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INTRODUCTION 

In studying interpersonal relations, the concepts of persuasion, 

influence, power, etc., are used quite extensively. Presently, we 

will speak in terms of power; power being, "ability to determine the 

behavior of others in accord with one's own wishes" (Schur, 1969, as 

seen in Tedeschi, 1973, p. 28), "the capacity to control, regulate, or 

direct the behavior of persons or things" (MacIver, 1964, p. 77), or as 

Tedeschi (1973) concludes, when an individual, in a dyadic relationship, 

wants something from another, there will be a need to control or modify 

the others' behaviors to attain the goals wanted. Therefore, in summa

tion, it seems a negative tone is connoted when behavioral scientists 

describe power relations (McClelland, 1970). Due to this negative con

notation, power is seen as an "undesirable" attribute. Although, 

McClelland sees this misperception as not always being the case in a 

power situation. There are two faces of power, a negative or personal

ized type and a positive or socialized type. A person exhibiting the 

negative face of power behaves in an aggressive, defensive manner, ex

ercising power for his own benefit, meeting his own personal needs. 

The positive or socialized face of power is expressed in concern for 

others and contributing to group rather than personal goals. Accord

ing to McClelland, although power has two faces, it is not necessary 

that someone manifest only only one of the two faces. A leader may 

first exhibit the negative face of personal dominance while later 

expressing the more positive, socialized face of leadership. This 

concept may be applicable in an experimental situation in which social 
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power is examined. McKeo\VTI, Gahagan, and Tedeshchi (1967) studied 

the effects of prior power strategies consisting of 90% cooperation, 

50%, and 10% cooperation. These different percentages of cooperation 

may be viewed as different degrees of the two faces of power, with 90% 

cooperation being the most positive face on the power continuum and 10% 

being the least positive or negative face. Random presentation of 

these different power conditions to each set of subjects seems to have 

produced ambiguous results in this particular study. The subjects 

could not discriminate the difference between the three cooperative 

strategies. When the s.ubjects became more powerful, after the shift, 

their strategy selections were not affected. Also, by initially in

forming their subjects of a power shift, examination of the variables 

was made quite difficult. In general, it seems the subjects would view 

the other player as exhibiting the positive or socialized face of 

power. This would result in a trusting relationship, one in which 

the other player could be expected to express concern for the subjects' 

goals and personal well-being. This trusting relationship would en

courage the subjects to feel an obligation to reciprocate the cooper

ation received. 

A number of studies have examined power in the context of the 

development of interpersonal trust (Solomon, 1960, Deutsch, 1958, 

Worchel, 1973, etc.). Richard Flacks (1969) states that studies of 

responses to scientific authority suggest that subjects are willing to 

do what is expected of them, i.e. respond obediently, even when the 

outcomes are likely to be negative, whenever the authority is viewed 

as legitimate. Flacks sees this attribution of legitimacy to be a 
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function of trust; where it is expected that individuals in positions 

of authority will not work against oneself or one's group and that the 

outcomes of an authoritarian action will not result in "special costs" 

to others. When these special costs do arise, distrust will result. 

Consistent with this view, Komorita and Hech1ing (1966) wished to 

determine the conditions under which an act of betrayal would lead to 

distrust or suspicion and also the process of reconciliation, a func

tion of the development or restoring of trust. The subjects were 

initially instructed to assume a cooperative orientation which was 

later extinguished when the subjects experienced a loss. This loss 

was viewed as an act of betrayal. The reponse measure used was the 

number of trials to reach a criterion of five consecutive cooperative 

reponses after the subjects had been betrayed. It was found that the 

greater the harm experienced, when betrayed, lead to a greater number 

of trials for reconciliation. Also if the loss was high, a certain 

number of reinforcing trials were necessary to have any effect, 

whatsoever. This notion of reconciliation may be compared to Adam's 

(1963) equity theory or Homan's (1961) theory of distributive justice. 

Here, when one recieves more rewards or fewer rewards than he de

serves, the relationship is seen as inequitable. When this contra

diction results, there will be an attempt to reduce or remove the 

inequity. Equity will be restored when one receives outcomes appro

priate to his outputs. 

Horton Deutsch (1958) has also conducted extensive research on 

the variable of trust. He defines trust: "an individual may be 

said to have trust in the occurence of an event if he expects its 
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occurence and his expectation leads to behavior which he perceives 

to have greater negative motivational consequences if the expectation 

is not confirmed than positive motivational consequences if it is con

firmed" (p. 266). When an individuals' expectations are not fulfilled, 

trust will be uncertain. This uncertainty will result in the individ

ual being subjected to "conflicting tendencies", the tendency to trust 

or not to trust. These conflicting tendencies were explored by 

Solomon (1960) with the use of various game playing strategies. He 

studied the influence of different types of power relationships and 

the motivational strategies upon the development of interpersonal 

trust. A two-person non-zero-sum game was utilized to test how dif

ferent positions of power could influence an individualistic subject 

to adopt a cooperative orientation. In the individualistic orien

tation, the subjects were instructed to look out for their own well

being regardless of the consequences incurred by the other player and 

that the other player would do the same while in the cooperative 

orientation, an amicable relationship was to be established where 

each subject was concerned with the well-being of the other and that 

the feelings would be reciprocated (Deutsch, 1958). Three strategies 

were employed: (a) unconditionally cooperative strategy where the 

subject always experienced gain, (b) conditionally cooperative stra

tegy where if the subject chose a cooperative choice, this was matched 

and if he did not, a loss was incurred, (c) and the noncooperative 

strategy was where the subject suffered a loss regardless of his 

choice. The results of the Solomon study indicated that when an 

individual, the perceiver or subject, has more power relative to a 
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person whose action affects the subject, he will tend to behave in a 

trustful manner. While Deutsch (1958) in reference to Solomon's 

research, indicated an individualistic orientation induced the 

subjects to respond to another's trustworthiness with cooperative or 

non-exploitative behavior if the other player's behavior was thought 

to be contingent upon reciprocal, mutual trustworthiness. And lastly, 

Solomon found that when a subject received a cooperative strategy 

rather than one of noncooperation, he is more likely to respond 

benevolently when he has the power to determine the outcome of the 

other. Consistent with this view, Komorita, Sheposh, and Braver (1968) 

established that when power is used in a benevolent manner, where each 

subject receives mutually rewarding outcomes, a greater number of 

cooperative responses will result, however if a malevolent condition 

is experienced, maximizing personal gain at the expense of the other, 

the least amount of cooperative choice or competitive behavior will 

result. 

Therefore, in the present study, it is hypothesized: Cooperation 

with a power-holder will result when the power-holder uses his power 

to benefit others; failure to cooperate will result when the power

holder uses his power to benefit himself at special costs to others. 



METHOD 

Subjects 

Subjects. were 80 male introductory psychology students at 

Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University who volunteered 

to participate in a game theory experiment for which they would 

receive extra credit. 

Procedure 

All subjects were scheduled in pairs and upon entering the lab

oratory, were seated on opposite sides of a partition which obstructed' 

the view of the other. The experimenter, a female, sat at right angles 

to the subjects with another partition separating her from both 

subjects. 

The laboratory experiment was designed employing a two-person 

non-zera-sum game, (See Fig. 1), in which the gains or losses incurred 

by each player were a flliLction of the choices made between two alterna

tives by the experimenter. All subjects were led to believe that they 

were playing against each other, but in actuality were playing against 

the experimenter. At the outset of the experiment, the subjects were 

given a standard set of instructions (See Appendix A). After the in

structions were given, each subject was given a questionnaire concern

ing the payoffs for the various choice combinations (See Appendix C). 

If the subject did not answer all of the items correctly, the experi

menter repeated pertinent sections of the instructions. After deter

mining that subjects had an understanding of the instructions and 

experimental situation, they were told not to talk or communicate 

6 
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CONDITION I CONDITION II 

BLACK BLACK 

I II I II 

+2,+3 -3,+5 I +2,+3 -3,+5 
RED 

+2,+3 -2,+5 II +2,+3 -2,+5 

1a 1b 

CONDITION III CONDITION IV 

BLACK BLACK 

I II I II 

+3,+3 +1,+5 I +3,+3 +1,+5 
RED 

+3,+3 +2,+5 II +3,+3 +2,+5 

Ie Id 

Figure 1. Games matrices for four conditions of 
absolute power. 
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with each other or the experimenter. Lots were drawn to determine 

the position of each player, however, the experimenter controlled 

this outcome. Both players were in identical positions, that of Red. 

Independent variables 

Subjects were assigned, by the counterbalance method, to one of 

four game matrices, each corresponding to different uses of absolute 

power. Appropriate matrices were explained to the subjects indicating 

that the Black player had greater influence (received greater number 

of payoffs) than the Red player. 

Condition 1- Fig. Ia- The experimenter (Black player) chose 

Column II on trials one through five winning 5¢ regardless of what 

the subject chose. The subjects (Red player) could choose either 

Row I or II where they would lose either 3¢ or 2¢ respectively. In 

this condition, the subjects suffer the greatest loss. 

Condition 11- Fig. Ib- The experimenter chose Column I on trials 

one through five winning 3¢ regardless of what the subject chose. The 

subjects could choose either Row I or II where they could win 2¢ in 

either case. There is mutual gain in this condition yet the experi

menter receives a larger payoff. 

Condition 111- Fig. Ic- The experimenter chose Column II on trials 

one through five reg~rdless of what the subject chose. The subjects 

could choose either Row I or II where they would win either l¢ or 2¢ 

respectively. This condition is similar to Condition II, although 

there is a greater payoff for the experimenter. 

Condition IV- Fig. Id- The experimenter chose Column I on trials 

one through five regardless of what the subject chose. The subjects 
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could choose either Row I or II where they could win 3¢ in either case. 

There is mutual gain in this condition and both the experimenter and 

the subject recieve equal payoffs. 

After the completion of five trials of the independent variable, 

the subjects were given Condition V (See Fig. 2), the dependent vari

able, with an explanation of the payoffs indicating a condition of 

equal influence for both the Black and the Red player. The subjects 

were then allowed to communicate with each other by writing a note to 

explain their future game strategy. Each subject received a prepared 

note of cooperation from the experimenter of which he is led to believe 

is written by his game partner. The note read as follows: 

I will cooperate by choosing Column I and I would 

like for you to cooperate by choosing Row I, that 

way we both win. 

Dependent variable 

The note of cooperation indicated an equal power condition for 

both the experimenter and the subjects as opposed to the independent 

variables where the experimenter had absolute power in each of the four 

conditions. The experimenter chose Column I for the first trial. The 

subjects had the option of choosing Row I where both the experimenter 

and the subject win l¢, cooperative orientation or Row II where the 

experimenter loses S¢ while the subject wins S¢, a competitive orien

tation. After the completion of the first trial, a tit-for-tat strate

gy was employed. The tit-for-tat strategy was where the experimenter 

imitates the previous response of the subjects. The response measure 

was the number of trials to reach a criterion of five consecutive 
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10 

CONDITION V 

BLACK 

I II 

I +1,+1 -5,+5 

II +5,-5 -1,-1 

Figure 2. Game matrix for equal power (shift) 
condition. 
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cooperative responses after the shift of power. If the criterion 

was not reached, play was stopped after completing trial number 20. 

At the termination of the experiment, subjects were asked their atti

tudes concerning the game situation and were then debriefed as to the 

actual nature of the experiment. 

Results 

Table 1 presents the mean number of trials to criterion after 

the shift of power took place. These data indicate that the lesser 

payoff the subject received relative to the pOvler-holder, the greater 

the number of trials required to attain criterion. A Kruskal-Wallis 

one-way analysis of variance was performed to test the significance 

of the difference between the four groups of subjects who exper

ienced four levels of absolute power. The results support the 

hypothesis that when a power-holder uses his power to benefit only 

himself, the power recipient will tend to compete with the power

holder, H, (3) = 12.42, ~ < .01. 

Mann-Whitney U tests of multiple comparisons were performed 

between the four power conditions. Comparisons between Conditions 

I and IV, U, (20) = 101.5, R < .05, Conditions II and IV, U, (20) = 

119.0, 12.. < .05, and Conditions III and IV, U, (20) = 108.3,.E. < .05, 

yielded reliable differences. All other comparisons proved to be not 

significant (See Table 2). 

Chi-square statistics were performed on the number of subjects 

reaching criterion immediately, i.e. in the first five trials in the 

shift of power condition (See Table 3). Overall, the number of sub

jects who cooperated immediately deviated significantly from a chance 



Mean 

S. D. 

I 

12 

Table 1 

Mean Trials to Satisfy Criterion as a 

Function of Cooperation After 

Shift of Power 

II III IV 

14.35 13.33 13.85 7.85 

7.00 6.47 6.62 5.42 
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Table 2 

Comparisons of Trials to Criterion 

As a Function of Cooperation 

Comparison U 

I vs. II 175.3 

I vs. III 185.5 

I vs. IV 101.5** 

II vs. III 195.5 

II vs. IV 119.0* 

III vs. IV 108.3** 

Note. n = 20 
~'<~ <.05 

**.E. <.02 
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Table 3 

Number of Subjects Cooperating Immediately (5) 

and Those Not Reaching Criterion (20) 

I II III IV 

5 6 6 5 15 
I 
I 

20 14 14 15 5 
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distribution x.2 , (3) =- 13. 75" p.. < .05. Conditions III and IV 

deviated significantly from a chance frequency distribution, ~2, (1) 

6.06, p.. < .01, while Conditions III and II did not differ from a 

chance frequency distribution. Hence" only Condition IV can be 

concluded as showing a significant deviance. 

These findings thus suggest that when absolute power Conditions 

I, II, and III precede the shift of power condition, the subjects do 

not differ significantly as to their cooperative responses, while the 

subjects who received Condition IV before the switch, displayed a 

significant consistency in their tendency to respond with cooperative 

rather than competitive, exploitative choices. 

Discussion 

The present study was conducted to test the influence of dif

ferent uses of absolute power on the development of cooperation. When 

cooperation resulted, a trusting relationship was inferred to have 

been established. However" when competition resulted, it could not 

be assessed as to whether this was due to distru~ting of the other 

player or the subjects actually trusting the cooperative note they 

received, yet wanting to earn more points. In general, the results 

support the hypothesis that when a power-holder uses his power to 

benefit only himself at a cost to others, the subjects will tend to 

compete with the power-holder. However, when the power-holder uses 

his power to benefit others, the power recipient will respond in a 

cooperative, non-exploitative manner, i.e. tend to trust the power

holder. The use of absolute power on the first five trials in either 

Conditions I, II, or III, yielded non-significant differences between 
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cooperative responses, while Condition IV seemed to have strengthened 

the tendency of subjects to choose cooperatively. The major impli

cation of these results suggest that when an individual is confronted 

with a situation in which the other individual controls the outcomes 

of both parties involved, he will be more willing to engage in coop

erative, trusing behavior, the more equitable the profits are shared. 

In Conditions I and III, the other member of the dyad, the ex-

perimenter, received the number of payoffs that tlere available 

in those respective game matrices. In Condition II, the experimenter 

received a payoff larger than that of the subjects, yet not the largest 

one available. It would follow that the subjects in Condition II 

would exhibit a greater number of cooperative, trusting responses as 

compared to Conditions I and III when the shift of power took place. 

This did not occur. One possible explanation for this finding may be 

accounted for by the fact that the subjects viewed the situation as one 

in which they were losing, getting a lesser number of points relative 

to their game partner, regardless of the fact that the other player 

could have received even larger payoffs. Due to the existence of this 

discrepancy between the outcomes (payoffs) of the two players, i.e. 

they were not in balance in relation to the other, inequity resulted. 

This dissatisfaction was manifested through the subjects choosing 

competitively, in an effort to match outcomes, when the shift of power 

took place. As Adams (1963, in Berkowitz, 1965) indicated, when in

equity exists in a particular situation, an individual will be 

"motivated" to remove the inequity and the greater the magnitude of 

the inequity experienced, the greater the motivation to remove the 
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the inequity. As stated earlier, in Condition II, the loss was not as 

grea.t as compared to Conditions I and III, therefore the tlmot ivation f1 

(competitive responses) should have been less. 

Asymmetry in the payoffs in Conditions I and III led to a greater 

number of competitive rather than cooperative responses, therefore 

inhibiting the development of trust. These results are consistent 

with the findings of Komorita and Sheposh (1968). Their results 

indicated that when an individual uses power to benefit himself re

sulting in special costs for another, there will be an increase in 

resistance and competitive behavior. The relatively low levels of 

cooperation in these two conditions seem also to be due to the in

equity of the outcomes; equity being restored only when the subjects 

felt they were receiving outcomes appropriate to their outputs. 

Attempts at restoration of equity were facilitated by the subjects 

choosing competitively or "getting even" with the other player. As 

Kershenbaum and Komorita (1970) conclude, when outcomes or payoffs 

are seen as equitable, individuals placed in a position of conflict, 

will tend to view the other as cooperative as opposed to when out

comes are inequitable. 

In Condition IV, the other player (experimenter), chose equal 

payoffs for both participants establishing a trusting relationship 

in the first five trials of the game. After a prepared note of coop

eration was received and a shift of power took place, a significant 

increase in cooperative, trusting responses was found as compared 

to the other conditions. As Solomon (1969) indicated, when an indi

vidual is subjected to conditions of cooperation rather than 
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noncooperation, he will tend to behave in a more benevolent manner 

when he is in a position of determining the outcome of the other. 

Another variable which may have influenced the results of the 

present experiment was the use of an individualistic orientation. As 

mentioned earlier, Deutsch (1958), in reference to Solomon's research, 

found an individualistic orientation induced subjects to respond to 

another's trustworthiness with cooperative, non-exploitative behavior 

if the other player's behavior was thought to be contingent upon reci

procal, mutual trustworthiness. It seems only in Condition IV (equal 

payoffs) would the subjects be receptive to this idea of mutual trust

worthiness which should have been conveyed by the prepared note, which 

all subjects received before the shift of power. The experimenter 

chose cooperatively on the first trial in the equal power (shift) con

dition and employed a tit-for-tat strategy thereafter. Subjects in 

Conditions I, II, and III may have established a set for responding 

competitively in the absolute power conditions, therefore with the 

employing of the tit-for-tat strategy, immediately after the first 

trial, resulted in these subjects not "learning'" that their coop

eration was necessary in order to elicit cooperation. 

Therefore it must be concluded, when individuals have been 

subjected to conditions of absolute power whereby another individual 

is determining their outcomes or payoffs, certain antecedents of coop

eration must be present in order for non-exploitative behavior to 

result. In the present study, cooperation was found to be facilitated 

by equity in payoffs, while the influence of an individualistic orien

tation was questionable. 
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APPENDIX A 

Instructions 

There are two of you who are going to play a game in which you can 
either win or lose money in the form of poker chips. The chips will 
represent imaginary money: white chips equal l¢, blue chips equal 5¢, 
and the red chips will represent 25¢. I want you to feel that the 
chips are real money. In other words, I want you to feel that it is 
important to you to win as much as you can or lose as little as 
possible in this game you are going to play. Try to feel that it 
really makes a difference to you whether you win a lot or a little 
or whether you lose a lot or a little. 

Now for an explanation of the game. I will give each of you a sheet 
of paper with a matrix of four boxes. Each box in this matrix con
tains two sets of values, one value is underlined in each box. One 
of you is the Red player designated by the word Red on the card I'll 
give you and the other is the Black player. The Red player is the 
Row player as you will note by the word Red on the left of the matrix. 
The Black player is the Column player noted by the word Black at the 
top of the matrix. The game is to be played as follows. The Red 
player will choose either Row I or Row II by encircling either I or II 
beside each row. The Black player will choose either Column I or II 
by encircling I or II at the top of each column. Where the two choices 
intersect will be what you win or lose, the number underlined in each 
box will be what the Red player wins or loses, and the other number 
which is not underlined will be what the Black player wins or loses. 
After choosing I or II by encircling you choice, you will hand the 
sheet to me and I will then mark where the two choices intersect. I 
will then return the sheet to you to show you what you win or lose. At 
this time, you will each pass the right number of poker chips to me 
which I will then give to the other player. Remember that the white 
chips represent l¢, the blue chips are 5¢, and the red chips are 25¢. 
To begin the game, I will loan each of you one (1) dollar in chips: 
2 red ones, 5 blue ones, and 25 white ones. If you run out of chips 
and have to pass some to the other player, you will write an IOU on 
the small white cards on your desk. Do you understand? 

Now let's look at the example (See Appendix B). On the sheet I have 
just given you, if the Red player chooses Row I and the Black player 
chooses Column I, you both will win 9¢. If the Red player chooses 
Row II and the Black Player chooses Column I, the Red player will win 
lO¢ while the Black player will lose lO¢. If you both choose II, you 
will both lose 9¢. Neither one of you will know what the other player 
chooses on each trial until I return the sheets to you. Do you under
stand? 

21 



APPENDIX B 

Sample X 

BLACK 

I II 

I +9, +9 +10, -10 -

RED 

-10, +10 -9, -9 -- -
II 

Sample Y 

BLACK 

I II 

I +5, +5 +6, -6 - -

RED 

-6, +6 -5, -5 - -
II 

22 



APPENDIX C 

Test of Experimental Procedure 

Now let's try one example before you actually play the game. 
With example Y in front of you, answer the following questions: 

1. If the Red player chooses I and the Black player ---------- chooses II, what earnings will the Red player get? 

2. If the Black player chooses I and the Red player ---------- chooses I, what will be the Black players' earnings? 

3. If the Red player chooses II and the Black player ---------- chooses I, what will be the Black players' earnings? 

4. If the Black player chooses II and the Red player ---------- chooses II, what will be the Red players' earnings? 

5. If you thought that the Black player would choose I, ---------- what would the Red player choose so that he would get 
the highest gain possible? 

6. If you thought the Red player would choose lIt what ---------- would the Black player choose to lose as little as 
possible? 

23 
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ABSOLUTE POWER 

AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF COOPERATION 

by 

Carolyn Pickett 

(ABSTRACT) 

Pairs of male subjects played an experimental game designed 

to investigate the antecedent conditions necessary for the devel

opment of cooperation. Subjects were assigned to one of four abso

lute power conditions and then were shifted to a condition of equal 

power. The results indicate that when individuals have been subjected 

to conditions of absolute power whereby another individual is deter

mining their outcomes or payoffs, cooperation is facilitated by 

equity in payoffs. 


