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The present research examines the effect of consumers’ power on attitude change and introduces a new mechanism by which power

can affect advertising effectiveness. In line with prior research that suggests a link between power and approach tendencies, we

hypothesized that having power increases confidence relative to being powerless. As a result, we predicted and found that power-

holders were more reliant on their thoughts in response to an ad than consumers in a relatively less powerful condition. Consequently,

the effect of the direction of the thoughts on attitudes was greater for consumers with high (vs. low) power.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In recent years there has been an increased interest in studying

the effects of power over different consumer behaviors and cogni-
tive processes, including the context of consumer decision making
(Flurry and Burns 2005; Roeddder-John 1999; Webster 1996),
marketing (e.g., Berthon, Pitt, Ewing and Bakkeland 2003; Hunt
and Nevin 1974, Rosenberg and Stern 1971) and purchasing
behavior (Joy, 2001; Ruth, Otnes, and Brunel 1999; Rugimbana,
Donahay, Neal, and Polonsky 2002), choice of selling and influ-
ence tactics (Anderson, Lodish, and Weiz 1987; Gaski and Nevin
1985; Keith, Jackson and Crosby 1990; Kim and Hsieh in press;
Mallalieu 1998), and budgeting (Henry 2005).

Despite this importance, very little research has been done
relating power and persuasion (e.g., Festinger and Thibaut 1951;
French and Raven 1959). The present research provides a first and
initial step to address this gap by examining whether power can
influence consumer attitudes by affecting the confidence people
have in their own thoughts.

Building on previous research demonstrating that power is
associated with approach tendencies (Galinsky, Gruenfeld, and
Magee 2003), we argue that greater levels of power might be
associated with increased confidence in one’s thoughts. Because
power singles action, individuals can be confident in and rely upon
whatever thoughts they have in response to an advertisement.

This reasoning leads to the prediction that if power does
influence the confidence with which people hold their cognitive
responses (study 1) to an advertisement, we would expect high
power to increase thought effects on attitudes relative to low power
(Briñol, Petty, and Tormala 2004). One way in which the direction
of the thoughts (favorable or unfavorable) in response to the ad can
be manipulated is by varying the quality of the arguments contained
in the ad (study 2). Another approach to vary thought-direction
consists of asking consumers to think about positive and negative
aspects of a given proposal (study 3). If power does influence the
confidence with which people hold their cognitive responses to
advertisement, we would expect power to increase thought-direc-
tion (e.g., argument quality) effects.

This finding would be important because it would a) suggest
an entirely unexplored role for power in the persuasion process, b)
introduce a new variable for the existing work on self-validation,
and c) provide a completely new mechanism for the literature of
power.

Experiment 1
Eighty participants were randomly assigned to the high-power

or low-power conditions in a between-subjects design. Power was
manipulated by asking participants to play the role of a supervisor
or an employee in a work simulation game (Galinsky, et al. 2003;
Kipnis 1972). Following this induction, participants rated their
confidence and feelings of power. We predicted and found that
participants in the high-power condition felt more confident and
powerful that low-power individuals. After demonstrating the link
between power and confidence, we tested the role of power (confi-
dence) in consumer persuasion.

Experiment 2
Eighty-two participants were first exposed to a printed adver-

tisement promoting a new cell phone containing either strong or
weak arguments. Argument quality was varied in this study to lead
participants to generate mostly positive or negative thoughts to-
ward the consumer product. After participants read the ad and wrote
their cognitive responses about it, power was experimentally in-
duced using the same role-playing technique described in experi-
ment 1. Finally, all participants reported their attitudes toward the
product.

If power does influence the confidence with which people hold
their thoughts, we would expect power to increase the argument
quality effects, that is, more persuasion with the strong than the
weak ad. In line with this self-validation hypothesis, we found that
the effect of argument quality on consumer attitudes was greater
when consumers had high rather than low confidence in their
cognitive responses. Thus, with relatively high confidence, con-
sumers relied on their thoughts in forming attitudes, but with
relatively low confidence, consumers did not use their thoughts to
judge the product (producing a lower attitude-thought correspon-
dence). Experiment 3 turned to examine the proposed a mechanism
as well as test the plausibility of rival explanations.

Experiment 3
In order to manipulate the direction of participants’ thoughts

(i.e., negative or positive), sixty-eight participants were asked to
write arguments supporting or opposing a new university policy.
After listing their arguments, we manipulated power by asking
participants to remember two situations in which they had power
over others (high-power condition) or two situations in which
others had power over them (low-power condition). Then, partici-
pants rated the confidence they had in their arguments about the
policy and their attitudes towards the policy.

We predicted and found a significant interaction between
power and direction of thoughts generated. High-power partici-
pants reported more positive attitudes toward the policy than low-
power participants when they wrote pro-arguments, and high-
power participants reported less positive attitudes toward the policy
than low-power participants when they wrote counter-arguments. It
was also confirmed that power affected participants’ confidence in
the validity of their own thoughts and this in turn mediated the
observed differences in attitudes.

Discussion
Across different manipulations of all the variables, we pre-

dicted and found that power can influence consumer attitude
change by affecting the confidence with which consumers hold
their own thoughts in response to an ad. As a consequence of the link
between power and confidence (study 1), power was shown to
increased argument quality effects in a classic paradigm of persua-
sion consumer research (study 2) and the persuasive impact of the
direction of thoughts on a traditional self-persuasion paradigm
(study 3). Of most importance, we demonstrated for the first time
that the effects of power on consumer judgment can be mediated by
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changes in thought confidence (Experiment 3). Taken together,
these findings are important not only because they provide an
entirely unexplored role for power in the persuasion process, but
also because they highlight the importance of power as a new
variable to consider when studying the consumer of persuasive
attempts.

REFERENCES
Anderson, Erin, Lodish, Leonard M., and Weitz, Barton A.

(1987). Resource allocation bejaviour in conventional
channels. Journal of Marketing Research, 24 (Feb.), 85-97.

Berton, Pierre, Pitt, Leyland F., Ewing, Michael T., and
Bakkeland, Gunnar (2003). Norms and power in marketing
relationships: Alternative theories and empirical evidence.
Journal of Business Research, 56, 699-709.

Briñol, Pablo, Petty, Richard. E., and Tormala, Zakary. L.
(2004). Self-validation of cognitive responses to advertise-
ments. Journal of Consumer Research, 30 (Mar), 559-573.

Festinger, Leon., and Thibaut, John. (1951). Interpersonal
communication in small groups. Journal of Abnormal and
Social Psychology, 46, 92-100.

Flurry, Laura A., & Burns, Alvin C. (2005). Children’s influence
in purchase decisions: A social power theory approach.
Journal of Business Research, 58 (May), 539-601.

French, John R. P., & Raven, Bertram. (1959). The bases of
social power. In Dorwin Cartwright (Ed.), Studies in social
power (pp. 150-167). Ann Arbor, MI: Institute for Social
Research.

Galinsky, Adam D., Gruenfeld, Deborah H., and Magee, Joe C.
(2003). From power to Action. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 85 (Sep), 453-466.

Gaski, John F., and Nevin, John R. (1985). The differential
effects of exercised and unexercised power sources in a
marketing channel. Journal of Marketing Research, 22
(May), 130-142.

Henry, Paul C. (2005). Social class, market situation, and
consumers’ metaphors of (dis)empowerment. Journal of
consumer research, 31, (Mar), 766-778.

Hunt, Shelby D., and Nevin, John R. (1974). Power in a channel
of distribution: Sources and consequences. Journal of
Marketing Research, 11 (May), 186-193.

Joy, Annamma (2001). Gift giving in Hong Kong and the
continuum of social ties. Journal of consumer research, 28
(Sep), 236-256.

Keith, Janet E., Jackson, Donald W., and Crosby, Lawrence A.
(1990). Effects of alternative types of influence strategies
under different channel dependence structures. Journal of
Marketing, 54 (Jul), 30-41.

Kim, Stephen K., and Hsieh, Ping-H. (in press). Connecting
power with locus of control in marketing channel relation-
ships: a response surface approach. International Journal of
Research in Marketing.

Kipnis, David. (1972). Does power corrupt?. Journal of
personality and Social Psychology,24 (Oct), 33-41.

Mallalieu, Lynnea (1998). Toward an understanding of the
choice of influence tactics: the impact of power. Advances in
consumer research, 25, 407-414

Roedder-John, Deborah (1999). Consumer socialization of
children: A retrospective look at twenty-five years old of
research. Journal of Consumer Research, 26 (Dec), 183-213.

Rosenberg, Larry J., and Stern, Louis W. (1971). Conflict
measurement in the distribution channel. Journal of
Marketing Research, 8, (Nov), 437-442.

Rugimbana, Robert, Donahay, Brett, Neal, Chirstopher, and
Polnsky, Michael J.(2002). The role of social power relations
in gift giving on Valentine´s day. Journal of Cosumer
Behaviour, 3, (Mar), 63-73.

Ruth, Julie A., Otnes, Cele C., and Brunel, Frédéric F. (1999).
Gift receipt and the reformulation of interpersonal relation-
ships. Journal of Consumer Research, 25 (Mar), 385-402.

Webster, Cynthia (1995). Determinants of marital power in
decision making. Advances in Consumer Research, 22,717-
722.


