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Why do so people often pursue social rank using coercive and potentially costly dominance-oriented

strategies (grounded in fear and intimidation) rather than noncoercive prestige-oriented strategies

(grounded in respect and admiration)? In 10 studies (N = 3,372, including a high-powered preregistered

replication), we propose that people’s beliefs about the nature of social hierarchies shape their prefer-

ence for dominance strategies. Specifically, we find that zero-sum beliefs about social hierarchies —

beliefs that one person’s rise in social rank inevitably comes at others’ expense—drive the preference

for dominance-oriented, but not prestige-oriented, approaches to status. The more participants viewed

social hierarchies as zero-sum, the more they were willing to use dominance tactics and the more inter-

ested they were in reading books about how to use such tactics. Moreover, we find evidence that zero-

sum beliefs about social hierarchies causally increase the preference for dominance-oriented, but not

prestige-oriented, strategies for gaining rank, and that both objective factors in the organizational envi-

ronment and people’s subjective interpretations of these environments can trigger this effect. We discuss

implications for the intragroup and intergroup dynamics of attaining and retaining high social rank.
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The desire for status is believed to be universal across cultures,

countries, and continents (Anderson et al., 2015). Those consid-

ered high in social rank—including related but distinct concepts as

power (i.e., controlling resource allocation; Keltner et al., 2003;

Magee & Galinsky, 2008), social status (i.e., receiving others’

respect and admiration; Cheng et al., 2013; McClanahan et al.,

2021), and socioeconomic status (i.e., attaining economic, educa-

tional, and occupational outcomes; Baker, 2014; Kraus & Ste-

phens, 2012)—generally enjoy greater physical and mental

wellbeing (Alami et al., 2020; Anderson et al., 2012). In this arti-

cle, we examine how people pursue such social rank,1 focusing on

strategic preferences for attaining social influence independent of

formal access to resources and/or positions of power (de Waal-

Andrews et al., 2015; Henrich & Gil-White, 2001; Maner, 2017;

McClanahan et al., 2021).

According to the dual-strategies theory, two primary pathways

lead to high social rank, each involving different personal and

social costs (Cheng et al., 2013; Henrich & Gil-White, 2001; Man-

dalaywala, 2022; Maner, 2017). On the one hand, people can

achieve social influence using coercive, dominance-oriented tac-

tics grounded in aggression and intimidation, attempting to force

others’ submissiveness through threats, manipulation, and authori-

tarian behavior. Although this approach can be effective for gain-

ing social rank (McClanahan et al., 2021), it often comes at the

expense of others’ deference and social acceptance (Cheng et al.,

2013), and may even breed resentment and opposition from those

subjected to threats and coercion (Cheng, 2020; Kakkar et al.,

2020). And, although dominant leaders can increase group compli-

ance by punishing defection (Chen et al., 2021) and people seek

out such leaders during times of conflict and uncertainty (Kakkar

& Sivanathan, 2017; Laustsen & Petersen, 2017; Petersen &

Laustsen, 2020), leaders who assert their rank through dominance

often harm their groups by prioritizing personal goals over group

goals, treating others as a threat, jeopardizing group cohesion, and

ultimately undermining group success (Case & Maner, 2014;
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1
In line with existing literature, we use the term “social rank” to refer to

social standing that engenders influence, which, as we demonstrate in this
article, can be construed as either zero-sum (signifying an ordinal ranking
such that no two individuals can occupy the same rank) or non–zero-sum
(signifying a standing in a hierarchy in which multiple individuals can
occupy a single rank). For clarity, our research materials refer to the
general term “status.”
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Maner & Mead, 2010; Rizio & Skali, 2020; Van Vugt et al.,

2004).

On the other hand, social influence can be gained through non-

coercive, prestige-oriented tactics that are grounded in others’ vol-

untary deference and admiration in response to one’s competencies

and instrumental value (Henrich & Gil-White, 2001). For instance,

people rise in rank by supporting others, exhibiting their expertise,

and giving valuable advice which, when done effectively, can help

them fulfill basic psychological needs (Cheng et al., 2013; Dweck,

2017; Inesi et al., 2011), promote group interests over personal

interests (Case & Maner, 2014), and improve their personal and

group outcomes (Henrich et al., 2015; Price & Van Vugt, 2014).

Although prestige-oriented people can be hypervigilant toward cues

of social acceptance (Case et al., 2021) and sometimes prioritize

popularity over performance (Case et al., 2018), benefiting others to

gain prestige is a much better predictor of social rank than inflicting

costs on them to gain dominance (Durkee et al., 2020; McClanahan

et al., 2021). Indeed, the fact that people fail to rise in rank when

they do not balance their dominance with conciliatory behavior

(Anderson et al., 2020) helps explain why dominant people also

tend to engage in various complaisant tactics to gain social rank

(Ketterman & Maner, 2021).

Given the costs of a dominance approach to social rank, why

would anyone choose such tactics? More generally, what leads

people to choose one strategy of attaining rank over another?

Although research has focused on the correlates and consequen-

ces of the two approaches to social rank, little is known about

what leads people to use dominance strategies, prestige strategies,

or some combination of both. Rather, research has mainly exam-

ined the conditions that affect people’s willingness to accept domi-

nant leaders (Anderson & Kilduff, 2009; Halevy, Chou, et al.,

2012; Sprong et al., 2019) or the correlations between dominant

behaviors and personality traits (Anderson et al., 2020; Cheng

et al., 2010; Lange et al., 2019), biological features (Cheng et al.,

2018; Johnson et al., 2007; Lukaszewski et al., 2016), life histories

(Maner & Hasty, 2022), or nonverbal signaling (Witkower et al.,

2020). This gap in the literature has led a prominent review to call

for research on “the factors that cause people to prioritize one

strategy over the other” (Maner, 2017). We tackle this issue by

examining one such decisive factor in shaping people’s preference

for dominance versus prestige. We propose that how people pur-

sue social rank stems from their belief about the nature of social

hierarchies. Specifically, we suggest that whether people view

hierarchies as zero-sum determines their willingness to use domi-

nance-oriented strategies for attaining high social rank.

Zero-Sum Beliefs About Social Hierarchies

People often view tangible and intangible resources as zero-

sum, perceiving one’s gains as inevitably coming at others’

expense (Johnson et al., 2022; Meegan, 2010). For example, peo-

ple believe that wealthy individuals become rich at the expense of

worse-off others (Davidai & Ongis, 2019; Ongis & Davidai, 2021;

Ró_zycka-Tran et al., 2015; Sirola & Pitesa, 2017), that minority

group members advance at the expense of the majority group

(Bobo & Hutchings, 1996; Brown & Jacoby-Senghor, 2021; Esses

et al., 1998; Kimmel, 2013; Norton & Sommers, 2011; Smithson

et al., 2015), and that other countries and political parties gain at

their own country’s and party’s expense (Andrews Fearon et al.,

2021; Boyer & Petersen, 2017; Johnson, 2018; Roberts & Davidai,

2021).

Zero-sum beliefs can have important interpersonal and societal

consequences. For instance, viewing immigration as zero-sum

(i.e., that immigrants harm the economic prospects of native-born

residents) reduces support for immigrant-empowering policies

(Esses et al., 1998) and viewing gender relations as zero-sum

reduces support for gender-equity policies (Kuchynka et al.,

2018). In contrast, viewing issues such as racial relations as non–

zero-sum (i.e., that minorities do not benefit at the majority’s

expense) increases support for policies that address racial inequal-

ity (Stefaniak et al., 2020). In general, the more people view a sit-

uation as zero-sum, the more they try to stifle others’ progress and

the less they wish to offer help or support (Chernyak-Hai & Davi-

dai, 2022; Esses et al., 2001; McGhee, 2021; Wilkins et al., 2015).

We propose that zero-sum beliefs about hierarchies affect how

people pursue high social rank. Zero-sum games (where the gains

and losses of all parties sum to zero) create incompatible interests

for different players and are thus considered pure conflict games

(Schelling, 1958; von Neuman & Morgenstern, 1944). Because

game theory assumes that players adapt their behaviors to the

types of games they are playing, cooperation in such games is sus-

pect and dominance and coercion are considered the best route to

success (Nash, 1951). In contrast, non–zero-sum games (where

joint outcomes can be positive- or negative-sum) create compati-

ble interests and therefore require coordination and cooperation.

Consequently, people adopt more aggressive strategies when play-

ing zero-sum rather than non–zero-sum games (Zizzo & Tan,

2011).

Yet, whether people perceive a situation as zero-sum can be as

important as whether it is indeed the case. Following a psychologi-

cal tradition that emphasizes the importance of the meaning people

assign to social situations (Asch, 1948; Davidai et al., 2012; Grif-

fin & Ross, 1991; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980), we suggest that sub-

jective beliefs about hierarchies affect how people pursue social

rank. Just as merely framing a social coordination game as com-

munal or competitive influences behavior in it (Liberman et al.,

2004), we suggest that viewing social hierarchies as zero-sum

influences how people navigate them. Similar to their influence on

greed (Jiang et al., 2020) and economic decisions (Andrews

Fearon et al., 2021), we predict that zero-sum beliefs will influence

how people try to rise in rank. Specifically, we argue that zero-

sum beliefs about social hierarchies lead people to pursue social

rank in more dominance-oriented (but not more prestige-oriented)

ways. Because social hierarchies can be seen as either zero-sum

(i.e., one person’s elevated rank is offset by others’ lower rank) or

non–zero-sum (i.e., multiple people can attain elevated rank with-

out undermining each other), beliefs about the nature of social

hierarchies may influence which behavioral strategy people will

deem most promising. Thus, we predict that subjective perceptions

of social hierarchies as zero-sum lead people to approach them in

more dominance-oriented ways.

Notice, however, that seeing situations as zero-sum is not the

same as seeing them as competitive. Competitions can be either

zero-sum (i.e., attempting to outdo others) or non–zero-sum (i.e.,

attempting to outdo certain benchmarks), such as when marathon

runners compete against each other for the fastest running-time as

well as for running times under certain official standards. From the

Latin for “striving for [something] in the company of another,” the
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origin of the word competition contains both zero-sum and non–

zero-sum forms of competition (Hoad, 1996). Similarly, hierar-

chies can involve both zero-sum competitions, in which people

strive for a rank that is higher than others, and non–zero-sum com-

petitions, in which people strive for a rank that is higher than a

certain level or criteria (e.g., level of compensation or promi-

nence). In the same way, although dispositional competitiveness—

an individual difference in the drive for performance or success—

can sometimes refer to a desire to outdo others, it can also refer to

a substantially different “desire for excellence, obtaining a goal,

bringing out the best one can do, mastering the task, and develop-

ing oneself” (Orosz et al., 2018, p. 2). For instance, one might

behave competitively by working nights and weekends and tak-

ing-on additional responsibilities—striving for personal and organ-

izational success without considering their colleagues as rivals and

without trying to outdo them or acting in forceful or aggressive

manners. Thus, we predict that zero-sum beliefs about social hier-

archies affect the pursuit of dominance beyond any effect of

competitiveness.

At the same time, a high dominance orientation does not pre-

clude the possibility of pursuing social rank through both domi-

nance and prestige. Though prestige-oriented people prefer

complaisant strategies and avoid coercive tactics, dominance-

oriented people readily use both tactics to pursue social rank

(Anderson et al., 2015, 2020; Durkee et al., 2020; Ketterman &

Maner, 2021). Consequently, we predict that zero-sum beliefs

about hierarchies will lead to a dominance orientation, but will be

unrelated to a prestige orientation, toward social rank. Whereas

high zero-sum beliefs may increase people’s preference for both

complaisant and coercive tactics (i.e., dominance orientation), low

zero-sum beliefs may lead people to prefer only complaisant tac-

tics (i.e., a prestige orientation).

Zero-Sum Beliefs and Perceived Normative Behaviors

Why does seeing social hierarchies as zero-sum influence how

people pursue social rank? We suggest that zero-sum beliefs affect

the pursuit of social rank by shaping people’s expectations of how

others will try to gain rank, fostering a view of dominance behav-

iors as normative and, as a result, leading people to engage in

them.

Zero-sum situations inversely link people’s outcomes to each

other, requiring them to gain by directly or indirectly harming

others. It is therefore unsurprising that zero-sum beliefs are associ-

ated with negative interpersonal expectations such as reduced trust

(Ró _zycka-Tran et al., 2015), a tendency to attribute hostile inten-

tions to others’ behaviors (Andrews Fearon et al., 2021), and gen-

eral cynicism about society (Zaki et al., 2021). Because gaining

rank in a (seemingly) zero-sum hierarchy requires diminishing

others’ rank, people who view social hierarchies as zero-sum may

expect others to follow a similar logic. In other words, people who

see hierarchies as zero-sum may reasonably believe that self-

interested others must pull them down to gain higher rank. Thus,

given the widespread (yet misguided) assumption that most peo-

ple are motivated by narrow self-interest (e.g., Critcher & Dun-

ning, 2011; Gardner & Ryan, 2020; Miller, 1999; Tsay et al.,

2011; Wice & Davidai, 2021), people who see hierarchies as

zero-sum may overestimate other people’s willingness to engage

in aggressive tactics to make their way up the hierarchy.

Moreover, since people often overestimate their and others’

chances of moving up various hierarchies (e.g., Davidai & Gilo-

vich, 2015), they may attempt to assert their dominance in

defense of others’ perceived upward trajectory. Regardless of

whether a hierarchy is objectively zero-sum, subjectively seeing

it as such may lead people to use dominance to pursue social

rank because they expect others will do the same.

Because self-interest in zero-sum situations requires dominating

over others, and because people typically believe that others are

motivated by such narrow self-interest, we predict that the belief

that social hierarchies are zero-sum would lead people to expect

others to assert their dominance in the hierarchy. Given this expec-

tation, people may assert their own dominance in anticipation of

others’ assumed attempts at doing so. Stated differently, people

who view social hierarchies as zero-sum may expect most others

to try and gain at their expense. As a result, expecting dominance,

aggression, and hostility to be the normative courses of action,

people may choose to engage in similarly dominant tactics as a

defense against others’ expected behaviors and as a preemptive

attempt to outdo them.

This prediction assumes that behaviors are, at least partially,

informed by expectations of others’ behavior. In fact, regardless of

whether their beliefs about others are correct, people’s behaviors

are commonly influenced by how they believe others typically act

(Cialdini & Trost, 1998) and according to how they believe others

expect them to act (Ajzen, 1991; Ratner & Miller, 2001). For

instance, when people expect others to behave unethically, they

preemptively behave unethically themselves (Epley et al., 2006;

Kelley & Stahelski, 1970; Mason et al., 2018; Steinel & De Dreu,

2004). Similarly, seeing negotiations as zero-sum (“the fixed-pie

bias”) is associated with the belief that aggression is the most opti-

mal course of action in dyadic conflicts (Halevy, Chou, & Mur-

nighan, 2012) which, as a result, increases how much conflict

people actually experience in their relationships (Halevy & Phil-

lips, 2015). Indeed, a recent study of the prevalence of the two dif-

ferent strategies among a cohort of MBA students found that when

the use of dominance is seen as normative it is often rewarded

with higher rank (McClanahan et al., 2021). Thus, we suggest that

one important path through which zero-sum beliefs promote domi-

nance strategies is by fostering a belief that such behaviors are

common and normative, leading people to view others as prone to

dominance and therefore motivating them to pursue social rank in

a manner that fits these expectations.

Of course, the influence of zero-sum beliefs on expectations of

what counts as normative behavior and the pursuit of social rank

has important implications. As reflected in countless articles,

books, and self-improvement seminars, people are eager to

improve their personal and professional social rank. Yet, advice

about doing so comes in many contradictory forms. For instance,

two of the most influential best-sellers of this genre—The Art of

War and How to Win Friends and Influence People—suggest

vastly different paths to social rank that focus on either establish-

ing dominance over others or establishing positive relationships

with them. We argue that assumptions about the nature of hierar-

chies as either zero-sum or non–zero-sum may influence people’s

receptiveness to these various forms of advice, emphasizing the

need for understanding whether and how seeing hierarchies as

zero-sum affects people’s strategic preferences.

ZERO-SUM BELIEFS ABOUT SOCIAL HIERARCHIES 3
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Thus, integrating insights from game theory, zero-sum beliefs,

status, and social rank literatures, we suggest that viewing social

hierarchies as zero-sum motivates more dominance-oriented (but

not necessarily more prestige-oriented) strategies in the pursuit of

social rank. We predict that zero-sum beliefs about hierarchies

increase people’s expectations that others will use aggressive and

fear-based tactics for attainting social rank and, as a result, moti-

vate them to preemptively do the same. Consequently, beliefs

about the nature of social hierarchies as zero-sum or non–zero-

sum determine how people navigate them using dominance and

prestige-oriented strategies.

Overview of the Present Research

Across ten studies (including a high-powered, preregistered

replication), we examine whether and how zero-sum beliefs

about social hierarchies affect how people navigate them. Stud-

ies 1A–1C examine whether viewing hierarchies as zero-sum

predicts a dominance, but not prestige, orientation to social rank

and whether this is true even when controlling for differences in

extraversion, assertiveness, narcissism, and competitiveness. In

addition, because people’s preference for (but not attainment of)

dominance and prestige are correlated (Cassidy & Lynn, 1989;

Maner & Mead, 2010), we follow best practices in the literature

and account for this general, underlying desire for social rank by

controlling for the shared variance of the two strategies. Study 2

examines whether zero-sum beliefs predict a preference for dom-

inance independent of participants’ own definitions of status

(i.e., whether they personally define high social rank in terms of

power, influence, respect, and so forth). Study 3 examines

whether, in addition to cultivating a preference for dominance,

zero-sum beliefs lead people to seek advice on how to achieve it,

thus reinforcing their dominance-orientation. Studies 4, 5A, and

5B examine whether zero-sum beliefs causally influence the pur-

suit of social rank, such that increasing people’s zero-sum beliefs

boosts their willingness to use dominance, but not prestige, strat-

egies. Finally, Study 6 examines whether the effect of zero-sum

beliefs on dominance is attributable to people’s beliefs about

others’ normative behaviors in the pursuit of social rank.

For all studies, we report a power analysis and all conditions

and exclusion criteria. Sample sizes were determined in advance

and analyses were conducted after data collection was complete.

These studies were approved by the second author’s Institutional

Review Board (Protocol number: IRB-AAAS6914). All materials

and data can be accessed via the Open Science Framework:

https://osf.io/28z7j/?view_only=5de1eb40dbf748fb9678f026586

40e34.

Studies 1A–1C

We began by examining whether seeing social hierarchies as

zero-sum predicts people’s preference for dominance-oriented (but

not prestige-oriented) strategies to rise in social rank. In addition,

we examine whether this effect of zero-sum beliefs offers explana-

tory power even when controlling for trait-level extraversion, and

narcissism (which are associated with dominance; Anderson et al.,

2020) in Study 1A and for trait-level competitiveness in Study 1B.

Finally, Study 1C is a high-powered preregistered replication of

our effect. In all studies, we predicted that participants who view

one person’s social rank as coming at others’ expense would be

more willing to use aggressive, fear-based tactics for attainting it.

Study 1A

Method

Participants

One hundred ninety-nine U.S. residents, recruited from Ama-

zon’s Mechanical Turk, completed Study 1A (Mage = 38.13, SD =

11.03; 64.3% female, 35.7% male; 63.8% White, 21.1% Black,

6.0% Latino/Hispanic American, 5.5% East Asian, 1.5% multira-

cial, 2% other). Three hundred fifty-seven fully-employed U.S.

residents recruited from CloudResearch completed Study 1B. We

excluded 28 participants who failed an attention check, resulting

in a sample of 329 participants (Mage = 40.17, SD = 11.53; 66%

female, 34% male; 68.5% White, 13.1% Black, 10.7% Latino/His-

panic American, 2.9% East Asian, 2.9% South Asian, ,1% Indig-

enous/Native American, 1.1% Other). Finally, 362 fully employed

U.S. residents recruited from CloudResearch completed Study 1C.

We excluded 78 participants who failed two attention checks

(see preregistration: https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=kk3bk3),

resulting in a sample of 283 participants (Mage = 44.51, SD =

16.5; 35% female, 65% male, ,1% other; 77.7% White, 6.7%

Black; 6.3% East Asian; 3.2% Latino/Hispanic American; 2.5%

South Asian, 3.5% other). These samples allow detection of

small-to-medium effects (Study 1A: d = .38 at 80% power and

.46 at 90% power; Study 1B: d = .30 at 80% power and .36 at

90% power; Study 1C: d = .32 at 80% power and .38 at 90%

power) in multiple regression analyses with five predictors,

including one hypothesized predictor and four control variables.

Procedure and Material

First, participants reported their zero-sum beliefs about social

hierarchies. Next, they completed the key dependent and control

variables in randomized order. Finally, participants indicated their

age, gender, ethnicity, income, and education.2

Zero-Sum Beliefs. Participants reported whether they view

social hierarchies as zero-sum by indicating their level of agree-

ment with nine statements, including positively-keyed statements

(e.g., When status for one person is increasing it means that status

for another person is decreasing) and reverse-key statements (e.g.,

When one person gains in status, it does not mean that someone

else is losing status; 1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree;

a = .86, x = .88; Appendix A).

Prestige and Dominance Strategies. We measured strategies

for pursuing social rank using a 17-item scale adapted from the

Prestige and Dominance Scale to measure strategic preferences for

trying to attain higher rank rather than rank that has already been

attained (Original scale: Cheng et al., 2010; Adapted scale: Lange

et al., 2019). Participants indicated how much they seek social

rank using prestige (e.g., I try to get members of my group to

2
Study 1A included two additional exploratory measures: Whether

participants see social hierarchies as ladders or pyramids (Yu et al., 2019)
and an open-ended question about their definition of status. In addition,
Studies 1A and 1C measured malicious and benign envy (see online
supplemental materials).
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respect and admire me) and dominance (e.g., I am willing to use

aggressive tactics to get my way; 1 = Strongly disagree, 7 =

Strongly agree; Prestige: a = .75, x = .74; Dominance: a = .83,

x = .86; Appendix B).

Control Variables.

Narcissism (Study 1A). We measured trait-level narcissism

with the Leadership/Authority and Entitlement/Exploitativeness

subscales (four items each) of the Narcissistic Personality Inven-

tory (Gentile et al., 2013; 1 = Strongly disagree to 7 = Strongly

agree; Leadership/Authority: a = .91, x = .91; Entitlement/Exploi-

tativeness: a = .86, x = .87).

Extraversion (Study 1A). We measured trait-level extraver-

sion with the three-item BFI-2 measure (e.g., I see myself as some-

one who is dominant, acts as a leader; Soto & John, 2017; 1 =

Strongly disagree to 7 = Strongly agree; a = .51, x = .61).

Competitiveness (Study 1B). We measured trait-level compet-

itiveness with the 12-item Multidimensional Competitive Orienta-

tion Inventory, which examines Hyper-Competitiveness (e.g., The

most important thing is winning, no matter what; a = .85, x =

.85), Self-developmental Competitiveness (e.g., I enjoy competi-

tion as it allows me to discover my abilities; a = .82, x = .82),

Lack of Interest in Competition (e.g., I don’t care about competi-

tions; a = .67, x = .67), and Anxiety-driven Competition Avoid-

ance (e.g., I feel pressured in competitive situations; a = .78, x =

.79) (Orosz et al., 2018; 1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly

agree).

Results

We hypothesized that viewing social hierarchies as zero-sum

would predict a preference for dominance (but not prestige) strat-

egies for attainment of social rank. Indeed, we found a strong posi-

tive relationship in all three studies between zero-sum beliefs and

the willingness to pursue social rank using dominance-oriented

strategies (Study 1A: r[197] = .47, 95% CI [.37, .57], p , .001;

Study 1B: r[328] = .45, 95% CI [.35, .55], p , .001; Study 1C

r[280] = .43, 95% CI [.33, .52], p , .001). In contrast, zero-sum

beliefs were only weakly and not significantly related to prestige

in Study 1A, r(197) = .12, p = .10, 95% CI [�.02, .25], and Study

1B, r(328) = .02, 95% CI [�.06, .10], p = .62, and marginally sig-

nificant in Study 1C, r(280) = .12, 95% CI [.00, .23], p = .05 (see

Tables S1 and S2 in the online supplemental materials for correla-

tion tables).

Next, we examined the robustness of these relationships by

accounting for the shared variance between prestige and domi-

nance in the pursuit of social rank. To do so, we ran two multi-

ple-regression analyses predicting each approach from

participants’ zero-sum beliefs and their willingness to use the

alternative strategy. As hypothesized, viewing social hierar-

chies as zero-sum uniquely predicted a dominance-orientation

toward it when controlling for the willingness to also use pres-

tige strategies (Study 1A: b = .44, 95% CI [.32, .56]; p , .001,

Study 1B: b = .41, 95% CI [.32, .51], p , .001; Study 1C: b =

.40, 95% CI [.29, .50], p , .001). In contrast, zero-sum beliefs

did not predict prestige when controlling for its shared variance

with dominance (Study 1A: b = �.04, p = .59, 95% CI [�.19,

.11]; Study 1B: b = �.07, 95% CI [�.15, .26], p = .21; Study

1C: b = �.04, 95% CI [�.16, .08], p = .52). Moreover, zero-sum

beliefs about hierarchies predicted a dominance-orientation even

when controlling in Study 1A for trait-extraversion, age, sex,

and education (b = .39, 95% CI [.27, .50], p , .001; Table S2

in the online supplemental materials), as well as when control-

ling for narcissism (p , .001; although its high correlation with

a dominance-orientation limits the interpretation of the regres-

sion coefficients) and when controlling for various facets of

trait-competitiveness in Study 1B (b = .14, 95% CI [.05, .24],

p = .002).

Finally, we ran a linear mixed-effect regression analysis to

examine the interaction between zero-sum beliefs and type of

strategy (Dominance vs. Prestige) on participants’ willingness to

enact that strategy. To do so, we reshaped the data from “wide” to

“long,” which creates a categorical variable (i.e., column) for

“strategy type” with two levels (dominance or prestige) that corre-

spond to the two ratings (i.e., rows) for each participant as a

within-person repeated measure. We then predicted participants’

willingness to pursue social rank from their zero-sum beliefs, the

type of strategy (dominance or prestige), and the interaction of the

two while including participant ID as a random effect to account

for within-participant dependence. These analyses revealed, in all

three studies, a significant interaction (Study 1A: b = .42, p ,

.001, 95% CI [.27, .56]; Study 1B: b = .43 p , .001, 95% CI [.31,

.54]; Study 1C (b = .33, 95% CI [.23, .43], p , .001), suggesting

that zero-sum beliefs increase dominance-oriented, but not pres-

tige-oriented, strategies (see Figure 1). Thus, three different stud-

ies found robust and consistent evidence that zero-sum beliefs

predict people’s willingness to pursue social rank by using aggres-

sive and fear-based tactics, but not by gaining others’ respect and

admiration.

Study 2

The more participants believed that social rank can only be

acquired at others’ expense, the more they were willing to use

dominance to get ahead. There are two distinct, but not mutually

exclusive, ways in which zero-sum beliefs may impact this pref-

erence for dominance. On the one hand, people’s notions of sta-

tus—what comes to mind when they think about “status”—may

vary based on their zero-sum beliefs, leading them to pursue it

using dominance tactics. For instance, people who view status as

zero-sum may be more likely to equate high social rank as hav-

ing power over others (rather than having others’ respect and ad-

miration) and, as a result, may feel more motivated to pursue

high rank using dominance.3 On the other hand, it is possible

that zero-sum beliefs shape how people approach the pursuit of

social rank regardless of how they construe it. That is, regardless

of their personal definitions of status (whether they conceive it

more in terms of power, respect, influence, and so forth), zero-

sum beliefs may motivate people to seek high rank through dom-

inance rather than prestige. We investigate this in Study 2, by

examining whether zero-sum beliefs impact people’s definition

of social rank as well as whether zero-sum beliefs impact the

strategies that people use to pursue social rank beyond their per-

sonal definitions of it.

3
We thank Sam Johnson for this interesting hypothesis.
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Method

Participants

Six hundred four U.S. residents were recruited from Prolific Aca-

demic. We excluded 13 participants who failed an attention check or

didn’t complete the study, resulting in a sample of 591 participants

(Mage = 37.12, SD = 11.26; 51.4% female, 46.9% male; 71.4%White,

3.7% Black, 5.8% Latino/Hispanic American, 6.9% East Asian, 4.4%

South Asian, 6.4% multiracial, ,1% Indigenous/Native American,

,1% Middle Eastern/Arab, ,1% other). This sample allows detec-

tion of small-to-medium effects (d = .29 at 80% power and .34 at 90%

power) in multiple regression analyses with five predictors, including

one hypothesized predictor and four control variables.

Material and Procedure

After reporting their zero-sum beliefs about hierarchies and

their willingness to pursue social rank through dominance and

prestige, participants indicated how they personally define having

high social rank. Finally, participants reported their age, gender,

ethnicity, income, and education.

Zero-Sum Beliefs. Using the nine-item measure from Studies

1A-1C, participants indicated the extent to which they view social

hierarchies as zero-sum (a = .92, x = .92).

Prestige and Dominance Strategies. As before, participants

indicated their willingness to pursue social rank through prestige

and dominance using the adapted 17-item Prestige and Dominance

Scale (Prestige: a = .77, x = .73; Dominance: a = .87, x = .88).

Personal Definition of Status. Participants were asked to

consider the “many different ways that people think about the con-

cept of ‘status.’” They were then presented with several common

definitions of status (drawn from participants’ open-ended

responses in Studies 1A and 1C; see online supplemental

materials), and were asked to select the definition that most closely

reflects how they think about it: status as power (having a lot of

Figure 1

The Interaction Between Zero-Sum Beliefs About Social Hierarchies and Strategy (Dominance Versus Prestige) for Attaining High

Rank

Note. Gray shaded area indicates 95% CI. See the online article for the color version of this figure.
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power over others), status as ordinal position (having a high

rank or position in a hierarchy), status as social influence (for

example, in decision-making), status as valued achievements (for

example, graduating from a prestigious school or having a pres-

tigious job), and status as respect (being respected and admired

by others).

Results

First, we examined whether seeing social hierarchies as zero-sum

predicts a willingness to pursue social rank through dominance (but

not prestige). Replicating Studies 1A-1C, we found a positive rela-

tionship between zero-sum beliefs and the preference for dominance

(b = .22, 95% CI [.14, .30], p , .001) but not prestige (b = �.03,

95% CI [�.11, .05]), p = .50). As before, two multiple-regression

analyses predicting each approach from participants’ zero-sum

beliefs while accounting for the shared variance between prestige

and dominance revealed that zero-sum beliefs about hierarchies

uniquely predicted a dominance-orientation when controlling for the

willingness to also use prestige-oriented strategies (b = .24, 95% CI

[.15, .30]; p , .001). In contrast, zero-sum beliefs negatively pre-

dicted prestige-oriented strategies when controlling for its shared

variance with dominance (b = �.08, 95% CI [�.16, .00], p = .043).

Finally, as in Studies 1A–1C, a linear mixed effect model revealed a

significant interaction between zero-sum beliefs and strategy (Domi-

nance vs. Prestige; b = .20, 95% CI [.13, .27], p, .001), suggesting

that zero-sum beliefs increased dominance-oriented, but not pres-

tige-oriented, strategies.

Next, we examined whether there was an association between

participants’ definitions of social rank and the extent to which they

viewed it as zero-sum. Indeed, an analysis of variance (ANOVA)

examining zero-sum beliefs as a product of participants’ defini-

tions was significant, F(4, 586) = 3.25, p = .012, finding that those

most prone to view status as zero-sum defined it as “having power

over others” (Table 1). In addition, relative to other definitions of

status, defining status in terms of power predicted a higher prefer-

ence for dominance (b = .46, 95% CI [.06, .86], p , .025). Thus,

zero-sum beliefs may not only predict how participants approach

the pursuit of social rank but may also predict how they define it

in the first place.4

Finally, we examined whether zero-sum beliefs impacted

dominance tactics above and beyond participants’ personal def-

inition of status (Figure 2). A multiple regression analysis

revealed a significant positive relationship between zero-sum

beliefs and dominance even when controlling for participants’

own definitions of status (b = .23, 95% CI [.15, .31], p , .001).

Regardless of whether they construed high social rank as hav-

ing power, respect, admiration, or any other definition, partici-

pants who viewed hierarchies as zero-sum exhibited a

preference for dominance, but not prestige, in their pursuit of

such high rank.

Study 3

Four studies found a robust, positive relationship between zero-

sum beliefs and participants’ willingness to use dominance tactics.

Study 3 examines the relationship between zero-sum beliefs about

social hierarchies and the advice people seek when navigating

them.

Leafing through any bookstore’s business and self-help sec-

tions quickly reveals an abundance of advice on how to achieve

higher status. The $11 billion self-help industry promises con-

sumers myriad ways to increase their personal and professional

influence. Yet, it is unclear what leads people to invest their

time and money in one approach over another. Thus, we exam-

ined whether zero-sum beliefs about hierarchies predict interest

in books that encourage readers to use dominance tactics (for

example, Robert Greene’s The 48 Laws of Power) versus pres-

tige tactics (for example, Adam Grant’s Give and Take: Why

Helping Others Drives Our Success). In addition to cultivating a

preference for dominance, we predicted that seeing social hier-

archies as zero-sum would reinforce participants’ existing pref-

erences by leading them to further learn about how to use such

tactics.

Method

Participants

Two hundred two U.S. residents were recruited from Amazon’s

Mechanical Turk to participate in the study (Mage = 36.78, SD =

10.04; 40% female, 59% male, 1% nonbinary; 66.8% White,

15.3% Black; 8.4% East Asian; 4% Latino/Hispanic American;

3% multiracial; 2.5% other), allowing detection of effects as small

as d = .40 at 80% power and .46 at 90% power in multiple linear

regression analyses with one predicted variable and one control

variable.

Material and Procedure

Participants completed the same measure of zero-sum beliefs

about social hierarchies from Studies 1A–1C. They then imag-

ined being at a bookstore and saw 12 book covers, each accom-

panied by a short description of the book’s content. Six of these

books were selected to invoke a dominance-oriented approach to

social rank (for example, The Art of Being Ruthless, Machiavelli

Mindset, and The 48 Laws of Power), advising readers on how to

“use manipulation to get things that are desired in life,” “crush

your enemy totally,” and for “gaining, observing, or defending

against ultimate control.” The remaining six books were selected

to invoke a prestige-oriented approach to social rank (for exam-

ple, Leaders Eat Last, Taking People With You, and Give and

Take), including advice on how to lead with “respect, honesty,

love, and spirituality” and inspire others “to give back to the

community.”

After reading each book’s description, participants indicated

what kind of strategies they expected the book to endorse by

rating how likely it would be to teach them three dominance

strategies (for example, How to intimidate others and make

them afraid of you) and three prestige strategies (for example,

How to earn the respect of others and gain recognition for ex-

pertise or abilities) (1 = This book is very unlikely to teach this

strategy; 5 = This book is very likely to teach this strategy).

Reliability (x) for each book’s dominance ratings ranged from

4
Of course, given the study’s correlational nature, it is also possible that

people’s definition of social rank predicts both their zero-sum beliefs about
hierarchies and the way they approach its pursuit.
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.76 to .93 (mean x = .87) and for prestige ratings ranged from

.76 to .91 (mean x = .84).

Next, participants indicated their interest in each book by rating

its usefulness (In your opinion, how useful would this book be for

your life?; Not at all useful–Extremely useful), their desire to read

it (How likely would you be read this book?; Extremely unlikely–

Extremely likely), and their interest in purchasing it (If you saw

this book at a bookstore, how likely would you be to buy it?;

Extremely unlikely–Extremely likely; Prestige books: a = .98, x =

.98; Dominance books: a = .97, x = .97). They then selected the

five books they most wanted for themselves (Now, if you had to

pick five of these books for yourself, which books would you

pick?).

Finally, participants rated each book’s cover design (1 = I

strongly dislike it; 5 = I like it very much), indicated whether they

had read any of the books, and reported their age, gender, ethnic-

ity, income, and education.

Results

First, we examined what advice participants expected to read in

each book. Confirming our a priori categorizations, participants

expected to learn more dominance strategies (M = 4.13, SD = .61)

and fewer prestige strategies (M = 2.60, SD = .97) from the six

books selected to reflect a dominance approach than the six books

selected to reflect a prestige approach (Mdominance-rating = 1.94,

SD = 1.02; Mprestige-rating = 4.18, SD = .53; Wilcoxon signed rank

tests, ps , .001, rrb . .95; for all book ratings, see Table S3 in the

online supplemental materials).

Next, we examined whether viewing social hierarchies as zero-

sum predicted interest in each type of book. Participants who

viewed hierarchies as zero-sum were significantly more interested

in purchasing and reading books that promote dominance strat-

egies (b = .46, 95% CI [.34, .58], p , .001), and this was true

even when controlling for the shared variance of interest in the

prestige books (b = .33, 95% CI [.22, .44], p , .001) and for par-

ticipants’ age, sex, income, and judgment of book covers (Table

S4 in the online supplemental materials).5 In contrast, zero-sum

beliefs did not predict interest in prestige books when controlling

for its shared variance with dominance books (b = �.01, 95% CI

[�.12, .09], p = .83). Thus, the more participants viewed social

hierarchies as zero-sum, the more they expressed interest in books

about dominance.

We next examined whether seeing social hierarchies as zero-

sum predicted which books participants chose for themselves.

Although participants expressed overall more interest in prestige-

focused books, this was moderated by their zero-sum beliefs. A

generalized linear regression (quasi-Poisson) found that the more

participants viewed hierarchies as zero-sum, the more dominance

books, and the fewer prestige books, they chose for themselves

(IRR = 1.16, 95% CI [1.04,1.29], p = .007). Moreover, an analysis

based on participants’ own ratings of what they expected to learn

from each book rather than on our own categorizations of them

(i.e., the extent to which participants expected to receive domi-

nance advice from each of the books they chose, irrespective of

whether it was a priori categorized as focused on dominance or

prestige) reveals the same pattern.6 Participants with higher zero-

sum beliefs selected books that they expected to provide advice

about dominance (b = .40, 95% CI [.27, .53], p , .001) but not

prestige (b = �.07, 95% CI [�.21, .07], p = .32). Thus, in addition

to fostering a preference for dominance, viewing social hierarchies

as zero-sum predicted participants’ interest in learning about dom-

inance strategies in the pursuit of high social rank.

Table 1

Zero-Sum Beliefs About Social Rank by Participants’ Definitions of Status (Study 2)

Participants’ personal definitions of status

Measure
Achievement
(n = 101; 17%)

Influence
(n = 121; 20%)

Power
(n = 31; 5%)

Rank
(n = 142, 24%)

Respect
(n = 196; 33%)

Mean zero-sum beliefs 2.984 3.249 3.315 3.281 2.879
SD 1.183 1.145 1.313 1.368 1.179

Note. n represents the number of participants that selected each definition of status. % represents the proportion that selected this definition.

Figure 2

Effect of Zero-Sum Beliefs About Social Hierarchies on

Dominance Across Different Definitions of Status

5
Results are not meaningfully altered when excluding participants who

reported having read any of the books.
6
To calculate this measure, we summed participants’ expected

dominance and prestige ratings for each of the five books they selected for
themselves. These ratings could range from 5 (all selected books rated as
minimally related to dominance/prestige) to 25 (all selected books rated as
the most relevant to dominance/prestige).
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Studies 4A and 4B

Studies 1–3 reveal a consistent pattern, finding that zero-sum

beliefs about hierarchies predict a preference for dominance but

not prestige (Figure 3). Participants who view social hierarchies as

zero-sum were more willing to use dominance strategies in the

pursuit of social rank (Studies 1 and 2) and were more interested

in books that reinforce their dominance-oriented ways (Study 3).

Studies 4 and 4B examine the causal effect of zero-sum beliefs,

investigating whether they lead to a preference for dominance

strategies. Specifically, we manipulated zero-sum beliefs before

measuring participants’ interest in navigating social hierarchies in

dominance-oriented and prestige-oriented ways.

Study 4A

Method

Participants

Three hundred five U.S. residents employed full-time were

recruited from CloudResearch to participate in the study. We

excluded nine participants who failed an attention check, leaving a

sample of 296 participants (Mage = 38.45, SD = 11.9; 43% female,

55% male, 2% nonbinary/other; 67.2% White, 10.1% Black, 8.4%

East Asian, 5.4% Latino/Hispanic American, 8.8% Multiracial/

other). This sample allows detection of effects as small as d = .32

at 80% power and d = .38 at 90% power in a two-tailed independ-

ent samples t test, and f = .11 at 80% power and f = .12 at 90%

power in a 2x2 ANOVA with between-within design.

Material and Procedure

Participants rated their desire for social rank (How personally

important is it to you to attain high status in your organization?

1 = Not at all important; 5 = Extremely important) and were ran-

domly assigned to one of two conditions in which they watched

short, animated, tutorial-style educational videos about the nature

of social hierarchies (using the same narrator and style of

illustrations; Figure 4). In the zero-sum condition, the video

described social rank as a limited resource (such that one person’s

gains inevitably come at others’ expense) and encouraged partici-

pants to think of social hierarchies as ladders, in which only one

person can stand on any given rung. In the non–zero-sum condi-

tion, the video described social rank as something that does not

exist in a finite amount and encouraged participants to think of

hierarchies as wide staircases in which several people can simulta-

neously move up or down.

Participants then completed the same measure of zero-sum

beliefs from Studies 1–3. They were then asked to think about a

group or organization to which they personally belong and to indi-

cate their willingness to engage in various dominance (for exam-

ple, In the future I would like to use aggressive tactics to get my

way) and prestige (for example, In the future I would like to

inspire people to want to be like me) strategies to gain rank (1 =

Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree; Dominance: a = .93, x =

.93; Prestige: a = .92, x = .92). Finally, participants reported their

age, gender, ethnicity, income, and education.

Results

To begin, we examined whether the video affected the belief that

social hierarchies are zero-sum. Indeed, participants were signifi-

cantly more prone to view hierarchies as zero-sum in the zero-sum

condition (M = 5.02 SD = 1.51, n = 147) than the non–zero-sum

condition (M = 2.24, SD = 1.24, n = 150), t(281.7) = 17.27, d =

2.06, 95% CI [1.72,2.29], p, .001.

Next, we examined whether viewing social hierarchies as zero-

sum affected strategic preferences for pursuing high social rank.

We predicted that leading participants to view hierarchies as zero-

sum would increase their willingness to use dominance, but not

prestige, strategies when navigating them. Indeed, participants

were significantly more willing to use dominance strategies in the

zero-sum condition (M = 3.39, SD = 1.31) than the non–zero-sum

condition (M = 2.91, SD = 1.10, t(282.83) = 3.40, d = .40, 95% CI

[.17, .63], p , .001). In contrast, there was no difference between

conditions in willingness to use prestige strategies in the pursuit of

social rank (Mzero-sum = 5.43, SD = 1.05; Mnon–zero-sum = 5.30,

SD = 1.08), t(295.00) = 1.06, p = .30). Finally, a 2 3 2 mixed-

model ANOVA with condition (zero-sum vs. non–zero-sum) as a

between-participants factor and orientation (dominance vs. pres-

tige) as a within-participant factor revealed a significant interac-

tion, F(1, 294) = 5.28, x2 = .01, p = .02, suggesting that zero-sum

beliefs uniquely affected dominance, but not prestige. Thus, view-

ing social hierarchies as zero-sum encouraged participants to use

aggressive, fear-based tactics, but not more prestige-oriented strat-

egies, in pursuit of higher rank.

Study 4B

Study 4B replicates and builds on Study 4A in several important

ways. First, using a prescreen, we only recruited participants with

at least a minimal desire for high social rank. Second, we exam-

ined whether fostering zero-sum beliefs about status increases par-

ticipants’ competitiveness in addition to their preference for

dominance. Third, we slightly edited the manipulation videos,

removing any language which may have inadvertently alluded to

either dominance or prestige (Appendix C). Fourth, we edited the

Figure 3

Strength of Relationship Between Zero-Sum Beliefs About Social

Hierarchies and Dominance Versus Prestige

Note. Standardized regression weights and 95% confidence intervals

when both types of strategies are included simultaneously in the model to

account for shared variance. See the online article for the color version of

this figure.
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dependent variables to more directly refer to behavioral intentions

to use dominance or prestige strategies (e.g., I would try to make

some people afraid of me instead of I would like to make some

people afraid of me). Finally, to maximize power, we more than

doubled our sample size.

Method

Participants

Six hundred seventy U.S. residents (who, in a prescreen survey,

indicated that achieving high status was moderately important,

very important, or extremely important to them) were recruited

from Prolific (Mage = 34.24, SD = 11.21; 43.6% female, 55.5%

male, ,1% nonbinary/other; 61.9% White, 9.9% East Asian,

9.9% Black, 6.3%, 4.2% South Asian, 6.3% Latino/Hispanic

American, ,1% Indigenous/Native American, 7.9% Multiracial/

other). This sample allows detection of effects as small as d = .22

at 80% power and d = .25 at 90% power in a two-tailed independ-

ent samples t test, and f = .06 at 80% power and f = .07 at 90%

power in a 2x2 ANOVA in a between-within design.

Material and Procedure

First, we prescreened participants (How personally important is

it to you to attain high status?), only recruiting those with at least

minimal interest in social rank. Recruited participants followed the

same procedure as in Study 4A. However, after rating their inten-

tion to use dominance or prestige strategies to attain social rank,

participants also completed measures of competitiveness from the

Multidimensional Competitive Orientation Inventory (Orosz et al.,

2018): the three-item Lack of Interest toward Competition sub-

scale (e.g., “I do not care about competitions”) and the three-item

Self-developmental Competitive subscale (e.g., “Competitive sit-

uations allow me to bring the best out of myself”).

Results

As before, participants were significantly more prone to view

hierarchies as zero-sum in the zero-sum condition (M = 4.39, SD =

1.43, n = 336) than the non–zero-sum condition (M = 2.32, SD =

1.15, n = 334), t(638.7) = 20.66, d = 1.60, 95% CI [1.42,1.77],

p , .001. In contrast, watching a video depicting status as zero-

sum or non–zero-sum did not affect competitiveness (Mzero-sum =

4.89, SD = 1.41; Mnon–zero-sum = 4.83, SD = 1.38) or interest in

competitions (Mzero-sum = 3.67, SD = 1.49; Mnon–zero-sum = 3.75,

SD = 1.38), ds , .06, ps . .49. Thus, the manipulation uniquely

impacted zero-sum beliefs, not the general proclivity for

competitions.

Next, we examined whether viewing social hierarchies as zero-

sum affected strategic preferences for pursuing high social rank.

Replicating Study 4B, participants were significantly more willing

to use dominance strategies in the zero-sum condition (M = 3.23,

SD = 1.22) than the non–zero-sum condition (M = 2.96, SD =

1.10), t(661.89) = 2.98, d = .23, 95% CI [.08, .38], p = .003.

In contrast, there was no between-conditions difference in the

willingness to use prestige strategies (Mzero-sum = 5.59, SD = .87;

Mnon–zero-sum = 5.52, SD = .87), t(667.96) = .98, p = .328. A 2 3 2

mixed-model ANOVA with condition (zero-sum vs. non–zero-

sum) as a between-participants factor and orientation (dominance

vs. prestige) as a within-participant factor revealed a marginally

significant interaction F(1, 668) = 3.75, x2 = .002, p = .05. More-

over, controlling for an unexpected between-condition difference

in age and education revealed a significant Condition 3 Orienta-

tion interaction, F(1,666) = 4.03, x2 = .002, p = .035, suggesting

that the preference for dominance was amplified in the zero-sum

Figure 4

Sample Screenshots From Videos Used in Studies 4A and 4B

Note. Screenshots from the zero-sum condition are in the top two panels. Screenshots from the non–zero-sum

condition are in the two bottom panels. Animations created using VideoScribe software Version 3. See the

online article for the color version of this figure.
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condition. Thus, offering additional support for our hypothesis, we

found that manipulating zero-sum beliefs encouraged participants

to use aggressive tactics, but not more prestige-oriented strategies,

in pursuit of higher rank.

Studies 5A and 5B

Watching a video depicting hierarchies as zero-sum increased

participants’ willingness to pursue social rank through dominance,

but not prestige. However, although zero-sum beliefs may be influ-

enced by broad, persuasive arguments like those presented in the

videos, these beliefs do not exist in a vacuum. People’s subjective

beliefs about the nature of social hierarchies are likely to be

shaped by objective factors in their environments, including dis-

parities in resource allocation between different employees (Davi-

dai, 2021), organizational cues of impending losses (e.g., Sirola &

Pitesa, 2017), the leadership styles of their managers and supervi-

sors (Kakkar & Sivanathan, 2017), the salience of higher-income

others (Ongis & Davidai, 2021), the stakes involved in promotion

decisions (Roberts & Davidai, 2021), and so forth.

Studies 5A and 5B examine how organizational practices might

affect zero-sum beliefs and the preference for dominance. Drawing

on real-world business practices that create zero-sum reward struc-

tures (for example, “rank-and-yank” performance reviews used by

General Electric, Microsoft, and Amazon, in which performance is

evaluated relative to one’s immediate peers such that relatively

high-performers are rewarded and relatively low-performers are

reprimanded or fired regardless of their absolute performance;

Spicer, 2015), Study 5A examined whether an objective zero-sum

environment increases zero-sum beliefs about an organization and

thus increases the appeal of dominance. Next, using a more subtle

manipulation, Study 5B replicates and extends these results by

indirectly manipulating participants’ subjective zero-sum beliefs.

In both studies, we predicted that directly (Study 5A) or indirectly

(Study 5B) manipulating zero-sum beliefs about an organization

would increase interest in honing one’s dominance-oriented skills.

Study 5A

Method

Participants

Three hundred U.S. residents recruited from Amazon’s Me-

chanical Turk completed the study. We excluded three participants

who failed an attention check, leaving a sample of 297 participants

(Mage = 41.98, SD = 11.99; 42.1% female, 57.2% male, ,1% non-

binary/other; 75.8% White, 5.7% Black, 10.1% East Asian, 3.4%

Latino/Hispanic American, 2% South Asian, 1% Multiracial, 2.4%

Other). This sample allows detection of effects as small as d = .33

at 80% power and .38 at 90% power in a two-tailed independent

samples t test.

Material and Procedure

Participants imagined starting a new job and were randomly

assigned to one of two conditions. In the zero-sum condition,

they read that their new company uses an organizational review

procedure that evaluates employees relative to each other and

rewards those ranked highest, such that only a set number of

rewards are granted (i.e., zero-sum). In the non–zero-sum con-

dition, participants read that the company uses a procedure that

independently evaluates each employee and rewards any em-

ployee that outdoes a given criteria such that the number of

rewards to be granted is not predetermined or fixed (i.e., non–

zero-sum).

Next, participants rated, on six items, the extent to which suc-

cess in this specific company is zero-sum (e.g., “More good jobs

for some employees in this company means fewer good jobs for

other employees”; 1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree; a =

.92, x = .93; Appendix D). They then imagined shopping for

“books with advice about how to succeed at work.” Participants

were presented with eight books (four of which depicted mainly

dominance-oriented advice and four of which depicted mainly

prestige-oriented advice), chose the four books they would most

want to read to prepare for their new job, and ranked their selected

books in order of preference. Finally, participants completed an

attention check and reported their age, gender, ethnicity, educa-

tion, and income.

Results

First, we examined whether reading about an organization

where employees are evaluated relative to each other increased

zero-sum beliefs. Indeed, participants were more prone to view the

organization’s hierarchy as zero-sum in the zero-sum condition

(M = 5.56, SD = .97, n = 146) than the non–zero-sum condition

(M = 3.76, SD = 1.43, n = 151), t(264.75) = 12.71, d = 1.47, 95%

CI [1.21, 1.73], p , .001. Thus, participants’ zero-sum beliefs

about success in the organization were significantly impacted by

the zero-sum structure of the organization’s evaluation process.

Next, we examined whether fostering zero-sum beliefs

increased participants’ preference for books that focus on domi-

nance. For each participant, we created two measures of the prefer-

ence for dominance: (a) the number of dominance-focused books

they selected (ranging from 0–4) and (b) the strength of preference

for these books based on how they ranked dominance books

within their four books (ranging from 0–10).7

As predicted, participants picked significantly more dominance-

focused books in the zero-sum condition (M = 2.50, SD = 1.49) than

the non–zero-sum condition (M = 1.40, SD = 1.36), t(290.27) =

6.45, d = .75, 95% CI [.51, .98]. In addition, participants’ ranking of

their selected books revealed a stronger preference for dominance

books in the zero-sum condition (M = 6.12, SD = 3.92) than the

non–zero-sum condition (M = 3.44, SD = 3.57), t(290.37) = 6.14,

p, .001, d = .71, 95% CI [.48, .95] (Figure 5). Thus, reading about

an organization that ranks employees relative to each other fostered

zero-sum beliefs, leading participants to choose books on how to

use dominance to attain social rank. In contrast, reading about non–

zero-sum evaluations reduced zero-sum beliefs and weakened the

preference for dominance books.

7
To calculate the strength of participants’ preference for dominance, we

gave each selected dominance-oriented book a score inverse to its ranking
(i.e., a dominance-oriented book ranked number 1 was scored as 4, a
dominance-oriented book ranked number 2 was scored as 3, etc.), gave
each selected prestige-oriented book a score of 0, and summed the scores of
the four books. As a result, this measure could range from 0 (no
dominance-oriented books were selected) to 10 (only dominance-oriented
books were selected).
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Study 5B

Although subjective zero-beliefs are clearly shaped by objec-

tively zero-sum organizational practices, manipulating the evalua-

tion process in Study 5A may have impacted participants’

preference for dominance independent of their beliefs. In Study

5B we therefore replicate this result with a much subtler and indi-

rect manipulation of zero-sum beliefs. Because people are more

prone to zero-sum beliefs when facing potential losses (Sirola &

Pitesa, 2017), when feeling relative deprivation (Ongis & Davidai,

2021), and when experiencing psychological threat (Roberts &

Davidai, 2021), we manipulated zero-sum beliefs by having partic-

ipants contemplate their chances of losing (vs. gaining) rank in an

organization. Despite reading about the same objective environ-

ment, we predicted that participants would be more prone to sub-

jectively view the organization as zero-sum when contemplating

potential status loss (rather than status gain) and, consequently,

that they would exhibit a higher preference for dominance.

Method

Participants

Two hundred U.S. residents recruited from Amazon’s Mechani-

cal Turk completed the study. We excluded one participant who

failed an attention check, leaving a sample of 199 participants

(Mage = 41.65, SD = 11.10; 44.2% female, 55.8% male; 74.9%

White, 8.7% Black, 8.7% East Asian, 3.9% Latino/Hispanic

American, 1.9% South Asian, ,1% Middle Eastern/Arab, 1.5%

Other). This sample allows us to detect effects as small as d = .40

at 80% power and .46 at 90% power in a two-tailed independent

samples t test.

Material and Procedure

Participants imagined working at an organization that was

“going through a restructuring process” and were randomly

assigned to one of two conditions. In the gain status condition,

participants read that during the restructuring process employees

who warrant a higher status will be identified and moved up the

organizational ladder (i.e., promoted). In the maintain status con-

dition, they read that during this process employees who do not

warrant their current status will be moved down the ladder (i.e.,

demoted). Importantly, to control for perceived competition, par-

ticipants in both conditions were told that “there is going to be

fierce competition for who gets to [move up/keep their current

position] in the organization, especially since it’s unclear how

many people will be [promoted/demoted].”

Next, participants completed the same zero-sum measure from

Study 5A (a = .89, x = .90). They then completed the measure

that asked them to pick the five books they would most want to

read to prepare for the coming changes at their job and rank their

selected books from their top choice to their least preferred choice.

Finally, participants completed an attention check and reported

their age, gender, ethnicity, education, and income.

Results

First, we examined whether imagining a potential loss (vs. gain)

of status fostered higher zero-sum beliefs. As predicted, partici-

pants were more prone to view the organization as zero-sum in the

maintain status condition (M = 5.25, SD = 1.19, n = 99) than the

gain status condition (M = 4.34, SD = 1.14, n = 100), t(197) =

5.54, d = .79, 95% CI [.59,1.24], p , .001.

Next, we examined whether seeing the hierarchy as zero-sum

increased the preference for dominance-focused books. Indeed,

participants picked more dominance books in the maintain status

condition (M = 1.65, SD = 1.33) than the gain status condition

(M = 1.27, SD = 1.20), t(197) = 2.10, p = .037, d = .30, 95% CI

[.02, .73]. Similarly, their ranking of the books showed a prefer-

ence for dominance books in the maintain status condition (M =

4.07, SD = 3.59) than the gain status condition (M = 3.11, SD =

3.27), t(197) = 1.98, p = .05, d = .28, 95% CI [.00, .56].

Finally, we examined whether zero-sum beliefs statistically

mediated the effect of potential status loss (vs. gain) and the prefer-

ence for dominance. To do so, we ran 5,000 bootstrapped samples

in the PROCESS macro for SPSS, with condition (0 = Gain statuss,

1 = Maintain status) as the independent variable, number of domi-

nance books as the dependent variable, and zero-sum beliefs as the

mediator. As predicted, we found an indirect effect of condition on

book selection through zero-sum beliefs (indirect effect = .206,

SE = .091, 95% CI [.05, .41]; direct effect = .16, SE = .19, 95% CI

[�.20, .53]; total effect = .37, SE = .18, 95% CI [.02, .72]). An iden-

tical mediation analysis with participants’ rankings of the book as

the dependent variable yielded similar results (indirect effect = .56,

SE = .21, p = .008, 95% CI [.14,1.12]; direct effect = .40, SE = .51,

p = .43, 95% CI [�.68,1.47]; total effect = .96, SE = .48, p = .05,

95% CI [�.01,1.91]). While interpreting statistical mediation with

some caution, these results suggest that contemplating a potential

status loss led participants to view success in the organization as

zero-sum, which in turn promoted their interest in books on

dominance.

Study 6

Watching a video depicting social hierarchies as zero-sum

(Studies 4A and 4B), reading about an organization where

Figure 5

Preference for Dominance Books in the Zero-Sum and Non–

Zero-Sum Conditions

Note. Probability density plots, means (points), and standard deviations

(dotted lines), indicating the preference for dominance-oriented books in

the two experimental conditions (Study 5A). See the online article for the

color version of this figure.
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employees are evaluated in an objectively zero-sum manner

(Study 5A), and indirectly manipulating participants’ subjective

zero-sum beliefs about an organization (Study 5B) all increased

their preference for dominance. In Study 6, we examine a potential

underlying mechanism for this effect. Specifically, we examine

whether zero-sum beliefs lead people to view the normative

behavior in an organization as dominance-oriented and, as a result,

motivate them to pursue social rank in a way that fits these expect-

ations. People often act according to how they believe others

expect them to act, even when their perceptions of such norms are

biased or misguided (Ratner & Miller, 2001). For instance, when

they expect others to act in a competitive, deceptive, and dishonest

manner, people preemptively become more competitive, decep-

tive, and dishonest themselves (Caruso et al., 2006; Kelley & Sta-

helski, 1970; Mason et al., 2018; Pierce et al., 2013; Steinel & De

Dreu, 2004). Thus, to the extent that people who see hierarchies as

zero-sum expect self-interested others to assert their dominance in

the pursuit of high social rank, they may preemptively act in a sim-

ilar manner in anticipation of these assumed attempts. In Study 6,

we examined whether zero-sum beliefs increase dominance-

oriented behaviors in the pursuit of social rank by fostering a

belief that such behaviors are common and normative. We pre-

dicted that seeing hierarchies as zero-sum would lead participants

to view others as prone to dominance and therefore increase their

willingness to preemptively engage in such behaviors themselves.

Method

Participants

Three hundred twenty U.S. residents recruited from Amazon’s

Mechanical Turk completed the study. We excluded 23 partici-

pants who failed an attention check, leaving a sample of 297 par-

ticipants (Mage = 39.92, SD = 11.84; 49% female, 50% male,,1%

nonbinary/other; 74% White, 6% Black, 4% East Asian, 6% Lat-

ino/Hispanic American, 2% South Asian, 7% Multiracial, ,1%

Other). A Monte Carlo simulation suggests approximately 82%

power (95% CI [.74, .88]) to detect an indirect effect with one

mediating variable given correlations between variables as low as

r = .2 using observed standard deviations.

Material and Procedure

As in Study 5A, participants were randomly assigned to read

about a company that either evaluates employees relative to each

other and only rewards a set number each year (zero-sum condi-

tion) or independently evaluates each employee and rewards all

those who outdo a given criteria (non–zero-sum condition). They

then completed the same zero-sum measure from Studies 5A and

5B (a = .93, x = .94).

Following this, participants indicated their beliefs about the

norms in the company by reporting how much they expect their

colleagues to pursue social rank in dominance-oriented ways. Par-

ticipants rated, on eight items (adapted from Cheng et al., 2010),

how much they believe that employees at the company would act

in aggressive, hostile, and dominant ways (e.g., “Most people at

this company likely try to get their own way regardless of what

others may want”; 1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree; a =

.91, x = .91).

Finally, participants imagined shopping for business-advice

books in preparation for their new job and completed the same

measure from Study 5A, picking four books they would most want

to read and ranking their selected books in order of preference.

They then completed an attention check and indicated their age,

gender, ethnicity, education, and income.

Results

As intended, participants exhibited higher zero-sum beliefs in

the zero-sum condition (M = 5.57, SD = 1.05, n = 149) than the

non–zero-sum condition (M = 3.97, SD = 1.47, n = 148), t(295) =

10.78, d = 1.25, 95% CI [1.00,1.50], p, .001.

Next, we examined whether zero-sum beliefs increased partici-

pants’ interest in books about pursuing social rank through domi-

nance. As before, we created for each participant two measures of

their preference for dominance: (a) the number of dominance

books they selected (ranging from 0–4) and (b) the strength of

preference for these books based on their ranking within their

selected books (ranging from 0–10). Replicating Study 5A, partici-

pants picked significantly more dominance books in the zero-sum

condition than the non–zero-sum condition (zero-sum: M = 2.30,

SD = 1.42; non–zero-sum: M = 1.37, SD = 1.28), t(292.30) = 5.98,

d = .69, 95% CI [.46, .93], p , .001, and exhibited a stronger pref-

erence for such books (zero-sum condition: M = 5.75, SD = 3.77;

non–zero-sum: M = 3.28, SD = 3.49), t(295) = 5.86, d = .68, 95%

CI [.45, .91], p , .001. Thus, participants who read about an orga-

nization where evaluations are zero-sum chose more books about

how to pursue social rank through dominance.

Finally, we examined whether experimentally increasing zero-

sum beliefs increased perceptions of dominance as normative

behavior, and whether these perceptions accounted for the

observed increase in preference for dominance books. As pre-

dicted, participants expected their peers and colleagues to use

more aggressive tactics in the zero-sum condition (M = 3.57, SD =

.73) than the non–zero-sum condition (M = 2.65, SD = .84),

t(288.11) = 10.0, d = 1.16, 95% CI [.91,1.41]. In turn, viewing the

normative climate as prone to dominance predicted a preference

for books on how to pursue social rank in dominance-oriented

ways (b = .66, 95% CI [.57, .74]). A bias-corrected percentile

bootstrap mediation analysis (using the lavaan R package with

1000 replications) with condition as the independent variable, per-

ceived dominance norms as the mediator, and interest in domi-

nance books as the dependent variable revealed an indirect effect

through perceived norms (b = 2.55, 95% CI [1.96, 3.13], p ,

.001) as well as a nonsignificant direct effect (b = �.08, 95% CI

[�.87, .71], p = .84; Figure 6). In contrast, an alternative media-

tion model with condition as the independent variable, interest in

dominance as the mediator, and perceived norms as the dependent

variable found a substantially weaker indirect effect that was seven

to eight times smaller (b = .35, 95% CI [.24, .48]), and a direct

effect which remained significant (b = .57, [.43, .72], p , .001).

Although caution in interpreting statistical mediation is warranted,

these results support the hypothesis that zero-sum beliefs increase

dominance behaviors by increasing the perceived normativity of

such behaviors. Participants who read about an organization that

evaluates employees in a zero-sum manner expected it to be rife

with aggression and hostility and were therefore more interested in

books about how to preemptively assert their dominance over
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others. In contrast, imagining an organization that evaluates

employees in a non–zero-sum manner led participants to view

such behaviors as nonnormative, thus dampening their interest in

books about attaining rank through dominance.

General Discussion

What leads people to use coercive tactics grounded in aggres-

sion and fear to attain social rank? More generally, why do people

sometimes pursue social rank in dominance-oriented ways and

other times in prestige-oriented ways? Across 10 studies, we find

robust evidence that zero-sum beliefs about social hierarchies

determine how people approach them. Filling a gap in the litera-

ture, we find that seeing hierarchies as zero-sum increases the pref-

erence for dominance and motivates people to learn more about

how to use it. Moreover, we find that zero-sum beliefs increase the

preference for dominance beyond participants’ personal definitions

of status (Study 2) and that this effect is exhibited when such

beliefs result from short “tutorials” about social hierarchies (Stud-

ies 4A and 4B), from objective organizational practices (Study

5A), or from subjective perceptions of such practices (Study 5B).

Finally, we find that the effect of zero-sum beliefs on dominance

is due, at least partially, to people’s beliefs about what is norma-

tive and appropriate (Study 6). Thus, people’s theories about the

nature of social hierarchies substantially influence how they seek

to navigate them.

Seeking Both Dominance and Prestige

Although zero-sum beliefs about social hierarchies fostered a

preference for dominance, they did not appear to alter people’s

preference for prestige. Rather, people who view hierarchies as

zero-sum seem to pursue social rank through both dominance and

prestige (e.g., autocratic leaders who seek their subjects’ approval

even while using force to solidify their dominance). This is in line

with recent research showing that highly dominant people often

engage in both aggressive and conciliatory behaviors to rise in

rank (Ketterman & Maner, 2021). Of course, just as a stronger

preference for dominance in our studies entailed a weaker prefer-

ence for prestige-focused books, the preference for dominance

will inevitably come at the expense of prestige in any situation

where the two strategies are incompatible.

The assertiveness of dominant people can signal competence

that garners short-term influence (Anderson & Kilduff, 2009) and

using dominance can effectively increase one’s social rank

(McClanahan et al., 2021). At the same time, dominance strategies

that involve morally dubious behaviors can also compromise one’s

perceived competencies (Stellar & Willer, 2018) and therefore

undermine the attainment of prestige. Because the hallmark of

prestige is that people weigh, but do not simply obey, one’s opin-

ions (Henrich & Gil-White, 2001), it must be freely conferred by

others, not forced on them. Indeed, the rank-enhancing effects of

dominance are negated for people low in communalism and com-

petence (Anderson et al., 2020), and refusing to help others can

reduce one’s prestige (Yin & Smith, 2021). Similarly, forceful

leaders may be preferred only when they serve the group’s goals

(Halevy, Chou, et al., 2012; Sprong et al., 2019) but not when sub-

mission is more costly than challenging the dominant figure or

leaving the group altogether (Cheng, 2020; Van Vugt et al., 2004).

In other words, although those who see rank as zero-sum may try

to climb social hierarchies using both dominance and prestige

strategies, they may find that the benefits of a prestige strategy are

offset by the costs of a dominance strategy.

The Role of Class and Ambition

Although people who see hierarchies as zero-sum believe that

they should use dominance in their pursuit of social rank, it is pos-

sible that they will not actually do so. For instance, even when

people of low socioeconomic status (SES) believe that getting

ahead requires ruthlessness, they often prefer to avoid such behav-

iors because of the social costs of doing so (Belmi & Laurin,

2016). Yet, our findings suggest that the effect of zero-sum beliefs

on dominance may persist across social classes. First, we found

that zero-sum beliefs in Studies 1A–1C predicted the willingness

to use dominance even when controlling for objective indicators

of SES such as education and income (bs ..39, ps , .001). Sec-

ond, we found that independent of their SES, leading participants

to view hierarchies as zero-sum increased their willingness to use

dominance strategies to gain rank (e.g., Studies 4A and 4B). At

the same time, although social class may not alter the preference

for dominance, it may shape how it manifests. For instance,

although the fear of censure and retaliation may inhibit people

with lower status from being overtly dominant, they might still be

willing to engage in indirect dominance tactics that attempt to

undermine higher status others (e.g., spreading gossip, covertly

inciting resistance, etc.).8

Similarly, how much people care about social rank may moder-

ate the effect of zero-sum beliefs on dominance. Although we

found a consistent effect on dominance even when controlling for

participants’ desire for status, an exploratory analysis in Studies

1B, 2, and 4B revealed a modest interaction between zero-sum

beliefs and the desire for status on the preference for dominance

Figure 6

Perceived Dominance Norms Mediate the Effect of Zero-Sum

Condition on Dominance

Note. Estimates are unstandardized regression coefficients, with 95%

confidence intervals in parentheses. The a path depicts the effect of zero-

sum condition on perceived dominance norms. The b path depicts the

effect of perceived dominance norms, on interest in using dominance

strategies. The c path depicts the total effect of condition on interest in

dominance. The c1 path depicts the direct effect of condition when con-

trolling for perceived dominance norms.

*** p , .001.

8
We thank Sa-kiera Hudson for this insight on direct and indirect acts of

dominance.
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(Study 1B: b = .07, 95% CI [.00, .14], p = .068; Study 2: b = .09,

95% CI [.02, .16], p = .008; Study 4B: b = .15, p , .001). Thus,

the more people value social rank, the more their zero-sum beliefs

may promote their willingness to use dominance tactics to attain

it.

The Role of Culture

When examining how zero-sum beliefs affect the pursuit of

social rank, it is important to take potential cultural variations into

consideration. Cultures vary in the size, rigidity, structure, and

relational mobility of their social networks (Yuki & Schug, 2020).

Consequently, social hierarchies may seem more zero-sum in cul-

tures where networks are rigid and relational mobility is low (i.e.,

where it is difficult to alter or replace one’s social relationships)

than in cultures with high relational mobility, where social rank

can be attained across different contexts. Indeed, cultures that are

low in relational mobility tend to be more hierarchical, put less

weight on personal achievement (Thomson et al., 2018), and have

stronger zero-sum beliefs about social and economic relationships

(Ró _zycka-Tran et al., 2015), suggesting that people might be more

prone to dominance in them. At the same time, overt dominance

may be less successful in cultures that prioritize group cohesion

and where self-interested “tall poppies” are readily censured

(Feather & McKee, 1993). Future research should examine the

role of these and other cultural factors in zero-sum beliefs about

hierarchies and their effect on dominance and prestige.

The Role of Scarcity

Future research might similarly benefit from examining how

material factors in one’s immediate environment—such as

whether the environment is objectively resource-scarce—affect

the pursuit of social rank. Scarcity may lead people to see their

outcomes as inversely linked to others’ outcomes (i.e., zero-sum),

motivating the assertion of dominance over others, such as when

dominant chimpanzees control access to scarce food and mates (de

Waal, 1982; Ronay et al., 2020). At the same time, just as ele-

phants defer to prestige-like matriarchs for their survival expertise

(McComb et al., 2001), the increased interdependency brought

about by scarcity might inhibit overt dominance. Indeed, research

on hunter-gatherer societies suggests that scarcity and resource

unpredictability promote vigilance over equitable resource sharing

rather than dominance behaviors (Cashdan, 1980).

Regardless of the objective environment, we predict that subjec-

tive beliefs about hierarchies would mediate the relationship

between scarcity and the pursuit of social rank. When resource

scarcity fosters zero-sum beliefs about hierarchies, we expect it to

increase dominance behaviors. In contrast, when scarcity highlights

the potential for joint gains (or the need to avoid joint losses), we

expect it to inhibit such behaviors. Indeed, we found that both peo-

ple’s objective environment (i.e., the actual ‘zero-sumness’ of status

in an organization; Study 5A) and their subjective reactions to it

(i.e., people’s perceptions of status in an organization, independent

of whether or not it is actually zero-sum; Study 5B) can impact

zero-sum beliefs and therefore people’s preference for dominance.

Thus, regardless of whether a situation is zero-sum, people’s sub-

jective beliefs about it may still impact their use of dominance. For

instance, participants in Study 5B were more prone to zero-sum

beliefs when expecting a decision about a potential loss in rank

than when expecting a decision about a potential gain in rank. Con-

sequently, these beliefs increased participants’ interest in domi-

nance. Just as economic downturns (Sirola & Pitesa, 2017) and

upward comparisons (Ongis & Davidai, 2021) foster zero-sum

beliefs, any impending loss may foster such beliefs and therefore

lead people to engage in more dominant behaviors.

Intragroup and Intergroup Contexts

Given the potentially adverse consequences of a dominance

approach to social rank, understanding when and why people use

such strategies is important in intragroup contexts. Dominant lead-

ers often diminish and ostracize talented group members, hoard

important information, prevent bonding among subordinates, and

intentionally underuse others’ skills to protect their own social

rank and prevent others from rising (Case & Maner, 2014; Maner

& Mead, 2010). Thus, optimizing performance and cooperation

may require a consideration of how hierarchies are defined and

understood within one’s group, team, or organization. As shown in

Studies 5 and 6, organizational practices can shape zero-sum

beliefs about hierarchies both directly and indirectly and, conse-

quently, the way people approach them.

Although we focused on intragroup contexts, the effect of zero-

sum beliefs may be equally important in more complex intergroup

contexts. People often seek to enhance their self- and group-

esteem in a zero-sum manner by degrading other groups and their

members (Rubin & Hewstone, 1998), and zero-sum beliefs are

associated with preference for group-based dominance (Andrews

Fearon et al., 2021; Esses et al., 2001). Because zero-sum beliefs

affect the preference for dominance and coercion in intragroup

relationships, we may similarly expect them to affect such behav-

iors in intergroup relations. Indeed, people who benefit their

ingroup at the outgroup’s expense are often seen as more dominant

than those who benefit their ingroup in a non–zero-sum manner

(Halevy, Chou, et al., 2012). In contrast, viewing intergroup rela-

tionships as non–zero-sum may reduce the “self-enhancing” func-

tion of prejudice (Fein & Spencer, 1997) and focus people on

increasing their groups’ status in more prestige-oriented manners.

The surge in White nationalism across the United States and

other Western countries offers a prominent example of zero-sum

beliefs in intergroup contexts. As society undergoes fundamental

structural and demographics changes, members of historically

privileged groups increasingly fear a loss in their groups’ status

and, as a result, view other groups as gaining at their expense

(Davidai & Ongis, 2019; Kimmel, 2013; McGhee, 2021; Norton

& Sommers, 2011). And, just as fearing status loss increases domi-

nance in intragroup contexts (Study 5B), such fear may similarly

drive dominance in intergroup contexts. As a result, zero-sum

beliefs about group-based status can motivate the use of intimida-

tion to assert group-based dominance, as was displayed by a mob

of White nationalists vehemently chanting “Jews will not replace

us” through the streets of Charlottesville, Virginia (Spencer &

Stolberg, 2017). If cultivating a non–zero-sum mindset reduces

the preference for dominance in intragroup contexts, uprooting de-

structive zero-sum beliefs about group-based status may be simi-

larly fruitful in intergroup settings. For instance, although they

may neglect important moral motivations for equality (Starck

et al., 2021), narratives that highlight the contributions of
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historically underserved groups in non–zero-sum terms (e.g.,

emphasizing the success of diverse companies or celebrating mi-

nority member contributions to national achievements) may signal

to members of historically-privileged groups that social hierarchies

are not zero-sum and reduce their preference for dominance over

others (Martinez et al., 2021).

Conclusion

Social hierarchies are often made and remade in a continuous

quest for status, power, and influence. Although most people

desire higher social rank within their groups, teams, and organiza-

tions, they often differ in how they view the nature of the social hi-

erarchy itself. When people view social hierarchies as zero-sum,

they tend to navigate them using fear-based coercion and domi-

nance. In contrast, when social hierarchies are viewed as non–

zero-sum and people realize the potential for mutually beneficial

gains, they navigate them in noncoercive, prestige-oriented ways,

making room for benefiting others as they make their way to the

top. Thus, the beliefs we hold about the nature of social hierarchies

critically shape what we think we must do to climb the ranks.

Although social hierarchies may or may not be inherently zero-

sum, how much room we believe exists at the top determines how

we try to get there.
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Appendix A

Zero-Sum Beliefs About Status Scale

To what extent do you agree or disagree with each of the fol-
lowing statements?

1. When status for one person is increasing it means that sta-

tus for another person is decreasing.

2. Status is a limited good—when one person gains

in status it inevitably comes at another person’s

expense.

3. When one person moves up the social hierarchy it

means that another person has to move down the

hierarchy.

4. If someone wants to move up the social hierarchy, they

have to do so at someone else’s expense.

5. Status is not a finite resource. (reverse-coded)

6. When one person has a lot of status it doesn’t mean that

someone else lacks status. (reverse-coded)

7. Not everyone can be high status. If one person has higher sta-

tus, someone else must have lower status. (reverse-coded)

8. When one person gains in status, it does not mean that

someone else is losing status. (reverse-coded)

(Appendices continue)
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Appendix B

Willingness to Use Dominance and Prestige

(Original scale: Cheng et al., 2010; Adapted scale: Lange
et al., 2019)

1. I enjoy having control over others.

2. I often try to get my own way regardless of what others

may want.

3. I am willing to use aggressive tactics to get my way.

4. I try to control others rather than permit them to control

me.

5. I do not aim at having a forceful or dominant personality.

6. I want others to know it is better to let me have my way.

7. I do not enjoy having authority over other people.

8. I like when some people are afraid of me.

9. I try to get members of my group to respect and admire me.

10. It does not bother me if people do not want to be like me.

11. I enjoy it when others expect me to be successful.

12. It does not bother me if others do not value my opinion.

13. I try to be held in high esteem by those I know.

14. I like it when my unique talents and abilities are recog-

nized by others.

15. I like it when I am considered an expert on some matters

by others.

16. I enjoy it when others seek my advice on a variety of

matters.

17. It would not bother me if others do not enjoy hanging out

with me.

Appendix C

Video Scripts

Zero-Sum Condition Video Script

What is social status? Humans are highly social creatures.
Everywhere you look people are organized into groups, teams,
and societies. Social status is simply the position people have
in these groups. So, in our highly social world, having higher
social status makes it easier to get what you want. Of course,
everyone wants to have high social status. The bad news is that
not everyone can. Status, like many desired resources, exists in
a finite, limited amount. There’s only so much of it to go
around, so only a select few can actually have high status.
Think of status like a ladder. When people stand on a ladder
only one person can stand at any given rung. The same goes for
status. When one person gains in status it inevitably comes at
someone else’s expense. More status for one person means less
status for someone else. Just like a tennis match you cannot all
be winners. For one person to win, others have to lose. Status is
a zero-sum game.

Non–Zero-Sum Condition Video Script

What is social status? Humans are highly social creatures.
Everywhere you look people are organized into groups, teams,
and societies. Social status is simply the position people have
in these groups. So, in our highly social world, having higher
social status makes it easier to get what you want. Of course,
everyone wants to have high social status. The good news is
that many people can. Status is simply not a limited resource.
There’s no fixed, predetermined number of people who can or
cannot get status. So, there’s plenty to go around. Think of sta-
tus like a very broad stairway where many people can move up
or down at the same time. When you want to climb the stair-
way, it doesn’t matter whether or not other people have already
made their way up, there’s enough room for you to climb up
too. The same goes for status. When one person gains in status
it does not have to come at anyone else’s expense. In fact,
sometimes people who have high status can help the status of

(Appendices continue)
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others as well. Think of someone’s status like a beam of light
in a dark room. When one person shines, it doesn’t make
another person’s light shine less bright. It actually creates even

more light for everyone around. So, more status for one person
doesn’t mean less status for someone else. Status is not a zero-
sum game.

Appendix D

Organizational Zero-Sum Beliefs

Think about what it is like to work in this company. To what
extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

1. When some workers in this company make economic

gains, others lose out economically.

2. People who want to get ahead economically in this com-

pany must do so at the expense of others.

3. The more employees this company employs, the harder it

is for existing employees to advance.

4. More good jobs for some employees in this company

means fewer good jobs for other employees.

5. Not everyone in this company can be wealthy.

6. For every rich employee in this company, there is usually

an employee experiencing financial hardship.
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