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Abstract 

It is widely believed that power activates the behavioral approach system (BAS; 

Guinote, 2017; Keltner, Gruenfeld & Anderson, 2003), however, findings are 

inconsistent. Here we discuss evidence suggesting that perceived threats to control in 

the power domain are key determinants of the association between power and 

approach motivation. We propose that objective or subjective threats to the exercise of 

power trigger behavioral inhibition, conflicts between approach and behavioral 

inhibition, and reactive, negatively valenced approach motivation. Furthermore, 

threatened power holders reassert power – in particular by using coercion – as defense 

against threat. We discuss literature in support of these hypotheses involving external 

threats (e.g., instability, illegitimacy; uncertainty) and subjective states (anxiety, 

motivation to maintain power, perceived incompetence, submissiveness and 

perceptions of low power) that trigger the perception of lack of control in the power 

domain, and undermine the positive tone of power holders’ approach motivation.  

 

Keywords: power, threat, defense, behavioral inhibition, behavioral approach 
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Social power, or the asymmetric ability of some individuals or groups to 

influence others’ outcomes (Fiske, 1993), is prevalent in social life. It is associated 

with increased access to valued resources and freedom from constraints (e.g., Fiske, 

1993; French & Raven, 1959; Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003). Power affects 

how people feel, think, and act, increasing optimism and agency (e.g., Fiske & 

Depret, 1996; Galinsky, Gruenfeld, & Magee, 2003; Guinote, 2017; Keltner et al., 

2003).  

The dominant paradigm to explain the psychological effects of power posits that 

power activates the behavioral approach system, a system that is responsive to 

rewards and opportunities (BAS, see Guinote, 2017; Keltner et al., 2003; for reviews). 

However, evidence is inconsistent. This article discusses conditions that deactivate the 

BAS among powerholders. It proposes that factors that raise powerholders’ perception 

of threat to their ability to have an impact in the social world will deactivate or change 

the tone of behavioral approach, and activate the behavioral inhibition system (BIS; 

Gray & McNaughton, 2000). BIS is a system associated with the perception of threats 

and punishments, inducing risk avoidance, negative affect and behavioral inhibition. 

When powerful people feel threatened, they will fear lacking control, consequently 

they will be vigilant and engage in pro-active defense aiming at maintaining and 

asserting their power.  

We will begin with conceptual considerations and findings regarding power and 

approach motivation (Gray, 1991, 1994; Gray & McNaughton, 2000). Specifically, we 

will discuss theorizing and findings associated with Keltner et al.’s (2003) 
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approach-inhibition theory of power, as well as the revised model of power as 

activating, wanting and goal seeking (Guinote, 2017). Subsequently, we will review 

evidence showing that situational and dispositional factors can reverse the links 

between power and approach motivation. We posit that they do so via a common 

element: the perception of threat that directly or indirectly affects control and the 

exercise of power. We will end the article by discussing how an understanding of 

powerholders’ responses to threats is necessary for a full appreciation of 

socio-cognitive phenomena associated with power.  

Threats can be numerous. They can result from discrepant experiences between 

one’s goals or desires and the ability to attain them (Festinger, 1957; Jonas et al., 

2014). This typically involves a discrepancy between the demands of the task at hand, 

and one’s sense of control over them (Karasek, 1979). Of particular importance in the 

present context are threats that objectively or subjectively undermine the exercise of 

power. For instance, managers, teachers and parents who are dispositionally anxious 

often have authority concerns. They fear that they don’t have the desired level of 

influence over their underlings (Bugental, 2010; Maner, Gailliot, Menzel, & 

Kunstman, 2012; see also Guinote & Chen, 2017). Similarly, objective uncertainty in 

the hierarchical domain raises concerns over one’s authority (Jordan, Sivanathan, & 

Galinsky, 2011).  

Approach and Avoidance Motivation 

The dominant paradigm of the last 15 years of socio-cognitive research on power 

is based on the notion that power triggers approach motivation, and lack of power 

ac
ce

pte
d b

y S
oc

ial
 an

d P
ers

on
ali

ty 
Psy

ch
olo

gy
 C

om
pa

ss



 

POWER, THREATS, AND APPROACH MOTIVATION                    3 
 

 
 

triggers avoidance motivation (Keltner et al., 2003). These systems were first 

proposed by Gray (1991, 1994; see also Gray & McNaughton, 2000), as the two basic 

motivational systems that drive individuals’ reactions to the environment. The BAS is 

activated by reward cues (e.g., food, money), and is responsible for triggering 

approach behaviors (e.g., pursuing rewards) and positive affect (e.g., hope, 

happiness). In contrast, the BIS, is activated in the presence of potential threats and 

punishments, and is responsible for inhibition or withdrawal behaviors and negative 

affect (e.g., anxiety, fear). Neuropsychological studies have revealed that BIS and 

BAS states are associated with asymmetries in prefrontal cortical activation. The left 

prefrontal cortex is the substrate of the BAS, whereas the right prefrontal cortex is the 

substrate of the BIS (e.g., Davidson, Ekman, Saron, Senulis, & Friesen, 1990; 

Harmon-Jones, Lueck, Fearn, & Harmon-Jones, 2006; Sutton & Davidson, 1997). 

Most neuropsychological research on BAS was traditionally conducted with 

animals and utilized primary rewards, particularly food, looking at the hedonic tone of 

reward seeking (Berridge, 2007; Salamone & Correa, 2012). However, recent human 

findings have revealed that the same general “reward” system can be activated by a 

host of different stimuli including primary rewards such as food and sex, secondary 

rewards such as money, and positive activities such as entertainment (e.g., Alcaro, 

Huber, & Panksepp, 2007; Salamone & Correa, 2002). New developments in the 

neuroscience of reward processing have shown that approach motivation is not 

monolithic, but consists of distinct dimensions (Alcaro et al., 2007; Carver & White, 

1994; Corr & Cooper, 2016). Two prominent dimensions are liking and wanting 
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(Berridge, 2007; Salamone & Correa, 2002, 2012). Liking refers to the experience of 

pleasure; wanting denotes clarity of focus and eagerness to attain one’s desires and 

aims. In the light of these developments, Guinote (2017) recently proposed that power 

activates a specific type of approach orientation linked to the pursuit of goals. Power 

raises activation levels that energize thought and action, increases wanting one’s aims 

and desires, and promotes seeking or working to obtain them. This contrasts with the 

previously-proposed hedonic tone of power as reward seeking.     

While initially BAS and BIS were conceptualized as negatively correlated 

constructs (Corr, 2002; Gray, 1987; Keltner et al., 2003), a more nuanced and 

multifaceted perspective has recently emerged. In particular, it is argued that BAS and 

BIS operate as two orthogonally discrete systems (e.g., Berkman, Lieberman, & 

Gable, 2009; Jonas et al., 2014; McGregor, Nash, Mann, & Phills, 2010). Following 

this perspective, we posit that much of the states and behavior of powerholders can be 

understood as resulting from co-activations of BAS and BIS under threat, and that 

such co-activations change the tone of approach goals and the means used to attain 

them. Under threat, the primary goal of powerholders is to increase control and 

maintain power. They may then experience negative thought processes and emotions 

that contrast with the typical states of powerholders who feel in control and in charge. 

For instance, threatened powerholders may experience frustration and anger and think 

negatively about subordinates (Carver & Harmon-Jones, 2009; Guinote, 2017; 

Rodriguez-Bailon, Moya, & Yzerbyt, 2000). Crucially, powerholders have power at 

their disposal and may use coercion as a defense to assert their power (Bugental, 
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2010).  

We will start by discussing evidence for the links between power and approach 

motivation, and then turn our attention to conditions that trigger BIS, and BAS-BIS 

conflicts among powerholders.  

In Charge and in Control: Power and Approach Motivation  

People are motivated to control their lives, and believe they can achieve desired 

outcomes and avoid undesired ones (Burger, 1989; Fiske, 2004; Rothbaum, Weisz, & 

Snyder, 1982; Skinner, 1995, 1996). Having control is accompanied by a belief that a 

person’s outcomes are determined by his or her choices and actions rather than by 

external forces (Ajzen, 2002; Armitage & Conner, 1999; Baumeister, 1999, Rotter, 

1966; Lammers, Stoker, Rink, & Galinsky, 2016). A high sense of control strengthens 

the person’ behavioral intentions, facilitates action, and increases perseverance 

(Ajzen, 1985, 2002; Bruijn, Wiedemann, Rhodes, 2014; Langer, 1983; Notani, 1998). 

It is an important basis for approach motivation (Jonas et al., 2014). 

Typically, people’s position within social hierarchies affects their sense of control 

over their lives (Kraus, Piff, & Keltner, 2009). High social status, or high prestige and 

reputation that a person enjoys in a social setting, high social class, and power are all 

linked to enhanced control beliefs (e.g., Fiske, 1993; Galinsky et al., 2003; Keltner et 

al., 2003; Lammers et al., 2016). For instance, children from poor backgrounds are 

exposed to more uncertain environments than are wealthy children. This in turn 

causes disadvantage children to experience a low sense of control, whereas certainty 

among the wealthy children increases their sense of control (Guinote, Cotzia, Sandhu, 
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& Siwa, 2015; Lefcourt, 1982; Lewis, Ross, & Mirowsky, 1999).  

Keltner et al.’s (2003) approach-inhibition theory of power proposed that 

elevated power is associated with the possession of resources and rewarding contexts, 

and that the experience of power makes people act at will without interference. Power 

gives people control over others and decreases social resistance and constraint 

(Overbeck, Neale, & Govan, 2010). This, together with easier access to resources and 

opportunities, gives powerholders more control over what is important to them, as 

well as the ability to act at will (Smith, Jostmann, Galinsky, & van Dijk, 2008). 

Elevated control over one’s aims and desires is a crucial reason why people 

strive for power (Guinote & Vescio, 2010; Lammers et al., 2016; van Dijke & Poppe, 

2006). With an enhanced sense of control and confidence, powerholders eagerly 

pursue their aims and desires. They are optimistic (Anderson & Galinsky, 2006), 

readily take action (Galinsky et al., 2003), exhibit overconfident decision-making 

(Fast, Sivanathan, Mayer, & Galinsky, 2012), and delay immediate gratification to 

pursue long-term desires and aims (Fast, Gruenfeld, Sivanathan, & Galinsky, 2009; 

Mittal & Griskevicius, 2014). For example, after recalling a high power past event or 

enacting of a manager role, participants were more inclined to choose behaviors 

reflecting a high sense of control (e.g. choosing to roll a die by themselves rather than 

letting others do it). They also reported a higher likelihood of controlling future 

outcomes, and this belief mediated a number of effects of power, such as higher 

optimism about the future, higher self-esteem, and an increased action orientation 

compared with their low power counterparts (Fast et al., 2009). In summary, 
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powerholders’ elevated sense of control and confidence are necessary ingredients for 

behavioral approach (McGregor et al., 2010). When power is associated with 

perceptions of control, it typically activates behavioral approach, and the pursuit of 

powerholders’ aims and desires. 

Direct evidence for the effects of power on approach can be seen in self-reports, 

motor responses, and asymmetric frontal cortical activity (see Guinote, 2017, for a 

full review). For instance, Smith and Bargh (2008) found that individuals primed with 

high power reported higher scores on behavioral approach scales compared to others. 

Lammers, Stoker, and Stapel (2010) provided further evidence in natural 

environments through a large scale survey in an organizational context measuring 

employees’ subjective power and self-reported BAS. They found that the relationship 

between power and approach tendencies was stronger among high power employees 

compared to those with low power. 

Evidence supporting the power→approach relationship also stems from response 

facilitation. Supporting the notion that power activates people (Guinote, 2017), 

research has consistently found speedy responses in the thought processes, speech, 

and action of powerholders. For instance, Maner, Kaschak, and Jones (2010) found 

that priming power reduced the time taken by participants to approach stimuli (e.g., to 

move the hand toward the stimuli), and increased the time taken to inhibit responses 

(e.g., to move the hand away from stimuli; see also Smith & Bargh, 2008). 

This tendency has even been proven at the physiological level. Researchers 

conducted several physiological measurements and found that power triggers high 
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cardiovascular performance. In this situation, the person usually possesses enough 

resources to deal with the situation and fulfill the demands of the situation, and s/he is 

able to mobilize energy efficiently. Conversely, low power triggers a threat response, 

increases concerns, and decreases efficiency in the transport of bodily energy 

(Scheepers, de Wit, Ellemers, & Sassenberg, 2012). 

Neural research has also indicated that having or lacking power affects the 

relative left-right hemispheric activity. An EEG study showed that the experience of 

power, compared to lack of power, led to increased activity in the left-frontal region, 

associated with approach motivation (Boksem, Smolders, & Cremer, 2012). 

Meanwhile, this preferential hemispheric activation also appears in behavioral 

measures. Research illustrated that low power participants showed a leftward 

attentional bias in a line bisection task and in a locomotory task, indicative of greater 

right-than-left hemisphere (BIS) activation. In contrast, those with high power did not 

exhibit this tendency (Wilkinson, Guinote, Weick, Molinari, & Graham, 2010).   

Mood is another correlate of BAS/BIS (Gray & McNaughton, 2000). In their 

theory of power and approach, Keltner et al. (2003) proposed that power is associated 

with positive affect (e.g. Tiedens, Ellsworth, & Mesquita, 2000; Young, Keltner, 

Londahl, Capps, & Tauer, 1999), as “positive affect facilitates the pursuit of 

approach-related goals” (Keltner et al., 2003, p. 269; see also Davidson, 1992; 

Higgins, 1997). Furthermore, power boosts self-esteem and positive mental 

representations about the self, and thus facilitates approach behaviors. It raises 

confidence, optimism, and self-esteem (Brinol, Petty, Valle, Rucker, & Becerra, 2007; 
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Wojciszke & Struzynska–Kujalowicz, 2007). Confidence and elevated self-esteem 

induce fast decision making and action, as well as risk-taking (Anderson & Galinsky, 

2006), but this does not always come without potential drawbacks. Powerholders 

often engage in overconfident decision making. They are overconfident in the 

accuracy of their own knowledge and cognitive estimates; they mistakenly think they 

are better than average and overestimate their control over outcomes (Fast et al., 

2012). Brinol et al. (2007) found that induced power increased a sense of confidence, 

which, in turn, led to the validation of participants’ initial views (see also Tost, Gino, 

& Larrick, 2012). Compared to low power participants, those in a high power 

condition felt more optimistic about their personal life and were less prone to dangers. 

This underestimated perception of risk and danger led high power individuals to 

engage in more risk-taking behavior, some of which were not desirable, such as the 

willingness to have unprotected sex and divulge their interests in negotiations. In a 

similar vein, Inesi (2010) found that power decreased awareness of anticipated threats 

associated with losses among powerful participants.  

Power activates or energizes people (Guinote, 2017). Power facilitates the 

initiation of action, which typically accompanies approach states (Guinote, 2007a, 

2007b). For instance, Galinsky et al. (2003) showed that participants randomly 

assigned to a power condition were more likely to take a card in a blackjack game, to 

remove an annoying stimulus (such as stopping a fan which disturbed their task), and 

to take actions in social dilemmas, whatever the results of the actions were (prosocial 

or not). The powerful are inclined to speak first, and to speak more than others 
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(Guinote, Judd, & Brauer, 2002; Hall, Coats, & LeBeau, 2005). In negotiations, the 

action tendency of powerholders is also salient, as they more frequently initiate a 

negotiation (Magee, Galinsky, & Gruenfeld, 2007).  

A great deal of research has shown that power triggers wanting to obtain one’s 

aims and desires and working towards them (Guinote, 2017). Powerholders prioritize, 

and eagerly and readily engage in courses of action that advance their aims and 

desires (Guinote, 2007a, 2007b; Min & Kim, 2013; Overbeck & Park, 2006; Willis & 

Guinote, 2011; Vescio, Snyder, & Butz, 2003). Powerful people show a higher goal 

orientation compared with ordinary and powerless people. They more readily engage 

in goal pursuit activities, including setting goals and initiating action to pursue goals 

(Guinote, 2007a). When facing difficulties, powerholders persist. They are less 

depleted after demanding tasks (DeWall, Baumeister, Mead, & Vohs, 2011), and think 

of more methods to deal with difficulties and achieve their goals compared to their 

powerless counterparts (Guinote, 2007a).  

To achieve their goals and desires, the powerful also show a higher willingness 

to communicate with others. In meetings, they tend to make the opening arguments, in 

negotiations they show intentions to make offers, and actually make the first offer in 

and so they obtain a competitive advantage (Magee et al., 2007). Managers and other 

executives spend two thirds of their time in communication with employees (Reid & 

Ng, 1999). During verbal interactions, the powerful express more authentic attitudes 

(Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Kraus, Chen, & Keltner, 2011), and communicate with 

fewer hedges (e.g. “sort of”, “maybe”), hesitations, or disclaimers (e.g. “I don’t really 
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know”; Holtgraves & Lasky, 1999; Reid & Ng, 1999) than do powerless individuals. 

Powerholders display more nonverbal behavior (e.g., facial expressions, hand/arm 

gestures) than their powerless counterparts (Hall et al., 2005). When interactions are 

initiated, powerful individuals stand closer to their partners and look more frequently 

at others’ eyes (Dean, Willis, & Hewitt, 1975; Gobel, Kim, & Richardson, 2015). 

Power thus leads to greater self-expression, authenticity and disinhibited behavior in 

social interactions, as an attempt to influence others and to pursue salient goals 

(Guinote & Chen, 2017; Guinote et al., 2002). For example, studies showed that 

having power led prosocial people to act in a more prosocial manner and selfish 

people act in a more selfish way (Chen, Lee-Chai, & Bargh, 2001; Cote et al., 2011). 

For instance, in one study Guinote, Cai and Weick (2012) first measured traits that 

participants expressed frequently and chronically, and then assigned them to play a 

manager or an employee role in a laboratory task. Participants were asked to assess an 

ambiguous person. They found that the assessments of the participants in managerial 

roles were more in line with their chronically accessible traits compared to those with 

employee roles. 

To sum up, the association between power and approach orientation has received 

overall support in a variety of life domains. In nearly all of these studies, powerful 

participants were free to act at will and felt in charge and in control.  

In Charge but Not in Control: BIS-BAS Conflicts 

Even though power generally comes with increased control and freedom, under 

certain circumstances the powerful experience threats to their feelings of control and 
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power. Whether in business, education, politics, or other administrative domains, 

powerholders face various challenges. Organizational managers deal with crises tied 

to finances, public relations, or legal issues. Educational leaders handle problems 

concerning the equity or the quality of higher education. EU leaders manage the 

refugee crisis and work on the Brexit.   

As the above examples show, the challenges to powerholders are common and 

multifaceted. They can be objective: for example, power illegitimacy linked to 

unfairness or incompetence, instability due to coalition formations against 

powerholders, inability to meet organizational targets, and reputation disrepute. These 

represent actual threats to control. Threats can also be related to subjective 

perceptions: parents and teachers may feel that they have no authority, and people 

with an anxious or submissive personality may find themselves lacking a sense of 

power. Yet all of these situations have a core element in common: they involve 

uncontrollability about power related outcomes, in particular the ability to influence 

others and events. Threats create discrepancies between role-based expectations or 

desires (to be powerful and in charge) and the current circumstances (an uncertain and 

unpredictable future) (Jonas et al., 2014).  

What happens, then, when powerholders are threatened? According to the 

situated focus theory of power (Guinote, 2007b, 2010), powerholders engage more 

unequivocally on the most salient aims and desires, and thus act in a situated manner. 

A great deal of work has shown that when threats to control are high, restoring control 

has priority (Bukowski, Fritsche, Guinote, & Kofta, 2016), and we argue that this is 
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also the case for powerholders. Typically, threats immediately activate the alarm 

system (BIS), leading to a cascade of defensive responses that aim at protecting 

individuals from harm. These responses include anxious arousal, heightened 

vigilance, avoidance of threatening stimuli and situations, and disengaging from 

ongoing behavior (Corr, DeYoung, & McNaughton, 2013; Jonas et al., 2014). For 

example, cognitive dissonance threats enhance ACC neural activity, an indicator of 

BIS activation (Kitayama, Chua, Tompson, & Han, 2013). Other studies on mortality 

salience found that participants exhibited BIS-related reactions immediately after 

death reminders: They turned attention to positive information and denied their 

likelihood of an early death (e.g., DeWall & Baumeister, 2007; Greenberg, Arndt, 

Simon, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 2000). 

Will threats affect powerholders’ in a similar manner? Powerful people have 

unique tools at their disposal. They have more resources and possess control over 

others. Given these means, they may be less sensitive to mundane existential threats. 

Power may thus initially act as a buffer against everyday threats (Muhlberger, Jonas, 

& Sittenthaler, 2016). For example, when powerful people face constraints on one of 

their choices for their primary goal (e.g., swimming for doing sports), they can 

quickly turn their attention to alternative choices (e.g., jogging; see Muhlberger et al., 

2016, for a review). 

When threats affect control and ability to exercise power, however, they 

undermine the aims of power roles and power advantages. We propose that under 

these circumstances, power leads to BIS activation and a change in BAS tone towards 
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negative affect (e.g., frustration, anger) and defensive behavioral approach, including 

the use of coercive power. Powerholders then experience stress and engage in poor 

decision making. 

This claim is supported by findings in several fields. For example, a 

meta-analysis of 151 studies (Judge, Colbert, & Ilies, 2004) found that the 

relationship between intelligence and quality of leadership is significant only when 

leaders have low levels of stress (based on the belief that they can respond to demands 

and challenges). High uncertainty and stress are disruptive of this relationship. Under 

high levels of stress, leaders are unable to recruit abstract concepts and plan how to 

solve crises because their attention is diverted to the stressors (Thompson, 2010). 

During crises such as being in an unstable position, powerholders shift attention 

processing. For instance, they rely on local processing (processing of details rather 

than the broader structures; Navon, 1977), and lack cognitive flexibility and creativity 

(Sligte, Dreu, & Nijstad, 2011). 

If threats to power activate BIS, powerholders, who are typically in an approach 

state, may experience a BIS-BAS conflict – that is, a conflict between approach- and 

inhibition-related motivation and behavior. The defensive strategies of powerholders 

could therefore entail BIS-related vigilance, passive avoidance, but also unique 

defensive approach behaviors, particularly power assertion to maintain the hierarchy.  

As we have noted earlier, threats to power involve discrepancies between 

subjective expectations regarding the exercise of power and the current circumstances 

of powerful individuals. Particularly important are discrepancies between a desire to 
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possess power and control and a fear of being in an insecure power position, or 

lacking the authority necessary to fulfill the demands of power roles. In the following, 

we will turn to specific threats that objectively or subjectively undermine a 

powerholder’s sense of being in charge and in control. These threats can be divided 

into two types. One type of threats stems from the social environment, for instance, 

variability, instability and illegitimacy of power relations. The other type stems from 

the predispositions of the individual, such as anxiety, and power motivation, or poor 

fit between power roles and attributes of the person, such as incompetence, 

perceptions of low power, and trait submissiveness (see Figure 1).  

External Threats to Power 

Power hierarchies can advance collective interests and satisfy a human’s basic 

need for order and predictability (Fiske, 2004; Leavitt, 2003; Magee & Galinsky, 

2008). Stable and enduring power relations are often formed on the basis of merit, 

competence or social agreement (e.g., legitimacy; Ridgeway & Berger, 1986; Willis, 

Guinote, & Rodriguez-Bailon, 2010). In these cases, the privileged positions of 

powerholders are perceived as deserved, and challenges are less likely to occur. For 

example, a company assigns high power managerial positions to those who prove 

themselves to be competent. With a potent and effective managerial team, the 

company can grow and become successful, and typically employees are willing to 

follow the rules and demands set by the powerful. However, this ideal scenario is not 

always met.  

Power holders are not always competent to carry out their jobs, and even 
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competent power holders may face uncertainty given the dynamic organizational and 

external environments that characterize human societies. For instance, powerful 

leaders can be challenged by competitive or highly competent subordinates (Maner & 

Mead, 2010; Mead & Maner, 2012). Similarly, high power positions can be perceived 

as unfair, resulting from inappropriate power distributions (e.g., nepotism). Unfair or 

illegitimate power is often subject to opposition. Under these circumstances, power 

becomes potentially unstable and powerholders feel threatened (e.g., Mead & Maner, 

2012; Smith, Jost, & Vijay, 2008; Willis & Guinote, 2011).  

A great deal of research has shown that the powerful are motivated to maintain 

their privileged power positions (Fiske, 2010; Fiske & Berdahl, 2007; Sidanius & 

Pratto, 1999; Sidanius, Pratto, van Laar, & Levin, 2004). Powerholders avoid 

relinquishing power after they obtain it, a phenomenon particularly observed in 

Western countries (Ratcliff & Vescio, 2013). The desire to maintain power and the 

status quo is integrated in various research traditions on social hierarchies, such as the 

power as control theory (Fiske, 1993; Fiske & Depret, 1996), the system justification 

theory (Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004), and social dominance 

theory (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999; Sidanius et al., 2004). 

When faced with power threats, therefore, the maintenance of power should 

emerge as the primary goal of powerholders (Willis & Guinote, 2011). Powerholders 

should then attempt to restore their subjectively threatened power, and they can do so 

via the unique means at their disposal – power-related means.  

Changes in the subjective experiences and behavior of powerholders under threat 
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are consistent with the situated focus theory of power (Guinote, 2007b, 2010). 

Accordingly, powerholders act more unequivocally in line with their salient goals 

(e.g., in a situated manner) than powerless individuals. In line with this theory, here 

we posit that a discrepancy between power roles and the potential of power loss 

activates the primary goal of maintaining or reasserting power. Furthermore, we argue 

that power affects defense means used to restore control. Powerholders typically tend 

to use a varied means at their disposal to attain goals (Guinote, 2007a; Willis & 

Guinote, 2011). In the present context, they will resort to power itself to reinforce 

existing hierarchical differences. Below, we will begin by discussing external threats 

related to instability and illegitimacy of power in more detail. We will then discuss 

threats associated with the person. 

Power Instability  

Research on non-human primate species was the first to investigate the influence 

of instability in power hierarchies. For instance, the dominance relationships of 

Barbary macaques are unstable (Berghanel, Ostner, and Schulke, 2011). Physically 

inferior macaques can destabilize an existing dominance relationship and achieve high 

ranking positions by soliciting support from other individuals. Studies such as this 

showed very different results compared to those obtained in stable power hierarchies.  

More generally, animal and human studies indicate that potential loss of control 

produces stress in those at the top of the hierarchy (Knight & Mehta, 2017; Sapolsky 

& Share, 2004, Scheepers, 2009). Typically, when hierarchies are unstable alpha 

males experience higher levels of stress than alpha males in stable hierarchies 
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(Gesquiere et al., 2011). According to a meta-analysis of humans studies (Starcke & 

Brand, 2016), stress increases risk-taking because it orients attention to immediate 

and potentially high rewards and interferes with executive control and a systematic 

consideration of all the options.  

Research conducted with humans found that unstable power increases the stress 

levels of powerholders and decreases BAS activation (Maner, Gailliot, Butz, & 

Peruche, 2007; Jordan et al., 2011). Power instability per se, or in interaction with 

dispositional factors of powerholders, influences their ways of thinking and acting, 

particularly their risk-taking. Maner, Gailliot et al. (2007) assigned participants to a 

powerful (manager) or powerless (subordinate) role and manipulated the stability of 

those roles. In the stable condition, participants were informed that their roles would 

not change regardless of their task performance. In the unstable condition, participants 

were told that the assigned roles could be altered depending on their task performance. 

The study showed that when powerful individuals occupy an unstable power position 

and face potential loss of control, they tend to change their usual risk-taking 

orientation and become conservative and scrupulous (see also Hiemer & Abele, 2012). 

A recent study on moral behavior (Kim, Shin, & Lee, 2017) found that power 

instability breaks the link between power and approach-related unethicality. Given 

that power is associated with asymmetric control over valuable resources and 

outcomes of others, powerholders are more likely to conduct unethical behavior such 

as lying (Lammers, Stapel, & Galinsky, 2010), and sexual harassment (Bargh, 

Raymond, Pryor, & Strack, 1995), but this only occurs when their power position is 
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unstable. Power instability increases perceptions of risk, which then leads to more 

ethical behavior among powerful individuals (Kim et al., 2017). 

Nevertheless, the evidence that power instability can decrease risk-taking in the 

powerful is inconsistent. A reversed pattern was found by Jordan et al. (2011). In their 

studies, when power was perceived as unstable, powerful individuals showed 

increased risk preferences in various decision making tasks. Despite such apparent 

contradictions, the findings can be reconciled by considering the interaction between 

power stability and the distinct dispositions of powerholders, such as power 

motivation and stress tolerance, issues that will be discussed later. Together, the 

results suggest that unstable power is associated with the prospect of losing power, 

thus creating physiological stress in the powerful.  

One of the reactive defences of powerholders in unstable hierarchies concerns 

the ways they think about and interact with the powerless. Georgesen and Harris 

(2006) examined the joint effects of expectation about subordinates and power 

stability on the ways powerholders perceive and treat their subordinates. Participants 

were assigned either to a powerful (boss) or a powerless (employee) role in dyads. 

They were informed that their roles could be either altered (unstable condition) or 

would stay the same (stable condition). When the power position was unstable, bosses 

holding negative expectation regarding subordinates, unlike those with positive 

expectations, treated the subordinates more negatively during interactions. They 

evaluated them negatively and allocated them a small amount of prize money. 

However, when bosses were in a stable power condition, their expectations did not 
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impact the interactions with subordinates (see also Vescio, Snyder, & Butz, 2003). 

These findings dovetail with the notion that the motivation to maintain power triggers 

negative stereotypes and perceptual biases towards the powerless – attributing 

negative traits to them and therefore viewing them as deserving of their disadvantaged 

positions. 

With perceived threats to power, powerholders in unstable power hierarchies 

respond with power assertion to maintain their power. This tendency is especially 

enhanced in individuals who are highly motivated to have power. For example, Maner 

and Mead (2010) found that under an unstable leadership condition, leaders with high 

dominance motivation displayed increased formidability and coercive control over 

ingroup members who threatened their power. They excluded a competent group 

member or did not assign him to a position with ingroup influence (e.g., director), so 

that they could prevent the member from gaining prestige and threatening their 

authority. Similarly, another study by Mead and Maner (2012) showed that power 

instability caused leaders who were high in dominance motivation to protect their 

power by seeking proximity to an ingroup competitor, whom they could thereby 

monitor and control.  

Power Illegitimacy 

Power can be fairly or unfairly afforded or grabbed. Power legitimacy is defined 

as the extent to which power differences within social hierarchies are subjectively 

perceived as fair and just (e.g., on the basis of the powerholders’ inputs and abilities; 

Major & Schmader, 2001; Spear, Greenwood, De Lemus, & Sweetman, 2010; Tost, 
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2011). Power is illegitimate when people believe that the process of acquiring or 

distributing power is unfair (e.g., on the basis of nepotism; Spear et al., 2010). If 

people view a powerholder as legitimate, they feel obligated to follow and support the 

powerholder (Tost, 2011; Tyler, 1997); otherwise, they are reluctant to obey and may 

challenge the powerholder’s privilege. Legitimacy is thus a critical determinant of the 

endurance and stability of a power hierarchy. Illegitimacy of power differentials 

decreases powerholders’ sense of control, leading them to feel threatened and alarmed. 

This in turn motivates them to maintain the status quo and preserve their power and 

control. 

Several studies suggest that power illegitimacy activates BIS and triggers 

reactive approach motivation. This can be seen in basic measures of approach 

motivation, during goal pursuit, in moral reasoning, social behavior and perceptions 

(Lammers, Galinsky, Gordijn, & Otten, 2008; Lammers, Stoker et al., 2010; Willis, et 

al., 2010; Willis & Rodriguez-Bailon, 2010; Rodriguez-Bailon, et al., 2000).   

In two studies, Lammers and his colleagues (2008) manipulated power and 

legitimacy by asking participants to recall a past event in which they were either 

powerful or powerless, and felt that the power relation was either legitimate or 

illegitimate. In another study, legitimacy was manipulated by assigning participants to 

different power roles (manager or subordinate) ostensibly on the basis of their 

leadership skills measured by a prior questionnaire. In contrast, illegitimacy was 

manipulated by role assignments that did not match participants’ competencies. 

Powerful participants were approach-oriented in self-reported BAS/BIS measures, 
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negotiations and organizational decision-making, but only when their power position 

was legitimate. When their power position was illegitimate, the powerful displayed a 

general inhibition tendency. 

Power legitimacy also affects how powerful people pursue goals (Willis & 

Rodriguez-Bailon, 2010). When power is legitimate and secure, powerful individuals 

have great freedom and an increased sense of control. As a result, they can focus 

primarily on pursuing their own goals. In contrast, power illegitimacy decreases 

powerholders’ sense of control, and therefore the approach tendency towards their 

own desires and aims. Meanwhile, the illegitimately powerful are motivated to prove 

that they deserve power and privilege. They rely on a behavioral strategy: being kind 

to others and fulfilling their obligation and responsibility associated with their high 

power roles. Lammers, Galinsky, Gordijn, and Otten (2012) found that power 

illegitimacy reverses the effect of power on self-sufficient approach tendency, and 

promotes altruism among powerful people. 

Similarly, power illegitimacy changes moral behavior and reasoning (Lammers, 

Stapel et al., 2010). It decreases powerholders’ immoral approach behavior, such as 

cheating and stealing. Under illegitimacy, moral hypocrisy – typically defined as 

applying rigorous moral standards on others but less strict standards on oneself 

(Valdesolo & DeSteno, 2007, 2008), is reduced among powerful people. Lammers, 

Stapel et al. (2010) suggested that illegitimacy signals instability and potential loss of 

power, consequently motivating the powerful to maintain their ascendancy. Besides, 

powerful individuals are reluctant to act freely and wield their power because they 

ac
ce

pte
d b

y S
oc

ial
 an

d P
ers

on
ali

ty 
Psy

ch
olo

gy
 C

om
pa

ss



 

POWER, THREATS, AND APPROACH MOTIVATION                    23 
 

 
 

feel their advantage is undeserved. This explanation can be partly supported by the 

evidence showing that powerful individuals experience guilt, unease, and fear when 

the power relationship is unexplained or illegitimate (Smith, Jost et al., 2008; Weber, 

Mummendey, & Walduz, 2002). 

As with power instability, people with illegitimate power also resort to cognitive 

strategy to justify the current power structure and elevate the legitimacy and security 

of their high power positions. They stereotype the powerless and think them as 

deserving of low power positions (Rodriguez-Bailon et al., 2000). Rodriguez-Bailon 

et al. (2000) assigned participants to a legitimate or illegitimate power position, 

allegedly on the basis of their leadership ability. They found that when the legitimacy 

of power positions was ambiguous (when no reason was given to explain the role 

assignment), powerful participants paid more attention to negative 

stereotype-consistent information about the powerless than do legitimately powerful 

participants. The effect of illegitimate power on stereotyping and derogations of 

subordinates was also mediated by feelings of threats driven by the insecure power 

situation. 

Another study investigated the role of legitimacy on the ingroup favoritism of 

powerful groups (Hornsey, Spears, Cremers, and Hogg, 2003). Power was 

manipulated by providing participants with information about the composition of a 

university senate. In the high power condition, participants from the same department 

(e.g., social-science students) were informed that the university senate, with high 

executive power, included 8 out of 10 faculty members from their department. In the 
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low power condition, participants were told that the senate included 8 of 10 faculty 

members from the other department (e.g., math-science). Legitimacy was manipulated 

by informing participants whether the makeup of the senate was representative 

(legitimate condition) or unrepresentative (illegitimate condition) of the departmental 

proportion. The study found that illegitimately powerful groups exhibited strong 

ingroup bias and great discrimination towards the powerless outgroup. In contrast, 

legitimately powerful groups did not show an ingroup preference. They did not have 

to justify their dominant position via ingroup bias as their position was legitimate and 

secure. By viewing the powerless as inferior and undeserved and by discriminating 

against them, people with illegitimate high power could justify and rationalize their 

privilege and defend themselves against forces of change. 

Summary 

To summarize, power typically triggers approach when powerholders’ position is 

secure and stable. However, in insecure situations, such as when power is unstable or 

illegitimate, powerholders may lose the control that they desire. This activates BIS 

and increases threat vigilance. Simultaneously, threats change the valence of approach 

emotions towards negativity, in particular anger (e.g., Guinote, 2017) and trigger 

disruptive approach behavior (e.g., aggression, Fast & Chen, 2009) among powerful 

people. This may include the use of coercive means in domains where powerholders 

can assert power to maintain the status quo. 

By and large, these findings are consistent with the threat and defense literature 

showing compensatory reactions to many kinds of everyday threats (e.g., Jonas et al., 
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2014; Bukowski et al., 2016). Powerholders show BIS-related attention. However, 

they are prone to unique reactive approach following threat, in an attempt to maintain 

power. They rely on unique defense means, such as derogation of subordinates and 

authoritarianism. We will now discuss the role of dispositions on the motivational 

orientation of powerholders. 

Power, Behavioral Approach, and the Person 

Even though powerholders are in charge, their inner experiences of power can 

vary. Some in the high echelons may feel in charge and believe they have what it 

takes to exercise power. Others may feel incompetent, inadequate, or lacking control 

over subordinates. The latter experiences create discrepancies between subjective 

feelings of control and their social role. Evidence indicates that when powerholders’ 

perceptions of the self are not consistent with their power roles, they feel insecure and 

threatened (e.g., Fast & Chen, 2009; Bugental, 2010). Here we posit that subjective 

lack of power among the powerful can activate BIS, create BAS-BIS conflicts, and 

induce defensive reactions in similar ways to external threats to power. We will 

discuss the roles of anxiety, trait dominance or the motivation to have power, 

competence beliefs, and subjective perceptions of low power. 

Anxiety 

Anxiety, defined as an unpleasant feeling or state of inner turmoil and worry 

about future threats (Seligman, Walker, & Rosenhan, 2001), is linked to a discrepancy 

between perceived demands and the ability to control or respond to the demands (see 

the demand-control-support model of stress; Karasek, 1979). Anxiety is the emotion 
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most closely related to behavioral inhibition (e.g., Muris, 2006; Clauss & Blackford, 

2012; Viana & Gratz, 2012). The robust associations between anxiety and inhibition, 

on the one hand, and power and approach, on the other hand, raise the question: what 

happens when chronically anxious individuals acquire power? The evidence suggests 

that powerholders’ dispositional anxiety modulates the extent to which they are 

approach-oriented (Maner et al., 2012). Furthermore, trait anxiety interacts with 

context to determine motivation. For example, under stressful circumstances (e.g., an 

unstable power condition), anxious powerholders become particularly defensive 

(Jordan et al., 2011). 

High levels of anxiety lead to an array of responses typical for BIS (e.g., Barlow, 

2002; Ohman, 1986). These include risk-averse decision-making (Raghunathan & 

Pham, 1999; Maner & Schmidt, 2006; Maner, Richey et al., 2007), pessimistic 

appraisals (Barlow, 2002; Maner & Schmidt, 2006), and biases towards perceiving 

ambiguous information as threatening (Mathews & MacLeod, 2002; Stober, 1997; 

Viana & Gratz, 2012). These tendencies have also been observed in anxious people in 

positions of authority. Maner and his colleagues (2012) demonstrated that anxiety 

dampens the effect of power on approach motivation. Specifically, high power 

participants who were low in trait anxiety engaged in risk-taking behavior and 

disinhibited sexual attention towards a confederate. For those who were high in 

anxiety, however, high power no longer triggered approach behavior. 

Closely related to trait anxiety is the individuals’ tolerance of stressful situations, 

or their ability to endure distressing situations. Low tolerance to stressors triggers a 
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propensity to experience anxiety in the presence of stressors (Leyro, Zvolensky, & 

Bernstein, 2010). Powerholders with low stress tolerance are typically 

approach-oriented, for instance, they take more risks than those with high stress 

tolerance (Jordan et al., 2011). Stress intensifies automatic and pre-existing dominant 

decision-making preferences (e.g., risk-taking in a high power condition; Porcelli & 

Delgado, 2009). However, for those who have a high power motivation, a distressing 

power condition triggers the primary goal of maintaining their power, thus promoting 

conservative action. 

Trait Dominance and Power Motivation 

Individuals who appear in powerful roles often desire power; that is, they have a 

dominant predisposition. Dominant people are assertive and display forceful behavior 

directed at enhancing control in social encounters (Buss & Craik, 1980; Wiggins, 

1979; Winter, 2010). Dominance is the trait that can best predict the attainment of 

power and influence, alongside extraversion (see Guinote & Chen, 2017, for a review). 

Dominant individuals speak more and make direct eye contact during interactions. 

They actively seek status and leadership, and feel comfortable in high power roles 

(e.g., Anderson & Kilduff, 2009a; Chen, Langner, & Mendoza-Denton, 2009; see also 

Guinote & Chen, 2017). Because power is often afforded on the basis of competence 

and ability to advance collective goals, dominant people can signal competence 

through confident and assertive communication (Anderson & Kilduff, 2009a). 

Even though dominant people more easily acquire power and are 

approach-oriented (Guinote, 2017), extreme motivation to possess power can trigger 
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defensive exercises of power and vigilance to the potential power loss (Scheepers & 

Ellemers, 2005). For instance, Maner, Gailliot et al. (2007) found that when power is 

at stake, powerful individuals with high power motivation make conservative 

decisions and avoid risks. Hiemer and Abele (2012) found that this is not the case 

when power is stable. Under stable power conditions, the higher the power motivation 

is, the more likely powerholders are to take risks. In this case, high power is regarded 

as a reward for those high in power motivation and thus activating approach-related 

behavior (e.g., risk-taking). 

Experiences of Incompetence 

In groups and organizations, power is most frequently afforded to individuals 

who are competent and have expertise (Magee & Galinsky, 2008). People in authority 

positions are thus expected to possess superior abilities that can help advance 

collective goals (Anderson & Kilduff, 2009b; Cuddy, Fiske, & Glick, 2008; Keltner, 

2010). However, these expectations are not met when powerholders lack the 

necessary skills. Powerholders’ incompetence signals they are not able to exercise 

power effectively, and may consequently lack control and influence. 

Drawing on the self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987), it has been argued that a 

discrepancy between powerholders’ actual self (not being capable and skillful) and 

their ought self (being highly competent) should threaten their self-worth (Fast, 2009; 

Fast & Chen, 2009; Fast, Burris, & Bartel, 2014). Consistent with this notion, several 

experimental studies have demonstrated that powerholders who feel incompetent 

attempt to compensate for their threatened ego by denigrating others, displaying 
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hubris, and engaging in aggressive behavior (Cho & Fast, 2012; Fast, 2009; Fast & 

Chen, 2009). In organizational contexts, managers with low perceived ability feel 

personally threatened and exhibit ego defensive management. They are averse to 

employees’ voice, evaluate subordinates negatively, and are reluctant to change or 

improve their leadership (Fast et al., 2014; Paglis & Green, 2002). Furthermore, the 

defense of powerful individuals to ego threats can be mitigated by affirmations of 

their self-worth. For example, Fast and Chen (2009) showed the aggressiveness of 

powerholders was eliminated when their leadership aptitude or relevant values were 

affirmed. Similarly, denigration by supervisors was alleviated when their sense of 

social worth was boosted by receiving gratitude expressions from subordinates (Cho 

& Fast, 2012). Thus a decrease in self-worth seems to play a role in powerholders’ 

negative attitudes towards subordinates. In the present (more broad and distal) 

framework, threats to the self activate BIS, and are followed by reactive approach 

strategies to restore powerholders’ privileged hierarchical position.  

Subjective Perceptions of Low Power 

Being competent and capable of advancing the interests of groups and 

organizations is a frequent antecedent of power affordance (Anderson & Kilduff, 

2009b; Cuddy et al., 2008; Keltner, 2010). People are often appointed to power 

positions based on their competencies, or because of their experience and seniority. 

This does not, however, mean that these people desire power, or that their personal 

predispositions fit well with the expectations associated with power roles (e.g., being 

assertive, decisive, and making task-related demands from others). Another type of 
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discrepancy occurs when people have power but experience a lack of it (Bugental, 

2010; Chen et al., 2009; Schmid Mast & Hall, 2003). Throughout all these 

circumstances, there are incongruences between the person – their desires, 

dispositions or perceptions – and the demands of power roles. These incongruences 

hinder effective exercises of power, and they too can activate BIS in the absence of 

external threats. 

Consistent with this notion, a wave of research on parent-child and 

teacher-student relationships has revealed that authority insecurity and perceptions of 

low power induce arousal, negative affect, and punitive power assertion (see Bugental, 

2010, for a review). For instance, parents who believe they do not have power are 

highly reactive to dominance comparisons within family interactions (Bugental, Lyon, 

Krantz, & Cortez, 1997). When facing authority challenges posed by children, they 

easily experience negative affect and make efforts to regain control (Bugental et al., 

1993). 

Power-defensive tactics used by parents with low perceived power include 

coercive control, verbal derogation, physical abuse, and safety neglect towards the 

children (Bugental, Blue, & Cruzcosa, 1989; Bugental & Happaney, 2000, 2004). Put 

differently, subjectively powerless parents use the power they have at their disposal as 

a defense tool to reassert power. 

The use of coercive force as a means of restoring a sense of power among 

powerholders who subjectively lack power is also observed in teaching relationships. 

When their authority positions are challenged, teachers with low perceived power are 
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more likely to show control-oriented perceptions (e.g., to think students should follow 

their instructions) and to exert punitive force (e.g., to provide negative evaluation 

gratuitously to students; Bugental & Lewis, 1999; Bugental, Lewis, Lin, Lyon, & 

Kopeikin, 1999). Moreover, Bugental et al. (1999) found that these defenses are 

driven by a state of autonomic arousal (elevated heart rates and more electrodermal 

activity). As posited here, power threats trigger anxious states, and this is followed by 

coercive defense to reassert power. 

Dispositional and Role Power Unfit 

More broadly, research has also investigated the consequences of a discrepancy 

between dispositional dominance and actual power for self-expression. Chen et al. 

(2009) showed that when a person’s dispositional dominance mismatched his or her 

position power (e.g., a dominant individual holding a powerless role), the person had 

fewer approach-related authentic expressions than when the person’s dispositional 

and position power matched (e.g., a dominant individual in a powerful position). 

These findings are consistent with the notion that approach tendencies driven by high 

position power also depend on the person (e.g., power motivation; Maner, Gailliot et 

al., 2007). Approach tendencies diminish when people have low perceived power. 

Summary 

To summarize, various predispositions can present powerholders with 

discrepancies between their habitual responses, identity and ideals on the one hand, 

and their power roles on the other. Dispositions characterized by anxiety are 

associated with an active BIS (Gray & McNaughton, 2000), which conflicts with the 
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approach opportunities afforded by power. A strong motivation to possess power (e.g., 

trait dominance) sensitizes individuals to signs of power instability and potential 

power loss. Experiences of incompetence conflict with social expectations related to 

high power roles. Finally, subjective perceptions of low power conflict with the actual 

power demands of powerholders.  

Across situations such as these, powerholders experience inconsistencies 

between the expectations of their roles and their actual self. This experience of threat 

activates BIS and reactive, negatively-valenced BAS, including anger and the use of 

punitive means to reassert power. Crucially, powerholders’ BIS-BAS conflicts are 

associated with a primary goal of power maintenance. 

Conclusions 

Since Keltner et al.’s (2003) approach theory of power, considerable evidence 

supports the notion that power triggers approach motivation seen across affective 

experiences, cognition and actions. More recently, it has been suggested that power 

triggers a particular type of approach motivation linked to goal pursuit, and involving 

high activation or energy levels, wanting or clarity of focus, and seeking salient aims 

and desires (Guinote, 2017). This research has primarily focused on rewards, 

opportunities, and the positive experiences that often accompany power. Here, instead, 

we examined a darker side of power, when powerholders face objective or subjective 

threats to influence and control. We posit that objective and subjective threats to the 

exercise of power and control will activate BIS, create BIS-BAS conflicts, and lead to 

negative, reactive BAS among powerholders. 
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We reviewed work on external challenges to powerholders and the power 

structure, in particular instability and illegitimacy of power. We then reviewed 

subjective states and beliefs of the individual, including anxiety, power motivation, 

experiences of incompetence, and subjective perceptions of low power. Regardless of 

whether threats are objective and associated with the power structure or are linked to 

dispositions and fit between powerholders and their roles, powerholders respond in a 

remarkably similar manner. They show concerns with power threats, and BIS-BAS 

conflicts. This, on the one hand, can trigger some of the common BIS-related 

behaviors, including increased vigilance, avoidance motivation, and behavioral 

inhibition. On the other hand, given an activation of BAS due to power, BIS-BAS 

conflicts emerge and can be seen in a negatively-valenced reactive approach 

motivation. This is characterized by the negative emotions of frustration and anger, 

and related emotive goals such as inducing punishment. Thereby, threatened 

powerholders engage in authoritarian and coercive practices of power that aim at 

maintaining the status quo. In addition, they threatened power holders rely on 

stereotypes and negative perceptions of subordinates that warrant their superior 

positions in the hierarchy. 

BIS-BAS conflicts can vary in the dominance of BIS or BAS activations. We 

found that in some cases defensive responses due to BIS activation dominate (e.g., 

decreased self-sufficient approach orientation and increased altruism under power 

illegitimacy; Lammers et al., 2012), whereas in other circumstances, reactive 

approach is the primary strategy that powerful people use to defend the status quo 
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(e.g., derogation of the powerless under power illegitimacy; Rodriguez-Bailon et al., 

2000). This variability depends on the person and the situation. For example, power 

instability interacts with dispositional factors such as power motivation or stress 

tolerance to determine whether threatened powerholders are risk-taking or 

risk-avoidant (Jordan et al., 2011; Maner, Gailliot et al., 2007). These findings are 

consistent with the situated focus theory of power (Guinote, 2007b, 2010). It indicates 

the effects of power on powerholders are context-specific, varying with powerholders’ 

primary goals as a function of the person and the situation. Here we show that the 

nature of the power relation, the dispositions of the person, and the subsequent 

primary goal of powerholders (e.g., maintaining or enhancing control) determine 

power holders’ basic motivational orientation – BIS, BAS, or some form of BIS-BAS 

conflict.  

This article has conceptual implications for the domains of approach-avoidance 

motivation, as well as power. A great deal of research has shown that threats lead to 

BIS-related states. For instance, mortality salience, threats to self-worth, and 

uncertainty trigger BIS-related defensive strategies, such as attentional vigilance, 

avoidance motivation (e.g., Greenberg et al., 2000; Proulx & Heine, 2009; Wichman, 

Brunner, Weary, 2008; see Jonas et al., 2014, for a review). At the same time it was 

initially hypothesized that threats such as these would decrease the activation of the 

BAS, as BAS and BIS were seen as negatively related systems (Corr, 2002; Gray, 

1987; Keltner et al., 2003). 

The findings discussed in this article are, however, more consistent with the 
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notion that BIS and BAS are orthogonal (e.g., Berkman et al., 2009; Jonas et al., 2014; 

McGregor et al., 2010), and that individuals can experience conflicts between BAS 

and BIS tendencies, and can use reactive BAS, such as the use of punishment, to 

reduce threats and the BIS. Indeed, when powerholders face threats and challenges, 

they are still in charge, and can use power as defense means. Instead of experiencing 

predominantly either anxiety, typical for the BIS, or positive approach and enthusiasm, 

typical for the BAS, threats change the tone of BAS among powerholders. Reactive 

BAS among powerholders is accompanied by negative emotions, retaliation and 

aggression. Power affords therefore unique self-regulatory tendencies, and can be 

guided by positive or negative affectivity.  

Power has been associated with approach motivation, and powerlessness with 

avoidance motivation (Keltner et al., 2003). However, the evidence discussed here 

suggests a more nuanced view of how power affects motivation. In particular, it calls 

for a consideration of the role of external circumstances, as well as subjective levels 

of control and influence. Subjective experiences of power and anxiety can affect 

perceived ease of power exercise. The present framework explains both powerholders’ 

reward and positive approach behavior, as well as the dark side of power and 

leadership, linked to excessive control, ignorance or stereotyping of subordinates, and 

abuse of power (Winter, 2010; Furham, 2013). This is one reason why in policy 

making and in organizations power is difficult to grasp; it is often admired but also 

feared. 
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