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Presenting findings from multiple perspectives and cultures, this symposium demonstrates the 
ubiquitous role of hierarchies in shaping social life. It draws novel pictures of how different forms 
of hierarchy including status, class, or power impact social interactions at multiple levels: from 
the physiological and neural to the cognitive and behavioral. 
 
Appeasing Equals: Lateral Deference in Organizational Communication 
Alison R. Fragale, John J. Sumanth, Larissa Z. Tiedens, Gregory B. Northcraft 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill; Southern Methodist University; Stanford University; 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
Using archival data on e-mail exchanges at a division of Enron (Study 1) and a field study of 
management professionals (Study 2), we explore how the relative hierarchical rank of a 
message sender and a message recipient affects expressions of verbal deference in 
organizational e-mail communication. Verbal deference refers to linguistic markers that convey 
a willingness to yield to another’s preferences or opinions as a sign of respect or reverence. 
Although prior research has focused on upward deference in an organizational hierarchy, from 
lower-ranked senders to higher-ranked recipients, we predict and find that the greatest amount 
of deference is expressed laterally, between peers of equal or similar rank. Further, lateral 
deference is most frequently displayed by those individuals most concerned with preserving 
their status and rank, confirming that lateral deference may be used as a status-saving strategy 
designed to protect individuals from status loss associated with ‘overstepping one’s place’.  
 
 
Looking Up but Starring Down - Culture, Rank, and Oculomotor Behavior 
Matthias S. Gobel, Heejung S. Kim, William W. Maddux, Daniel C. Richardson 
University College London; University of California at Santa Barbara; INSEAD, Fontainebleau 
We examined cultural differences in eye movements when looking at upper versus lower class 
targets between French culture, where social class is considered to be the primary basis of 
rank, and American and British cultures, where such belief is less strongly held. When watching 
videos of targets from either naturally varying (Study1) or experimentally manipulated (Study2) 
class backgrounds, only French participants looked more into upper than lower class targets’ 
eyes. In Study3, when the experimental context connoted observation, French participants 
looked more into the eyes of upper than lower class targets, presumably to encode important 
information about the higher ranked target. When context connoted interaction, however, 
French participants looked less into the eyes of upper than lower class targets, presumably to 
submit to the higher ranked target. These results suggest the relatively higher importance of 
social class in rank judgment and behavior in French compared to American and British 
cultures.  
 
 
A Cultural Neuroscience Approach to Social Class 
Michael E. W. Varnum 



Arizona State University 
A number of studies have documented effects of socioeconomic status on how the brain 
functions. However, for the most part these studies have framed their findings in terms of 
cognitive deficits on the part of lower-SES individuals. However, if we take a cultural approach 
to social class, then many of these same findings may be seen as culturally influenced modes of 
thinking that may be adaptive in lower-SES environments. ERP results demonstrating social 
class differences in spontaneous trait inference are presented. These results parallel those 
found comparing different cultural groups and do not appear to be the result of cognitive deficits 
on the part of participants from working-class backgrounds.  
 
 
Does Power Corrupt? Or Does Power Buffer Stress- For Better and For Worse? 
Dana R. Carney 
University of California at Berkeley 
Does Power Corrupt? Or does power simply buffer stress? Across human and nonhuman 
animals, power is associated with many wonderful things such as an action orientation, a 
tolerance for risk, and an endocrine profile which aids in disease resistance (high testosterone 
coupled with low cortisol). However, power has also been linked with corrupt acts such as 
derogating and objectifying others, failing to return others’ belongings, and an increased 
likelihood of deception. Drawing from research in primatology, neuroscience, physiology, and 
neuroendocrinology, a picture emerges which may be able to reconcile how power can 
simultaneously lead to such good and such bad things: power appears to enhance the very 
same emotional, cognitive, and physiological systems which acts of corruption deplete. Six 
experiments show that power buffers us from stress which leads to both positive and negative 
social outcomes.  
 


