brain hemisphere 
(Koch, Holland, Hengstler, & van Knippenberg, 2009). Approach participants 
pressed a foam ball up against the bottom of the table. Avoidance participants 
pressed the ball down against the top of the table. The ball was used to ensure 
participants maintained similar, constant pressure against the table. Participants 
maintained this position while completing all critical measures on computer.

Participants next completed a mood measure, the Positive Affect Negative Affect 
Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). The self-power IAT (Haines 
& Kray, 2005) followed. In each of five blocks, participants pressed the left- and 
right-arrow keys with the index and middle fingers of their dominant hand, re-
spectively, to categorize words presented in the center of the screen. The four cate-
gories were dominant (dominant), ondergeschikt (subordinate), zelf-gerelateerd (self), 
and niet zelf-gerelateerd (non-self). The two latter categories were represented by 
6 self-related and 6 other-related words. The dominant and subordinate categories 
were each represented by 6 Dutch words selected via pretesting to differ in power 
but be moderate in valence. In the pretest, 24 participants rated the 6 dominant 
words as indicating significantly more power than the 6 subordinate words, F(1, 23) 
= 187.51, p < .001, but as not differing in valence, F(1, 23) = 2.88, p = .10.

The procedure was similar to that of other identity IATs (e.g., Greenwald & Farn-
ham, 2000). The critical congruent and incongruent blocks each consisted of 72 tri-
als (24 practice, 48 test). During the congruent block, participants were instructed 
to press the left-arrow key whenever a self or dominant word appeared, and the 
right-arrow key whenever a non-self or subordinate word appeared. During the in-
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congruent block, participants were instructed to press the left-arrow key whenev-
er a non-self or dominant word appeared, and the right-arrow key whenever a self or 
subordinate word appeared. Due to our limited participant pool, and our interest in 
relative differences in IAT effects between conditions rather than absolute effects 
(Nosek, Greenwald, & Banaji, 2005), the order of blocks was held constant: The 
congruent block always preceded the incongruent block (see also Smith, Dijkster-
huis, & Chaiken, 2008). The IAT effect here represents participants’ relative abil-
ity to associate the self (versus others) with being dominant (versus subordinate). 
Higher scores thus represent a greater implicit sense of power.

After the IAT, participants indicated on a 9-point scale (0 = not at all, 8 = very 
much) how difficult it was for them to keep pressing the foam ball and how much 
effort they put into it. Finally, they were probed for suspicion and debriefed. No 
participants indicated suspicion of a connection between their hand position and 
the IAT.

ResulTs And dIscussIon

Implicit Sense of Power (IAT). We used the D4 scoring algorithm to analyze the 
IAT results (for specific details see Greenwald et al., 2003).4 Approach participants 
(M = 0.39, SD = 0.38) had a greater implicit sense of power than avoidance partici-
pants (M = 0.21, SD = 0.37), F(1, 75) = 4.46, p = .04, ηp2 = .06.

Additional Measures. Arm position did not affect positive or negative affect, or the 
difference between the two, Fs < 1. There were also no differences in how difficult 
it was to assume the arm position, nor the effort put into it, Fs < 1.1.

experiMent 3

So far we have demonstrated that individuals who enact approach behavior have 
an elevated sense of power, both explicitly and implicitly, than individuals who 
enact avoidance behavior. One downstream consequence of this elevated sense of 
power might be greater comfort with a high-power job (e.g., Smith, Wigboldus, 
et al., 2008). To test this idea, in Experiment 3 participants rated how good of a fit 
each of two low-power and two high-power jobs would be for them. We predicted 
that performing approach behaviors would foster greater relative comfort with 
the high-power jobs, as compared to low-power jobs, than performing avoidance 
behaviors.

MeThod

Participants. Seventy-nine undergraduate students (11 males, 68 females) from a 
Dutch university took part in the experiment for course credit or €1. Average age 
was 20.41 years (SD = 2.22).

4. We also obtained the same results with the conventional IAT score (e.g., Greenwald et al., 1998): 
Approach participants showed a stronger IAT effect than avoidance participants, F(1, 75) = 4.59, p = 
.04, ηp2 = .06.
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Procedure and Materials. Approach versus avoidance behavior was manipulated, 
with mood measured immediately afterward, using the same letter string task and 
12 mood questions as in Experiment 1. Then participants read, in random order, 
a series of four job advertisements supposedly from a large advertising firm: two 
relatively low-power positions (ad designer, personnel administrator) and two 
relatively high-power positions (production manager, personnel director). All in-
volved various job-specific tasks (e.g., the designer generated new ad ideas). How-
ever, both low-power positions involved having the person’s work judged and 
approved by higher-level employees, and both high-power positions involved su-
pervising and evaluating lower-level employees.5 After reading about a position, 
participants rated on 9-point scales (0 = not at all, 8 = very much) how qualified they 
would be for it, how appropriate it was for them, and how good they thought they 
would be at it. These three questions were meant to measure how good of a fit 
each position would be and formed a reliable scale for each position (αs from .74 to 
.93). Finally, participants were probed for suspicion and debriefed. No participants 
indicated suspicion of a connection between the two tasks.

ResulTs And dIscussIon

Job Fit. We first averaged across the responses to the three fit items for each posi-
tion. Initial analyses indicated that behavior condition did not differentially influ-
ence responses to the two low-power or two high-power positions, Fs < 1. Thus, 
we averaged across the ad designer and personnel administrator to obtain one 
measure of fit for low-power positions, and across the production manager and 
personnel director to obtain one measure of fit for high-power positions. A 2 (Posi-
tion: low-power vs. high-power) × 2 (Behavior: avoidance vs. approach) mixed-
model ANOVA was run on these ratings, with the first factor within participants. 
Only the two-way interaction was significant, F(1, 77) = 4.69, p = .03, ηp2 = .06 (see 
Figure 1). Approach participants (M = 4.74, SD = 1.24) tended to think the high-
power job was a better fit for them than did avoidance participants (M = 4.23, SD 
= 1.44), F(1, 77) = 2.80, p = .10. Approach participants (M = 4.55, SD = 1.24) also 
thought the low-power job was a worse fit for them than the avoidance partici-
pants (Mlow = 4.70, SD = 0.98), though this effect was nonsignificant, F < 1.

Additional Measures. Four composite indices of affect were calculated as in Ex-
periment 1. Behavior condition did not affect any of these, ps > .25.

5. To ensure these positions indeed appropriately varied in power, a separate group of 50 
participants on Amazon Mechanical Turk were given the advertisements to read and then were 
asked to indicate on 9-point scales how much power they would have and how much control over 
other people they would have, if they had each job (0 = no power/control at all, 8 = a great deal of power/
control). Responses to the two questions were averaged for each job (αs from .85 to .94) to create power 
composites. There was a significant effect of job on power composite ratings, F(1, 49) = 100.61, p < .001, 
ηp2 = .67. The ad designer (M = 3.22, SD = 1.70) and personnel administrator jobs (M = 2.67, SD = 2.04) 
did not significantly differ from each other in terms of their rated power, p = .12, but each was seen 
as less powerful than the production manager (M = 6.54, SD = 1.15) and personnel director jobs (M = 
6.68, SD = 1.07), ps < .001. The latter two jobs were not rated differently from each other, p = .30.
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general discussion

The complexity of human behavior can be reduced, at its essence, to two types of 
movements: approach versus avoidance. High-power individuals do more (Galin-
sky, Gruenfeld, & Magee, 2003), but in particular they exhibit more approach-relat-
ed behavior (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Keltner et al., 2003; Smith & Bargh, 2008). 
That is, people’s level of power affects the way they regulate distance: High-power 
individuals maintain less distance and are faster to reduce distance from objects 
than low-power individuals. Stereotypes of high-power individuals echo this re-
lationship; people expect them to keep less interpersonal distance and to be more 
likely to move toward and touch others, relative to low-power individuals (Car-
ney et al., 2005; Hall et al., 2005). We proposed that this relationship between ap-
proach behavior and power is bidirectional: Activating approach behavior should 
activate power. Thus, individuals should feel relatively more powerful when en-
acting approach behavior. We found support for this approach-to-power link in 
three experiments. Across two manipulations of approach/avoidance and three 
measures of power, approach behavior made participants feel more powerful than 
avoidance behavior. Though the effect sizes are small, as would be expected with 
such minimal manipulations, the results are very consistent.

In Experiment 1, we only found evidence for approach behavior increasing 
participants’ sense of power, not for avoidance behavior decreasing participants’ 
sense of power; the remaining experiments could not assess direction of effects 
due to lack of control conditions. This research thus tentatively adds to the grow-
ing body of literature suggesting the relationship between power and approach/
avoidance is not symmetrical (Moskowitz, 2004). Indeed, in their research on the 
power-to-approach link, Smith and Bargh (2008) found more evidence for power 

FIguRe 1. comfort with low- versus high-power jobs by behavior condition. error bars 
represent one standard error of the mean.
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leading to approach than for powerlessness leading to avoidance. These findings 
underline the importance of treating approach and avoidance as separate and in-
dependent concepts. Avoidance is not merely the opposite of approach.

This research also further clarifies the relationship between power and action. 
Though it is often stated that action itself is associated with power (Galinsky et 
al., 2003; Magee, 2009), and theories such as the Approach/Inhibition Theory of 
Power focus on how power disinhibits action, this research demonstrates that cer-
tain kinds of action, such as approach, may be more powerful than others.

Recent research has demonstrated some ways that power is physically encod-
ed and displayed, such as postural expansion versus constriction (Carney et al., 
2010; Huang, Galinsky, Gruenfeld, & Guillory, 2011). Notably, this research has 
focused on bodily feedback linked to power, with participants maintaining their 
own bodies in specific positions. In contrast, only Experiment 2 involved physical 
movements directly associated with changing the distance between the self and a 
stimulus. The remaining experiments involved moving one object toward or away 
from another. In these experiments, approach and avoidance participants enacted 
the same physical movements (e.g., they pressed the same keys); these movements 
became approach or avoidance behaviors by dint of their psychological construal. 
In other words, participants in Experiments 1 and 3 did not derive their sense 
of power directly from specific bodily feedback. Thus, the relationship between 
approach behavior and power is not reliant on direct bodily feedback (e.g., Mark-
man & Brendl, 2005), in contrast to the work on powerful postures by Carney et 
al. (2010) and Huang et al. (2011). One does not have to literally move closer to 
objects to feel powerful. One can simply mentally reframe one’s movements to 
experience power.

The subtlety of these manipulations is particularly intriguing in its implications 
for how power differences perpetuate themselves. Smith and Bargh (2008) found 
that having power made individuals engage in more approach behavior. The pres-
ent research found that engaging in approach behavior makes people feel more 
powerful. Combining these two lines of research, there appears to be a bidirection-
al relationship between power and approach behavior, one that can operate with-
out individuals’ awareness or intent, similar to the relationship between power 
and abstract thinking (Smith & Trope, 2006; Smith, Wigboldus, et al., 2008). This 
relationship not only strengthens the association between power and approach 
behavior, but also suggests a way hierarchies may be unintentionally maintained, 
particularly when one adds the finding that observers also tend to ascribe more 
power to people who perform approach-related behavior (Magee, 2009).

A person’s sense of power does not merely come from the job title after her 
name or the size of his office. It also emerges from subtle signals in the person’s 
own thinking and behavior (Smith & Galinsky, 2010). Across three experiments, 
engaging in approach behavior led individuals to have a greater sense of power. 
In this way, motivational slogans such as “Go for it!” may be effective for multiple 
reasons: Not only do they encourage people to take actions that may gain them 
power, but the mere act of taking such approach action also makes people feel 
more powerful in the first place.
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