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Abstract

In this research we investigated the role played by leader power in determining leader self-serving 

behavior. Based on an integration of insights from research on the determinants of leader behavior 

and the power-approach theory, we hypothesized that with higher leader power leader self-serving 

behavior is determined more by internal states like effective leadership beliefs and less by external 

cues like performance information. We found support for this prediction across two experiments 

and one organizational survey assessing leader behavior along a self-serving – group-serving 

continuum. Overall, these results suggest that whether leaders benefit the collective or act self-

servingly is not a function of their power per se but rather that leader power determines the extent to 

which internal belief states or external cues influence leader self versus group-serving behavior. 

Keywords: power; leadership; self-serving behavior; leadership schemas; performance information
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Leader Power and Leader Self-Serving Behavior: The Role of Effective Leadership Beliefs and 

Performance Information

       Recently the popular media has become replete with headlines decrying top executives’ lofty 

bonuses and profligate spending at a time when taxpayer money was used to protect their 

companies from insolvency. For example, John Thain, the ousted CEO of Merrill Lynch, spent $ 

1.2 Million on redecorating his office, as the company was firing employees and was on the brink 

of bankruptcy. Needless to say, this lavish spending of company money at a time when rank and file 

employees were losing their livelihoods drew the ire of the general public and the body politic. Next 

to the popular outcry against leaders’ blatant misallocation of resources, numerous studies have 

shown that leaders who distribute resources to their own advantage harm group interests (Aquino & 

Reed, 1998) and are less effective than those who prioritize their group’s well-being (Choi & Mai-

Dalton, 1999; De Cremer & van Knippenberg, 2004). Because self-serving leader behavior can 

engender a host of negative consequences such as decreased leader effectiveness, public 

embarrassment, and even organizational collapse, it seems essential to understand why some leaders 

act self-servingly and fill their own coffers while others act to benefit their groups. 

        Evidence of leader self-serving behavior is probably nowhere more blatant than in the manner 

in which leaders distribute scarce resources such as pay increases and bonuses, but also other types 

of assets such as office space, parking lots, and recognition. Because these resources are limited, the 

more of the resource the leader allocates to one person (for instance to him or herself), the less is 

left over for the others. But how do leaders decide upon such resource allocations? Previous 

research has identified effective leadership beliefs (e.g., Rus, van Knippenberg, & Wisse, in press) 

as well as the use of equity rules, such as reliance on performance information (e.g., De Cremer & 

van Dijk, 2005, 2008), as being key determinants of leader allocation decisions. However, to date, it 

remains unclear under what circumstances leaders’ self-serving versus group-serving allocations 

would be primarily informed by effective leadership beliefs or by performance information.
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        Based on recent insights derived from the power-approach theory (cf. Keltner, Gruenfeld, & 

Anderson, 2003), we propose that power should moderate the extent to which leader self-serving 

versus group-serving behavior is contingent on effective leadership beliefs or on performance 

information. Because elevated power seems to render individuals less sensitive to situational 

constraints and more sensitive to internal cues as compared to low power, higher levels of leader 

power should be associated with a greater sway of leaders’ internal belief states, such as effective 

leadership beliefs (Lord & Maher, 1993), on leader behaviors. In contrast, relatively low levels of 

leader power should be associated with a stronger influence of external cues like performance 

information (De Cremer & van Dijk, 2005). On the basis of these contingencies, either higher-

power or lower-power leaders may act more self-servingly. By introducing leader power as a 

predictor of the relative clout of these previously identified influences on leader (self-serving) 

behavior, and by extending the power-approach theory to power variations within the leader role, 

the present study makes an important step toward a more integrative understanding of the interplay 

between power and variables that are particularly relevant to leadership research. 

Leader Self-Serving Behavior and Power

       Power, or the asymmetric control over valued resources (Fiske, 1993; French & Raven, 1959; 

Keltner et al., 2003), is inherent in the leader role. The leader role places individuals in a position 

where, next to motivating, coordinating, and directing group members’ efforts (De Cremer & van 

Knippenberg, 2003; Farmer & Aquinis, 2005), they have the authority to make decisions that affect 

individual and group level outcomes. Hence, the leader role entails control over valuable resources, 

and thus the possession of power. However, while typically leaders have more power than their 

subordinates, not all leaders will have the same amount of power at their disposal. One reason for 

these power differentials resides in the fact that organizations tend to give rise to some form of 

hierarchy, whether by design or via organic processes. As a result of these different gradients of 

authority some leaders will command more power than others. Usually, the higher a leader is in the 
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organizational hierarchy, the more control he/she can exercise over resources (Tannenbaum, 1968). 

For instance, while some leaders can dismiss or fire employees as they see fit, others need to garner 

the support of the upper-level echelons to do the same. Likewise, while some leaders can promote 

subordinates at will, others have to pay heed to strict guidelines and regulations. 

       The power-approach theory (Keltner et al., 2003) suggests that power has wide-ranging 

psychological and behavioral consequences by fundamentally transforming the way individuals 

perceive the world, others, and themselves. To this end, recent findings suggest that the powerful 

are attuned to different types of information than lower power individuals (Bargh, Raymond, Pryor, 

& Strack, 1995; Chen, Lee-Chai, & Bargh, 2001; Galinsky, Magee, Gruenfeld, Whitson, & 

Liljenquist, 2008). Indeed, elevated power seems to increase behavioral sensitivity to information 

deriving from internal (temporary and chronic) states, and to simultaneously decrease behavioral 

sensitivity to information stemming from the situational context. 

       First, the powerful, in contrast to their low power counterparts, seem to behave more in line 

with internal (temporary and chronic) preferences, feelings, and beliefs (Keltner et al., 2003). For 

instance, Chen and colleagues (2001) found that power-primed communally-oriented participants 

acted more selflessly and power-primed exchange-oriented participants acted more selfishly than 

participants exposed to neutral primes. Similarly, Bargh et al. (1995) showed that activating the 

concept of power in men who had a predisposition towards sexual harassment automatically 

triggered sex-related concepts and led them to view female discussion partners as sexual objects. 

More recently, Galinsky and colleagues (2008) found that high power participants’ social value 

orientations were better predictors of their negotiation behaviors than their partners’ reputations. 

       Second, high power individuals may react to a lesser extent to social norms, others’ 

evaluations, and contextual cues than low power individuals. For instance, powerful individuals 

seem to act more at will (Galinsky, Gruenfeld, & Magee, 2003; Magee, Galinsky, & Gruenfeld, 

2007), to engage in more goal-directed behavior (Anderson, Keltner, & John, 2003; Chen et al., 
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2001; Guinote, 2007a, 2007b), and to act in more variable ways (Guinote, Judd, & Brauer, 2002) 

than their low power counterparts. The powerful also appear to be less concerned with how others 

see them or judge their actions (Galinsky et al., 2008), to be poor assessors of others’ perspectives 

and emotions (Galinsky, Magee, Inesi, & Gruenfeld, 2006), to respond less to others’ emotional 

displays (van Kleef, De Dreu, Pietroni, & Manstead, 2006), and to be less likely to fall prey to 

influence attempts than the powerless (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Berdahl & Martorana, 2006; 

Galinsky et al., 2008). In sum, both theory as well as existing empirical evidence suggests that 

power opens up the door to influence from internal, chronic sources of information, and closes the 

door to influence from more situational, context-dependent sources of information. 

       Whereas previous studies have identified both effective leadership beliefs (i.e., internalized 

beliefs about how a leader should behave in order to be effective) as well as equity rules (i.e., 

performance information) as predicting self versus group-serving leader behavior (De Cremer & 

van Dijk, 2005, 2008; Rus et al., in press), they have provided little clarity as to the conditions 

under which leaders would rely on their beliefs or on performance information. Based on the 

aforementioned insights derived from the power-approach theory, we propose that power variations 

within the leader role should inform leaders’ relative receptiveness to these internal (i.e., effective 

leadership beliefs) and external (i.e., performance information) informational cues when making 

resource allocations. Specifically, high power leaders, in contrast to low power leaders, should be 

more open to the influence of internal belief states, and hence more open to the influence of 

effective leadership beliefs. Also, high power leaders, in contrast to low power leaders, should be 

more immune to the influence of situational cues, and hence less open to performance information.

Leader Self-Serving Behavior and Effective Leadership Beliefs

       From a leadership perspective, role-related schemas are especially likely candidates to serve as 

internal behavioral guides. Leader categorization theory suggests that leaders have behavioral 

schemas that pertain directly to the leader role (i.e., implicit leadership theories) and that these 
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schemas represent a foundation for the generation of behaviors (Lord & Maher, 1993; Meindl & 

Ehrlich, 1987; van Gils, van Quaquebeke, & van Knippenberg, in press).

       One such specific type of leader behavioral schema is an effective leadership schema. Although 

typically leader categorization theory has been invoked to show that perceivers hold different 

schemas for, and associate different behavioral categories with, effective and ineffective leaders 

(Lord, Foti, & De Vader, 1984), the theory also includes propositions more relevant to the current 

analysis, namely that leaders too hold effective leadership schemas. Hence, we argue that leaders 

hold a schema of an effective leader that “provides a self-standard about how the leader should 

behave in a given situation” (Lord & Maher, 1993, p. 132). Needless to say, definitions of 

leadership effectiveness may vary widely, and leaders may differ in how they envision their role 

and their relationship to their subordinates. In this respect, most social relationship models suggest 

that individuals implicitly understand their interactions with others as functioning along a particular 

dimension: self vs. other-orientation (Fiske, 1992; MacCrimmon & Messick, 1976; Mills & Clark, 

1984). Thus, leaders can see their role along a continuum of primarily being in the service of the 

self or of the group, and their effective leadership schemas can vary along the self vs. group-serving 

dimension. Whereas some leaders may believe that effective leaders should fully take advantage of 

their status by enjoying the perks associated with their position, others may think that they should 

renounce their status symbols by forfeiting perks. Hence, the content of effective leadership beliefs 

(self vs. group-serving) will determine the extent to which leader resource allocations may reflect a 

self or group-orientation (cf. Rus et al., in press). 

       However, not all leaders will attend to their effective leadership beliefs (ELBs) equally 

strongly. Based on our analysis of the effects of power, high power leaders should be more likely to 

behave according to their own beliefs regarding effective leadership than low power leaders. As a 

result, high power leaders endorsing self-serving ELBs should make more self-serving allocations 

than high power leaders endorsing group-serving ELBs.
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Leader Self-Serving Behavior and Performance Information

       Leadership research suggests that performance information may be a particularly strong 

contextual cue on which leaders may base their allocation decisions. Applications of equity theory 

(Adams, 1965; Walster, Walster, & Berscheid, 1978) in the arena of leadership suggest that leaders 

follow equity rules to decide on resource distributions between themselves and their subordinates 

(De Cremer, 2003; De Cremer & van Dijk, 2005, 2008; Samuelson & Allison, 1994; van Dijk & De 

Cremer, 2006). Because leaders generally favor resource distributions that reflect individuals’ 

relative performance, one would expect leaders to distribute resources between the self and their 

subordinates by comparing their and their underlings’ performance. In short, information about 

leaders’ and followers’ performance should affect leader resource allocation decisions. In this 

respect, two performance situations are especially interesting: (1) where the leader outperforms the 

subordinates and (2) where the subordinates outperform the leader. Based on notions of equity 

theory, leaders who outperform their subordinates should claim more resources for the self, while 

leaders who perform worse than their subordinates should claim fewer resources for the self. 

       But not all leaders will attend to performance information equally strongly. From an approach-

theory of power perspective, leader power should moderate the effects of performance information 

on leader allocations. Because performance information is inherently contextual and situation-

specific and high power shields the individual from the effects of situational forces, high power 

leaders should rely less on performance information when allocating resources than low power 

leaders. Hence, low power leaders should be more likely to use performance information in their 

allocation decisions than high power leaders, and they should self-allocate more resources when 

they outperform their subordinates in contrast to when their subordinates outperform them. 

Overview of the Present Research

       In sum, we predict that high power leaders’ self-allocations are more in line with their ELBs, 

whereas low power leaders’ allocations are influenced more by performance information. 
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Specifically, we test two different interaction hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1: Effective leadership beliefs influence high power leaders’ self-allocations more 

than low power leaders’ self-allocations. High power leaders’ self-allocations are higher (vs.  

lower) when the leaders endorse self-serving (vs. group-serving) effective leadership beliefs. 

Hypothesis 2: Performance information influences low power leaders’ self-allocations more 

than high power leaders’ self-allocations. Low power leaders’ self-allocations are higher (vs.  

lower) when the leaders’ performance information is high (vs. low). 

       We opted for a multi-study, multi-method test of our hypotheses. First, to establish causality, 

we conducted a laboratory experiment (Study 1), where we orthogonally manipulated leader power, 

ELBs, and performance information. Second, we replicated our findings in a quasi-experiment 

(Study 2), with a measure of ELBs and a different power manipulation. Third, to increase external 

validity and to assess a broader array of self-serving behavior, we tested our hypotheses in a survey 

(Study 3) by assessing leader power, ELBs, performance information, and self-serving behavior in a 

sample of organizational leaders.

       In Study 1 and 2 participants were led to believe that they were the leader of a four-person 

group engaged in computer-mediated task performance. Whereas in Study 1 the power 

manipulation consisted of providing leaders with relatively more or less coercive power, in Study 2 

we tested our predictions with an alternative power manipulation, an experiential power prime 

(Galinsky et al., 2003). Previous research attests to the fact that internal beliefs can be situationally 

induced via experimental manipulations (Chiu, Hong, & Dweck, 1997; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), 

and that the effects of manipulations of internal states and beliefs are equivalent to the effects 

obtained by simply measuring natural variations in these states and beliefs across participants (cf. 

Anderson, 1995; Chiu et al., 1997; Kray & Haselhuhn, 2007; Hong, Chiu, Dweck, Lin, & Wan, 

1999). Because our primary aim was to test causal relations between variables, in Study 1 we 

employed a manipulation of ELBs. To replicate the findings of Study 1 with an operationalization 
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that may be assumed to reflect more stable differences in ELBs, in Study 2 and 3 we assessed ELBs 

as self-report measures varying naturally across leaders. The main dependent variable in Studies 1 

and 2 was the amount of resources leaders self-allocated out of a shared resource pool. In Study 3 

we extended this by using a questionnaire assessing a broader range of self-serving behavior (e.g., 

using one’s position to secure benefits for the self). 

Study 1

Method

Participants and Design

       One hundred and thirty-six Dutch business administration students (71 females, 65 males) with 

a mean age of 19.75 years (SD = 2.13) participated in exchange for € 10 (approximately US $ 14). 

Participants were randomly assigned to the conditions of a 2 (Power: high vs. low) X 2 (ELBs: self-

serving vs. group-serving) X 2 (Performance information: high vs. low) between-subjects design. 

Procedure and Materials

       Participants arrived in groups of twelve to participate in a computer-mediated study on “virtual 

group decision making” and were seated in individual computer-equipped cubicles. All instructions, 

stimuli and dependent measures were presented and recorded by the program software.

       After being informed about random assignment to a four-person group, participants learned that 

their team had a hierarchical structure (i.e., a leader and three subordinates) and that group members 

would be rewarded for their work. To ensure the credibility of the computer-mediated virtual group 

interaction space, participants had to wait for the establishment of a bogus “network connection” 

among team members. Next, they completed a purported cognitive style test. After having answered 

the cognitive style questions, they learned that their team-leader would be chosen based on the 

results of this test and that the computer would need a few minutes to score everyone’s test results. 

       Effective leadership beliefs manipulation. At this point, we introduced our effective leadership 

beliefs (ELBs) manipulation (for similar implicit beliefs manipulations see Anderson, 1995; Chiu et 
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al., 1997; Kray & Haselhuhn, 2007; Hong et al., 1999). The ELBs manipulation was introduced 

while participants were waiting for their test results and therefore, before they were assigned the 

leader role. We described the ELBs manipulation as a different, unrelated study performed within 

our research group. Participants were presented with a short description of a leader’s behavior and 

were asked to think about, and write five reasons why this leader is effective in motivating his/her 

subordinates. The description of the leader’s behavior varied by condition and represented our 

ELBs manipulation. In the self-serving ELBs condition, participants read: 

The leader is driven by, and is committed to his/her personal goals and ambitions. Moreover, he/she 

invests minimal resources in group tasks and fully makes use of the privileges and status symbols 

associated with his/her position (such as for example: a company plane, a company car, an executive 

suite, company stock options, a number of personal assistants).

In the group-serving ELBs condition participants read: 

The leader is driven by, and is committed to his/her group’s goals and ambitions. Moreover, he/she 

invests maximal resources in group tasks and fully gives up the privileges and status symbols 

associated with his/her position (such as for example: a company plane, a company car, an executive 

suite, company stock options, a number of personal assistants). 

After completing the manipulation, participants were informed that the computer had finished the 

test scoring, and all participants were assigned the leader role allegedly based on their scores. 

       Next, they learned that their group would work on a number of different tasks and that, as 

leaders, they were to ensure their team’s optimal performance. As leaders, it was their responsibility 

to motivate their subordinates to perform well and to ensure that they devote their full attention and 

energy to the tasks at hand. Indeed, it was their duty to decide how the tasks should be completed, 

to assign specific tasks to employees, to provide subordinates with additional instructions on task 

implementation, and to ensure that all group tasks were brought to fruition. 

       Power manipulation. The power manipulation was embedded in the aforementioned leader role 

description. Although all participants were leaders - and thus, were in higher power positions - 
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some had relatively more coercive power than others within that role. In the low power condition, 

they learned that they only had the power to evaluate subordinates’ work for feedback purposes, and 

could not use these evaluations to fire or reprimand subordinates. Hence, they could neither take 

disciplinary actions against their subordinates, nor could they fire them for substandard 

performance. They also learned that they did not have the power to hinder subordinates in their task 

accomplishment. Conversely, in the high power condition, leaders learned that they had the power 

to evaluate subordinates’ work for feedback purposes, and could use these evaluations to fire or 

reprimand subordinates. Hence, they could take disciplinary actions against their subordinates and 

they could fire them for substandard performance. They also learned that they did have the power to 

hinder subordinates in their task accomplishment. 

       Performance information manipulation. Next, we informed participants that their team would 

perform two different tasks: a contrast-sensitivity task (cf. van Knippenberg, van Knippenberg, & 

De Cremer, 2007) and a desert survival task (cf. Lafferty & Pond, 1974). The contrast-sensitivity 

task was introduced as a cover story for our performance information manipulation. The 

instructions stressed that the task was designed to measure the degree to which individual team 

members were contrast-sensitive. Contrast-sensitivity was presented as a trainable ability unrelated 

to intelligence or mathematical acumen. Participants also read that they would receive privileged 

information regarding their and their team-mates performance. 

       The task consisted of estimating as accurately as possible the number of black squares in a 

checkerboard grid of 180 randomly arranged black and white squares. Participants did not know that 

each grid always consisted of 90 black and 90 white squares. Each grid was presented for 5 seconds. 

After two practice rounds, participants estimated the number of black squares in a total of 10 grids. 

Next, leaders were presented with bogus performance information regarding their and their 

subordinates’ performance. This represented our performance information manipulation. In the high 

performance information condition, participants read that they had scored 88 points on a scale from 0 
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to 100, while their subordinates had scored 55, 53, and 51 points respectively. In the low performance 

information condition, leaders read that they had scored 53 points, while their subordinates had scored 

86, 88, and 84 points. Participants were also presented with a rank ordering of their and their 

subordinates’ performance, stressing the performance differences within the group. In the high 

performance condition, the leader was ranked first; in the low performance condition last. 

       Desert survival task. Next, the desert survival task (cf. Lafferty & Pond, 1974), which consisted 

of ranking 12 utensils found after a plane crashed in the desert, started. First, leaders learned that 

their team could earn 500 points for successful task completion and that the allotted time for this 

task was 10 min. The leader’s job was to delegate 4 of the utensils to each subordinate for ranking 

purposes, to create the final item ranking, and to motivate subordinates to perform well (via emails). 

       Participants never arrived at the last stage of the task, the final rank-ordering. After emailing 

subordinates and delegating the utensils, leaders were asked to divide the 500 points the team could 

earn between themselves and their employees. After the dependent measures and demographic 

indicators such as age and gender, participants were thoroughly debriefed, thanked, and paid. 

       Dependent measures. Our main dependent measure represented the number of points leaders 

self-awarded. Each compensation point counted as one lottery entry for several 50 euro prizes. 

Hence, the more points they self-awarded, the higher the chances of winning one of the prizes. 

Manipulation checks were recorded on a 7-point scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to 

strongly agree (7). To check our ELBs manipulation, participants answered eight questions (Rus et 

al., in press) assessing their beliefs about effective leadership. Four questions pertained to the self-

serving and four to the group-serving ELBs (see Appendix A). The four group-oriented items were 

reverse-scored and all items were averaged into one ELBs score (Cronbach’s α = .95)1. As a check 

of our power manipulation, participants responded to an 8-item scale (e.g., “I feel powerful.’; “I 

feel dependent (R).”; “I feel in control.”). The reverse-scored items were recoded and all items were 

averaged into one power score (Cronbach’s α = .92)2. To check our performance information 
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manipulation, participants answered three questions (i.e., “My score on the contrast-sensitivity task 

was better than that of my team members.”; “My score on the contrast-sensitivity task was worse 

than that of my team members (R).”; “I performed better than my team members on the contrast-

sensitivity task.”). The reverse-scored item was recoded and all items were averaged into a 

performance information score (Cronbach’s α = .97)3. 

Results

       In all analyses of variance (ANOVAs) power (high/low), ELBs (self-serving/group-serving), 

and performance information (high/low) were factors in the design. Preliminary analyses showed 

that gender did not interact with any of our manipulations, so we collapsed across gender in all 

subsequent analyses. 

       Manipulation checks. A three-way ANOVA on the ELBs score revealed only a significant main 

effect of ELBs, F(1, 128) = 983.96, p < .001, η2
p = .88, with leaders in the self-serving ELBs 

conditions (M = 5.16, SD = .47) being more likely to endorse self-serving ELBs than leaders in the 

group-serving conditions (M = 2.53, SD = .48). A three-way ANOVA on the power score yielded 

only a significant main effect of power, F(1, 128) = 379.331, p < .001, η2
p = .75, with participants in 

the high power conditions (M = 5.72, SD = .83) feeling more powerful than participants in the low 

power conditions (M = 3.00, SD = .80). A three-way ANOVA on the performance information 

score revealed only a significant main effect of performance information, F(1, 128) = 1139.92, p < .

001, η2
p = .90, with participants in the high performance information condition perceiving that they 

had performed better (M = 6.38, SD = .60) than participants in the low performance information 

condition (M = 1.82, SD = .92). Thus, we may conclude that our manipulations were successful. 

       Leader allocation decision. A three-way ANOVA on the number of points leaders self-awarded 

revealed a main effect of ELBs, F(1, 128) = 15.06, p < .001, η2
p = .10. Leaders endorsing self-

serving ELBs claimed more points (M = 207.51, SD = 73.03) than those endorsing group-serving 

ELBs (M = 166.94, SD = 56.11). The three-way ANOVA on the number of points leaders self-
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awarded also revealed a main effect of performance information, F(1, 128) = 11.15, p = .001, η2
p = .

08, with leaders who believed that they outperformed their subordinates (M = 202.58, SD = 68.40) 

self-allocating more points than those who thought their subordinates had outperformed them (M = 

168.05, SD = 62.36). As predicted, these two main effects were qualified by a Power X ELBs 

interaction, F(1, 128) = 10.52, p = .002, η2
p = .07 (see Figure 1), as well as by a Power X 

Performance information interaction, F(1, 128) = 11.88, p = .001, η2
p = .08 (see Figure 2). As 

expected, the three-way interaction was not significant, F(1, 128) = 1.94, p = .17, η2
p = .01. 

       Hypothesis 1 suggests that high power leaders’ self-allocations will reflect their ELBs more 

than low power leaders’ self-allocations. Specifically, high power leaders endorsing self-serving 

ELBs should self-allocate more points than high power leaders endorsing group-serving ELBs. A 

simple effects analysis of the Power X ELBs interaction, indicated that high power leaders self-

awarded more points when they endorsed self-serving ELBs (M = 223.45, SD = 69.63) than when 

they endorsed group-serving ELBs (M = 151.11, SD = 37.85), F(1, 128) = 25.18, p < .001, η2
p = .16, 

CI (diff) = between 43.54 and 100.23. No such differential reliance on ELBs was found for low 

power leaders (MSELB = 192.97, SD = 74.03 vs. MGELB = 183.23, SD = 66.85). Additionally, high 

power leaders endorsing self-serving ELBs (M = 223.45, SD = 69.63) claimed more points than low 

power leaders endorsing self-serving ELBs (M = 192.97, SD = 74.03), F(1, 128) = 6.12, p = .01, η2
p 

= .05, CI (diff) = between 7.26 and 65.15. Congruent with our expectations, high power leaders 

endorsing group-serving ELBs (M = 151.11, SD = 37.85) claimed less points than low power 

leaders endorsing group-serving ELBs (M = 183.23, SD = 66.85), F(1, 128) = 4.42, p =.03, η2
p = .

03, CI (diff) = between -56.75 and -1.74. This suggests that high power leaders’ allocations were 

significantly influenced by their endorsed ELBs, whereas low power leaders’ were not. Importantly, 

contingent on the nature of the endorsed ELBs (i.e., whether they were self or group-serving), high 

power leaders’ allocations were more self or more group-serving than low power leaders’. 

       Hypothesis 2 predicts that performance information should affect low power leaders’ 
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allocations more than high power leaders’. Specifically, low power leaders who thought that they 

had outperformed their subordinates should claim more points than low power leaders who thought 

that their subordinates had outperformed them. As predicted, a simple effects analysis of the Power 

X Performance information interaction, indicated that low power leaders self-awarded more points 

when they thought they had outperformed their subordinates (M = 217.92, SD = 78.24) than when 

they thought their subordinates had outperformed them (M = 149.17, SD = 27.32), F(1, 128) = 

23.21, p < .001, η2
p = .15, CI (diff) = between 40.36 vs. 96.61. No such differential impact of 

performance evaluations on the allocation decision was shown by high power leaders (MHPI = 

184.45, SD = 49.86 versus MLPI = 184.71, SD = 78.47), F(1, 128) < 1. Moreover, when they 

perceived to have outperformed their subordinates, low power leaders (M = 217.92, SD = 78.24) 

claimed more points than high power leaders (M = 184.45, SD = 49.86), F (1, 128) = 5.10, p = .02, 

η2
p = .04, CI (diff) = between 3.89 and 58.73. Conversely, when they thought their subordinates had 

outperformed them, low power leaders (M = 149.17, SD = 27.32) self-allocated less points than 

high power leaders (M = 184.71, SD = 78.47), F(1, 128) = 6.80, p = .01, η2
p = .05, CI (diff) = 

between -67.30 and -9.24. In line with Hypothesis 2, it appears that high power leaders’ self-

allocations were relatively unaffected by situational contingencies (i.e., performance information), 

whereas low power leaders were more likely to factor such external influences into their decisions.

Discussion Study 1

       We predicted that high power leaders’ allocations would be more in line with their internal 

belief states regarding effective leadership (i.e., ELBs) than low power leaders’ allocations, and that 

high power leaders’ allocations would be more immune to situational contingencies than low power 

leaders’ allocations. Indeed, the present data support our hypothesized relationships. We found that 

ELBs impacted high power leaders’ allocations more than low power leaders’ allocations, and that 

contingent on the endorsed ELBs, high power leaders’ allocations were more or less self-serving. 

High power leaders endorsing self-serving ELBs acted more self-servingly than high power leaders 
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endorsing group-serving ELBs as well as more self-servingly than low power leaders endorsing 

self-serving ELBs. Conversely, high power leaders endorsing group-serving ELBs acted more 

group-servingly than low power leaders endorsing group-serving ELBs. These results suggest that 

high power leaders are more likely than low power leaders to base their allocation decisions on their 

endorsed ELBs. Additionally, we found that performance information impacted high power leaders’ 

allocations less than low power leaders’. Low power leaders who thought they had outperformed 

their subordinates claimed more resources than low power leaders who thought they had 

underperformed their subordinates. Low power leaders who thought they had outperformed their 

subordinates self-allocated more resources than high power leaders, whereas low power leaders 

who thought their subordinates had outperformed them self-allocated fewer resources than high 

power leaders. These data suggest that low power leaders are more likely than high power leaders to 

base their allocation decisions on both high and low performance information. 

       Whereas the results of this study are promising, they also leave us with some intriguing 

questions. First, in line with previous conceptualizations of implicit beliefs (cf. Chiu et al., 1997) 

we have manipulated internal belief states (i.e., ELBs). Although from a theoretical standpoint 

manipulation of implicit beliefs should yield similar effects to the measurement of such beliefs, this 

remains a question to be answered empirically. Hence, in Study 2, we aimed to replicate the results 

of Study 1 by employing a measure of ELBs. Second, to increase the robustness of our findings, in 

Study 2, we employed a different power manipulation (Galinsky et al., 2003) than in Study 1. 

Study 2

Method

Participants and Design

       One hundred and fifty-four Dutch business administration students (76 females, 78 males) 

participated voluntarily in the study in exchange for € 10 (approximately US $14). Participants’ 

mean age was 19.90 years (SD = 1.82) and they were randomly assigned to the conditions of a 2 
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(Power: high vs. low) X 2 (Performance information: high vs. low) between-subjects design, while 

ELBs were added to the design as a continuous variable based on pre-manipulation measurement. 

Procedure and Materials

       Participants arrived in groups of 16 to the laboratory to complete a number of different tasks, 

including a computer-mediated study on “virtual group decision making” and were seated in 

individual computer-equipped cubicles. We followed the paradigm developed for Study 1 with a 

few modifications. The main differences were (1) the replacement of our ELBs manipulation with a 

measure of ELBs, and (2) the employment of a different power manipulation. 

       Effective leadership beliefs measure. The first task participants completed was the ELBs 

measure which was framed as an independent study, ostentatiously labeled Study 1. We measured 

participants’ ELBs by using the same 8-item scale that served as our ELBs manipulation check in 

Study 1. The four group-serving items were reverse-scored, and all items were averaged into an 

ELBs score (Cronbach’s α = .91; M = 2.87; SD = .98). After completing the ELBs measure, 

participants engaged in a three-minute hidden figures task labeled “Study 2”. They were presented 

with ten pictures containing embedded figures and were asked to identify a simple figure in a more 

complex pattern (cf., Ekstrom, French, Harman, & Dermen, 1976). 

       Power manipulation. After the filler task, participants completed an alleged “Study 3” which 

comprised our power manipulation, which was identical to the experiential prime procedure used by 

Galinsky et al. (2003). Participants were asked to provide a written report of a particular incident in 

their lives where they had power over someone else, or where someone else had power over them. 

       Experimental set-up and performance information manipulation. Next participants started the 

final study of the session, Study 4. This represented the computer-mediated study on “virtual group 

decision making” and the experimental set-up was identical to the set-up of Study 1. The only 

difference was that we omitted the ELBs manipulation and the original power manipulation. Thus, 

after being informed about working in a 4-person hierarchical team, completing the cognitive style 
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test, being assigned the leader role, and being exposed to our performance information 

manipulation, participants proceeded to give subordinates instructions for the group task, to email 

them, and to allocate the points. After the dependent measures and demographic questions 

pertaining to age and gender, participants were debriefed, thanked, and paid. 

       Dependent measures. As in Study 1 our main dependent variable was the number of points 

leaders self-awarded. Manipulation checks were recorded on 7-point scales ranging from strongly  

disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). To check our power manipulation we used the same power scale 

as in Study 1 (8 items; Cronbach’s α = .93). As a check of our performance information 

manipulation, participants answered the same 3-item scale (Cronbach’s α = .96) as in Study 14. 

Results

       All subsequently reported hierarchical regression analyses included main effect terms for 

power, performance information, and ELBs (at Step 1), all two-way interaction terms (Power X 

ELBs, Power X Performance information, and Performance information X ELBs) (at Step 2), and 

the three-way interaction term (Power X ELBs X Performance information) (at Step 3) as 

predictors. Following Aiken and West (1991), power and performance information were dummy-

coded – high power and high performance information were coded as .5, and low power and low 

performance information were coded as -.5. ELBs were centered by subtracting the mean from each 

score. The interaction terms and the main effect terms were based on the dummy codes for power 

and performance information and the centered score for ELBs. Gender was not included in the 

design as preliminary analyses revealed that it did not interact with any of our predictor variables. 

       Manipulation checks. To test the success of our power manipulation, we conducted a 

hierarchical regression analysis on the power score. As expected, Step 1 explained a significant 

proportion of variance in leaders’ reported perceptions of power, adjusted R2 = .71, F(3, 150) = 

122.71, p < .001. We only found a positive relationship between the power manipulation and leaders’ 

feelings of power, β = .84, t(150) = 19.00, p < .001. Step 2 and Step 3 did not explain an additional 
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significant proportion of variance in leaders’ psychological experience of power, and only the main 

effect of power reached significance (β = .84, t(147) = 18.89, p < .001 in Step 2 and β = .84, t(146) 

= 18.68, p < .001 in Step 3). This suggests that leaders in the high power conditions felt more 

powerful than leaders in the low power conditions. To test the effectiveness of the performance 

information manipulation, we conducted a hierarchical regression analysis on the performance 

information score. Step 1 explained a significant proportion of variance in leaders’ perceived 

performance, adjusted R2 = .84, F(3, 150) = 267.02, p < .001. We only found a positive relationship 

between the performance information manipulation and leaders’ perception of their performance, β = .

92, t (150) = 28.15, p < .001. Step 2 and Step 3 did not explain an additional significant proportion 

of variance in leaders’ perception of their performance, and only the main effect of performance 

information reached significance (β = .92, t(147) = 27.98, p < .001 in Step 2 and β = .92, t(146) = 

27.83, p < .001 in Step 3). This suggests that leaders in the high performance information 

conditions felt that they had outperformed their subordinates as compared to leaders in the low 

performance information conditions. Thus, we may conclude that our manipulations were 

successful. 

       Leader allocation decision. To test our hypotheses that high power leaders’ actions are more in 

line with their ELBs and are influenced less by performance information than low power leaders’ 

actions, we conducted a hierarchical regression analysis on leader self-allocations. Table 1 shows 

the regression results: Step 1 explained a significant proportion of variance in leader self-allocations 

and we replicated the results of Study 1 by finding a positive relationship between ELBs and leader 

self-serving allocations, as well as a positive relationship between performance information and 

leader self-serving allocations. More importantly, Step 2 explained an additional significant 

proportion of variance in leader allocations and it revealed our predicted Power X ELBs (see Figure 

3) and Power X Performance information (see Figure 4) interactions. As expected, the three-way 

interaction was not significant. 
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       To further analyze the two-way interactions, we conducted simple slopes analyses (Aiken & 

West, 1991) and determined the simple slopes for high and low power leaders separately. As 

predicted, ELBs yielded a strong positive relationship to leader self-serving allocations for high 

power leaders (β = .70, p < .001) but not for low power leaders (β = -.06, p = .46). Also as 

predicted, performance information yielded a positive relationship to leader self-serving allocations 

for low power leaders (β = .67, p < .001), but not for high power leaders (β = .05, p = .57). 

Discussion Study 2

       In line with our theoretical framework, we replicated the results of Study 1 in a quasi-

experimental setting relying on measurement of natural variation in ELBs. Study 2 again confirms 

that high power leaders’ self-serving behavior is more strongly predicted by their ELBs than low 

power leaders’ behavior, while low power leaders’ self-allocations are more strongly influenced by 

performance information than high power leaders’ self-allocations. Importantly, it also does so with 

another operationalization of power, demonstrating that the pattern of results is not contingent on 

the specific operationalization of the independent variables used. Studies 1 and 2 do leave open the 

question, however, whether the same relationships may be observed in the field. 

Study 3

       In this study we measured leader power, ELBs, performance information, and self-serving 

leader behavior in an organizational context. The survey was designed to further bolster the 

confidence in our conclusions by a replication via a different method, the use of a different research 

population as well as with a more extended array of self-serving behaviors. While our experimental 

and quasi-experimental study yielded consistent causal evidence in support of our hypotheses, they 

do not speak to whether we can find support for our theoretical framework in a field context (i.e., in 

a sample of organizational leaders). Given that we believe our results to also be of interest to a more 

applied audience, there is value-added in testing the generalizability of our conclusions to 

leadership in the field, in addition to bolstering confidence in our findings by establishing that they 
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are not limited to a specific research paradigm. Moreover, whereas Study 1 and 2 focused 

exclusively on monetary allocations, our dependent measure in the survey was more encompassing 

by also tapping into the allocation of other resources such as time and credit for jobs performed. 

This allowed us to establish that our findings are not limited to a narrow conceptualization of self-

serving behavior. Of less importance but not without merit, although we have no reason to believe 

that relying on Dutch samples in our experimental studies poses a limitation to the generalizability 

of our results, we used the opportunity for a replication with a sample from a different country, the 

United Kingdom. 

Method

       Procedure. The study was conducted online as a leadership survey. Respondents were recruited 

via a panel firm located in the United Kingdom. Emails with personalized survey links were sent to 

a panel of individuals in managerial positions who had a minimum of three direct subordinates and 

a minimum of five years of work experience.

       The survey was conducted in line with recommendations given in the field (Birnbaum, 2004). 

By utilizing server-sided survey programming we avoided common technical selection biases, 

which generally exclude people who do not meet special browser requirements. We also pretested 

the layout on a number of different computers with varying browsers and screen resolutions to 

ensure that the survey would look the same on different systems. Each potential respondent was 

assigned a unique session ID to prevent individuals from participating in the survey more than once. 

To increase response rate respondents received a monetary incentive. Finally, we guaranteed 

respondents’ anonymity and confidentiality. These measures taken to prevent common pitfalls of 

online research lead us to be at least as confident about the quality of our data as we would have 

been had we conducted a traditional paper and pencil survey. 

       Sample. Two hundred and twenty-eight respondents meeting the study’s requirements 

completed the survey (67% response rate). The sample’s mean age was 42.99 years (SD = 9.76) and 

23



AC
C

EP
TE

D
 M

AN
U

SC
R

IP
T

ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT
                                                                                                Leader Self-Serving Behavior

women made up 39% of the sample. Respondents’ average fulltime work experience was 23.21 

years (SD = 10.31), average tenure in a supervisory position was 12.28 years (SD = 7.96), and 

average tenure on the current job was 6.95 years (SD = 5.17). All respondents worked in private 

organizations and had on average 13.29 subordinates (SD = 14.30). Respondents with a higher 

education degree (i.e., Bachelor degree or higher) made up 71.1% of the sample and the majority 

(84.12%) held management or senior management positions. 

       Measures. All responses were assessed on 5-point scales (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly  

agree). Leader power was measured with 9 items of the Yukl and Falbe (1991) position power scale 

(the subscales coercive, reward, and legitimate power). We used the original items and only adapted 

the instructions given to respondents (i.e., “My supervisor can…” was changed to “As a supervisor 

I can…”). Items were averaged into one leader power score. ELBs were measured with the same 8 

items (4 self and 4 group-serving) that were used as ELBs manipulation checks in Study 1 and as a 

measure of ELBs in Study 2. The group-serving items were reverse-scored and items were 

combined into an average ELBs score. Leader performance was measured with one item, which 

was designed to be similar to the performance information leaders had received in Study 1 and 2 

(“On average, compared to my subordinates, my performance last year was 1 = much better; 5 = 

much worse; reverse-scored).  

       An 8-item scale, identical to the one used by Rus et al. (in press) comprised our measure of 

leader self-serving behavior. Arguably, leaders can act self-servingly by securing higher monetary 

benefits for themselves, but they can also act self-servingly by making self-serving causal 

attributions such as taking unwarranted credit for group accomplishments or by denying 

responsibility for failure on group projects (cf. Weary Bradley, 1978). Whereas in Study 1 and 2, 

our dependent measure tapped exclusively into the allocation of monetary resources, in the survey 

we employed a more encompassing measure of self-serving behavior by also assessing the 

allocation of other resources, such as time and credit for jobs performed. For each of the 8 items 
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(see Appendix A), respondents indicated the number of times they had performed the described 

behavior during the past year (1 = never; 2 = rarely; 3 = sometimes; 4 = usually; 5 = always). 

       We controlled for several variables that could potentially relate to power, ELBs, and leader 

self-serving behavior, namely respondents’ age, gender (1 = male, 2 = female), position tenure 

(years), number of direct subordinates, self-definition as a leader (8-items; Rus et al., in press), and 

group identification (4-items; van Knippenberg & van Knippenberg, 2005). 

Results

       Means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations for the study variables are shown in 

Table 2.

       Leader self-serving behavior. To test our hypotheses that (1) high power leaders’ actions are 

more in line with their ELBs than low power leaders’ actions, and (2) that high power leaders are 

influenced less by performance information than low power leaders, we conducted a hierarchical 

regression analysis in which leader self-serving behavior was predicted by main effect terms for the 

control variables (age, gender, position tenure, number of subordinates, leader self-definition, group 

identification) at Step 1, main effect terms for our independent variables (power, ELBs, and 

performance information) at Step 2, the two-way interaction terms (Power X ELBs, Power X 

Performance information, and Performance information X ELBs) at Step 3, and the three-way 

interaction term (Power X ELBs X Performance information) at Step 4. Following Aiken and West 

(1991), power, ELBs, and performance information were centered by subtracting the mean from 

each score, and the interaction terms as well as the main effects were based on the centered scores. 

       Table 3 shows the regression results: Step 1 did not explain a significant proportion of variance 

in leader self-serving behavior. Step 2, explained a significant proportion of variance and it unveiled 

a positive relationship between ELBs and leader self-serving behavior. As predicted, Step 3 

explained an additional significant proportion of variance in leader self-serving behavior and it 

revealed our predicted Power X ELBs (see Figure 5) and Power X Performance information (see 

25



AC
C

EP
TE

D
 M

AN
U

SC
R

IP
T

ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT
                                                                                                Leader Self-Serving Behavior

Figure 6) interactions. As expected, Step 4 did not reveal a significant three-way interaction. 

       To further analyze the interactions, we conducted simple slopes analyses (Aiken & West, 1991) 

and determined the simple slopes for high and low power leaders separately. As predicted in 

Hypothesis 1, ELBs yielded a stronger positive relationship with leader self-serving behavior for 

high power (1 SD above the mean; β = .54, p < .001) than for low power leaders (1 SD below the 

mean; β = .17, p = .05). In support of Hypothesis 2, performance information yielded a positive 

relationship to leader self-serving behavior for low power (1 SD below the mean; β = .25, p = .008), 

but not for high power leaders (1 SD above the mean; β = -.14, p = .10). 

Discussion Study 3

       This study replicates the results obtained in Studies 1 and 2 and shows that the hypothesized 

relationships may in fact also be observed in a natural setting. Specifically, we found that high 

power leaders’ behaviors were more in line with their ELBs than low power leaders’ behaviors, 

whereas low power leaders’ actions were influenced more by performance information than high 

power leaders’ actions. The fact that findings of our earlier studies were replicated with a different 

methodology, a sample from a different research population as well as with an extended range of 

leader self-serving behaviors bolsters the confidence in the support for our hypotheses. 

General Discussion

       Organizational leaders, who hubristically plunder company coffers to satisfy their own whims 

and desires at the cost of the collective, face not only public scorn and anger, but also losses in 

wealth and status. Additionally, self-serving leader behavior has been associated with negative 

consequences at the organizational level as well as with decreases in subordinate motivation and 

performance (De Cremer & van Knippenberg, 2004). In the present study, we aimed to investigate 

the relationship between leader power and two factors proposed to be vital in understanding leader 

resource allocations: ELBs and performance information. By marrying insights derived from the 

power-approach theory (Keltner et al., 2003), equity theory (Adams, 1965), and leader 

26



AC
C

EP
TE

D
 M

AN
U

SC
R

IP
T

ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT
                                                                                                Leader Self-Serving Behavior

categorization theory (Lord & Maher, 1993), we posited that power would moderate the relative 

sway of these internal states and external cues on leader self versus group-serving behavior. 

Specifically, we expected high power leaders’ behavior to be more representative of their ELBs and 

to be less influenced by performance information than low power leaders’ behavior. 

       Across three studies we consistently showed that leader power interacted with ELBs (i.e., 

internal belief states) and performance information (i.e., situational information) in predicting leader 

self-serving allocations. In contrast to low power leaders, the behavior of high power leaders was 

influenced more by their ELBs than by performance information, whereas low power leaders’ 

behavior was more strongly predicted by performance information than by their ELBs. Hence, 

based on these contingencies, either higher or lower power leaders acted more self-servingly. 

       Inevitably, each of the study designs we employed has its drawbacks. Indeed, this is why we 

opted for a multi-study approach with replication over research paradigms, populations, and 

operationalizations. Thus, the strengths of one study compensate for the weaknesses of the other, 

and the most parsimonious and plausible interpretation of results is one that does not rely on 

particulars of any one of the studies – replication over studies requires an interpretation that holds 

over studies. Study 1 yields strong experimental evidence, but may raise the question of whether 

results also hold for more chronic differences in ELBs. Study 2 addresses this question with a 

measure of ELBs but otherwise high experimental control. Both studies may call into question as to 

whether results hold for individuals in ongoing leadership roles in the field, and Study 3 establishes 

this. Study 3, however, may be criticized for its self-report measurement. While there is evidence 

that self-reports of undesirable behavior can be as accurate as more objective measures (cf. Aquino 

& Douglas, 2003; Hindelang, Hirschi, & Weiss, 1979), the key point here is that Studies 1 and 2 

replicate the findings of Study 3 in ways that cannot be attributed to self-report biases. In a similar 

vein, the cross-sectional single-source design of Study 3 is suboptimal (even though the most-

quoted problem of such a design, common method variance, does not pose a threat to conclusions 
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based on interactions; Evans, 1985; McClelland & Judd, 1993), but again the replication over 

studies renders any interpretation in terms of design issues specific to Study 3 less plausible. The 

current evidence for our hypotheses across studies employing different methodologies (i.e., 

laboratory experiment, quasi-experiment, and field survey), different manipulations and 

measurement of power, both manipulation and measurement of ELBs, and samples from different 

research populations (i.e., Dutch students, managers and supervisors in the United Kingdom) thus 

substantially bolsters the confidence in our findings. 

Implications for the Study of Leader Self-Serving Behavior

       Our work suggests that leader power moderates the extent to which leader self-serving versus 

group-serving behavior is contingent upon effective leadership beliefs (i.e., internal states) and 

performance information (i.e., external cues). Thus, we have shown that both more powerful and 

less powerful leaders can act self-servingly contingent on the information they base their decisions 

on. Not only does this analysis paint a more nuanced picture of the relationship between leader 

power and leader derailment than prior discussions of self-serving leadership would suggest, it also 

brings conceptual coherence to the study of the determinants of leader (self-serving) behavior by 

identifying power as a moderator of the impact of internal states and external cues on leader 

behavior. The present study not only extends and develops leadership research through its unique 

focus on power variations within the leader role. It also extends and develops prior power research 

(1) by focusing on power variations within the higher-power position (i.e., the leader is always 

more powerful than followers) rather than comparing the less powerful and the more powerful party 

in a relationship, (2) by relating power to leader self-serving and group-serving behavior, and (3) by 

focusing on power’s interplay with factors that have previously not been considered in power 

research because they are either uniquely associated with leadership (i.e., ELBs) or have featured 

prominently in analyses of leader self-serving behavior (i.e., equity concerns). 

       By focusing on power as a determinant of leader actions we followed a call by House and 
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Aditya (1997) for more systematic inquiry into the antecedents of leader behavior and added a 

social-psychological perspective to the dearth of empirical research on determinants of leader 

actions. Surprisingly, as compared to the voluminous body of work on leadership effectiveness, 

research on antecedents of leader behavior has been scant, and has largely focused on individual 

differences (Bono & Judge, 2004) and on factors affecting leadership development (Day, 2001). 

       Our finding that leader power moderates the effects of internal and contextual cues on leader 

self-serving behavior has a number of implications for the study of leader behavior in general, and 

self-serving behavior in particular. First, it seems that high power leaders do indeed follow their 

internal radar more than situational cues when making allocation decisions. Whereas in this 

research we zoomed in on leaders’ beliefs regarding leadership effectiveness, future studies trying 

to elucidate leaders’ decision making processes in resource allocation contexts could focus on their 

dispositional attributes, such as social values (MacCrimmon & Messick, 1976) or social 

relationship orientation (Mills & Clark, 1984), as well as on affective influences, such as leader 

moods which have been associated with cooperative and competitive tendencies and might also 

feed into self-serving tendencies (cf. Forgas & George, 2001). Moreover, other personality traits 

such as perceived self-worth and personal fear of invalidity (Thompson, Naccarato, Parker, & 

Moskowitz, 2001) appear to be especially worthwhile candidates for explaining leader self-serving 

behavior. In this vein, Fast and Chen (2009) showed that powerful individuals who perceived 

themselves to be incompetent displayed more aggression than powerful individuals who felt 

competent, and that these effects were mediated by perceived ego threat. Importantly, they found 

that increasing powerful individuals’ sense of self-worth resulted in decreased aggression. Also, 

whereas in this research we have focused on ELBs as internal sources of information, future 

research could benefit from taking a cross-cultural perspective by exploring how culturally-induced 

beliefs about what power is and how it should be used impact leader self versus group-serving 

behavior. Given that there appear to be cultural differences in the conceptualization of power with 
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Eastern cultures associating power with responsibility and restraint in contrast to Western cultures 

where power is associated with rewards and freedom from constraints (Zhong, Galinsky, Magee, & 

Maddux, 2009), our present findings may be culturally circumscribed. In sum, in line with the 

present argument, we expect high power, in contrast to low power leaders, to rely more on these 

internal states (be they dispositions, moods, culturally-induced beliefs or otherwise) in allocating 

resources. Likewise, we should expand the range of external cues considered as influences on 

lower-power leaders’ (self-serving) behavior. In addition to performance information, leader 

behavior may, for instance, be informed by group or organizational normative expectations. 

Exploring a variety of internal and external forces exerting their sway on leader behavior could 

further develop the current conceptual framework in which leader power is accorded a key role in 

moderating the impact of these potential influences on leader behavior. 

       Second, while our study shows that power in and of itself is not a negative force, the tendency 

for high power leaders to pay little heed to external cues does have its drawbacks. Previous research 

has amply demonstrated that a lack of perspective-taking (i.e., the inability to see the world from 

another person’s perspective) associated with high power can lead to stereotyping and subordinate 

derogation (e.g., Fiske, 1993; Galinsky et al., 2006). In terms of the present analysis, high power 

leaders’ insufficient attention to external information may give rise to simplified, stereotypic 

perceptions of, and inconsiderate responses to subordinates. While clearly some leaders may be 

driven by an understanding of their role in terms of their responsibility to their subordinates (i.e., 

group-serving ELBs) others may not. Under those circumstances, leaders’ perspective-taking 

abilities could provide an alternative route to eliciting socially responsible behavior from high 

power leaders. Perspective-taking, as an individual difference variable or as a trainable ability, 

could serve to direct high power leaders’ attention towards their subordinates’ thoughts and 

feelings, and by doing so prompt them to act in ways that are considerate of their followers. Clearly, 

this is an issue to be explored in future research rather than a conclusion that can be drawn from the 

30



AC
C

EP
TE

D
 M

AN
U

SC
R

IP
T

ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT
                                                                                                Leader Self-Serving Behavior

present data, but it is a direction for future inquiry that can be derived from the current findings and 

speaking to the promise of the current theoretical perspective on leader power in developing our 

understanding of the determinants of leader self-serving behavior. 

       Third, we have found converging evidence that high power leaders’ behavior is less 

encumbered by situational constraints and more likely to be rooted in their internal beliefs. Yet, 

unfortunately our studies do not provide empirical evidence pertaining to the underlying processes 

that may explain these effects. Therefore, they cannot provide conclusive statements as to whether 

this is due to a lack of attention or rather to a disregard of external information. Clearly, high power 

leaders paid at least to a certain extent attention to the performance information, based on their 

answers to the performance information manipulation checks, but then chose not to use it in their 

decisions. Arguably both processes (lack of attention and disregard) operate to a certain extent (cf. 

Galinsky et al., 2008) and it might be fruitful for future research to delve deeper into this issue. 

       Finally, we may also note that it would be worthwhile to explore the extent to which similar 

processes may play for individuals in non-leadership roles. Clearly, an influence like ELBs should 

be unique to leadership, but the more general principle may hold for the effects of power on self-

serving behavior for individuals who do not occupy leadership positions. 

To Conclude

       Leader self-serving actions are a particularly pernicious class of leadership behavior carrying 

the specter of negative consequences for subordinates as well as for the organization at large. It is 

surprising that leadership research to date has hardly concerned itself with factors causing leader 

self-serving behavior. As such, the present research hopes to have opened a new avenue for 

exploring factors causing leaders to act self-servingly by pointing at the value of a power analysis. 
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Appendix A

Measures for Study 1, Study 2 and Study 3

ELBs manipulation checks/measure (Rus, van Knippenberg, & Wisse, in press)

1. To be effective, a leader should pursue his or her own goals even if this would come at the 
expense of his or her group’s goals.

2. A leader concerned with his or her personal outcomes is effective.

3. An effective leader fully takes advantage of perks such as a company car, a larger office, 
and company stock options.

4. A leader is effective if he or she invests little time and effort into group tasks.

5. To be effective, a leader should always pursue group goals even if this would come at the 
expense of his or her personal goals (R).

6. A leader concerned with group outcomes is effective (R).

7. An effective leader gives up perks such as a company car, a larger office, and company 
stock options (R).

8. A leader is effective if he or she invests time and effort beyond the call of duty into group 
tasks (R).

Leader self-serving behavior measure (Rus, van Knippenberg, & Wisse, in press)

1. I have negotiated a bonus for myself that was substantially higher than the bonus my 
subordinates received

2. I have used my leadership position to obtain benefits for myself.

3. I have pursued my personal interests, even if those interests were not serving my group’s 
interests.

4. I did not put my own position at risk, even when I thought that this could have helped 
promote my group’s goals.

5. Instead of giving credit to my subordinates for jobs requiring a lot of time and effort, I took 
the credit myself.

6. Although I was partly to be blamed, I did not take personal responsibility for my group’s 
failure to meet a goal.

7. I have shifted the blame for a mistake of mine onto one of my subordinates.

8. I did not work overtime, although this would have helped my group meet its goals.
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 Footnotes
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1 We also measured whether participants in the self- and group-serving ELBs conditions differed in the 

perceived difficulty of generating reasons for the described leaders’ effectiveness, counted the number 

of words they wrote as part of the ELBs manipulation, and recorded the amount of time they spent 

writing. As expected, we found no significant differences between conditions. Finally, we checked 

whether the reasons they wrote to justify the leader’s effectiveness were in line with our manipulation. 

All participants completed the manipulation as required. 

2 Conceptually leader power is different from self-definition as a leader and perceived legitimacy of the 

leader role. However, it could be possible that power may affect leader self-definition or the perceived 

legitimacy of the leader role. Hence, we assessed the degree to which leaders self-defined as leaders 

and the degree to which they perceived their leadership position as legitimate (see Rus et al., in press). 

We found no effects of our manipulations on self-definition as a leader or on the perceived legitimacy 

of the leader role. 

3 We also assessed participants’ mood, perceived leader self-efficacy, and group identification (van 

Knippenberg & van Knippenberg, 2005). Analyses revealed no significant effects of our manipulations 

on any of these variables. Conditions did also not differ in actual performance on the contrast-

sensitivity task. Introducing actual performance as a covariate in our analyses does not change the 

significance or pattern of our results.

4 Similar to Study 1, we assessed participants’ mood, feelings of leader self-efficacy, perceived 

legitimacy of the leader role, self-definition as a leader, and group identification. We neither found 

significant effects of our manipulations nor of our ELBs measure on any of these variables. 

Additionally we found no effects of our manipulations or of our ELBs measure on participants’ actual 

performance on the contrast-sensitivity task. Introducing these actual performance scores as controls in 

our regression analyses does not change the significance or pattern of our results. 
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Step 1

Power

Performance information

b SE b ß

  4.62 7.52 .04

35.87 7.56 .33***

Performance information x 
Effective Leadership beliefs
Power x Effective Leadership 
beliefs x Performance information 

   

   

R²  

Variable b SE b ß

  2.66 6.41 .02

38.64 6.43 .36***

1.03 6.72 .01

   

.21

b SE b ß

   2.69 6.48 .02

38.66 6.48 .36***

1.04 6.75 .01

-.43 13.49 -.00

.00

Step 2 Step 3

Effective Leadership beliefs

Power x Performance  information

19.06 3.80 .35***

   

17.14 3.35 .32***

-66.94 12.91 -.31***

17.14 3.37 .32***

-66.95 12.95 -.31*

R² .27 .48 .48

F 18.55*** 22.96*** 19.55***

Df 150 147 146

Power x Effective Leadership 
beliefs    41.32 6.50 .38*** 41.37 6.74 .38*

Note. N = 154 (listwise). * p < .05. ** p     .01. *** p     .001. 

Table 1. Summary of Regression Analysis for Power, ELBs, and Performance Information 
Predicting Leader Self-allocations in Study 2 
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G
2
/G1 ratio

Table 2. Means, Standard Deviations, Reliabilities, and Correlations for Study 3

 

(8) Effective leadership beliefs 2.18 .48

.05

-.17* -.05 .05 -.06 .11 (.82)  -.07 -.27**

(1) Age

(2) Gender

(3) Position tenure

(5) Leader self-definition

(6) Group indentification

(7) Power

(4) Number of subordinates

(10) Leader self-serving behavior

M

42.99

1.39

6.95

3.43

3.79

3.16

13.29

2.40

SD

9.76

.48

5.17

.59

.58

.77

14.30

.43

(9)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

.07

(1)

n/a

-.24**

.40**

-.07

.10

-.01

.09

-.02

(3)

 

 

n/a

.00

.05

-.04

.21**

.05

(4)

 

 

 

.13

.04

.11

n/a

-.01

(5)

 

 

 

(.86)

.16*

.12

 

-.07

(7)

 

 

 

 

 

(.82)

 

.08

(8)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

.35**

(10)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(.85)

(2)

 

n/a

-.08

-.11

-.01

-.14*

-.05

-.06

(6)

 

 

 

 

(.78)

-.15*

 

-.09

Note. N = 228. Cronbach’s alphas are displayed on the diagonal. * p < .05. ** p < .01.

(9) Performance information 2.32 .70 n/a.03 .08 -.02 -.18** -.10   -.07 .04
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2

     
G
2
/G1 ratio

Table 3. Summary of Regression Analysis for Power, ELBs, and Performance Information
Predicting Leader Self-serving Behavior in Study 3

 

Power x Effective Leadership 
beliefs .21 .07 .19** .22 .07 .20**

Effective Leadership beliefs .30 .06 .34*** .32 .06 .36*** .32 .06 .36***

Step 1

Power

b SE b ß

Performance information x 
Effective Leadership beliefs
Power x Effective Leadership beliefs 
x Performance information

R²

Variable b SE b ß b SE b ß

Step 2 Step 3

R²

F

Df

Note. N = 228 (listwise). * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 

Age

Gender

Position tenure

Leader self-definition

Group identification

Number of direct subordinates

-.00

-.07

.00

.00

-.05

-.05

.00

.06

.00

.00

.05

.05

.02

.87

221

-.07

-.08

.08

-.01

-.07

-.07

.00

-.03

.00

-.00

-.04

.02

.03

.00

.06

.00

.00

.05

.05

.04

.12

.14

3.84***

218

-.00

-.03

.08

-.04

-.05

.02

.06

.00

.00

.00

-.00

-.04

.02

.05

.06

.00

.06

.00

.00

.05

.05

.03

.08

.05

.19

4.29***

215

b SE b ß

Step 4

.00

.00

.05

-.06

-.06

.02

.09

.05

-.00

.00

.00

-.00

-.05

.02

.06

.05

-.06

.00

.06

.00

.00

.05

.05

.04

.08

.11

.00

.19

3.97***

214

.00

.00

.06

-.06

-.06

.02

.10

.04

-.04

Power x Performance information -.15 .05 -.20** -.16 .05 -.21**

Performance information .02 .04 .03 .03 .04 .06 .04 .04 .06
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