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Perspective-taking, similarity, face-to-face contact, and flattery are often the glue that binds 
people together. We propose that competitive contexts transform these very same processes 
into gasoline being poured onto a burning fire: they can inflame already aroused competitive 
impulses, leading people to engage in more rather than less competitive behavior. 
 
How Competition Turns Perspective-Takers Unethical 
Jason R. Pierce, Adam D. Galnsky, Niro Sivanathan 
Universidad Adolfo Ibañz; Columbia University; London Business School 
Perspective-taking is often the foundation of healthy relationships. We propose, however, that in 
competitive contexts, perspective-taking leads people to act unethically to protect themselves 
from the possible nefarious and insidious actions of their competitors. Overall, we suggest that 
perspective-taking works as a relational amplifier on social behavior. Perspective-taking 
encourages prosocial impulses in cooperative contexts. However, in competitive contexts, 
perspective-taking triggers competitive self-protection to prevent being exploited. Four 
experiments establish that perspective-taking interacts with the relational context -- cooperative 
or competitive -- to predict a range of unethical behaviors from insidious negotiation tactics to 
materially deceiving one’s partner to cheating on an anagram task. These results demonstrate 
that the effects of perspective-taking can change dramatically depending upon the relational 
context. Perspective-taking appears to pervert the age-old axiom “Do unto others as you would 
have them do unto you” into “Do unto others as you think they will try to do unto you”.  
 
 
Too Similar and Too Familiar: Rivalry as a Driver of Unethical Behavior 
Gavin J. Kilduff 
New York University 
Although similarity and frequency of contact often form the basis of supportive relationships, 
among competitors, they can result in heightened rivalry. The current studies investigate these 
antecedents to rivalry and rivalry’s consequences for unethical behavior. A series of 
experiments and archival studies demonstrate a) similarity and repeated interaction are 
essential for producing rivalry, and b) both individuals and teams engage in more unethical 
behavior when competing against their rivals. Specifically, rivalry led to increased 
Machiavellianism, over-reporting of performance, willingness to employ unethical negotiation 
tactics, and unsportsmanlike behavior compared to non-rival competitors. These findings 
highlight the importance of rivalry as a widespread yet largely unstudied phenomenon with 
significant social implications. Further, they demonstrate that the nature of competition is 
dependent upon actors’ relationships and prior interactions. The same variables -- similarity and 
familiarity -- that bring people together can tear them apart in competitive contexts.  
 
 
When Bringing Negotiators Face-to-Face Shrinks the Pie 
Roderick I. Swaab, Victoria Husted. Medvec, Dnaiel Diermeier 



INSEAD; Northwestern University 
Bringing people into face-to-face contact is often the key to reaching settlements and producing 
integrative agreements. However, having those with strong competitive feelings meet face-to-
face can create a volatile mix that produces impasses and leaves money on the table. A 
qualitative review of the literature found that the effects of communication channels vary widely. 
To parsimoniously encompass the full range of existing data, we created the Communication 
Orientation Model, which proposes that the impact of communication channels is shaped by 
communicators’ orientations to cooperate or compete. A quantitative meta-analysis provides 
strong support for the theoretical model: the presence of visual channels, vocal channels, and 
synchronicity a) increased the achievement of high quality outcomes for communicators with a 
neutral orientation; b) did not affect the outcomes for communicators with a cooperative 
orientation; c) but hurt communicators’ outcomes with a noncooperative orientation. Bringing 
competitive negotiators face-to-face can shrink the bargaining pie.  
 
 
The Evil Eye of Enemies: How Competition Leads Friendly Gestures to Backfire 
Oliver J. Sheldon, Tanya Menon 
Rutgers University; The Ohio State University 
Friendly gestures (e.g. smiles, flattery, favors) typically build trust and earn good will. However, 
we propose that people feel unsettled when their rivals initiate friendly gestures, and as a result, 
people find engage in superstitious reasoning after their rival’s flatter them. Although 
anthropological research on the evil-eye superstition documents that people fear misfortune 
when threatening others lavish compliments, we provide evidence that friendly rivals can be 
more disconcerting than overtly hostile ones. Three experiments found that people blamed 
friendly rivals for producing coincidental negative outcomes. Implicating sensemaking 
processes, high-in-need-for-structure individuals were especially prone to blame friendly rivals 
for these coincidental negative outcomes. A final experiment found that people believe that 
mere contact with friendly enemies is unlucky and should be avoided. Taken together, these 
results suggest that a rival’s friendliness, rather than reducing hostility, can be so unnerving that 
it sometimes leads people down blind alleys of superstitious reasoning.  
 


