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Abstract 

Although powerlessness is a pervasive experience for employees, prior social power research has 

predominantly focused on consequences of powerfulness. This has led to contradictory 

predictions for how experienced powerlessness influences employees’ social perceptions and 

behaviors. To resolve this theoretical tension, we build on Social Distance Theory (Magee & 

Smith, 2013) to develop a theoretical model suggesting that experienced powerlessness reduces 

social closeness and subsequently causes social disengagement behaviors both at work (reduced 

helping, increased interaction avoidance) and at home (increased withdrawal). Our model also 

elucidates the processes that cause powerlessness to reduce social closeness, demonstrating that 

employees’ affiliation motive and their expectation of others’ interest in affiliating explain this 

relationship. We further propose that the effect of powerlessness on social closeness will be 

stronger for employees high (vs. low) in political skill because these employees are more attuned 

to workplace power dynamics. We find support for our model in an experience-sampling field 

experiment and two experimental scenario studies. Our research clarifies the effects of 

powerlessness on social closeness and organizationally-relevant downstream consequences, 

qualifies dominant assumptions that the powerless always behave in ways opposite those of the 

powerful, and demonstrates the importance of political skill as a moderator of power’s effects.  

Keywords: powerlessness, social distance, disengagement, political skill 
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Power has been referred to as “an omnipresent force in organizations” (Sturm & 

Antonakis, 2015, p. 137), and its pervasive effects have led to an ever-growing body of work that 

elucidates its impact on employees (e.g., Galinsky, Rucker, & Magee, 2015; Sturm & Antonakis, 

2015). While this work has provided an increased understanding of power dynamics in the 

workplace, scholars have recently lamented that an important limitation of existing work is the 

overwhelming focus on powerfulness – that is, employees experiencing high psychological 

power – which may have come at the expense of a thorough understanding of powerlessness – 

that is, employees experiencing low psychological power (Anicich & Hirsh, 2017; Schaerer, du 

Plessis, Yap, & Thau, 2018). To this point, a recent review of the power literature found that 

only 0.8% of the reviewed studies focused on powerlessness explicitly (Schaerer et al., 2018). 

This is an important shortcoming because research shows that most employees typically 

experience both powerfulness and powerlessness each day at work (Smith & Hofmann, 2016), 

and that the pyramid-like structure of most organizations likely makes the experience of 

powerlessness far more common than the experience of powerfulness (Schaerer et al., 2018). 

Yet, despite the ubiquitous nature of experienced powerlessness, its organizational implications 

are not well understood (Schaerer et al., 2018). 

One major reason for this lack of a systematic understanding of the implications of 

powerlessness is that most popular theories of power offer dichotomous (and opposing) 

predictions for high and low power, assuming a linear pattern in the effects of powerfulness and 

powerlessness (e.g., Guinote, 2017; Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003; Magee & Smith, 

2013). In addition, because studies testing these theories tend to focus on powerfulness in the 

way predictions are made and inferences are drawn from data (Schaerer et al., 2018), our 

understanding of powerlessness is often only inferred from what we know about powerfulness. 
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However, emerging work suggests that the effects of hierarchical differences do not always 

follow a linear pattern from high to low positions in a social hierarchy (Anicich & Hirsh, 2017; 

Duguid & Goncalo, 2015; Phillips & Zuckerman, 2001; Schaerer, Swaab, & Galinsky, 2015; 

Schaerer et al., 2018). These findings demonstrate that a thorough understanding of the dynamics 

of power in organizational settings requires studying powerlessness as a focal phenomenon, as 

simply inferring the effects of powerlessness from what is known about powerfulness is likely to 

result in premature conclusions about powerlessness. 

To this point, there is a lack of understanding of the way powerless employees feel 

toward and interact with their social environment. Specifically, there are conflicting perspectives 

on the relationship between powerlessness and social closeness at work, which we define as a 

subjective experience of interconnectedness and intimacy with one’s organizational environment 

(Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992). While theory and empirical evidence are relatively clear in 

indicating that experienced powerfulness leads to a reduced sense of social closeness (e.g., 

Kipnis, 1972, Lammers, Galinsky, Gordijn, & Otten, 2011; Magee & Smith, 2013; Smith & 

Trope, 2006), the effects of powerlessness on social closeness are more ambiguous. For example, 

some scholars have speculated that “lacking power will not decrease social distance” (Lammers 

et al., 2011, p. 283), others have suggested that “those without power feel more subjectively 

close” to others at work (Case, Conlon, & Maner, 2015, p. 379), while still others have proposed 

that “low-power individuals experience more social distance” than their co-workers (Magee & 

Smith, 2013, p. 160). Similar ambiguities exist for how powerlessness should affect behaviors 

related to the experience of social closeness. For example, while some work suggests that 

powerlessness should result in affiliative behaviors with co-workers (Case et al., 2015; 

Copeland, 1994; van Kleef et al., 2008), other work indicates that powerlessness may instead 
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motivate disengagement behaviors (Blackhart, Baumeister, & Twenge, 2006; Derfler-Rozin, 

Pillutla, & Thau, 2010; Twenge, Baumeister, DeWall, Ciarocco, & Bartels, 2007; Twenge, 

Baumeister, Tice, & Stucke, 2001), particularly in organizational settings (Ashforth, 1989). 

Consequently, understanding how powerlessness affects social closeness and associated 

behaviors is important, particularly because social closeness is a critical determinant of people’s 

perceptions, emotions, and behaviors towards others at work (Magee & Smith, 2013; Stephan, 

Liberman, & Trope, 2011; Wiesenfeld, Reyt, Brockner, & Trope, 2017). 

To resolve this theoretical tension, we integrate the Social Distance Theory of Power 

(henceforth: “Social Distance Theory;” Magee & Smith, 2013) with recent perspectives that 

highlight the need to focus more systematically on the experience of powerlessness (Schaerer et 

al., 2018) to demonstrate that powerlessness reduces employees’ sense of social closeness. 

Specifically, we argue that the experience of powerlessness will reduce employees’ social 

closeness at work by a) reducing employees’ motivation to affiliate with others as well as b) 

reducing their expectations of others’ interest in affiliating with them. By unpacking the specific 

mechanisms through which powerlessness affects employees’ experience of social closeness in 

organizational settings, our model attempts to sharpen the theoretical understanding of how 

experienced powerlessness will influence employees in their social environments at work. 

Further building on Social Distance Theory, we predict that reduced social closeness should 

elicit social disengagement behaviors, as indicated by reduced helping at work, increased 

interaction avoidance at work, and increased withdrawal behaviors at home.  

Because power and politics are critically interrelated constructs in organizational settings 

(Pfeffer, 1992; Tost, 2015), we also explore employees’ dispositional political skill as a 

moderator of the relationship between experienced powerlessness and social closeness. This is an 
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important consideration because research has indicated that not all employees are equally 

sensitive to power (Foulk, Lanaj, Tu, Erez, & Archambeau, 2018; Maner, Gailliot, Menzel, & 

Kunstman, 2012). Because politically skilled employees are particularly prone to view their 

social environment through the lens of power dynamics (Chao, O’Leary-Kelly, Wolf, Klein, & 

Gardner, 1994; Munyon, Summers, Thompson, & Ferris, 2015), we theorize that the negative 

effect of experienced powerlessness on social closeness will be stronger for employees high (vs. 

low) in political skill. To test our theoretical model (Figure 1), we manipulate the experience of 

powerlessness across three studies. An experience-sampling field experiment (Study 1) 

demonstrates the distancing effects of experienced powerlessness at work and the disengagement 

behaviors it motivates, a scenario study (Study 2) replicates the results of Study 1 and rules out 

alternative explanations, and a second scenario study (Study 3) elucidates the mechanisms by 

which experienced powerlessness reduces social closeness. 

Our work contributes to the understanding of power in organizations by specifically 

focusing on the experience of powerlessness to provide several important new insights into the 

way it affects employees. First, we extend Social Distance Theory (Magee & Smith, 2013) by 

demonstrating the distancing effects of experienced powerlessness. Specifically, we show that 

employees may not necessarily respond to powerlessness with affiliative behaviors, as prior 

work suggests (Case et al., 2015), but rather may also engage in behaviors that further exacerbate 

social distance, both at work and at home. Second, we delineate the mechanisms by which 

experienced powerlessness reduces social closeness in organizations. By elucidating these 

mechanisms, we build consensus in the literature by providing a rich theoretical account for how 

experienced powerlessness causes employees to perceive and react to their organizational 

environment. Finally, we revisit the wide-spread linearity assumption in the power literature by 
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demonstrating that the psychological experiences and subsequent behaviors of powerless 

individuals cannot be reliably inferred from existing knowledge on powerfulness and that more 

research is needed to fully appreciate the phenomenon of powerlessness.  

From a practical perspective, our work provides several insights that contribute to 

managers’ and organizations’ understanding of the impact of powerlessness in the workplace. 

First, our work highlights that when diagnosing problems in supervisor-subordinate dyads, 

managers should specifically consider whether powerless subordinates’ disengagement behaviors 

may be the cause of these problems. Second, and related, by identifying that the reason 

powerless employees exhibit social disengagement behaviors is due to social distance caused by 

their reduced affiliation motive and a perceived lack of others’ interest in affiliating with them, 

our work also provides potential avenues for addressing problems in supervisor-subordinate 

dyads. Specifically, our findings suggest to managers that one way to prevent these problems is 

to give powerless employees reasons to affiliate with their powerful supervisors, or to make them 

aware that their powerful supervisors are in fact motivated to affiliate with them.  Third, our 

work demonstrates that workplace powerlessness can spill over and influence employees’ non-

work relationships, highlighting that it is especially important to help powerless employees 

experience close relationships at work. Finally, our work helps managers and organizations have 

a more complete understanding of the influence of political skill on social interactions.  While 

political skill is generally thought of as a desirable trait in organizational settings (Ferris et al., 

2005; Ferris et al., 2007), our work demonstrates that managers should be aware that politically 

skilled employees may be especially prone to reacting negatively to experienced powerlessness.  

Theory and Hypotheses 
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 Social closeness is a dynamic construct that can be influenced by various aspects of 

employees’ social interactions and the organizational context (Aron, Melinat, Aron, Vallone, & 

Bator, 1997; Aron, Norman, Aron, McKenna, & Heyman, 2000; Holman & Jacquart, 1988; 

Kingston & Nock, 1987). Building on prior research that suggests that multiple aspects of the 

work environment shape employees’ experience at work (Edwards, 2008; Greguras & 

Diefendorff, 2009; Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, & Johnson, 2005), we conceptualize social 

closeness as a gestalt experience that can include employees’ sense of interconnectedness with 

various social stimuli in the work environment (Aron et al., 1992). To develop our theoretical 

model, we build on Social Distance Theory (Magee & Smith, 2013) to explain how the 

experience of powerlessness affects employees’ sense of social closeness as well as 

organizationally-relevant downstream consequences. In the following sections, we first argue 

that employees’ affiliation motive and their expectation of others’ interest to affiliating with 

them can explain why powerlessness reduces social closeness at work. Next, we argue that 

reduced social closeness subsequently causes disengagement behaviors, both at work and at 

home. Finally, we argue that political skill moderates the distancing effects of powerlessness.  

Experienced Powerlessness and Social Closeness 

Affiliation motive. We argue that one reason experienced powerlessness may reduce 

social closeness at work is because powerless employees feel that they have little to offer, thus 

reducing their approach-based affiliation motive (Byrne, McDonald, & Mikawa, 1963; Gable & 

Berkman, 2008). According to Social Distance Theory, employees are motivated to affiliate with 

others when they have a feeling of mutual dependence (Magee & Smith, 2013), but lower power 

causes employees to perceive that they are more dependent on others than others are on them 

(Coleman, 1994; Galinsky et al., 2015; Lawler & Yoon, 1996; Schaerer et al., 2018; Thibaut & 
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Kelley, 1959). In this way, powerlessness should reduce employees’ affiliation motive by 

causing them to perceive that they have little value and are not worth affiliating with, and thus 

that they should wait for others to affiliate with them instead of initiating affiliation attempts. 

Similarly, research shows that being socially excluded can reduce affiliation motives (Blackhart 

et al., 2006; Twenge et al., 2001; 2007) because individuals feel that they have little control over 

the situation and thus little ability to reconnect with others (Derfler-Rozin et al., 2010). 

Powerlessness is similar to social exclusion in that it also makes employees feel as though they 

have little control in their environment (Narayanan, Tai, & Kinias, 2013). Therefore, 

powerlessness is likely to make employees feel that their affiliation attempts will be futile, and 

thus they will give up trying to make connections with others. This is consistent with Ashforth’s 

(1989) position that powerlessness causes employees to feel that they cannot make social 

connections, resulting in alienation. Subsequently, because affiliation motivation is associated 

with social processes that help employees establish social closeness (Koestner & McClelland, 

1992), experienced powerlessness should reduce social closeness. 

Expectation of others’ interest in affiliating. Social Distance Theory (Magee & Smith, 

2013) further posits that employees’ awareness of others’ lack of motivation to affiliate with 

them can also reduce their sense of social closeness. Because employees often do not attend to 

low-power co-workers (Goodwin, Gubin, Fiske, & Yzerbyt, 2000; Gruenfeld, Inesi, Magee, & 

Galinsky, 2008), we argue that employees who experience powerlessness are likely to assume 

that others in their environment are not interested in affiliating with them. Indeed, according to 

Social Distance Theory, low-power employees are likely to become “at least implicitly aware” 

that others are not motivated to affiliate with them (Magee & Smith, 2013, p. 160), thus reducing 

their sense of social closeness at work. This logic is consistent with empirical evidence 
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suggesting that power differentials can cause low-power employees to perceive distancing cues 

in their social interactions (du Plessis & Dubois, 2013; Earle, Giuliano, & Archer, 1983; Slobin, 

Miller, & Porter, 1968). Furthermore, studies show that powerless individuals, such as the 

homeless (Goodman, Saxe, & Harvey, 1991), the handicapped (Snyder, Kleck, Strenta, & 

Mentzer (1979), and lower-class individuals (Ellis & Lane, 1967), are often socially isolated 

because others are not motivated to affiliate with them, or because they actively distance 

themselves from these social groups. 

Taken together, we propose that powerlessness should reduce employees’ felt social 

closeness at work because the experience of powerlessness a) reduces employees’ motivation to 

affiliate and b) creates an expectation that others are not interested in affiliating with them. Our 

prediction is consistent with research that has found that powerlessness is positively associated 

with social isolation (Chiaburu, Thundiyil, & Wang, 2014) and that powerlessness can cause 

feelings of alienation at work (Ashforth, 1989). This position also aligns with research on learned 

helplessness (e.g., Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978; Maier & Seligman, 1976; Peterson & 

Seligman, 1983) which suggests that a perceived lack of control can negatively affect social 

activities and interpersonal relationships. Based on the above arguments, we hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 1: Experienced powerlessness is negatively related to social closeness at 

work. 

Reduced Social Closeness at Work and Social Disengagement Behaviors 

 In addition to considering the effects of experienced powerlessness on employees’ social 

closeness, our model also explores how reduced social closeness – caused by experienced 

powerlessness – can influence employees’ behaviors both at work and at home. Social closeness 

“is an important determinant of everyday life” (Stephan et al., 2011, p. 397), and Social Distance 
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Theory (Magee & Smith, 2013) suggests that reduced social closeness is likely to result in social 

disengagement. Social disengagement includes behaviors that are intended to separate oneself 

from the group or to establish independence from others (Kitayama, Markus, & Kurokawa, 2000; 

Kitayama, Mesquita, & Karasawa, 2006). Examining the relationship between powerlessness and 

socially disengaging behaviors is important because while the power literature tends to assume 

that powerlessness should result in affiliative behaviors (e.g., Case et al., 2015; Copeland, 1994; 

van Kleef et al., 2008), Social Distance Theory (Magee & Smith, 2013) proposes that reduced 

social closeness is likely to result in social disengagement because it signals a sense of social 

separation and lack of importance of social relationships. 

Caldwell, Rudolph, Troop-Gordon, and Kim (2004) indicated that social disengagement 

can manifest as “low levels of prosocial initiative” or “high levels of social withdrawal” (p. 

1143). Following this distinction, we operationalize social disengagement behaviors as reduced 

helping at work (a form of reduced prosocial initiative) as well as increased interaction 

avoidance at work (a form of increased social withdrawal). Additionally, because Social 

Distance Theory (Magee & Smith, 2013) posits that the social ramifications of experienced 

powerlessness can extend beyond the domain in which one experiences powerlessness, our 

model also considers whether reduced social closeness at work can lead to withdrawal at home. 

Helping at work. Employee helping has been defined as an “interpersonal, cooperative, 

and affiliative extra-role behavior directed towards members of one’s workgroup” (Liao, 

Chuang, & Joshi, 2008, p. 110) and is typically considered a voluntary behavior (Podsakoff, 

MacKenzie, Paine, & Bachrach, 2000). The voluntary nature of employee helping suggests that 

it can be an indicator of social disengagement, because employees can easily withhold this 

behavior as a way to disengage at work. Helping behaviors benefit others without providing a 



POWERLESSNESS, SOCIAL CLOSENESS, AND DISENGAGEMENT 12 
 

 

 

direct benefit for the helper (Den Hartog, De Hoogh, & Keegan, 2007; Motowildo, Borman, & 

Schmit, 1997) and employees are motivated to help when they experience a sense of caring and 

concern for their coworkers and the organization (Bolino, 1999; Tang et al., 2008). We expect 

that because helping behaviors are typically affiliative in nature, employees will be more likely 

to engage in helping at work when they feel a sense of social closeness. Supporting this point, 

Hoffman, McCabe, and Smith (1996) found that an increase in social closeness resulted in more 

other-focused behaviors. Similarly, Liao et al. (2008) found that employees who felt deep-level 

similarity to their co-workers were also more likely to engage in helping behaviors, and Den 

Hartog et al. (2007) found that a sense of belongingness was a predictor of employee helping. 

Taken together, our theorizing suggests that social closeness will be positively related to 

employee helping behaviors. Thus, we hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 2: Social closeness at work will (a) be positively related to helping at work 

and (b) mediate the negative relationship between experienced powerlessness and 

helping at work. 

 Interaction avoidance at work. Interaction avoidance is an important indicator of 

employee disengagement behavior because it captures the degree to which employees seek to 

avoid contact with their co-workers (Woolum, Foulk, Lanaj, & Erez, 2017). We argue that social 

closeness should be negatively related to interaction avoidance, because employees who feel 

socially close to others at work are likely to seek – rather than to avoid – the company of their 

co-workers. This suggestion aligns with Social Distance Theory (Magee & Smith, 2013), which 

suggests that social closeness should be negatively associated with interaction avoidance because 

social closeness is associated with engaging emotions. To this point, Goffman (1956) suggested 

that it is difficult for individuals to engage in social interactions with others whom they feel 
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socially distant from, but easier with those with whom they feel close. Relatedly, Nifadkar, Tsui, 

and Ashforth (2012) found that liking co-workers was negatively associated with interaction 

avoidance, and Lucas, Knowles, Gardner, Molden, and Jefferis (2010) found that cues associated 

with social closeness caused individuals to interact more readily with others. In sum, these 

arguments suggest that social closeness should be negatively related to interaction avoidance and 

that social closeness should mediate the positive relationship between psychological 

powerlessness and interaction avoidance. Thus, we hypothesize:  

Hypothesis 3: Social closeness at work will (a) be negatively related to interaction 

avoidance at work and (b) mediate the positive relationship between experienced 

powerlessness and interaction avoidance at work. 

Withdrawal at home. When experienced powerlessness reduces employees’ social 

closeness at work, Social Distance Theory (Magee & Smith, 2013) argues that this can activate a 

generally distant mindset, and specifically suggests that the effects of experienced powerlessness 

may extend to “social targets external to the power relationship” (p. 173). In this way, 

powerlessness at work may not just impact employees’ disengagement behaviors at work, but 

should extend into “all aspects of life” (Smith & Trope, 2006, p. 578). Therefore, we argue that 

reduced social closeness at work is likely to also result in withdrawal behaviors at home. Home 

withdrawal is defined as disengaging from spouses, children, and/or roommates, and includes 

behaviors such as wanting to be alone, a lack of interest in social interactions, or being 

unresponsive to others’ needs (Repetti, 1989; Schulz, Cowan, Pape Cowan, & Brennan, 2004). 

Prior organizational research supports the idea that work events not only affect employees’ 

withdrawal-related behaviors in their workplace, but can also have similar consequences at home 

(Bolger, DeLongis, Kessler, & Wethington, 1989; Chan & Margolin, 1994; Repetti, 1989; 1992; 
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Schulz et al., 2004). Thus, we hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 4: Social closeness at work will (a) be negatively related to withdrawal 

behavior at home and (b) mediate the positive relationship between experienced 

powerlessness and withdrawal behavior at home. 

The Moderating Effect of Political Skill 

While we predict that experienced powerlessness will reduce social closeness at work, 

our model also recognizes that not all employees will respond to experienced powerlessness in 

the same way. Recent evidence suggests that employees’ dispositions may influence their 

responses to experiences of power (e.g., Foulk et al., 2018) and Social Distance Theory also 

suggests that employees may differ in how they respond to environmental signals related to 

social closeness (Magee & Smith, 2013). Building on this perspective, and recognizing the 

important relationship between power and politics in organizational settings (Ferris et al., 2005; 

Ferris et al., 2007; Perrewé, Ferris, Frink, & Anthony, 2000; Pfeffer, 1981), we integrate 

employees’ political skill as a moderator of the relationship between experienced powerlessness 

and social closeness into our model. 

We argue that political skill will amplify the distancing effects of experienced 

powerlessness because employees who are high (vs. low) in political skill are particularly attuned 

to the consequences of power dynamics at work. Employees who are high (vs. low) in political 

skill place a high priority on understanding and attending to their social environment (Ferris et 

al., 2005; Treadway, Shaughnessy, Breland, Yang, & Reeves, 2013). This suggests that the 

effects of experienced powerlessness may be especially strong for politically skilled employees, 

because these employees are likely to view everyday interactions with their co-workers as 

manifestations of their powerlessness. To this point, it has been suggested that political skill 
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enhances “an employee’s ability to recognize and leverage power differentials in the workplace” 

(Treadway et al., 2013, p. 276). Thus, experiences of power (or lack thereof) are likely to be 

especially influential in determining how politically-skilled employees interpret and react to their 

social environment. Imagine a scenario where a powerless employee has a brief, benign 

interaction with a coworker where the two discuss an idea, and the coworker suggests that s/he 

doesn’t particularly agree with the powerless employee’s position. A politically-skilled 

employee, who is highly sensitive to the social environment in general and power dynamics in 

particular, is more likely to experience reduced social closeness after this interaction, because he 

or she is more likely to interpret this interaction as an indication of their powerlessness and a 

distancing signal from their co-worker. Therefore, we hypothesize that the distancing effects of 

experienced powerlessness will be particularly strong for politically skilled employees: 

Hypothesis 5: Political skill will moderate the negative relationship between experienced 

powerlessness and social closeness at work, such that this negative relationship is 

stronger (weaker) for employees who are high (low) in political skill. 

The moderating effect of political skill on the relationship between experienced 

powerlessness and social closeness at work should also have implications for employees’ 

subsequent disengagement behavior, as our model suggests that social closeness at work will 

mediate the relationship between experienced powerlessness and these behaviors. Therefore, we 

further hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 6: Political skill will moderate the indirect effect of experienced 

powerlessness on helping, mediated by social closeness at work, such that this negative 

relationship will be stronger for employees who are high (vs. low) in political skill.  

Hypothesis 7: Political skill will moderate the indirect effect of experienced 
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powerlessness on interaction avoidance at work, mediated by social closeness at work, 

such that this positive relationship will be stronger for employees who are high (vs. low) 

in political skill.  

Hypothesis 8: Political skill will moderate the indirect effect of experienced 

powerlessness on withdrawal behavior at home, mediated by social closeness at work, 

such that this positive relationship will be stronger for employees who are high (vs. low) 

in political skill. 

Study 1 

 We conducted an initial test of our theoretical model in an experimental experience 

sampling study, for several reasons. First, power can have different results in a field setting, 

where participants interact with real co-workers, compared to hypothetical lab settings (Tost, 

2015; Tost, Wade-Benzoni, & Johnson, 2015). Thus, our field experiment provides enhanced 

ecological validity for our theoretical model. Second, it has been suggested that the relationship 

between power and social distance can be bi-directional (Trope & Liberman, 2010), therefore 

our experimental manipulation of experienced powerlessness, along with temporal separation of 

our variables, allows for enhanced confidence in the causal inferences drawn from our model 

(Gabriel et al., 2018). Finally, the field-experimental nature of this study allowed us to observe 

employees throughout their entire day, both at work and at home, providing the opportunity to 

test the cross-domain effects of reduced social closeness. 

Participants 

 We invited 203 students at a large university in Singapore to participate in this study. 

Data were collected in 2017, and participants were offered financial compensation of S$75 

(US$55) for their participation. This study was approved and monitored by the Institutional 
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Review Board (IRB) at the National University of Singapore (IRB # NUS A-16-366, 

“Experiences and Interactions During Internships”). During the period in which the study took 

place, participants were engaged in full-time internships (40+ hours/week) in a variety of 

industries (e.g., IT, Banking and Finance, Law, Manufacturing, Tourism and Hospitality, and 

Healthcare) and had been in their jobs for at least 1 month prior to the start of our study. Because 

of the within-person experimental nature of our study, participants were instructed that the 

minimal participation rate was 80% of the surveys, and consistent with prior research 

recommending that poor responders should be dropped from ESM samples (Barnes, Lucianetti, 

Bhave, & Christian, 2015; Liao, Yam, Johnson, Liu, & Song, 2018; Rosen, Koopman, Gabriel, 

& Johnson, 2016; Uy, Lin, & Ilies, 2017) we only retained participants who completed all 

surveys on at least 8 of the 10 days of the study.1 In our final sample of 142 participants, the 

average age was 22.65 years (SD = 1.63) and the majority (65.5%) was female. At the time of the 

survey, participants had been working in their organizations for an average of 7.80 weeks (SD = 

2.81), and participants worked an average of 43.54 hours per week (SD = 4.74).  

Procedure 

 Data were collected over three consecutive work-weeks, and included a one-time 

background survey and a series of daily surveys. In the first week of the study, participants were 

sent an email containing a link to the background survey. The background survey included the 

informed consent release, as well as demographic information and a measure of political skill. In 

the second and third weeks of the study, participants received three emails each day – one in the 

                                                           
1 As a robustness test, we also estimated our full model retaining these participants, and the interpretation of all focal 

relationships in our model remained the same. We also conducted a series of ANOVAs on participants who were 

removed from the sample to ensure that they did not differ from participants retained in the sample on any of our 

focal constructs. Results suggested that they did not differ on social closeness (F(1, 202) = .49, p = .484), helping 

(F(1,202) = .62, p = .432), interaction avoidance (F(1, 202) = .29, p = .593), nor withdrawal at home (F(1,202) = .31, p = 

.578). 



POWERLESSNESS, SOCIAL CLOSENESS, AND DISENGAGEMENT 18 
 

 

 

morning, one in the afternoon, and one in the evening – that each contained a link to a daily 

survey. The daily portion of the study took place over 10 consecutive work days (Monday-Friday 

across two consecutive weeks). We sent the morning survey at 7 a.m. each day, and it contained 

the manipulation of powerlessness (described below), followed by measures of positive and 

negative affect and a measure of social closeness. We sent the afternoon survey at 5 p.m. each 

day, and it included measures of helping, interaction avoidance, and workload. We sent the 

evening survey at 9 p.m. each day, and it included a measure of home withdrawal behavior. The 

average start time for the morning survey was 8:28 a.m. The average start time for the afternoon 

survey was 5:58 p.m. The average start time for the evening survey was 10:15 p.m.  

To ensure temporal separation of the variables reported in our model, we excluded daily 

observations where the time between the morning survey and afternoon survey was less than 4 

hours, and where the time between the morning survey and the evening survey was less than 6 

hours2. Additionally, because an average sentence is around 15 words long (Cutts, 2013), to 

ensure that participants fully engaged in our manipulation exercise (described below), we 

removed daily observations where participants wrote less than 15 words in the manipulation 

exercise. From the 142 individuals that participated in our study, we received a total of 962 

usable day-level observations, resulting in a daily response rate of 68%. 

Powerlessness Manipulation 

 To manipulate psychological powerlessness, we used an adapted version of the procedure 

described by Foulk et al. (2018) to manipulate psychological power in a daily field experiment. 

On each of the 10 days of the daily portion of the study, we randomly assigned participants into 

either a powerlessness condition or a control condition using a constrained random matrix. This 

                                                           
2 As a robustness test we re-estimated our model without excluding daily observations that violated the temporal 

assumptions of our model, and the interpretation of all focal relationships remained the same. 
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procedure randomizes the order in which participants are assigned to the manipulation and 

control conditions on a daily basis, thus participants were assigned to conditions in different 

orders across the 10 days of the study. This procedure also ensures that the manipulation and 

control conditions were randomly distributed both within and between participants. Therefore, 

each participant was in the powerless condition for 5 days of the study and the control condition 

for 5 days of the study, and on each day of the study half of the participants were in the 

powerless condition and half were in the control condition.  

 In both the manipulation and control conditions we asked participants to think about and 

then write about a personal experience from their past (e.g., Galinsky, Gruenfeld, & Magee, 

2003). On days in which participants were exposed to the powerlessness condition, they were 

asked to think about and then write about a time in which they had been in a powerless situation. 

On days in which they were in the control condition, participants were asked to think about and 

then write about a neutral experience. To ensure that participants did not write about the same 

experience across different days of the study we varied the instructions slightly such that there 

were 5 versions of the powerlessness condition and 5 versions of the control condition. In the 

powerlessness condition, participants were asked to “Please recall a particular incident in which 

someone else had power over you”, “[…] had authority over you”, “[…] had the ability to 

control some aspect of your life”, “[…] had the ability to make a decision that affected you”, and 

“[…] had the ability to force you to do something.” In the control condition, participants were 

asked to “Please recall what you had for dinner last night”, “[…] the last time you went to see a 

movie in the movie theatre”, “[…] your drive to work today”, “[…] the last activity you did 

before you went to sleep last night”, and “[…] the most recent online purchase that you made.” 

Participants completed each version once, in random order. Participants were asked to write two 
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to five sentences about each situation, describing the incident and how it made them feel. 

 Following the procedure described by Foulk et al. (2018), we conducted a manipulation 

check to ensure that our manipulation of powerlessness had the intended effect. We asked three 

coders who were blind to the purpose of the study as well as the study conditions to read each of 

the participants’ responses to our manipulation and respond to the question “How powerless does 

this person describe being?” on a scale ranging from 1 = Not at all powerless to 5 = Extremely 

powerless. There was a high degree of agreement among the coders (ICC[1] = .80, ICC[2] = 

.92), therefore we aggregated each rating into a single rating of powerlessness for each response. 

We conducted a one-way ANOVA with the manipulation condition as the factor and the coded 

responses as the dependent variables. Results indicated that participants described being 

significantly more powerless in the powerlessness condition than in the control condition (Mcontrol 

= 1.21, SDcontrol = .42; Mpowerless = 3.34, SDpowerless = .93; F(1, 961) = 2053.49, p < .001), providing 

evidence for the effectiveness of our manipulation. 

Measures 

 Experienced powerlessness. We dummy-coded our powerlessness manipulation, such 

that days in the powerlessness condition were coded as “1” and days in the control condition 

were coded as “0”. 

 Social closeness. Following the recommendation of Magee and Smith (2013) that self-

other overlap “directly measure[s] social distance” (p. 17), we measured social closeness in the 

morning using the inclusion of other in the self (IOS) procedure described by Aron et al. (1992). 

Participants were asked to rate their sense of social closeness using a series of Venn-like 

diagrams that depicted two circles, one which represented the self and one which represented the 

target. Participants were shown seven degrees of overlap, ranging from no overlap to near 
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complete overlap, and were asked to select the amount of overlap that most closely matched the 

level of closeness felt with the target. Our conceptualization of social closeness as a gestalt 

experience suggests that it can include employees’ sense of interconnectedness with multiple 

social stimuli (Smith & Trope, 2006; Lammers et al., 2011). Various aspects of the work 

environment make up employees’ experience at work, including co-workers, supervisors, the 

organization, as well as their job (Edwards, 2008; Greguras & Diefendorff, 2009; Kristof-Brown 

et al., 2005). Thus, we asked participants to rate their level of social closeness with these four 

workplace-relevant stimuli. These four targets of social closeness were combined to form an 

overall measure of social closeness ( = .92). 

 Helping at work. We measured helping in the afternoon using 3 items from a 6-item 

scale developed by Dalal, Lam, Weiss, Welch, and Hulin (2009). We adapted the items to fit the 

daily context. Participants responded on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = Strongly disagree to 

5 = Strongly agree. The items were, “Today at work, I tried to help someone I work with”, 

“Today at work, I went out of my way to be nice to someone I work with,” and “Today at work, I 

tried to be available to someone I work with” ( = .87). 

 Interaction avoidance at work. We measured interaction avoidance in the afternoon 

using 5 items from an 8-item scale developed by Nifadkar et al. (2012). We adapted the items to 

fit the daily context. Participants responded on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = Strongly 

disagree to 5 = Strongly agree. The items included, “Today at work, I avoided speaking with my 

coworkers unless absolutely necessary,” “Today at work, I avoided initiating contact with my 

coworkers,” “Today at work, I preferred having minimum informal interactions with my 

coworkers,” “Today at work, I avoided asking for help or information from my coworkers,” and 

“Today at work, I tried minimizing official interactions with my coworkers” ( = .95). 
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 Withdrawal at home. We measured home withdrawal in the evening survey using 3 

items from a 9-item scale developed by Schulz et al. (2004). Participants responded to each item 

on a scale ranging from 1 = Very slightly or not at all to 5 = Very much. Items included, “Since 

leaving work today, I was withdrawn,” “Since leaving work today, I wanted to be alone,” and 

“Since leaving work today, I wanted some quiet time for myself” ( = .90). 

 Political skill. We measured participants’ dispositional political skill in the background 

survey using the scale developed by Ahearn, Ferris, Hochwarter, Douglas, and Ammeter (2004). 

Participants responded to six items on a seven-point scale ranging from 1 = Strongly disagree to 

7 = Strongly agree. Sample items included, “I understand people well” and “I usually try to find 

common ground with others” ( = .86). 

 Controls. We controlled for workload because employees’ in-role workload can 

influence the degree to which they are able to engage in helping behaviors and interact with 

others at work. We measured workload using four items from the scale developed by Janssen 

(2001). We adapted the items to fit the daily context. Participants responded to these items on a 

five-point scale ranging from 1 = Never to 5 = All the time. Items included, “Today, I had too 

much work to do,” “Today, I had to work fast,” “Today, I worked under time pressure,” and 

“Today, I had to work extra hard to finish a task” ( = .95). Because start of workday moods 

can influence behaviors at work (Rothbard & Wilk, 2011), we also controlled for morning 

positive and negative affect on our downstream behaviors. We measured positive and negative 

affect each with the five items from the short-form Positive and Negative Affect Schedule 

(PANAS: Mackinnon et al., 1999; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). Example items for positive 

affect were inspired, alert, and excited ( = .92); example items for negative affect were afraid, 
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upset, and nervous ( = .87).3  

 To verify the distinctiveness of the variables in our model, we conducted a multilevel 

confirmatory factor analysis. At the within-level, we included social closeness, helping, 

interaction avoidance, withdrawal, workload, and positive and negative affect. At the between 

level, we included political skill. Using the Satorra-Bentler χ2 difference test incorporating the 

Maximum-Likelihood Restricted scaled correction factors (Satorra & Bentler, 2001), which 

adjusts the chi-square values of multilevel models so they can be readily compared to each other, 

we compared our full model to several alternative models. First, we compared our proposed 

model to a model in which positive and negative affect loaded on a single factor, and all other 

constructs loaded on their own factor (χ2 = 2982.96, df = 371, p < .001, RMSEA = .09, CFI = 

.80, TLI = .77, SRMR = .13). Results indicated that our proposed model fit the data better than 

this model (χ2 = 5472.35, df = 6, p < .001). Next, we compared our proposed model to a model 

in which interaction avoidance and withdrawal loaded on a single factor and all other constructs 

loaded on their own factor (χ2 = 2209.39, df = 371, p < .001, RMSEA = .07, CFI = .86, TLI = 

.84, SRMR = .08). Results indicated that our proposed model also fit the data better than this 

model (χ2 = 1280.24, df = 6, p < .001). The fit statistics indicated that our proposed model fit 

the data well (χ2 = 791,38, df = 365, p < .001, RMSEA = .04, CFI = .97, TLI = .96, SRMR = 

.04), thus this model was retained. 

Results 

 Table 1 shows descriptive statistics as well as within- and between-person correlations 

for all study variables. To ensure that multilevel modeling was appropriate, we examined the 

                                                           
3 As a robustness test, we ran a supplemental model where we estimated our path model without these control 

variables, and the interpretation of each of our focal relationships remained the same. 
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within-person variance in our focal endogenous variables. Using MPlus 7.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 

2014), we estimated a null model for each variable to partition its variance into its within- and 

between-person components. Results indicated that all of our focal variables had substantial 

within-person variance (social closeness = 13%; helping = 60%; interaction avoidance = 47%; 

withdrawal = 58%). Therefore, we tested our model by estimating a multilevel path model in 

MPlus 7.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 2014), and results of this model are presented in Table 2. We 

modeled hypothesized paths with free slopes and control paths with fixed slopes (Enders & 

Tofighi, 2007). Following the recommendations of Hofmann, Griffin, and Gavin (2000), we 

group-mean centered all level 1 endogenous predictors to remove between-person confounds4. 

Our between person predictor of political skill was grand-mean centered. Indirect effects were 

tested using the procedure described by Preacher, Zyphur, and Zhang (2010), which uses a 

Monte Carlo simulation with 20,000 replications to construct bias-corrected 95% confidence 

intervals for each indirect effect. We estimated the covariances between the random slopes in our 

model, and because they were non-significant we followed the recommendation of Tofighi, 

West, and MacKinnon (2013) and omitted them from our model estimation.  

 Hypothesis 1 predicted that powerlessness would be negatively related to social 

closeness. As shown in Table 2, this relationship was negative and significant (B = -.08, SE = 

.04, p = .029), providing support for Hypothesis 1.5 Hypothesis 2a predicted that social closeness 

                                                           
4 Because our exogenous predictor of experienced powerlessness was manipulated, we did not group-mean center 

this variable. However, as a robustness test we ran a supplemental model where we centered manipulated 

powerlessness, and the results of this model were nearly identical to the one reported here. 
5 An alternative explanation for our findings is that our manipulation may simply be priming participants to think 

more negatively, which causes them to feel less social closeness in the work environment. To consider this 

alternative explanation, we ran several supplemental models. First, we explored whether negative affect mediated 

the relationship between our powerlessness manipulation and social closeness, and found no evidence for this 

mediating effect (.01, 95% CI [-.001, .023]). We also estimated a model with negative affect as a simultaneous 

mediator, along with social closeness, and in this model all of our hypothesized relationships remained significant, 

while the effects of negative affect were generally non-significant. These analyses suggest that negative affect is 
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would be positively related to helping at work. As shown in Table 2, this relationship is positive 

and significant (B = .14, SE = .03, p < .001), providing support for Hypothesis 2a. Hypothesis 2b 

predicted that social closeness would mediate the relationship between powerlessness and 

helping. Following the procedure recommended by Preacher et al. (2010), we estimated a 95% 

confidence interval for this indirect effect and found that the confidence interval did not contain 

zero (-.01; 95% CI [-.025, -.002]), providing support for Hypothesis 2b.  

Hypothesis 3a predicted that social closeness would be negatively related to interaction 

avoidance at work. As shown in Table 2, this relationship was negative and significant (B = -.18, 

SE = .04, p < .001), providing support for Hypothesis 3a. Hypothesis 3b predicted that social 

closeness would mediate the relationship between powerlessness and interaction avoidance. The 

95% confidence interval for this relationship (.01; 95% CI [.002, .030]) did not contain zero, 

providing support for Hypothesis 3b. Hypothesis 4a predicted that social closeness would be 

negatively related to withdrawal at home. As shown in Table 2, this relationship was negative 

and significant (B = -.10, SE = .04, p = .017), providing support for Hypothesis 4a. Hypothesis 

4b predicted that social closeness would mediate the relationship between powerlessness and 

withdrawal. Results indicated that this relationship was positive and significant (.01; 95% CI 

[.001, .024]), providing support for Hypothesis 4b.  

Hypothesis 5 predicted that political skill would moderate the relationship between 

experienced powerlessness and social closeness, such that the negative relationship would be 

stronger for those high (vs. low) in political skill. As shown in Table 2, we found a significant 

interaction effect of political skill and the powerlessness condition (B = -.11, SE = .04, p = .006), 

supporting Hypothesis 5. To ease the interpretation of this result, following the recommendation 

                                                           
neither the explanation for the relationship between experienced powerlessness and social closeness, nor a 

competing mechanism in our theoretical model. 
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of Cohen, Cohen, West, and Aiken (2003), we plotted this relationship at high (+1SD) and low (-

1SD) levels of political skill. This plot is presented in Figure 2. Furthermore, following Preacher, 

Curran, and Bauer (2006), we estimated simple slopes at high (+1SD) and low (-1SD) levels of 

political skill. Consistent with our hypothesis, these results indicated that the negative 

relationship between powerlessness and social closeness is stronger for individuals high (B = -

.17, SE = .06, p = .002) compared to those low (B = .01, SE = .04, p = .777) in political skill.  

Hypothesis 6 predicted that the negative indirect effect of experienced powerlessness on 

helping, mediated by social closeness, would be stronger for employees high (vs. low) in 

political skill. We estimated a confidence interval for this conditional indirect effect at high 

(+1SD) and low (-1SD) levels of political skill, and as expected, at high political skill this 

relationship was negative and significant (-.02; 95% CI [-.046, -.008]), but at low levels of 

political skill this relationship was non-significant (.002; 95% CI [-.010, .013]), providing 

support for Hypothesis 6. Hypothesis 7 predicted that the positive indirect effect of experienced 

powerlessness on interaction avoidance, mediated by social closeness, would be stronger for 

employees high (vs. low) in political skill. As expected, at high (+1SD) political skill, this 

relationship was positive and significant (.03; 95% CI [.012, .055]), but at low (-1SD) political 

skill, this relationship was non-significant (-.002; 95% CI [-.016, .014]), supporting Hypothesis 

7. Hypothesis 8 predicted that the positive indirect effect of experienced powerlessness on 

withdrawal behavior at home, mediated by social closeness, would be stronger for employees 

high (vs. low) in political skill. As expected, at high (+1SD) political skill, this relationship was 

positive and significant (.02; 95% CI [.003, .046]), but at low level of political skill (-1SD) this 

relationship was non-significant (-.001; 95% CI [-.012, .007]), providing support for Hypothesis 

8. 
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To ease the interpretation of the meaningfulness of our findings, we used the procedure 

recommended by Snijders and Bosker (1999) to calculate the pseudo-R2 (~R2) for each focal 

endogenous variable in our model to estimate the variance explained by our model in each of 

these variables. Results indicated that our model explained 9% of the variance in social 

closeness, 11% of the variance in helping, 17% of the variance in interaction avoidance, and 4% 

of the variance in withdrawal – which is considerable given the subtle nature of our 

powerlessness manipulation and the temporal distance between the independent and dependent 

variables (Prentice & Miller, 1992). 

Study 2 

 Study 1 provides strong support for our theoretical model, and Study 2 builds on these 

results in several ways. First, we recognize that our hypotheses are not within-person specific, 

and recently scholars have suggested that the most robust test of a phenomenon that is not 

expected to differ at the within- and between-person levels of analysis is to test it at both 

(Gabriel et al., 2018). Thus, in Study 2 we test our model in a lab study using an older and more 

experienced sample than Study 1. Second, in Study 2 we also consider potential competing 

mechanisms, beyond social closeness, for the relationship between powerlessness and 

disengagement behaviors. Third, a recent review of the power literature suggested that 

conclusions relating to experiences of power can be sharpened by comparing them to both an 

equal-power control condition as well as a moderate-power control condition (Schaerer et al., 

2018, p. 85). Therefore, in Study 2 we include both types of control conditions to further increase 

the validity of the conclusions drawn from our model. 

Participants 

 We recruited 300 full-time employees (age: M = 37.11, SD = 10.18; gender: 52.3% male, 
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47.7% female) from across the United States via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk to participate in 

this study in exchange for $1.50. This study was approved and monitored by the IRB at 

Singapore Management University (IRB# 19-029-A038(419), “Power and Social Closeness”), 

and the data were collected in 2019. To qualify for the study, participants had to pass an attention 

check (involving counting the number of cans in an image) in order to proceed to the study 

(Oppenheimer, Meyvis, & Davidenko, 2009). Participants reported having an average of 5.27 

years (SD = 5.18) of work experience in their current job and working an average of 42.04 hours 

(SD = 9.37) per week. More than half (58.3%) of the participants indicated that they had one or 

more employees directly reporting to them.  

Procedure and Manipulation 

 Participants first completed a “Leadership Questionnaire” adopted from Anderson and 

Berdahl (2002). In the questionnaire, participants reported demographic information and a 

battery of questions about their personality (adopted from Gosling, Rentfrow, & Swann, 2003). 

Then, participants learned that the questions they answered are typically used to assess people’s 

leadership potential, and that they would be assigned to a role that matched their potential in the 

upcoming task. This assignment into a role served as our manipulation of experienced 

powerlessness, though in reality the information from the leadership questionnaire was not used 

to assign participants into conditions (i.e., they were randomly assigned into a condition). 

To manipulate experienced powerlessness, we followed the role manipulation procedure 

of Anderson and Berdahl (2002). Specifically, in the powerlessness condition participants 

learned that based on their score in the leadership questionnaire they had been assigned the role 

of an “Analyst” at a company called “Intertech Industries.” They were further told that as 

analyst, they had to follow the instructions of their supervisors, who would be in charge of their 
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evaluations and compensation. They were told that they had very little power in this organization 

and that everybody in the organization had power over them. They were also shown a picture of 

their work space at Intertech Industries (a small cubicle with a phone and a computer screen). To 

examine the effects of experienced powerlessness relative to a baseline state in a conservative 

way, we employed a combination of two separate control conditions recommended by Schaerer 

and colleagues (2018). In the first control condition (moderate-power condition), participants 

were told that based on their score on the leadership questionnaire that they would be assigned to 

the role of “Middle Manager” (Anicich & Hirsh, 2017; Duguid & Goncalo, 2015). Participants 

learned that in their role as middle manager, they had to follow the instructions of their 

supervisor but that they would also be in charge of evaluating their own subordinates. They were 

told that they had a moderate amount of power as some people in the organization had power 

over them, while they had power over others. In the second control condition (equal-power 

condition), participants were not given any information about their test performance and were 

told that they would be working with other individuals (i.e., their co-workers) at Intertech 

Industries (for a similar manipulation, see Kunstman, Fitzpatrick, & Smith, 2018). They were 

informed that nobody had power over them nor did they have power over others.  

Measures 

After being exposed to the manipulation, participants completed a manipulation check, 

our dependent measures of interest, and a short demographic questionnaire. 

Manipulation check. To assess the effectiveness of our manipulation, we used the 8-

item Sense of Power scale developed by Anderson, John, and Keltner (2012) to test how 

powerful participants felt after the manipulation. Example items included “Right now, I feel that 

I have a great deal of power,” “Right now, I feel that I would easily get may way,” and “Right 
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now, I feel that I can get others to listen to what I say” (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly 

agree) ( = .90). A lower score thus indicates more experienced powerlessness.  

Social closeness. We measured social closeness using the same 4-items derived from the 

IOS (Aron et al., 1992) scale used in Study 1 ( = .87).  

Helping. To measure participants’ intention to help, we used the same three items as in 

Study 1 (Dalal et al., 2009), but adapted them to the current context (e.g., “I would try to help 

someone”) ( = .86).  

Interaction avoidance. Interaction avoidance was measured using the same five-item 

scale as in Study 1, but we changed the wording of the items to reflect the current context (e.g., 

“I would avoid initiating contact with my coworkers”)( = .93).6  

Alternative mediators. To test whether the effect of experienced powerlessness is robust 

to alternative explanations, we measured three additional mediators. First, because powerlessness 

may simply cause employees see themselves in a more negative light (Rosenberg, 1989), leading 

them to disengage from others, we included self-esteem in this model. Self-esteem was measured 

using a 7-item scale developed by Rosenberg (1989) and ranged from 1 = Strongly disagree to 5 

= Strongly agree, and a sample item was “Right now, I am satisfied with myself” ( = .89). 

Second, because fluctuations in power may drain employees’ resources, which could result in 

negative behaviors directed towards others (Rosen et al., 2016), we also included depletion in 

our model. Depletion was measured using five items adopted from Twenge, Muraven, and Tice 

(2004; see also Christian & Ellis, 2011). The scale ranged from 1 = Strongly disagree to 5 = 

Strongly agree and an example item was “I feel drained right now” ( = .95). Finally, to ensure 

that powerlessness employees do not disengage merely because they are in a bad mood, we 

                                                           
6 We did not include home-withdrawal in this scenario study because the scenario was work-focused. 
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included positive and negative affect in this model. We measured positive affect and negative 

affect using a 10-item PANAS scale (Mackinnon et al., 1999; Watson et al., 1988). Both affect 

dimensions included five items and were measured on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 = Very 

slightly or not at all to 5 = Very much. An example item for of positive affect was “Excited” ( 

=.86) and an example item of negative affect was “Upset” ( = .95). 

Controls. We also measured pre-manipulation mood by asking participants to indicate 

how they felt right after the consent form but before starting the leadership questionnaire. 

Participants indicated their mood on a 5-point scale using a pictorial, single-item smiley scale 

ranging from 1 = Sad to 5 = Happy.  

Results 

Descriptive statistics and bi-variate correlations can be found in Table 3, and regression 

results can be found in Table 4. Since our independent variable was multi-categorical (3 

experimental conditions), we followed the indicator-coding procedure recommended by Hayes 

and Preacher (2014) and conducted dummy variable regressions for all analyses below. 

Specifically, we created dummy variables representing the powerlessness condition (1, 0, 0), the 

moderate-power condition (0, 1, 0), and the equal-power condition (0, 0, 1). We then regressed 

the powerlessness dummy onto our dependent variables while including the dummy variable of 

the control condition that was not used as the focal contrast variable (e.g., to compare the 

powerlessness condition to the moderate-power condition, the equal-power condition dummy 

was included as a covariate). 

We first conducted a manipulation check to ensure that the manipulation was effective. 

Regression results revealed that participants in the powerlessness condition felt significantly less 

powerful (M = 2.59, SD = 1.50) than those in the moderate-power condition (M = 4.71, SD = .82) 
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(B = -2.12, SE = .16, t(297) = -13.06, p < .001, d = 1.75), and those in the equal-power condition 

(M = 4.28, SD = 1.02) (B = -1.69, SE = .16, t(297) = -10.41, p < .001, d = 1.32), indicating our 

manipulation worked as intended. 

We predicted that individuals in the powerlessness condition would experience reduced 

social closeness, relative to control participants. Indeed, participants in the powerlessness 

condition reported lower social closeness (M = 2.35, SD = .97) than those in the moderate-power 

condition (M = 3.31, SD = .82) (B = -.97, SE = .13, t(297) = -b7.59, p < .001, d = 1.07) and those 

in the equal-power condition (M = 3.12, SD = .90) (B = -.78, SE = .13, t(297) = 6.09, p < .001, d 

= .82), providing support for Hypothesis 1.  

Next, we tested whether social closeness mediated the relationship between experienced 

powerlessness and our two dependent measures (helping, interaction avoidance). We again used 

the powerlessness condition dummy as independent variable while including the respective 

control condition dummy as a covariate. In this model we also included the four competing 

mediators (self-esteem, depletion, positive affect, negative affect) to test the robustness of the 

social closeness mediation. Finally, we also controlled for pre-manipulation mood.  

We first ran the models using helping as the dependent variable. Results indicated that 

social closeness had a significant effect on helping while controlling for mood, self-esteem, 

depletion, and positive/negative affect (B = .20, SE = .06, p < .001), providing support for 

Hypothesis 2a. To explore the indirect effect of powerlessness on helping via social closeness, 

we first compared the powerlessness condition to the moderate-power condition by regressing 

the powerlessness dummy onto helping while including the equal-power dummy as a covariate. 

Using a multiple-mediator model with a bootstrapping procedure and 5,000 iterations (see 

Hayes, 2013; Model 4), we found a significant indirect effect via social closeness (-.18, SE = .07, 
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95% CI [-.332, -.061]), but none of the alternative mediators had a significant indirect effect on 

helping, providing support for Hypothesis 2b. The results were similar when we used the equal-

power condition as the baseline. Specifically, there was a significant indirect effect for social 

closeness (-.16, SE = .06, 95% CI [-.288, -.051]), but not for any of the alternative mediators. 

Next, we ran the models using interaction avoidance as the dependent variable. Results 

indicated that social closeness had a significant effect on interaction avoidance while controlling 

for mood, self-esteem, depletion, and positive/negative affect (B = -.21, SE = .06, p < .001), 

providing support for Hypothesis 3a. Next we explored the indirect effect of powerlessness on 

interaction avoidance via social closeness by first comparing the powerlessness condition to the 

moderate-power condition. As expected, we found a significant indirect effect via social 

closeness (.19, SE = .07, 95% CI [.070, .349]), providing support for Hypothesis 3b. However, 

there was no indirect effect via self-esteem, depletion or negative affect. There was an indirect 

effect via positive affect (-.06, SE = .04, 95% CI [-.146, -.006]), suggesting that positive affect 

may serve as an additional mediator for interaction avoidance (but not helping; see Figure 3, 

bottom panel). The results were similar when we used the equal-power condition as the baseline. 

There was a significant indirect effect for social closeness (.17, SE = .06, 95% CI [.056, .300]), 

but not for any of the alternative mediators.  

Study 3 

 Based on Social Distance Theory (Magee & Smith, 2013), our theoretical model suggests 

that experienced powerlessness will reduce social closeness by reducing employees’ affiliation 

motivation, as well as their expectation of others’ interest in affiliating with them. Thus, to 

provide a more nuanced theoretical account of the distancing effects of powerlessness, in the 

final study we specifically tested whether these two processes mediated the indirect effect of 
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experienced powerlessness on social closeness. 

Participants 

 We recruited 300 full-time employees (age: M = 34.21, SD = 9.08; gender: 64.0% male, 

36.0% female) from across the United States via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk to participate in 

this study in exchange for $1.50. This study was approved and monitored by the IRB at 

Singapore Management University (IRB# 19-029-A038(419), “Power and Social Closeness”). 

The data was collected in 2019, and we used the same attention check procedure as in Study 2 

(Oppenheimer et al., 2009). Participants reported having an average of 4.87 years (SD = 6.13) of 

work experience in their current job and working an average of 41.28 hours (SD = 6.52) per 

week. About half (47.7%) of the participants indicated that they had one or more employees 

directly reporting to them. We employed the same procedure and manipulation as in Study 2. 

Thus, participants were randomly assigned to a powerlessness, equal-power, or moderate-power 

condition. 

Measures 

Following the powerlessness manipulation, participants completed a manipulation check, 

measures of our variables of interest, and a short demographic questionnaire. 

Manipulation check. We used the same manipulation check scale as was used in Study 2 

( = .91). A lower score indicates more experienced powerlessness.  

Motivation to affiliate. We measured participants’ motivation to affiliate with six items 

adopted from Hill (1987). The scale ranged from 1 = Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly agree. 

Example items included “Right now, I feel like being close to others would be very satisfying,” 

“Right now, I would enjoy being around others and finding out about them,” and “Right now, I 

feel my feelings are easily hurt if others don’t accept me” (reverse coded) ( = .71).  
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Expectation of others’ interest to affiliate. To measure participants’ perception of other 

people’s motivation to affiliate with them, we adopted three items from the communion striving 

scale developed by Barrick, Stewart, and Piotrowski (2002) to our current context. The scale 

ranged from 1 = Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly agree. The items were “Right now, I feel like 

my co-workers are trying hard to get along with me,” “Right now, I feel like my co-workers are 

trying to like me,” and “Right now, I feel like my co-workers are trying to build good 

relationships with me” ( = .87).  

Social closeness. We measured social closeness using the same 4-items derived from the 

IOS (Aron et al., 1992) scale as in Studies 1 and 2 ( = .88).  

Results 

 Descriptive statistics and bi-variate correlations can be found in Table 5 and the 

regression results are summarized in Table 6. For all analyses below, we used the same indicator 

coding procedure (Hayes & Preacher, 2014) as in Study 2 to account for the multicategorical 

nature of our independent variable. We first conducted a manipulation check to ensure that our 

manipulated conditions had the intended effect. A dummy variable regression revealed that 

participants in the powerlessness condition reported feeling significantly more powerless (M = 

2.41, SD = 1.30) than those in the moderate-power condition (M = 4.72, SD = .75) (B = -2.31, SE 

= .15, t(297) = -15.30, p < .001, d = 2.18) and those in the equal-power condition (M = 4.18, SD 

= 1.08) (B = -1.77, SE = .15, t(297) = -11.76, p < .001, d = 1.48), providing evidence that our 

powerlessness manipulation had the intended effect. 

Motivation to affiliate. We predicted that experienced powerlessness (relative to the two 

control conditions) would lead to a reduced motivation to affiliate, and results were consistent 

with this expectation. Indeed, participants in the powerlessness condition reported lower 
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motivation to affiliate (M = 3.10, SD = .79) than those in the moderate-power condition (M = 

3.40, SD = .60) (B = -.29, SE = .10, t(297) = -3.04, p = .003, d = .43) and those in the equal-

power condition (M = 3.39, SD = .64) (B = -.29, SE = .10, t(297) = -2.97, p = .003, d = .40) (see 

Figure 4, top panel).  

Expectation of others’ interest. We predicted that experienced powerlessness (relative 

to the two control conditions) would lead to lower expectations of others’ interest to affiliate. 

Results were consistent with this expectation. As expected, participants in the powerlessness 

condition expected others to want to affiliate with them less (M = 2.86, SD = 1.03) than those in 

the moderate-power condition (M = 3.70, SD = .70) (B = -.85, SE = .12, t(297) = -7.13, p < .001, 

d = .95) and those in the equal-power condition (M = 3.76, SD = .75) (B = -.90, SE = .12, t(297) 

= -7.58, p < .001, d = 1.00) (see Figure 4, bottom panel).  

Social closeness. We predicted that individuals in the powerlessness condition would 

experience reduced social closeness, relative to participants in the control condition, and results 

were consistent with this expectation. Participants in the powerlessness condition reported lower 

social closeness (M = 2.12, SD = .95) than those in the moderate-power condition (M = 3.26, SD 

= .81) (B = -1.15, SE = .12, t(297) = -9.26, p < .001, d = 1.29) and those in the equal-power 

condition (M = 3.03, SD = .87) (B = -.91, SE = .12, t(297) = -7.37, p < .001, d = 1.00) (see Figure 

5). Thus, Study 3 provides further support for Hypothesis 1. 

Mediation analysis. Finally, we tested whether the motivation to affiliate and 

expectations of others’ interest in affiliating jointly mediated the effect of experienced 

powerlessness on social closeness (See Figure 6). We first compared the powerlessness condition 

to the moderate-power condition by regressing the powerlessness dummy onto social closeness 

while including the equal-power dummy as a covariate. Using a multiple-mediator model with a 
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bootstrapping procedure and 5,000 iterations (see Hayes, 2013; Model 4), we found a significant 

indirect effect via motivation to affiliate (-.07, SE = .03, 95% CI [-.145, -.020]) and expectation 

of others’ interest to affiliate (-.28, SE = .06, 95% CI [-.409, -.162]). We also found a significant 

indirect effect via motivation to affiliate (-.07, SE = .03, 95% CI [-.140, -.017]) and expectation 

of others’ interest in affiliating (-.30, SE = .06, 95% CI [-.434, -.180]) when we compared the 

powerlessness condition to the equal-power condition while including the moderate-power 

dummy as a control variable.  

General Discussion 

 Following recent work that emphasizes the need to better understand the organizational 

implications of experienced powerlessness (Anicich & Hirsh, 2017; Schaerer et al., 2018), we 

present a theoretical model that explores the ways in which experienced powerlessness 

influences how employees feel towards and behave in their social environments. Building on 

Social Distance Theory (Magee & Smith, 2013), our model elucidates how experienced 

powerlessness causes employees to feel reduced social closeness at work, and the downstream 

consequences of this reduced social closeness for employees’ disengagement behaviors both at 

work and at home. Additionally, our model elucidates the specific processes by which 

experienced powerlessness reduces employees’ felt social closeness, finding that employees’ 

affiliation motives as well as their expectation of others’ interest in affiliating with them mediate 

the relationship between experienced powerlessness and felt social closeness. Finally, our model 

demonstrates that because employees’ dispositional political skill causes them to be particularly 

sensitive to power dynamics, the negative relationship between experienced powerlessness and 

felt social closeness is stronger for employees who are high (vs. low) in political skill.  

Theoretical Implications 
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 This research makes several important theoretical contributions to the understanding of 

experienced powerlessness in organizations. First, by exploring the organizational implications 

of experienced powerlessness through the lens of Social Distance Theory (Magee & Smith, 

2013), our work helps to clarify the effects of powerlessness on employees’ felt social closeness. 

While Social Distance Theory (Magee & Smith, 2013) is relatively clear regarding the distancing 

effects of experienced powerfulness at work, there have been ambiguous and sometimes 

conflicting predictions for the distancing effects of experienced powerlessness (e.g. Lammers et 

al., 2011; Case et al., 2015). Our work helps build consensus in this literature by demonstrating 

that experienced powerlessness can reduce employees’ felt social closeness by causing them to 

be less motivated to affiliate with others, as well as by reducing their expectations of their 

coworkers’ interest in affiliating with them (Magee & Smith, 2013). These findings are also 

important in that they challenge the widely-held assumption in the power literature that the 

effects of powerfulness and powerlessness should be linear and opposite of each other (e.g., 

Schaerer et al., 2018). While numerous studies have shown that powerfulness increases social 

distance (Galinsky, Magee, Gruenfeld, Whitson, & Liljenquist, 2008; Galinsky, Magee, Inesi, & 

Gruenfeld, 2006; Kipnis, 1972; Lammers et al., 2011; Smith & Trope, 2006; Weick & Guinote, 

2008), our work demonstrates that it cannot simply be assumed that powerlessness will increase 

social closeness. Our work thus illustrates the importance of studying powerlessness as a focal 

phenomenon, and that doing so can provide a more veridical picture of the ramifications power 

has on employees. 

 Second, our work helps shift consensus regarding the way in which we understand how 

employees will respond to powerlessness-induced social distance. Prior work has suggested that 

employees who feel powerless would engage in affiliative behaviors aimed at establishing social 
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closeness (Case et al., 2015). In contrast, our work elucidates a more complete picture of the 

behavioral responses to experienced powerlessness by demonstrating that employees may also 

engage in social disengagement behaviors that exacerbate social distance. This dualistic view of 

the potential responses to experienced powerlessness is consistent with other literatures that 

indicate that employees may respond to aversive social situations with “mixed feelings” (Derfler-

Rozin et al., 2010, p. 141). Specifically, employees may simultaneously wish to establish social 

closeness, while also engaging in psychological processes that make it difficult for them to do so 

(Derfler-Rozin et al., 2010). In line with this perspective, our work demonstrates that only 

considering employees’ affiliative responses to experienced powerlessness paints an overly 

simplistic picture, and that a complete understanding of experienced powerlessness requires that 

we also consider that powerless employees may exhibit disengagement behaviors. 

Finally, our model further extends Social Distance Theory (Magee & Smith, 2013) by 

demonstrating an important boundary condition of its predictions. Specifically, recognizing that 

power and politics are critically interrelated in organizational settings (Ferris et al., 2005; Ferris 

et al., 2007), we theorized and found support for the idea that the distancing effects of 

experienced powerlessness would be stronger for employees high (vs. low) in political skill. This 

finding has important implications for our theoretical understanding of employee reactions to 

experienced powerlessness, because it suggests that some employees’ reactions may thus be 

amplified in situations in which they feel powerless. 

Practical Implications 

 From a practical perspective, our work has several implications for managers and 

organizations relating to their understanding of how employees experience powerlessness. First, 

given that powerlessness is generally associated with a lack of control or influence at work 
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(Schaerer et al., 2018), it may be tempting for managers to assume that social friction between 

powerful supervisors and powerless subordinates is likely the fault of the supervisors.  Our work 

clarifies this view by demonstrating that powerless employees can also exhibit social 

disengagement behaviors, because they feel like they have little to offer and that others are not 

interested in affiliating with them. Therefore, when diagnosing issues between powerful and 

powerless employees, managers and organizations should actively consider the perspective of 

powerless employees to identify probable drivers of social friction in these relationships.  

Second, by demonstrating that the reason powerless employees socially disengage is that 

they feel socially distant from their colleagues, job, and organization, our work also provides 

potential remedies for these situations. Specifically, it suggests that managers can assuage 

problems between powerful and powerless employees by giving powerless employees the 

motivation to affiliate with their powerful supervisor, or by making powerless employees aware 

that their powerful supervisors are motivated to affiliate with them. This could be implemented 

through simple interventions that help facilitate social interactions across hierarchical levels, 

such as open-door policies, actively signaling interest in subordinates’ opinions and perspectives, 

or by recognizing the strengths and accomplishments of employees. 

 Third, our work illustrates that it is important that managers are aware of the impact of 

experienced powerlessness on employees after they leave work, as our study provides evidence 

that social distance at work can spill over and cause employees to exhibit withdrawal behaviors 

at home. This is an important departure from previous social power research (e.g., Magee & 

Galinsky, 2008; Sturm & Antonakis, 2015), which has not systematically considered how power 

dynamics in the workplace may affect employees’ personal lives at home. Our work 

demonstrates that managers should be aware of the wide-ranging implications of workplace 
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power dynamics, and suggests that organizations should consider strategies to minimize felt 

social distance at work. For example, managers could organize end-of-day meetings, where 

employees engage in activities to build close relationships with others, because (a lack of) social 

closeness can have important consequences for employees’ lives outside of work.  

 Finally, our work demonstrates that managers should consider the complex nature of 

political skill and its effect on employees. There is a widespread belief that political skill helps 

employees build social connections at work (Ferris, Perrewé, Anthony, & Gilmore, 2000; Wu, 

Yim, Kwan, and Zhang, 2012), and the main effect of political skill on social closeness in Study 

1 supports this position. However, our work also suggests that the effect of political skill on 

social connections may be more complicated than previously realized, because it shows that 

political skill can cause employees to react more negatively to experienced powerlessness. In this 

way, our work suggests that rather than being a trait that universally helps employees build 

connections, political skill can in some cases exacerbate employees’ sense of social distance by 

making them more sensitive to power dynamics at work. Thus, it may be prudent for managers 

and organizations to seek positions that minimize the experience of powerlessness for politically-

skilled employees.  

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions 

 Despite several strengths of our studies, such as the field-experimental nature of Study 1 

and the replication of our model at both the within- and between-person levels (Gabriel et al., 

2018), our studies have several limitations that provide exciting avenues for future research. 

First, although we manipulated powerlessness, all other variables in our model were self-

reported, which raises potential concerns associated with common method and source bias 

(Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). Scholars have suggested that in experience 
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sampling studies (such as the one employed in Study 1), participants are in the best position to 

rate their own behaviors, as no other employee is in a position to observe all interactions a 

participant has with others throughout the day (Courtright, Gardner, Smith, McCormick, & 

Colbert, 2016; Foulk et al., 2018; Gabriel et al., 2018). Furthermore, recent research that has 

compared self-reported and other-reported daily behaviors has found that both ways of 

measuring employee behaviors exhibit comparable accuracy (Vazire & Mehl, 2008). From a 

statistical point of view, we group-mean centered all of our within-person endogenous variables, 

which removes concerns relating to social desirability and self-enhancement (Beal, 2015). Still, 

we recognize that the self-reported nature of our data represents a potential limitation, and we 

encourage future work to replicate our findings using other methods to capture the constructs in 

our model, such as third party ratings or behavioral indicators. 

Second, our sample in Study 1 consisted of young and relatively inexperienced interns, 

which may influence the generalizability of our results. However, because our model focuses on 

experienced powerlessness, which is theoretically distinct from structural power (Bugental & 

Lewis, 1999; Foulk et al., 2018; Tost, 2015), there is no theoretical reason to believe that 

participants’ organizational role should influence the way experienced powerlessness affected 

them. Supporting this point, in Studies 2 and 3 we conceptually replicated the relationship 

between powerlessness and social closeness on samples that were both older and more 

experienced than the sample in Study 1. Nevertheless, we believe more research is needed to 

fully understand how psychological and structural power interact with each other (e.g., Tost, 

2015) and how age and experience may influence the current results.  

 Third, in demonstrating that experienced powerlessness can cause employees to exhibit 

social disengagement behaviors, our work qualifies prior work suggesting that powerlessness 
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should result in affiliative behaviors (Case et al., 2015; Copeland, 1994; van Kleef et al., 2008). 

With this in mind, it would be interesting for future work to explore when powerlessness causes 

disengagement vs. affiliation behaviors. One possibility, consistent with our finding that political 

skill moderates the distancing effects of powerlessness, is that individual differences could help 

understand this distinction. Another possibility is that behavioral responses may vary depending 

on the specific trigger that caused the employee to feel powerless. A third possibility is that the 

context in which powerlessness occurs – for example at work vs. outside of work – may be an 

important boundary condition for the distancing effects of powerlessness. We encourage future 

work to explore these interesting possibilities.  

 Additionally, in trying to understand when employees may affiliate versus socially 

disengage, an implicit assumption is that employees must do one or the other. However, it is 

possible that employees may initially feel socially distant and thus disengage, but may later 

realize that this is ineffective and subsequently engage in affiliation behaviors. Thus, it would be 

possible to conceptualize these dichotomous behaviors as part of an integrated process that 

unfolds over time, and we encourage future research to consider this interesting possibility. 

Relatedly, in both studies we measured social closeness immediately after our manipulation of 

powerlessness, therefore we cannot conclude how long this effect lasts, and future research could 

also consider the duration of the distancing effects of powerlessness. 

In all of our studies we manipulated experienced powerlessness, for several reasons. 

First, the majority of research on the social implications of power has used manipulations (e.g., 

Galinsky et al., 2015), and some scholars have criticized measures of experienced power (Sturm 

& Antonakis, 2015), therefore to be consistent with this ever-growing body of work we chose to 

manipulate powerlessness. Additionally, scholars have recently suggested that the relationship 
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between power and social distance may be bi-directional (Trope & Liberman, 2010), therefore 

we felt that manipulating powerlessness could help enhance causal inferences. However, we 

encourage future research to replicate our findings measuring naturally-occurring fluctuations in 

powerlessness (e.g., Smith & Hofmann, 2016).  

Guided by Social Distance Theory (Magee & Smith, 2013), we focused on affiliation 

motive and expectation of others’ affiliation motive as the mediating mechanisms for the 

distancing effects of powerlessness. While this theory primarily focuses on these processes, it 

also proposes that distinctiveness, freedom to focus on distal concerns, and subjective vertical 

distance may also function as alternative mediators. Indeed, in Study 3 we observed partial 

mediation, suggesting that other processes may also be at play. Thus, future research could 

consider these, and other, mediators for the effect of powerlessness on social closeness. Future 

research could also explore whether these same mechanisms are responsible for the distancing 

effects of powerfulness, and if different mechanisms are uncovered, it would be interesting for 

researchers to delineate where the breaks occur between powerfulness and powerlessness. 

 Finally, recognizing the critical relationship between power and politics in organizational 

settings, we focused on employees’ political skill as a moderator of the relationship between 

powerlessness and social closeness. While political skill strengthens this relationship, there may 

be additional dispositions that make employees more or less susceptible to the distancing effects 

of powerlessness, and we encourage future research to explore such personality traits. 

Furthermore, we conceptualized political skill as a moderator of the relationship between 

experienced powerlessness and social closeness. However, it is also possible that political skill 

predicts experienced power in organizational settings, and we encourage future research to 

explore the nuances of the relationship between power and politics in organizations.  
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Conclusion 

 Across two studies, we explored the social implications of experienced powerlessness, 

and found that powerless employees feel more social distance at work, which causes them to 

exhibit social disengagement behaviors both at work and at home. Additionally, we explored the 

mechanisms underlying the distancing effects of powerlessness and found that employees’ 

affiliation motive as well as their expectations of others’ motivation to affiliate with them 

mediated the effect of experienced powerlessness on social closeness. Finally, we found that the 

distancing effects of experienced powerlessness were not identical for all employees, but rather 

that this effect was stronger for employees who are high (vs. low) in political skill. Our work 

elucidates the distancing effects of powerlessness for employees, and emphasizes that the 

behavioral responses to powerlessness may not be as simple as previously assumed. In so doing, 

we demonstrate that a thorough and complete understanding of power dynamics in organizations 

requires studying not only powerfulness, but also focusing on powerlessness as a focal 

phenomenon, and we hope that our work will inspire more research on powerlessness and its 

implications for employees both at work and in other life domains. 
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Table 1 

Study 1 Within and Between Person Descriptive Statistics and Correlations 

                          

 M Within-SD Between-SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

                          

1)  Condition .54 .50 .19  -.23** -.12 .12 -.05 .01 -.01 .08 -.05 

2)  Social closeness 3.19 .47 1.35 -.07* (.92) .32** -.45** -.17* .15 .37** .17* .29** 

3)  Helping 3.54 .61 .63 .00 .08* (.87) -.36** -.14 .19* .20* -.15 .31** 

4)  Interaction avoidance 2.15 .63 .78 -.01 -.06 -.19** (.95) .24** -.01 -.10 .41** -.34** 

5)  Withdrawal 2.29 .79 .86 .02 -.06 -.02 .09** (.90) .13 .06 .22** -.05 

6)  Workload 2.60 .74 .88 .05 .03 .07* .11** .12** (.95) .19* .13 .17* 

7)  Positive affect 1.96 .51 .77 -.06 .20** .03 -.08* -.03 -.05 (.92) .19* .20* 

8)  Negative affect 1.40 .43 .47 .05 -.13** .01 .01 .06* .05 .06 (.87) -.13 

9)  Political skill 5.28 -- .80         (.86) 

Notes: N (level 1) = 962; N (level 2) = 142. ** p < .01, * p < .05. Within-individual correlations are presented below the diagonal; between-individual 

correlations are presented above the diagonal. Alpha coefficients are presented along the diagonal. 
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Table 2 

Study 1 Multilevel Path Model Results 

                        

 Social closeness  Helping  Interaction avoidance  Withdrawal 

 B SE  B SE  B SE  B SE 

                        

Intercept 3.24** .11  3.12** .11  2.72** .14  2.59** .17 

            

Powerlessness -.08* .04  -.01 .04  -.03 .05  .01 .05 

            

Social closeness    .14** .03  -.18** .04  -.10* .04 

            

Workload    .06 .03  .09* .04  .13** .04 

Positive affect    .02 .05  -.06 .05  -.02 .07 

Negative affect    .03 .05  -.01 .06  .09 .07 

            

Political skill .54** .13          

Political skill X Powerlessness -.11** .04          

            

Pseudo-R2 .09   .11   0.17   0.04 

Notes: N (level 1) = 962; N (level 2) = 142. ** p < .01; * p < .05. Unstandardized coefficients are reported. Endogenous level 1 predictors were group mean 

centered. Level 2 predictors were grand mean centered. 
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Table 3 

Study 2 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations 

                     

 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

                     

1)  Powerlessness (dummy) .33 .47           
2)  Pre-manipulation mood 3.83 .78 .01          
3)  Sense of power 3.86 1.46 -.61** .15** (.90)        
4)  Social closeness 2.93 .99 -.42** .25** .59** (.87)       
5)  Helping 4.25 .78 -.22** .11 .23** .27** (.86)      
6)  Interaction avoidance 2.21 1.08 .23** -.04 .01 -.05 -.48** (.93)     
7)  Self-esteem 4.10 .81 -.06 .34** .07 .12* .31** -.42** (.89)    
8)  Depletion 2.04 1.08 .06 -.18** .17** .11 -.17** .56** -.59** (.95)   
9)  Positive affect 3.25 .96 -.12* .46** .30** .48** .16** .02 .41** -.17** (.86)  
10)  Negative affect 1.53 .92 -.01 -.04 .28** .28** -.15* .55** -.41** .67** .11 (.95) 

Notes: N = 300; ** p < .01, * p < .05. The powerlessness condition dummy was coded as 1 = powerlessness, 0 = moderate power, 0 = equal 

power. Alpha coefficients are presented along the diagonal. 
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Table 4 

Study 2 Results 

 
Notes: N = 300. ** p < .01; * p < .05. Unstandardized coefficients (B) are reported as the main analysis and standardized coefficients (β) are 

reported in parentheses below the unstandardized coefficient. The powerlessness condition dummy was coded as 1 = powerlessness, 0 = 

moderate power, 0 = equal power, the moderate power dummy was coded as 0 = powerlessness, 1 = moderate power, 0 = equal power, and the 

equal power dummy was coded as 0 = powerlessness, 0 = moderate power, 1 = equal power  

DV: 

Comparison condition: 

B (SE) β B (SE) β B (SE) β B (SE) β B (SE) β B (SE) β B (SE) β B (SE) β

Intercept 4.40** 3.01** 4.35** 2.95** 2.02** 1.53** 2.04** 1.66**

(.08) (.36) (.08) (.36) (.11) (.41) (.11) (.41)

Powerlessness (dummy) -.39** -.24 -.22 -.13 -.34** -.21 -.16 -.10 .53** -.23 .40** .18 .51** .22 .27* .12

(.11) (.11) (.11) (.11) (.15) (.13) (.15) (.12)

Social closeness .20** .25 .20** .25 -.21** -.19 -.21** -.19

(.06) (.06) (.06) (.06)

Self-esteem .27** .28 .27** .28 -.25** -.19 -.25** -.19

(.07) (.07) (.08) (.08)

Depletion .03 .04 .03 .04 .30** .30 .30** .30

(.06) (.06) (.07) (.07)

Positive affect -.05 -.06 -.05 -.06 .23** .21 .23** .21

(.06) (.06) (.07) (.07)

Negative affect -.11 -.12 -.11 -.12 .36** .31 .36** .31

(.07) (.07) (.07) (.07)

Pre-manipulation mood -.02 -.02 -.02 -.02 .06 .04 .06 .04

(.06) (.06) (.07) (.07)

Moderate power (dummy) .05 -.03 .06 -.04 -.02 -.01 -.14 .06

(.11) (.10) (.15) (.12)

Equal power (dummy) -.05 -.03 -.06 -.04 .02 .01 .14 .06

(.11) (.10) (.15) (.12)

Adjusted R
2

F 31.28** 8.04** 31.28**7.89** 7.95** 7.89** 7.95** 8.04**

Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

.04 .16 .04 .16 .05 .45 .05 .45

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Helping Interaction avoidance

Moderate power Moderate powerEqual power Equal power
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Table 5 

Study 3 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations 

                

 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 

                

1)  Powerlessness (dummy) .33 .47      
2)  Sense of power 3.77 1.45 -.66** (.91)    
3)  Motivation to affiliate 3.30 .69 -.20** .24** (.71)   
4)  Expectations of others’ interest 3.44 .93 -.44** .52** .30** (.87)  
5)  Social closeness 2.80 1.00 -.48** .61** .32** .49** (.88) 

Notes: N = 300; ** p < .01, * p < .05. The powerlessness condition dummy was coded as 1 = powerlessness, 0 = moderate power, 0 = equal 

power. Alpha coefficients are presented along the diagonal. 
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Table 6 

Study 3 Results 

 
Notes: N = 300. ** p < .01; * p < .05. Unstandardized coefficients (B) are reported as the main analysis and standardized coefficients (β) are 

reported in parentheses below the unstandardized coefficient. The powerlessness condition dummy was coded as 1 = powerlessness, 0 = 

moderate power, 0 = equal power, the moderate power dummy was coded as 0 = powerlessness, 1 = moderate power, 0 = equal power, and the 

equal power dummy was coded as 0 = powerlessness, 0 = moderate power, 1 = equal power.

DV: Social closeness

B (SE) β B (SE) β B (SE) β B (SE) β

Intercept 3.26** 1.22** 3.03** .97**

(.09) (.29) (.09) (.29)

Powerlessness (dummy) -1.15** -.54 -.80** -.38 -.91** -.43 -.55** -.26

(.12) (.12) (.12) (.12)

Motivation to affiliate .24** .17 .24** .17

(.07) (.07)

Expectations of others’ interest .33** .31 .33** .31

(.06) (.06)

Moderate power (dummy) .23 .11 .25* .12

(.12) (.11)

Equal power (dummy) -.23 -.12 -.25* -.12

(.12) (.11)

Adjusted R
2

F 47.87** 42.95** 47.87** 42.95**

Powerlessness vs. Moderate power Powerlessness vs. Equal power

.24

Main effect

Model 1:   Model 2:

Including mediators

  Model 4:

Including mediators

.36 .24 .36

 Model 3: 

Main effect
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Figure 1.  Conceptual Model. 
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Figure 2.  Study 1 Moderating Effect of Political Skill on the Relationship Between 

Experienced Powerlessness and Social Closeness. 
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Notes: N = 300. ** p < .01; * p < .05. The models depicted compare the powerlessness 

condition to the moderate-power condition. Unstandardized coefficients are reported with 

SEs in parentheses. R-squared values for the models above are .18 (Helping) and .46 

(Interaction avoidance). Identical results are found when the equal-power condition is used as 

the baseline. 

 

Figure 3.  Study 2 Mediation Models Predicting Helping (Top Panel) and Interaction 

Avoidance (Bottom Panel). 
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Figure 4.  Study 3 Means and SEs of Motivation to Affiliate (Top Panel) and Expectations of 

Others’ Interest (Bottom Panel) by Experimental Condition. 
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Figure 5.  Study 3 Means and SEs of Social Closeness by Experimental Condition. 
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Notes: N = 300. ** p < .01; * p < .05. The model depicted compares the powerlessness 

condition to the moderate-power condition. Unstandardized coefficients are reported with 

SEs in parentheses. The R-squared value for the model above is .37.  For the path from 

powerlessness to social closeness, the coefficient to the left of the slash represents the effect 

of powerlessness on social closeness independent of the effects of motivation to affiliate and 

expectations of others’ interest.  The coefficient to the right of the slash represents the effect 

of powerlessness on social closeness when motivation to affiliate and expectations of others’ 

interest were included in the regression model. Identical results are found when the equal-

power condition is used as the baseline. 

 

Figure 6.  Study 3 Mediation Model. 
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