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Abstract

Upon learning of the story of Cinderella, most people spontaneously adopt the emotional
perspective of this helpless young woman rather than of her older sisters who oppress her.
The present research examines whether this pattern reveals a general human tendency to
empathize more with the emotions of individuals with low (versus high) power. Six
experiments (N = 878) examined how power influences the focus of people’s emotional
attributions. Participants were presented with situations in which one character exercised
power over another one and had to resolve a referential ambiguity by considering the
perspective of one or the other character. Results show that participants largely privileged the
emotional states of the low-power character over those of the high-power character. This
effect was observed with different types of stimuli (comics and video clips), with high- and
low-power roles attributed to pairs of different genders (Experiments 1-4) or same gender
(Experiments 5-6). Finally, the tendency persisted -though it was reduced- when participants
adopted a less passive role with respect to the characters (Experiment 3) and when power
occurred in a less despotic way (Experiment 6). Results are discussed with respect to social

attention and sensitivity to fairness.
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Introduction

Humans have developed sophisticated skills to identify and attribute emotions to their
conspecifics. They infer emotions from very basic visual stimuli (Heider & Simmel, 1944),
they can perceive them unconsciously (Pegna, Khateb, Lazeyras, Seghier, 2005), and even
newborns are able to discriminate emotional expressions (Farroni, Menon, Rigato & Johnson,
2007). This ability allows people to take others’ vantage point and adapt their behavior in
face-to-face interactions. However, navigating the social environment not only requires the
ability to take a second-person perspective, but also requires the ability to take a third-person
perspective by passively observing the relations and interactions between two or more people.

Little is known about how people attend to others’ emotions when they take such a
third person perspective. An important issue is to identify the factors that lead to favor the
perspective of one interactant over the other, regardless of the degree of familiarity or
similarity between the observer and one of the agents. Symmetrical dyadic interactions, which
involve reciprocity, should trivially lead to focus to the same extent on the two interactants, as
each receives similar social input. However, a large part of human interactions are
asymmetrical, which may lead to privilege more the perspective of one of the agents. The
present research investigates how asymmetry in interactions influences the focus of people’s
emotional attribution. It concerns a very standard type of asymmetrical interactions, namely,
situations where one individual exercises power over another, and therefore examines whether
people are more likely to consider the emotions of the powerful or those of the powerless.

In power relationships, the dominant individual controls more resources and more
valued outcomes than the subordinate, who is consequently more dependent on the dominant
to achieve their goals. The ability to manipulate hierarchical notions such as power and status
is fundamental for social life and emerges early in cognitive development. Preschool children

and even infants are able to ascribe power from a variety of cues (e.g. body size, postures,



age, resources) and asymmetric interactive exchanges (e.g. giving orders, setting norms, being
imitated; Charafeddine et al. 2015; Giilgéz and Gelman 2017; Over and Carpenter 2015,
Terrizzi et al., 2018, Thomsen et al., 2011; Pun et al., 2016). Moreover, social hierarchies are
processed more easily and tend to be more liked than non-hierarchical information (Zitek &
Tiedens, 2012). For instance, people process faster a complementary pair composed of a
dominant face and a submissive face, than equal pairs of two dominant or two submissive
faces (Zitek & Tiedens, 2012). This suggests that people clearly distinguish a dominant
character from a subordinate one and even favor the differentiation between individuals in
terms hierarchical status.

Social hierarchies influence emotion attribution. High-power individuals are expected
to feel anger in negative situations, and pride in positive ones, while low-power individuals
are expected to feel sadness and guilt in negative situations, and appreciation in positive ones
(Tiedens, Ellsworth & Mesquita, 2000). However, although people conceive power
relationships according to different emotional perspectives, it is not clear which perspective
they favor. In the present research, we investigate this issue and consider different factors that
might induce participants to take one or the other perspective.

Taking the perspective of the powerful

Power holders are more salient and more influential in their environment. They tend to
exhibit various physical devices (e.g. crowns, headgear and distinctive attire) and body
postures (i.e. expanded and erect postures) that distinguish them from others (Hall, Coats &
LeBeau, 2005). Their influence in social interactions is also greater: they give more orders,
they interrupt others’ speech more often and they are more likely to set the topic of
conversations (Hall et al. 2005). In addition, because powerful individuals can provide more
reward and inflict more punishment, they are more likely to elicit vigilance of others. In order

to maximize the benefits as well as minimize the costs of interactions with powerful



individuals, investing cognitive resources in the monitoring of those individuals is thus an
efficient strategy.

A wide range of results indicate that powerful and more generally high-status
individuals are the target of others’ cognitive resources. Observational studies on dominance
hierarchies in primate societies and groups of preschool children show that the amount of
attention allocated to individuals in a group correlates with their dominance status (Chance &
Larsen, 1976; Pellegrini, 2008; Abramovitch et al., 1976). Experimental research using eye-
tracking also reveals that human participants look more towards high-ranking contestants in
competitions (Breton et al., 2018), individuals in high-status attire (Maner et al., 2008), and
people who influence discussions more (Foulsham et al., 2011). They also look more towards
the direction gazed by dominant faces than to the direction gazed by subordinate faces (Jones
et al., 2010). Moreover, high-status male individuals tend to be remembered better than lower
status individuals (Ratcliff et al., 2011). Research has also reported that monkeys are eager to
obtain information about their high-status conspecifics, and can thus sacrifice a valuable
resource to view a dominant peer (Deaner, Khera & Platt, 2005). Taken together these results
suggest that participants observing a power interaction may focus more on the emotions of the
powerful than on those of the powerless. However, other factors may act in the opposite
direction.

Taking the perspective of the powerless

First, there is evidence showing that people have positive feelings towards
disadvantaged individuals, especially when they overcome their disadvantage. In popular
culture and religions, the sensitivity to disadvantaged individuals who triumph from powerful
individuals, or political institutions, is manifested through a variety of characters such as
Cinderella, Rocky Balboa, David (vs. Goliath), Gandhi, and has been labelled the underdog

effect (Kim et al., 2008). Experiments on the perception of competition and conflicts show



that people tend to root for the underdogs and provide them more support than to top dogs
(Kim et al., 2008; Vandello et al., 2007). For example, when asked to consider an upcoming
sport competition between pairs of countries, people tend to show greater support for the
underdogs than for the dominant countries (Vandello et al., 2007). Such support extends to
psychological judgements about the underdogs, which are perceived as more attractive and
more worthy than top dogs (Michniewicz & Vandello, 2013). Accordingly, less powerful
entities are also perceived as more moral than more powerful entities when engaged in
intergroup hostilities (Vandello et al., 2011). Hence, the social preference towards individuals
with less power could lead one to focus more on these individuals and their emotions.

Second, powerful and powerless differ in the emotions they experience. Because of the
potentially unfair and displeasing behavior of high-power individuals, they are expected to
feel socially disengaging emotions, like contempt, anger, or pride (Tiedens et al., 2001,
Magee & Smith, 2013; Kitayama et al. 2006). In contrast, low-power individuals are expected
to experience more socially engaging emotions, like gratitude, guilt or embarrassment, which
serve to maintain existing relationships or repair disrupted relationships (Tiedens et al., 2001;
Magee & Smith, 2013). Hence, since emotions of high-power individuals are socially more
disengaging, they may elicit avoidance from a bystander.

Third, the emotions of the powerful may be more overlooked than those of the
powerless. Power holders are associated with the motivation to act, to accomplish goals, and
to obtain rewards (Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Keltner et al., 2003). The propensity to act and the
associated behavioral manifestations could overshadow the emotions they experience in a
social interaction less salient. In contrast, the emotions of subordinates are often direct
consequences of the power-holders’ behavior, which increases their salience. Moreover,
powerful individuals are less dependent on others, which make them more socially distant

(Magee & Smith, 2013). Social distance of powerful individuals can create a barrier against



the emotions of the people they interact with. This can be illustrated by a lower ability of
high-power individuals to correctly assess the emotions of others (Galinsky et al., 2006;
Gonzaga et al., 2008) but also by a lower level of emotion experienced in response to others’
emotions (Van Kleef et al., 2008). People tend to perceive social distance in powerful
individuals as they judge them as colder (Fiske & Durante, 2019; Fragale, Overbeck & Neale,
2011). It is thus possible that people are less inclined to attend the emotions of individuals
exerting power on others.
The present research and hypotheses

The present research thus examines whether people, who observe a power interaction,
privilege more the emotions of the powerful or privilege more the emotions of the powerless.
On the one hand, the salience of powerful individuals and the vigilance they elicit in others
could favor the former possibility. Conversely, sensitivity to disadvantaged individuals,
combined with greater distance from the emotions of powerful people, could favor the latter
possibility. We tested these two hypotheses in a paradigm where participants observed a
power asymmetry between two characters, and then had to resolve a referential ambiguity
(e.g. Niewland & Van Berkum, 2008) by selecting either the emotional perspective of the
high-power character or that of the low-power character. In Experiments 1 and 2, participants
had to adopt a bystander position while in Experiment 3, they had to take a less passive role
towards the characters. Experiment 4 tested whether the results obtained for spontaneous
emotional attribution would extend to the perceptual domain, by resolving a visuospatial
ambiguity, leading to take either visuospatial perspective of the powerful or the one of the
powerless. Finally, Experiments 5 and 6 respectively used a more ecological material (video

clips with professional actors) and involved another expression of power.

Experiment 1



In Experiment 1, participants observed a power asymmetry and had to respond to the
following question: “According to you, at this precise moment, what does this person feel?”
This allowed us to test whether people privileged more the emotions the high-power character
or privileged more the emotions of the low-power character. The salience of powerful
individuals would favor the former possibility while sensitivity to disadvantaged individuals
would favor the latter. When conducting this first experiment, we had no strong preference for
one of these two alternatives.

Method

Participants

One-hundred and twenty-one young adults (mean age = 26.1, 82 females) participated
in Experiment 1, which was conducted online. They were current or former students from the
university of Lille (France) and were invited to participate in an online announcement.
Sensitivity power analysis (1-p=.80, a=.05, one-tailed) allowed us to identify a Cramer’s V
effect size of 0.25 with a probability of .80 (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang & Buchner, 2007).
Materials

The interaction presented to the participants consisted in a cartoon story made of 13
comic strips (all materials and data are available at: https://osf.io/tf68r/) in which a male
character exercises power over a female character. Different gender characters were used to
better identify to whom the participants referred in their responses since they could use
different pronouns. On several occasions, the high-power character ordered the low-power
character to bring him an item. The low-power character did her best to comply with the
requests of the high-power character, but the latter was never satisfied (See Figure 1 for the
detailed script of the verbal interaction). On the last box, the two characters displayed
different emotional states in line with their power status (Tiedens et al., 2000). The high-

power character verbally expressed dissatisfaction and showed facial and body postures



associated with anger and dominance (Hall et al., 2005), namely, lowered eyebrows, erect
posture and arms raised (see Figure 2A). Conversely, the low-power character displayed
features associated with distress and subordination (Hall et al., 2005), namely, raised

eyebrows, bowing posture and arms close to the body (see Figure 2A).

High-power Character: Pm thirsty, bring me something to drink.

Low-power Character: Okay, I’'m doing it right now.

Low-power Character: Here is a glass of lemonade.

High-power Character: Oh no! I don’t like lemonade. Bring me something else to drink.
Low-power Character: Here is a glass of water.

High-power Character: Now bring me a good book, I would like to read a few.
Low-power Character: Okay, I’'m doing it right now.

Low-power Character: T’ve found this book.

High-power Character: Oh god no! Not this one. Bring me an other one.
Low-power Character: I’ve found this one.

High-power Character: ButI can’t read without my glasses. Bring them to me.
Low-power Character: T've only found these glasses. Are they yours?

High-power Character: No these are not my glasses! You definitively don’t do anything right!!!

Figure 1. The detailed script of the verbal interaction presented in the comic strips of Experiments 1-4
and the video clip of Experiment 5.

Procedure

Participants watched the comic-strip according to a self-paced procedure. Although
participants were given as much time as necessary to watch each individual strip, once they
had moved on to the next strip they could not review the previous strips. Next, they had to
answer the following ambiguous question: “According to you, at this precise moment, what
does this person feel?”. The ambiguity lies in that the question referred to a single individual
whereas two individuals were interacting. In line with earlier studies (Hanna et al., 2003;
2004; see also Boroditsky & Ramscar, 2002; Hauser, Carter & Meier, 2009), participants had
to disambiguate the reference by adopting either the emotional perspective of the high-power
character, or that of the low-power character. Although participants were invited to consider

the emotions of a single character, with the use of a singular demonstrative (i.e. “this



character”), participants were not forbidden to take the perspective of both characters. This
could occur if participants did not want to privilege one or the other perspective. No other
questions regarding the comic strip were asked to participants. After they completed the task,

they were asked for their age and gender.

‘ voic un vere

Figure 2. (A) lllustration of the type of comic strip used in the experiments 1-4 and 6 (samples
displayed here originated from Experiment 1), in which a high-power character ordered a low-power
character to bring different items, while never being satisfied (see supplementary materials for the
full, 13 boxes, comic strips related to each experiment). (B) lllustration of the stimulus used for the
spontaneous visuospatial perspective-taking judgement in Experiment 4.

Results and discussion

Two naive judges individually categorized (inter-judge reliability index, Cohen’s
Kappa = 0.95) the responses as “high-power perspective” (e.g. “angry”, “irritated”), “low-
power perspective” (e.g. “sad”, “disappointed”), or “both perspectives” (e.g. “the green one is
sad and the red one is angry”’) according to the type of emotions described or the grammatical
gender of the character to which the participants referred to. When one judge could not
confidently categorize the perspective taken, the response was categorized as “ambiguous”
(e.g. “tired”, “misunderstanding”) and excluded from analysis (12 participants).

Participants took significantly more the perspective of the low-power character than

the perspective of the high-power character (64.2% vs. 7.3%, ¥*(1)=49.028, p <.001, V=0.79,
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see Figure 3) and 28.8% of participants took the perspective of both characters. The
perspectives taken did not significantly differ between female and male participants (Fisher's
Exact Test p=.149, females: low-power character 70.2%, high-power character 6.8%, double
23%; males: low-power character 51.5%, high-power character 8.5%, double 40%). The
results support the view that participants focused more on the emotions of the low-power
character than those on the high-power character. However, one aspect of the methodology
that might have led to focus more on the subordinate agent regardless of the power interaction
is grammatical gender. In the question asked to participants, the noun “person” (“personne” in
French) is of feminine grammatical gender. This might have led participants to think that it
referred more to the female than to the male character. Consequently, Experiment 2 addressed
this issue by reversing the gender of the high- and low-power characters.

100% -~
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20%
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Figure 3. Proportion of responses referring to the low-power character (black), the high-power
character (light grey), or both (grey) in Experiment 1-6.

Experiment 2

In Experiment 2, participants saw the same power interaction as in Experiment 1, but
this time the high-power character was a female, and the low-power character was a male. In
accordance with the results of Experimentl, we expected participants to focus more on the

emotions of the low-power character than on those of the high-power character.
Method

Participants

One-hundred and twenty-eight young adults (mean age = 21.8, 97 females)
participated in Experiment 2, which was conducted online. They were students from the
university of Lyon (France) contacted by an online announcement and did not participate in
Experiment 1. Sensitivity power analysis (1-p=.80, a=.05, one-tailed) allows us to identify a
Cramer’s V effect size of 0.24 with a probability of .80.
Materials and procedure

The materials and the procedure were identical to that of Experiment 1 except that the
female character was dominant, and the male character was subordinate. Moreover, right/left

locations of the characters were counterbalanced across participants.
Results and discussion

Responses were categorized in the same way as in Experiment 1 (inter-judge
reliability index, Cohen’s Kappa = 0.95). Fifteen participants provided ambiguous responses
that were excluded from the analysis. As in Experiment 1, participants took the perspective of
the subordinate to a greater extent than that of the dominant (81.4% vs. 0.9%, Fisher's Exact
Test p <.001, V=0.98) and 17.7% of participants considered the perspectives of both

characters. The perspectives taken did not significantly differ between female and male
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participants (Fisher's Exact Test p = .31, females: subordinate 83%, dominant 0%, double
17% , males: subordinate 79.2%, dominant 4.2%, double 16.6%) and nor of the left-right
position of the characters (Fisher's Exact Test p =.99). By replicating the effect found in
Experiment 1, Experiment 2 confirms that people are more inclined to consider the emotional
state of the subordinate rather than the one of the dominant. It demonstrates that this effect
cannot be accounted for by an influence of the grammatical gender of the noun “person” used
in the question. Interestingly, a cross-experiment comparison even shows that more
participants took the perspective of the subordinate in Experiment 2 than in Experiment 1
(81.4% vs. 64.2% x2(1)=11.1, p = .001, V=0.16). Although this difference was unexpected, it
could be explained by the inversion of a gender hierarchy in Experiment 2, which was
incongruent with societal norms (i.e. male subordinate and female dominant) and might have
attracted attention to the subordinate even more than in Experiment 1 (Ridgeway,
2001;Wagner & Berger, 1997).

Although in Experiments 1 and 2 participants were unrelated to any of the two
characters, they were placed in a passive role due to their bystander position. This might have
contributed to their focusing on the most passive character in the interaction, that is, on the
low-power character. In the next experiment, we aimed to manipulate the inclination towards
the subordinate’s emotional perspective by modifying the participant’s position. In many
social situations, people move from the role of a bystander to a more active role that leads
them to interact directly with the individuals they initially observed. This shift may influence
the consideration of others' mental states, because interacting with socially distinct agents can
result in very different outcomes. Given that a high-power individual is more likely to
influence others than a low-power one, it might be more critical to consider the consequences
of interacting with the former than with the latter, and thus to focus more on the former’s

emotions.
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Experiment 3

In Experiment 3, participants still had to describe the feelings of a character, but also had to
imagine that they would interact with him or her. We thus aimed to examine whether the
tendency to take the perspective of the passive character remains when participants adopt a
less passive role. Specifically, we postulated that the adoption of a less passive role would

reduce the tendency to focus more on the low-power character’s emotions.
Method

Participants

One-hundred and thirty-three young adults (mean age = 27.1, 82 females) participated
in Experiment 3, which was conducted online. They were current or former students from the
university of Lyon (France) invited to participate by e-mail and did not participate to the
previous experiments. Sensitivity power analysis (1-p=.80, a=.05, one-tailed) allows us to
identify a Cramer’s V effect size of 0.24 with a probability of .80.
Material and procedure

The material was identical to that of Experiment 2 but the procedure differed in that
the participants had to project themselves into the situation when answering the ambiguous
question. Hence, after reading the comic-strip, participants received the following instruction:
“Imagine now that you will have to interact with that person. According to you, at this precise
moment, what does this person feel?”. To avoid participants to be influenced by the nature of
the interaction, we did not specify its content. A negative interaction between one character
and the participants (e.g. a conflict) could incite them to take the perspective of the powerful
character as this character also behaves in a more negative way towards the powerless
individual, while a positive interaction, could incite participants to take the perspective of the
low-power individual, who behaves positively towards the dominant. Participants simply had

to imagine that they would interact with one of the characters.
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Results and discussion

Responses were scored as in Experiment 1 (inter-judge reliability index, Cohen’s
Kappa = 0.94). Seventeen participants provided an ambiguous answer and were excluded
from analysis. As in Experiments 1 and 2, more participants took the perspective of the low-
power character than that of the high-power character (54.3 vs. 28.4 %; x2(1)=9.38, p = .002,
V=0.31). However, the rate of participants who took the perspective of the high-power
character was much higher than in Experiment 2 (28.4% vs. 0.9%, Fisher's Exact Test p <
.001). Finally, 17.2% of participants provided answers from both perspectives. The
perspectives taken did not significantly differ between female and male participants (Fisher's
Exact Test p = .183, females: subordinate 49.3%, dominant 28.8%, double 21.9%, males:
subordinate 62.8%, dominant 27.9%, double 9.3%). While replicating the inclination to
privilege the emotional perspective of the subordinate, the present results also suggest that
attending to others’ emotions partially depend on the possibility to interact with them.

Experiments 1-3 examined perspective-taking through the lens of emotions. However,
the consideration of others’ vantage point also involves cognitive (e.g. their beliefs or their
knowledge) and perceptual (e.g. what they visually perceive from their spatial position)
aspects. Several studies indicate that different types of perspective-taking judgements can
influence each other, which suggests that this ability works similarly across domains. For
instance, participants who are good at ascribing emotions to others tend to also be better at
visuospatial perspective-taking (Erle & Topolinski, 2015; Mattan, Rotshtein & Quinn, 2016).
Moreover, when participants are induced to take another’s visuospatial perspective, they also
tend to attribute more conceptual mental states to others (Erle & Topolinski, 2017).

Conversely, some studies reported no cross-domain influences of other-oriented skills.
For instance, a study found that feeling compassion for someone does not result in taking

more their visuospatial perspective (Quesque, Chabanat & Rossetti, 2018). Moreover,
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interactions do not affect all protagonists’ mental states in the same way. While participants
may easily conceive that power asymmetries alter emotional states of social agents (Tiedens
et al., 2002), it is not clear whether they could envisage that power differentially affects the
visuospatial perception of those agents. A lack of differentiation of mental states in the spatial
domain might result in attributing the same weight to each agent’s perspective. In Experiment
4, we therefore investigated whether focusing on the emotional perspective of a low-power

character also leads to take more their visuospatial perspective.
Experiment 4

In Experiment 4, we tested whether participants’ tendency to favor the perspective of
the low-power individual extend to the visuospatial domain. Participants first had to answer
the same ambiguous question as in Experiments 1 and 2, so as to anchor them on the emotions
of the low-power individual, and then had to answer a spatially ambiguous question. In
accordance with the findings of Quesque et al. (2018), we expected a relative independency

between the emotional and the perceptual domains.
Method

Participants

One-hundred and fourteen young adults (mean age = 22, 67 females) participated in
Experiment 4, which was conducted online. They were students from the university of Lyon.
They were contacted by email and did not participate to the previous experiments. Sensitivity
power analysis (1-p=.80, o=.05, one-tailed) allows us to identify a Cramer’s V effect size of
0.26 with a probability of .80.
Materials and procedure

First, participants received the same power asymmetry and the same ambiguous

question as in Experiment 2. We could thus to analyze the same dependent measure (i.e. the
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focus on the high-power or low-power emotional perspective) as in this experiment. Then,
they were presented with another picture including the same two characters and two letters
(see Figure 2B). They were then asked another ambiguous question regarding letters shown in
the picture: “Letters are displayed on the table. What are these letters?” Letters could be read
differently depending on the perspective adopted. Such “letter-identification” task has been
used to probe human’s tendency to spontaneously take another perspective (Arnold et al.,
2016; 2019; Quesque et al., 2018). Taking the spatial perspective of the subordinate should
lead to read the letters as “0” and “d”, while taking the perspective of the dominant should

lead to read the letters as “p” and “0”.

Results and discussion

Responses were scored as in Experiment 1 (inter-judge reliability index, Cohen’s
Kappa = 0.79). The perspective endorsed was ambiguous for 11 responses, which were
excluded from analysis. As in earlier experiments, there were more participants who took the
emotional perspective of the subordinate agent (83.5%) than the one of the dominant agent
(9.7%, ¥2(1)=59.21, p <.001, V=0.79). Additionally, 6.8% of participants responded using the
perspectives of both agents. The perspectives taken did not significantly differ between
female and male participants concerning the target of the perspective-taking judgement
(Fisher's Exact Test p = .51, females’ proportion: subordinate 87.1%, dominant 8.1%, double
4.8% , males’ proportion: subordinate 78%, dominant 12.2%, double 9.8%).

Concerning the visuospatial subsequent task, a “0-d”” answer indicated the
subordinate’s perspective, a “p-o” answer indicated the dominant’s perspective and “d-p-o0”
answer indicated a double perspective. Participants who initially took the emotional
perspective of the low-power individual did not then take more their spatial perspective than
that of the high-power individual (30.5 vs. 37.8%, y*(1)=0.64, p = .42, \V=0.10). In addition,

31.7% took both perspectives. In order to get more conclusive information regarding the latter
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comparison, we computed the Bayes factors with the version 0.9.8 of the BayesFactor
package for R (Rouder, Speckman, Sun, Morey & Iverson, 2009). As recommend by
Schoénbrodt et al. (2017), in absence of previous knowledge, we used the less informative JZS
prior with r = 1 to scale the Cauchy distribution. Consistently, the Bayes factor obtained for
the comparison supports the null hypothesis (BFo1 = 4.81, which is however relatively
anecdotal according to Jeffreys, 1961). Finally, among the 10 participants who initially took
the emotional perspective of the dominant, 5 also took her visuospatial perspective. Hence, as
in previous experiments, participants focused more on the emotional perspective of the low-
power agent, but this tendency did not extend to the visuospatial domain. This independence
between the emotional and visuospatial social inferences is congruent with previous works
(Quesque et al., 2018) and could reflect the existence of independent cognitive processes
supporting different kinds of social inferences (Shamay-Tsoory & Aharon-Peretz, 2007,
Shamay-Tsoory, Aharon-Peretz & Perry, 2009).

We now want to discuss one aspect of the stimuli used to implement the power
interaction in the four experiments. Although the tendency to focus on the subordinate’s
emotions was always observed, the four experiments all relied on a single stimulus, namely a
comic strip, which might not be representative of all possible stimuli (see Judd, Westfall &
Kenny, 2012; 2014; Westfall, Judd & Kenny, 2015). Therefore, it cannot be excluded that the
observed effect was attributable to the specificity of our stimulus. In popular culture, comics
and cartoons often depict characters with an imbalance of power (e.g. Tom and Jerry, Tweety
and Sylvester, Mario and Bowser), and in most cases the viewer is invited to identify more
with the low-power character than with the high-power character. To avoid any reminiscence

of such an invitation, Experiment 5 was no longer based on a comic book paradigm.

Experiment 5
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As in previous experiments, participants saw a power interaction between two
characters. However, this time, the interaction was filmed and played by real humans. This
allowed us to examine whether the results obtained with cartoon characters could also be
found in more real-life situations. In accordance with the results of Experiments 1-4, we
expected participants to still focus more on the emotions of the low-power character than on
those of the high-power character.

Method

Participants

One-hundred and thirty-two young adults (mean age = 21.7, 117 females) participated
in Experiment 5, which was conducted online. They were medical students, invited to
participate by an announcement made by the end of a lesson and did not participate in any
other experiments linked to the present manuscript. Sensitivity power analysis (1-$=.80,
a=.05, one-tailed) allows us to identify a Cramer’s V effect size of 0.24 with a probability of
.80.

Materials
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We used short (1 minute) movies in which two male actors (one professional and one
semi-professional) played either the role of dominant character or that subordinate character
(see Figure 4. for an illustration). The spatial location (left vs. right) of the actors and the roles
they were attributed (dominant vs. subordinate) were counterbalanced, resulting in 4 short
movies. The scenario and dialogues were identical to those of the comic strips used in

Experiments 1-4 (see Figure 1 for the script). Each participant viewed a single movie.

Figure 4. lllustration of the short film used in Experiment 5 and adapted from the comic strip used in
Experiments 1-4.

Procedure
Participants watched the movie and then had to answer the same question as in earlier
experiments: “According to you, at this precise moment, what does this person feel?”.

Results and discussion

Responses were scored using the same criteria as in Experiment 1 (inter-judge
reliability index, Cohen’s Kappa = 0.93). The perspective endorsed was ambiguous for 19
responses, which were excluded from analysis. In accordance with the results obtained in

experiments 1-4, a vast majority of participants took the emotional perspective of the
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subordinate character (84.1%) rather than the one of the dominant character (13.3%,
v*(1)=58.18, p <.001, V=0.72). Also, we found no significant difference between female and
male participants (Fisher's Exact Test p = .80, females’ proportion: subordinate 82.8%,
dominant 14.2%, double 3%, males’ proportion: subordinate 92.9%, dominant 7.1%, double
9.3%). Additionally, 2.7% of participants responded using the perspectives of both agents.
Experiment 5 replicates the preference for the subordinate’s emotions in proportions similar
to what was observed in earlier experiments, while relying on more ecologically valid stimuli.
Moreover, participants were here confronted to a social interaction implying two actors of the
same gender (i.e. male).

We now want to discuss two aspects of the interaction presented in the experiments so
far that might have favored the emotional perspective of the subordinate. First, in the current
scenario, the high-power character repeatedly told the low-power character that he was unable
to comply with their requests. However, the low-power character had no way of realizing that
their actions could not satisfy the high-power character, since they were always compatible
with those requests. Consequently, the manifestation of the high-power character’s
dissatisfaction may seem quite inappropriate and could give the impression that the dominant
was particularly bossy and treated the low-power character far too unfairly. This could have
caused participants to focus more on what he was going through than they would have done
so with a less despotic expression of power. In order to neutralize this potential effect,
Experiment 6 introduced a situation where the high-power individual no longer expressed
inappropriate negative judgments regarding the way the low-power character was trying to
comply.

Second, another issue concerns turn taking. Since the high-power character is the last
to speak, participants might focus more on what the addressee feels about the high-power

individual’s speech, especially if that speech voices a negative judgment made on the low-
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power individual. In addition, participants may focus more on the low-power individual
because they may expect that it is her turn to speak. In Experiment 6, it is the low-power
character who was the last to speak. Moreover, to limit the influence of turn taking, the two
characters were shown with symmetrical thought bubbles reflecting their reflection on what

previously happened.

Experiment 6

In Experiment 6, we compared the emotional perspective taking in a relatively
despotic power situation, similar to previous experiments, to a less despotic power situation.
We expected that the tendency to focus more on the emotions of the low-power character than
on those of the high-power character would be more pronounced in the more despotic
condition than in the less despotic condition. In addition, we also sought to examine the

influence of participants' perceptions of their own power on their emotional attributions.

Method

Participants

Two-hundred and fifty young adults (mean age = 22.8, 176 females) participated in
Experiment 6, which was conducted online. They were medical students, invited to participate
by an announcement made by the end of a lesson and did not participate in any other
experiments linked to the present manuscript. Considering the between-subject design that
was used in Experiment 6, sensitivity power analysis (1-$=.80, 0=.05, one-tailed) allowed us
to identify a Cramer’s V effect size of 0.20 with a probability of .80.
Materials and design

Since the comic and the short film produced similar results, we returned to the former

comic-strip paradigm for the sake of simplicity. A power interaction between two characters
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with no hair (to limit gender differentiation between characters), one blue and one yellow,
was shown to the participants in two different conditions. In the “more despotic” condition,
the high-power character gave the same five orders to the low-power character as in
Experiments 1-5, that is, three different orders and two reformulated orders following the
expression of his discontent. In the “less despotic” condition, the scenario and the dialogues
were modified so that the high-power character no longer expressed inappropriate negative
judgments regarding the attempts of the low-power character to meet his requests. The high-
power character gave five different orders to the low-power character and only the last request
was not met: the high-power character asked for his red book, but the low-power character
brought him a green book. In contrast with the “more despotic” condition, where only the
high-power character could understand that his requests were not met, in the “less despotic”
condition both characters realized that the final request was not met. This was represented by
two thought bubbles. For the low-power character the bubble was “Damn, this is not his red
book” (“Mince, ce n’est pas son livre rouge”), for the high-power character it was “But, this is
not my red book™ (“Mais, ce n’est pas mon livre rouge”). The comic strip and the dialogues
used in the two conditions are available at: https://osf.io/tf68r/. Participants were randomly
assigned to one of the two experimental conditions. In both conditions, the spatial location
(left vs. right) and the role attributed to each character (high-power vs. low-power) were
counterbalanced across participants.
Procedure

As for earlier experiments, participants watched the comic-strip according to a self-
paced procedure. Next, they had to answer the following ambiguous question: “According to
you, at this precise moment, what does this person feel?”. Once they had validated their
response, a subsequent question was displayed. Participants were explicitly asked to specify

to which character they were referring to in the previous question (Three options were
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presented: the subordinate, the dominant, both characters). This additional question offered a
supplementary validation of the procedure’s internal validity, comforting the overall high
inter-judge reliability in Experiments 1-5. Finally, participants had to answer a short
questionnaire (15 items, see Table 1) adapted by Freeman, Rule, Adams & Ambady, (2009)
from Goldberg et al.’s (2006) International Personality Item Pool. This questionnaire indexes
behavioral tendencies towards dominance versus subordination. Participants had to assess
each questionnaire item on a five-point scale. (higher scores reflecting dominance tendencies,
maximum score = 75). Logistic regression from individual scores at the questionnaire allowed
to test whether the tendency to focus on the low-power character’s emotion is linked to a
greater experience in the subordinate position, which could be the case of our relatively young
sample.

Table 1. Questionnaire items indexing behavioral tendencies towards dominance versus

subordination.

Items Statement Category
1 I try to surpass others' accomplishments.
2 I want to control the conversation.
3 I am not afraid of providing criticism.
4 I challenge others' points of view.
7 I lay down the law to others.
Dominant statement
8 | put people under pressure.
9 I impose my will on others.
10 I try to lead others.
11 | take control of things.
12 I am the first to act.
13 I express myself easily.
5 I wait for others to lead the way.
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6 | let others make the decisions Subordinate statement

14 I am not highly motivated to succeed.
(reversed score)

15 I can't come up with new ideas.

Results and Discussion

As for the earlier experiments, participants took more the emotional perspective of the
low-power character than that of the high-power character (the range of emotions ascribed
and their respective frequencies are available at: https://osf.io/tf68r/). This was observed in
the “more despotic” condition (85.2% vs 1.6%, y*(1)=103.14, p <.001, V=0.96) but also in
the “less despotic” condition (52.5% vs 18%, ¥*(1)=20.51, p <.001, V=0.49). The proportions
of participants who took the perspective of both characters were respectively of 13.3% and
29.5%. Despite the tendency to focus on the low-power character’s emotions (see Figure 3),
we observed a significant deviation of the responses from the flat distribution (3*(2) = 35.06, p
<.001, V = 0.30), revealing distribution differences between the two conditions. Two-by-two
comparisons revealed that participants significantly took more often the perspective of the
low-power character in the “more despotic” condition than in the “less despotic” condition
(85.2% vs. 52.5%, Z = 5.6, p < .001; BF1o = 184851, which very strongly supports the
alternative hypothesis, Jeffreys, 1961). As Experiments 1-5, we found no significant
difference between female and male participants. There was no effect of participants’ gender
in the “less despotic” condition (Fisher's Exact Test p = .12, females’ proportion: subordinate
86.8%, dominant 0%, double 13.2% , males’ proportion: subordinate 81.1%, dominant 5.4%,
double 13.5%) as well as in the “more despotic” condition (Fisher's Exact Test p = .123,
females’ proportion: subordinate 52.9%, dominant 14.1%, double 33% , males’ proportion:
subordinate 52.8%, dominant 2.8%, double 19.4%). Finally, scores to the “dominance versus
subordination” questionnaire were wWell distributed around the mid-value (mean= 42.2, sd=
9.14, range= 20-68), indicating that participants usually did not seem to represent themselves

in a subordinate position more than in a dominant position. In order to test if participants'
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experienced dominance influenced their tendency to consider the low-power character’s
emotional perspective in experiment 6, we used a logistic regression model of the probability
of taking the subordinate's perspective with participants’ scores at the questionnaire as
explaining variable. Interestingly, the “dominance versus subordination” score did not
significantly contribute to the model (Coef = 0.024, Z= 1.58, p = 0.11), suggesting again a
relative independence between participants’ characteristics and the effects reported through

this manuscript.

General Discussion

The present research explored which emotional perspective people take when they are
observing an interaction between a more powerful person and a less powerful person. Across
six experiments, we have examined how power influences the focus of people’s spontaneous
emotional attribution. Participants were presented with situations (a 13 boxes comic strip or a
1-minute movie clip) in which a character exercised power over another one. The results
indicated that participants largely privileged the emotional states of the low-power character
over those of the high-power character. This effect was observed i) with different types of
stimuli (comics and film, Experiment 5), ii) with high- and low-power roles attributed to
different genders (Experiments 1 and 2), iii) with a more or less despotic expression of power
(Experiment 6), and iv) with participants adopting a less passive role (Experiment 3).
Moreover, this effect was independent of participants’ gender (Experiment 1-6) and self-
reported dominance (Experiment 6).

The greater social attention allocated to high-power individuals, which has been often
reported (Chance & Larsen, 1976; Pelligini, 2008; Abramovitch et al., 1976), does not
automatically lead to a greater consideration of their emotions. This suggests that when
monitoring high-power individuals, people pay attention to other internal (as well as external)
features than to their emotions. In particular, they might focus more on their intentions or
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motivations in order to anticipate and adapt to their next action. The reasons for the greater
consideration of the powerless emotions remains to be discussed and explored further, but the
results of the present research provide some possible clues.

A first possible mechanism is the human sensitivity to fairness and inequality, which
emerges early and which may lead to favor the underdog. In the specific case of dominance
interactions, children around the age of 5 begin to favor the subordinate over the dominant in
resource distribution tasks (Charefeddine et al., 2016; Enright et al., 2020). Moreover, infants
show a preference for subordinate individuals over dominant individuals who impose
themselves by force (Thomas et al., 2018). Among adults, fairness considerations are put
forward to account for the underdog effect (Kim et al., 2008; VVandello, et al., 2007), which
shows a greater support to disadvantaged individuals and groups in competition (Kim et al.,
2008. Vandello, et al., 2007). This inclination could orient the representation of emotions on
those individuals, and this focus could vary according to the degree of fairness. The results of
Experiment 6 are in line with this possibility as when the situation was more unfair, that is,
when the high-power character was more despotic, participants took more the perspective of
the low-power character. Moreover, in the present experiments, the low-power characters
displayed a strong sense of commitment and effort (systematically trying to satisfy the high-
power’s desires), which has been found to prompt support for the underdog (Vandello et al.,
2007). It is also important to underline that our study differs in two aspects from previous
work on the underdog effect. First, our tasks did not concern conflict nor competition but only
focused on power situations. Second, and more importantly, the dependent variable we
examine is not framed in terms of support or sympathy towards the powerless, but rather in
terms of emotional perspective taken.

A second factor that seems to modulate the emotions considered in power interactions,

is the degree of participants’ implication. In Experiment 3, where participants were less
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passive observers, they were more likely to take into consideration the emotions of the high-
power individual. In the experimental procedure, the possibility for the participants to interact
with one of the characters was presented before the test question. This probably led to a
greater attention allocated to the potential consequences of interacting with high-power
individuals. Investing cognitive resources in the monitoring of those individuals could have
been judged as less necessary when people were not directly affected by social interactions.
Interestingly, this echoes results showing that self-relevance can attenuate the support given to
disadvantaged individuals. For instance, Kim et al. (2008) observed that participants are less
likely to support the underdog when the competition between the underdog has direct
consequences for them. However, even if the proportion of participants who considered the
perspective of the high-power individual increased in Experiment 3 as compared to
Experiment 2, it remains striking that most participants still favored the emotions of the
subordinate.

Third, participants might have thought that experiencing power reduces emotional
sensitivity. High-power individuals show reduced emotional contagion (Van Kleef et al.,
2008) and are perceived as colder than low-power individuals (Fiske & Durante, 2019;
Fragale, Overbeck & Neale, 2011). Moreover, even when displaying feelings, the emotions
they are attributed is of limited range (Brescoll & Uhlmann, 2008; Hareli, David & Hess,
2013; Tiedens et al., 2000). Given that those individuals are associated with goal
achievements, rewards and actions, people might focus more on the driving force of those
features, that is on motivation or affordances, rather than on emotions. However, the present
experiments did not allow to disentangle between the sensitivity to fairness and the lower
attribution of emotions to the high-power individual. To better isolate this latter factor, future

research could ask participants to assess the intensity of the emotions felt by each interactant.
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Moreover, it is also possible that the two factors are interrelated, and that participants attribute
even more emotional insensitivity to high-power individuals when they behave more unfairly.

Several limitations of the present study should be acknowledged. First, the participants
were relatively young, and compared to older people they may have more recently
experienced low-power positions, for instance at school (with their teachers) or at work (with
their supervisor). Greater familiarity with low-power positions could have led them to take
more the perspective of the low-power character. Hence, the influence of age and work
experience on the effect we have reported, should be examined in future research. However,
the results of the Experiment 6 questionnaire showed that our participants were not
particularly inclined to perceive themselves in a subordinate position, and our scenario did not
involve a work-related situation.

Second, some aspects of the methodology we used might contribute to instill a feeling
of powerlessness, such as the very fact of participating in a scientific experiment, which
somehow places participants in a subject position, or the referential ambiguity conveyed by
the question, which could create a feeling of uncertainty and anxiety. It could be worth to
increasing the power position of participants to examine whether they are more likely to focus
on the emotions of the high-power character. However, the self-reported questionnaire we
used in Experiment 6 did not show any significant link between the perspective taken and
participants’ personal feeling of power.

Third, in the present research, we only investigated situations that elicit negative
emotions and negative behavior, as the high-power individual clearly expressed her
dissatisfaction with the low-power one. This could reinforce the weaker position of the low-
power character as compared to situations where the high-power character would behave
more supportively towards the low-power character. Past works focusing on positive events

such as fair sport competitions suggest that people also root for underdogs in these contexts
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(Vandello et al., 2007). It remains to test if such findings extend to all types of emotional
ascriptions.

Finally, all our experiments were based on a paradigm where the referential ambiguity
is relatively salient. Participants could thus be aware of the ambiguity and consciously choose
between one or the other character. The possibility of a conscious choice could increase the
inclination toward the subordinate character. Indeed, participants might think that it is socially
more desirable to take the perspective of the low-power character than that of the high-power
character. For instance, past research, using resource allocation and preference tasks in an
inequality context, has shown that children favor more an advantaged individual over a
disadvantaged individual when they are implicitly tested (Li, Spitzer & Olson, 2014). It might
therefore be useful in future research to explore other, more implicit, paradigms to address the
issue investigated here. In order to make the choice between the two characters less salient,
one possibility could be to remove the referential ambiguity and ask participants to list all the
emotions the two characters may feel at the end of their interaction. In such a case, we would
expect the emotions associated with the low-power character to be listed first. An alternative
option could be to use the power interaction as a prime for target emotional stimuli. If
participants take more the emotional perspective of the low-power character, the processing of
emotional stimuli associated with that character should be facilitated.

Taken together, the findings reported here however reveal a clear inclination to
privilege the emotional perspective of the powerless when attending to social interactions.
While this inclination probably contributes to counterbalance inequalities and reinforce
fairness within human groups, it might also lead to neglect what high-power individuals feel.
This could bias the attitude of people involved in third-party actions such arbitrators,
mediators or ombudspersons who might develop interventions rooted more on the low-

power’s needs.
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