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This research investigates the influence of physical elevation on power, control, and risk-taking. Across three studies, we show that

exposure to high vertical positions activates power-related thoughts and increases risk-taking. We demonstrate that high elevation

leads to an illusory sense of control, which mediates the effect of elevation on risk-taking.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
We frequently use directional words such as “up” or “down” 

to talk about the concepts related to power. Sentences such as “he 
is at the height of his power” or “he fell from power” show the as-
sociation between up and being powerful or down and being power-
less. Likewise, throughout history and in our everyday life, we often 
observe that powerful people are in higher vertical positions. Kings’ 
or leaders’ thrones are located in higher positions, CEOs’ offices are 
in top floors of buildings, winners stand on the top of a podium, and 
more affluent people live in top floors of residential buildings or in 
houses on hills. Research has also shown that individuals high in 
dominance favor vertical locations in visual space (Moeller, Robin-
son, and Zabelina 2008). Moreover, standing on a higher elevation is 
a major signifier of social dominance and control (Schwartz, Tesser, 
and Powell 1982) and leads others to infer that an individual has 
power (Schubert 2005). All these examples show the strong asso-
ciation between physical elevation, psychological concept of power, 
and perceptions of control and suggest that the concept of power 
might be grounded in an experience of being in a high vertical posi-
tion. However, no study has yet directly tested this notion. In this 
research, we investigate how being in a high vertical position would 
affect consumer judgments and decision making.

Past research has provided empirical evidence of the associa-
tion between vertical schema and the perception of power, in which 
powerful individuals are perceived in higher vertical positions than 
powerless ones (Giessner and Schubert 2007; Moeller et al. 2008; 
Schubert 2005). For example, Giessner and Schubert (2007) found 
that participants presented with an organizational chart used the 
length of the line between the first and second levels in the orga-
nizational chart to judge a leader’s power. Although prior research 
has firmly established the link between vertical position and power, 
we think the reverse relationship is plausible and being in a high 
versus low vertical position can drive one’s own perceived power 
and people located in a higher elevation think of themselves as more 
powerful than those located in a lower elevation. We rely on theories 
of grounded cognition to support this argument.

According to theories of grounded cognition, individuals’ bodi-
ly states, situated actions, and mental simulations can shape different 
aspects of cognition such as thoughts, ideas, affects, and concepts 
(Barsalou 2008; Krishna 2012). For example, research has shown 
that if someone is asked to nod or shake his/her head while listening 
to a persuasive message with a strong argument, the message will be 
more persuasive for the person with head nodding compared to head 
shaking (Briñol and Petty 2003). Using the logic of the “grounded 
cognition” theory, we expect that expressions of high vertical posi-
tions, captured by visual sense, provide mental simulation of being 
powerful and in control and thus lead to an enhanced sense of power 
since the link between power and elevation has been established in 
human mind. 

Furthermore, power has usually been defined in terms of social 
influence and control, and the powerful person is seen as the one who 
has the “potential to influence others in psychologically meaningful 
ways” (French and Raven 1959) by means of controlling valuable 
resources and administrating rewards and punishments (Fiske 1993; 
Keltner, Gruenfeld, and Anderson 2003). Occupying high vertical 
positions usually helps individuals to look over objects and people 

at lower elevations and feel in control compared to a person located 
in a low vertical position. The sense of control makes individuals to 
be optimistic in risky situations and enhances risk-taking tendencies 
(Anderson and Galinsky 2006; Fast et al. 2009). Thus, we expect 
that being in a high vertical position increases risk-taking tendencies 
because the scene observed by a person located in a high elevation 
stimulates power and gives the person an illusory sense of control. 
We ran three studies to test the proposed effects of elevation on pow-
er, control, and risk-taking.

The first study investigated the effect of elevation on activa-
tion of power-related thoughts. In this study, we used panoramic 
pictures taken from high or low vertical positions to manipulate the 
perception of being in a high or low elevation. Next, we used a word 
recognition task as an implicit method to measure activation of pow-
er-related thoughts. Results show that people in the high elevation 
condition recognized more power-related words correctly than those 
in the low elevation condition. 

In the second study, we examined the influence of elevation 
on risk-taking across different dependent variables. In Study 2a, we 
used a behavioral measure of risk-taking (i.e., Balloon Analogue 
Risk Task). Results show that a sense of high elevation leads to el-
evated risk-taking tendencies as participants in the high elevation 
condition pumped the balloon more than those in the low elevation 
condition. Study 2b investigated the effect of elevation on a con-
sumption decision involving risk. Results show that participants in 
the high elevation condition evaluated the risky options (i.e., perish-
able grocery items that are close to their expiration date) more favor-
ably than those in the low elevation condition. 

Study 3 was designed to test our proposed underlying mecha-
nism for the effect of elevation on risk-taking. We posit that an il-
lusory sense of control is the underlying mechanism for the effect 
of elevation on risk-taking because being in a high elevation gives 
individuals a sense of control. In Study 3, we showed that partici-
pants who observed the high elevation picture had a higher sense of 
control over uncontrollable outcomes and showed higher risk-taking 
tendencies compared to those observing the low elevation picture. 
The results also confirm that the effect of elevation on risk-taking is 
mediated by an illusory sense of control.
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