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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Often described as individuals’ ability to control resources of 

their own and others without social interference, power has been 
shown to impact different aspects of human behavior. Recently, re-
searchers have begun to explore the effects of power on individuals’ 
consumption and spending patterns. This stream of literature docu-
ments that experiencing a state of powerlessness versus powerful-
ness leads consumers to spend more money on status related items 
(Rucker and Galinsky 2008), as well as on the items they purchase 
for others versus themselves (Rucker et al. 2011). In the present 
research, I investigate an alternative channel through which social 
power can influence consumers’ welfare, namely financial risk tak-
ing. 

Consumers often face risky monetary decisions such as invest-
ing in a stock versus bond fund, buying a lottery ticket or making a 
bet in a gamble. These decisions, in turn, have important implica-
tions for their welfare and well-being. However, little is known how 
individuals’ interactions with others influence their financial risk 
taking. A recent study by Levav and Argo (2010) demonstrates that 
an interpersonal touch (i.e., a comforting pat on the shoulder by a 
female experimenter) increases individuals’ propensity to make risky 
financial decisions. In this study, I focus on the link between financial 
risk taking and a more prevalent social force that generally has nega-
tive connotations, i.e., social power. 

I propose that having power versus lacking power over others 
does not unconditionally affect people’s risky financial decisions. 
Rather its impact depends on individuals’ agency-communion ori-
entation. Agency refers to a tendency to reflect on one’s individual-
ity and emphasizes the self and its separation from other organisms, 
while communion refers to the merging of an individual in a larger 
organism and social connections with others (Bakan 1966). I argue 
that feeling powerful versus powerless leads to greater financial risk 
taking only for agentic individuals. I built my prediction on Chen 
et al.’s (2001) relationship-orientation based conceptualization of 
power’s effects, which proposes that self-focused individuals asso-
ciate social power with self-interest goals, whereas other-focused 
individuals link power with responsibility goals. That is, agentic in-
dividuals experiencing a state of power take greater financial risk 
since increased wealth can fortify their powerful position and help 
them maintain their status. On the other hand, taking risk to enhance 
wealth and maintain the status associated with power is inconsistent 
with communal goals. Thus, agentic individuals with high (versus 
low) power are expected to make riskier financial decisions, whereas 
communal individuals with high (versus low) power are predicted to 
refrain from taking higher financial risk. 

Study 1 employs a 2 (power: high vs. low) x 2 (orientation: 
agency vs. communion) between-subjects design (N = 94). Power 
was manipulated using an episodic priming task adapted from Ga-
linksy et al. (2003) and agency-communion orientation was mea-
sured. Following previous research (e.g., Kurt et al. 2011), I created 
a measure to assess relative agency orientation, “ACDIF”, by sub-
tracting each respondent’s communion score from his/her agency 
score. Participants were asked to imagine that they were given $100 
and told that they could participate in a 50-50 gamble in which they 
could win an additional $100 or lose $10, $20,…, or $100. They 
indicated whether they would accept each of these offers. Among the 
offers accepted by a participant, the highest amount s/he is willing to 
risk to earn additional $100 is the dependent variable. As predicted, I 

found a significant interaction between power and ACDIF (β = 3.56, 
p < .05). Post-hoc analysis reveals that the slope for high ACDIF 
(i.e., agentic) participants is positive and significant (b = 5.031, p < 
.05), indicating that the experience of power increases agentic indi-
viduals’ tendency to take financial risk. However, the slope for low 
ACDIF (i.e., communal) participants is negative and insignificant (b 
= -3.575, ns). The next study tests the underlying mechanism for this 
effect. Specifically, I argue that high power leads agentic individuals 
to take more financial risk only when self-benefit obtained from the 
risky decision is high. 

Study 2 employs a 2 (power: high vs. low) x 2 (orientation: 
agency vs. communion) x 2 (self benefit: high vs. low) between-
subjects design (N = 307). Power and self-benefit were manipulated, 
whereas agency-communion orientation was measured. Participants 
were asked to imagine that they have participated in a charity event 
where they can play “Odd-Even?”, which is a game of chance based 
on correctly guessing whether the winning number is odd or even, 
and that they have $100 to bet. Participants assigned to the high (low) 
self-benefit condition were told that they can keep 75% (25%) of 
their winnings, whereas 25% (75%) of their winnings are automati-
cally donated to the charity. I found a significant three-way inter-
action among power, self-benefit, and ACDIF (β = 2.25, p < .05). 
More important, the slope for high ACDIF and high self-benefit is 
positive and significant (b = 6.495, p < .05), suggesting that agen-
tic individuals with high power take higher financial risk when the 
positive outcome of the risky decision benefits mostly themselves. In 
contrast, they take less risk when self-benefit is low (b = -5.421, p 
< .05). However, having power versus lacking it does not have any 
impact on financial risk taking of communal individuals regardless 
of the level of self-benefit. 

Study 3 tests the underlying process via mediation analysis (as 
outlined in Zhao et al. 2010) and employs a 2 (power: high vs. low) x 
2 (orientation: agency vs. communion) between-subjects design (N = 
84). Participants were asked to imagine that they would allocate their 
$5,000 between a stock fund and a bond fund. Again, there was a sig-
nificant interaction between power and ACDIF (β = 6.00, p < .05). As 
expected, agentic individuals with high power take more risk and in-
vest a higher percentage in the stock fund (b = 10.274, p < .05). More 
important, this effect is mediated by the extent to which participants 
associate power with self-interest goals measured using a two-item 
scale (e.g., “Power should be used to benefit the self”). Specifically, 
the estimated 95% confidence interval around the indirect effect of 
power on % allocated to the stock fund through self-interest goals 
does not contain zero (0.12 to 4.40), supporting mediation.   

Overall, the present research demonstrates the asymmetric im-
pact of social power on financial risk taking of agentic and commu-
nal individuals and contributes to the literature in several important 
ways. First, this research adds to the growing body of work examin-
ing the role of social power in consumer behavior. Second, it furthers 
our understanding of how consumers’ interactions with those around 
them influence their financial risk taking. Finally, it contributes to the 
recent literature on the link between consumers’ agency-communion 
orientation and their monetary decisions. 
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