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Abstract

A wealth of research documents the critical role of trust for social exchange and cooperative behavior. The ability to inspire
trust in others can often be elusive, and distrust can have adverse interpersonal and ethical consequences. Drawing from the
literature on social hierarchy and interpersonal judgments, the current research explores the predictive role of a structural
paradox between high power and low status in identifying the actors most likely to be distrusted and monitored for ethical
misconduct. Across four studies and an internal meta-analysis, we found that the structural paradox was associated with
distrust-related judgments and behaviors. In Study 1, high power-low status actors were judged as less trustworthy. In Studies
2 and 3, high power-low status actors were sent less money in a trust game, an effect fully mediated by feelings of dislike.
Study 4 revealed that high power-low status actors were more likely to be monitored for cheating, an effect partially medi-
ated by trust judgments. These findings contribute to business ethics research by identifying the structural paradox of high
power-low status as a salient contextual influence impacting observers’ distrust and monitoring dynamics. Implications for

reducing observers’ level of distrust of high power-low status actors are discussed.

Keywords Distrust - Status - Hierarchy - Power - Monitoring behaviors

Introduction

The benefits of interpersonal trust as a core ingredient for
effective social interactions and exchange is well recog-
nized (Cook et al., 2005; Long & Sitkin, 2018). Nowhere
is this more evident than in today’s climate of social media,
COVID-19 era, and more complex commercial and politi-
cal institutions, where interactions between and among
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individuals are increasingly becoming online and deperson-
alized (Etzioni, 2019; Levine, 2019). To name a few of the
many examples in daily life: Crowdfunding investors decide
to trust unknown entrepreneurs and founders; hiring manag-
ers decide to trust or distrust online applicants’ claims for
intangible skills; and digital media consumers must decide
whose journalistic and political opinions to trust, or possibly
more importantly, who to distrust.

Despite its many benefits, the ability to inspire trust in
others is often elusive. For example, a recent poll by the
Pew Research Center found that the majority of Americans
distrust their elected officials and business leaders (Pew
Research Center, 2019). Failure to inspire trust carries
important implications for business ethics research. That
is, distrust has been associated with heightened deception
and suspicion (Deutsch, 1958; Kramer, 1999), defensive-
ness and sabotage (Zand, 1972), a lack of cooperation (Cho,
2006), counterproductive behaviors (Colquitt et al., 2007),
animosity (Chambers & Melnyk, 2006), intergroup conflict
(Bijlsma-Frankema et al., 2015), tax evasion (Alasfour,
2019), and unethical organizational practices (De Cremer
et al., 2010). Given these adverse consequences, it seems
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critical that researchers understand the factors that impact
observers’ distrust.

When distrust is not based on direct personal interactions,
trust judgments must be based on the information that is
available such as incidental information that is encountered
in the course of one’s work or social environment (Kramer,
1999; Mayer et al., 1995; Rousseau et al., 1998; Schilke &
Huang, 2018). Past research has shown that people attend
to a wide range of target-specific characteristics to detect
whether others can be trusted such as: nonverbal behaviors,
facial appearance, self-control, reputation, concern for social
issues, and shared group membership (Balliet et al., 2014;
DeSteno et al., 2012; Righetti & Finkenauer, 2011; Tanis
& Postmes, 2005; Tinsley et al., 2002; Willis & Todorov,
2006; Zlatev, 2019). Recent work has begun focusing on
social-contextual features and has identified an actor’s place
in a social hierarchy—their level of power and status—as
especially pertinent to our understanding of interpersonal
trust development. Research in this tradition has largely
demonstrated the isolated effect of having power—control
over valued resources—or status—the level of regard and
respect granted by others—on one’s own trust-related behav-
ior (Lount & Pettit, 2012; Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Schilke
et al., 2015). For example, an actor’s possession of status
increases their trust in others (Lount & Pettit, 2012), while
an actor’s possession of power decreases their trust in oth-
ers (Brion et al., 2019; Mooijman et al., 2019; Schilke et al.,
2015). From the perspective of third-party observers, high
status actors are trusted more than low status actors (Blue
et al., 2019).

Despite this increased attention, the interactive effect
of an actor’s power and status on observers’ distrust has
remained an open question. This is an important over-
sight because one particular distribution of power and sta-
tus—high power accompanied by low status—is not only
prevalent in many societal and work contexts but has been
associated with more negative judgments and behavioral
outcomes, including demeaning behavior, conflictual inter-
actions, and injustice (Anicich et al., 2015; Blader & Chen,
2012; Fast et al., 2012; Fragale et al., 2011). A closer exami-
nation of the cues associated with high power-low status
actors, therefore, may provide insight into which actors are
most likely to be distrusted.

In this paper, we contribute to interdisciplinary research
between psychology and business ethics (Islam, 2020) to
identify cues likely to lead to distrust. We build on the
existing literatures of social hierarchy and interpersonal
judgments to explore how an actor’s structural position in
a social hierarchy, determined by their level of power and
status, affects the distrust they receive from others. Using
four experimental studies, we show how a paradox in an
actor’s hierarchical position—their high power-low status
position—can influence the distrust and related behavioral
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consequences they will experience from third-party
observers.

Background and Hypotheses
The Structural Paradox

One critical factor affecting trust is the existing social hier-
archy and its underlying structural mechanisms of power
and status. Hierarchy, whether formal or informal, is defined
as a stratified social structure that rank orders actors along
valued social dimensions; two of the most fundamental
dimensions underlying the hierarchical sorting process are
power and status (Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Mannix &
Sauer, 2006). Power is the result of one’s ability to control
valued resources, whereas status is respect and regard that
is socially awarded on the basis of others’ positive evalua-
tions (Anderson et al., 2001; Blader & Chen, 2012; Magee &
Galinsky, 2008). Status is often conferred to those who are
seen as contributing the most to a group’s success and func-
tioning and signals an ability to set aside personal agendas
and contribute to group goals (Anderson et al., 2015; Blader
& Chen, 2012). High status signals that an actor’s interests
are aligned with the group and its collective members, which
is the essence of trust. Indeed, research has shown that peo-
ple trust high status actors more than low status ones (Blue
et al., 2019).

Research on power has traditionally focused on its role in
an actor’s own judgments and behavior. For example, power
can activate approach-related behaviors, heighten mating
expectations, increase racial prejudice and the objectifica-
tion of others, and reduce compassion (Gruenfeld et al.,
2008; Guinote et al., 2010; Guinote, 2017; Keltner et al.,
2003; Kuntsman & Maner, 2011; van Kleef et al., 2008). On
the other hand, a lack of power is associated with negative
affect, vigilance, and inhibition but not when the actor also
possesses status (Deng et al., 2018; Keltner et al., 2003).

Moving beyond an actor’s own judgments and behav-
ior, research examining the social evaluation of another’s
power has found that it is subject to a number of contex-
tual factors. For instance, power can threaten and con-
vey fear when it is used to intimidate and coerce others
(Cheng et al., 2013). Moreover, the powerful are subject to
negative stereotypes when they lack status (Fragale et al.,
2011). Within a power relationship, (dis)trust is predi-
cated on the powerless’ expectations of how the powerful
will exercise their power. In particular, distrust reflects
observers’ perceptions that their interests and the inter-
ests of those with power are in conflict (Lewicki et al.,
1998; Massey et al., 1997; Schul et al., 2008). We con-
tend that this is signaled by the powerholder’s level of
status; high status suggests that their power is legitimate
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and trustworthy (van der Toorn et al., 2011). Thus, it is
an actor’s level of status (i.e., high or low) combined with
their level of power that is expected to determine the (dis)
trust they will experience in a relationship.

Because political, social, or organizational systems of
hierarchy can and do give rise to unequal levels of power
and status among and within individuals, power and status
are not always aligned (Anicich et al., 2015; Fragale et al.,
2011). This can happen, for instance, when an actor’s level
of power (i.e., control over valued resources) exceeds the
level of regard and respect granted by others (i.e., status).
A politician may control important resources but may
not be seen as well respected by outside observers (i.e.,
the other parties’ voters or politicians from other gov-
ernments). A reimbursement clerk may have power over
unpaid employees (i.e., money), but little status in their
eyes (Anicich et al., 2016). Indeed, any authority figure,
who has power by definition, is trusted less when they
lack legitimacy (i.e., perceived low status; van der Toorn
etal., 2011).

When this happens, a contradiction is introduced
between observers’ expectations of what is legitimate and
appropriate, and an actor’s access to valued resources. In
particular, we define a structural paradox as a misalign-
ment between the two structural bases of hierarchy: power
and status. We propose that a structural paradox, between
high power and low status, leads to observers’ distrust
directed toward an actor’s intentions and actions beyond
the distrust associated with the isolated effect of an actor’s
status. This proposition is based on the idea that people
expect those who wield power to also possess status and
experience an adverse reaction when these expectations
are not met. We draw on the meaning maintenance model
(Heine et al., 2006; Proulx et al., 2012), which argues that
people utilize expected relationships to organize and make
sense of their world. Violations to expected relationships
can be perceived as threatening and can motivate com-
pensatory strategies to maintain a sense of meaning. For
example, blaming the victim of a tragedy can help preserve
beliefs in a just world (Proulx & Heine, 2010; Proulx et al.,
2012). In the context of social hierarchy, power and sta-
tus are often conceptualized as complementary and self-
reinforcing as power is often entrusted to respect others,
and status often yields power (Fiske, 2010; Magee & Gal-
insky, 2008). Given that distrust is typically experienced
when people sense that a situation is amiss and unexpected
(Schul et al., 2008), an unknown actor’s high power-low
status may violate third-party observers’ expected associa-
tions between status and power. We contend that people
expect actors with low status to have low power. Thus,
when low status actors violate this expectation by pos-
sessing power, we suggest that observers will experience a
status violation triggering an adverse reaction and distrust.

(Dis)Trust Behavior and Judgments

Distrust is expected to be evidenced in negative trust judg-
ments, reduced trusting behavior, and increased distrusting
behavior. Trust is defined as the willingness to be vulner-
able to another’s actions (Kramer, 1999; Mayer et al., 1995;
Rousseau et al., 1998); distrust is conversely defined as the
unwillingness to risk vulnerability to another’s actions and
has been conceptualized as both the opposite end of the
trust continuum and as a related yet distinct construct from
trust (Lewicki et al., 1998; Saunders et al., 2014; Schoor-
man et al., 2007). In both conceptualizations, distrust, unlike
trust, reflects observers’ perceptions that another’s intentions
and one’s own interests are in conflict (Lewicki et al., 1998;
Schul et al., 2008). When this occurs, observers focus on
the potential for negative outcomes and react with fear or
unease regarding another’s motives, intentions, and potential
actions (Kramer, 1999). For example, there is a tendency to
be on guard and to assume deception by distrusted others
(Schul et al., 2008). In this paper, we focus on depersonal-
ized distrust which extends beyond the boundaries of face-
to-face interactions by incorporating strangers or third-party
observers that have limited social and contextual information
and may never physically meet (Dunning et al., 2014; Stolle,
2002).

Trust judgments represent the expectations that observ-
ers have of another’s character and ability and differ from
observers’ actual trust behaviors (Colquitt et al., 2007). That
is, studies have found that people’s trust judgments are more
negative than is exhibited by their actual trust behavior, sug-
gesting that the two are correlated but are not the same (Dun-
ning et al., 2014; Fetchenhauer & Dunning, 2009). Mayer
et al. (1995) identified three distinct qualities of a trustee that
inform trust judgments: ability, benevolence, and integrity.
Ability is defined as the observer’s assessment of the skills
and competencies of the trustee; benevolence inspires the
belief that the trustee wants to do right for the trustor; and
integrity reflects judgments of the trustee’s adherence to
principles the trustor finds acceptable. These judgments of
trustworthiness are considered antecedents for fostering both
trust and distrust behaviors (Colquitt et al., 2007; Lewicki
et al., 1998; Mayer & Davis, 1999; Mayer et al., 1995).

We know from past research that high status individuals
are trusted more than low status ones (Blue et al., 2019).
We also know that high status individuals are considered
warm regardless of how much power they possess, but low
status individuals are considered cold when they also pos-
sess high power (Blue et al., 2019; Fiske et al., 2007; Fragale
etal., 2011). Building on these findings, we argue that power
moderates the effect of status on observers’ depersonalized
distrust. Specifically, when status is low, we expect that
variations in power to have an effect on observers’ level of
distrust. That is, we expect that observers will distrust high
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power-low status actors more than low power-low status
actors because of a violation in expectation that low status
will be accompanied by low power. Although low status
cues signal a lack of respect, admiration, and legitimacy
and are likely to be viewed in a negative light, we suggest
that the violation of status expectations introduced by the
structural paradox is more impactful, and thus, more salient
in observers’ minds. Thus, we expect higher distrust of low
status actors, if they are also perceived as high power rather
than low power.

However, we expect when status is high, variation in
another’s power will not affect observers’ level of distrust.
Although the combination of low power and high status may
also signal a violation of expectations between power and
status, we still expect that observers will trust high status
actors, with or without power, more than low status actors
who possess power. This is because status is often conferred
to those who are seen as contributing the most to a group’s
success and functioning (Anderson et al., 2015; Overbeck
et al., 2005); thus, with or without power, high status should
signal that the status holder is more trustworthy than low sta-
tus actors and has used their talents and resources, including
any power they have, to benefit others. Thus, we expect an
adverse reaction and distrust from a violation of expectations
between status and power when high power is accompanied
by low status. Stated formally:

H1 Power will moderate the effect of status on observers’
depersonalized distrust judgments and behavior such that
high power-low status actors will experience more distrust
than low power-low status actors (H1a), high power-high
status actors (H1b), and low power-high status actor (H1c).

Monitoring for Ethical Misconduct

As the workplace takes on a virtual element and remote
working arrangement become more prevalent, an increas-
ing number of employees are being granted full autonomy
over their work and time. Managers are increasingly relying
on supervisory control mechanisms that control and monitor
employee activities with the purpose of aligning employee
goals with those of the organizations (Alge et al., 2004;
Bernstein, 2017; Langfred, 2004; Langfred & Rockmann,
2016). In particular, the absence of face-to-face interac-
tions and supervision is likely to present organizations with
unique ethics challenges such as the increased likelihood of
intellectual property and data theft, breaches of confidential-
ity, as well as employee shirking of and misreporting hours
(Trevifo et al., 2014). Indeed, research has shown that peo-
ple are more likely to deceive in remote and online environ-
ments (Levy, 2015; Naquin et al., 2010). Organizations, for
their part, have begun to electronically monitor such things
as employee internet, social media, and personal e-mail use
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(Alder et al., 2008; Ball, 2010; Bernstein, 2017; Haesevoets
et al., 2019; Schweitzer et al., 2018).

Monitoring behaviors have important interpersonal,
managerial, and ethical implications (Martin & Freeman,
2003). For example, workplace monitoring can be viewed
as an infringement of employees’ privacy which can hin-
der employee learning and creativity (Acquisti et al., 2015;
Bernstein, 2017; Bhave et al., 2020; Thompson et al., 2009).
One noteworthy outcome of monitoring is that the accusers
of ethical misconduct are perceived as having high ethical
standards when they accuse others (Kennedy & Schweitzer,
2018). This suggests that ethical monitoring can be exploited
for personal gain and, thus, has the potential to contribute
to a climate of organizational mistreatment of employees
(Graso et al., 2020; Kennedy & Schweitzer, 2018). As
remote workplace dynamics give monitoring a more tan-
gible role, there is a need to know more about which actors
are most vulnerable to be typecast as perpetrators of unethi-
cal behavior and the cues that trigger decisions to ethically
monitor them. This is partly because ethical monitoring can
be viewed as inherently unethical if actors are disproportion-
ately targeted based on nothing aside from social-contextual
information about their place in the hierarchy.

When observers’ energy is directed toward monitoring
another actor’s behavior, it suggests that they are suspi-
cious of the actor’s motives (Schul et al., 2008). In remote
workplace contexts, suspicion refers to uncertainty regard-
ing whether actors have hidden and/or rival motives (Bobko
et al., 2014; Sinaceur, 2010); distrust, on the other hand,
refers to unambiguous negative judgments regarding anoth-
er’s intentions (Bobko et al., 2014; Fein, 1996; Sinaceur,
2010). Nevertheless, at its core, suspicion is based on a
concern that another’s motives are harmful (Bobko et al.,
2014; Sinaceur, 2010). Thus, we suggest that actors who are
distrusted will face greater suspicion and increased monitor-
ing for ethical breaches. We propose that high power-low
status actors are more likely to be monitored for ethical mis-
conduct than all combinations of power and status because
they are perceived to be less trustworthy. In particular, we
predict that observers’ trust judgments mediate the relation-
ship between the structural paradox and monitoring another
actor for unethical behavior. Stated formally:

H2 Power will moderate the effect of status on monitor-
ing such that high power-low status actors will face greater
monitoring for ethical misconduct than low power-low status
actors (H2a), high power-high status actors (H2b), and low
power-high status actors (H2c).

H3 Distrust judgments will mediate the moderating effect
of power and status on monitoring such that high power-
low status actors will face greater monitoring for ethical
misconduct.
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In this paper, we extend the literature in two ways. First,
we demonstrate who is likely to be (dis)trusted based on
indirect information hinting at their power and status in the
observers’ context. Second, we show that monitoring for
ethical misconduct is partially influenced by this indirect
information. In short, we expect cues of high power-low
status to induce low trust judgments, which should medi-
ate the effect of the structural paradox on behavioral conse-
quences of distrust, one of which is the explicit monitoring
of another’s ethical behavior.

The Present Investigation

In four studies, we manipulate an actor’s level of power
and status in one relationship and test whether it will affect
observers’ (dis)trust in a new potential interaction partner.
The use of experiments allowed us to causally investigate
whether the structural paradox predicts third-party observ-
ers’ depersonalized distrust. The first three studies tested
our first hypothesis. Study 1 tested whether high power-low
status actors are judged as less trustworthy by third-party
observers than low power-low status (H1a), high power-high
status (H1b), and low power-high status (H1c) actors. Stud-
ies 2 and 3 tested whether participants distrust a high power-
low status actor more than a low power-low status (H1a),
high power-high status (H1b), and low power-high status
(H1c) actor as indicated by their response to that person in a
trust game, a behavioral indicator of trusting others to recip-
rocate resources (Berg et al., 1995; Lount & Pettit, 2012).

Study 4 assessed H2 and H3 by testing the mediating
role of trust judgments in predicting observers’ monitoring
behavior. Specifically, Study 4 examined whether observ-
ers would be more likely to monitor high power-low status
actors than low power-low status (H2a), high power-high
status (H2b), and low power-high status (H2c) actors for
cheating.

We end with an internal meta-analysis of the estimated
effect of observers’ distrust of high power-low status actors
as compared across all combinations of status and power
across Studies 1 through 4. This analysis provides sup-
port for our hypotheses that high power-low status actors
are distrusted more than actors with all power and status
combinations.

Study 1: Structural Paradox and Trust
Judgments

The purpose of Study 1 was to test whether an actor’s level
of power and status predicts observers’ trust judgments. In
line with our first hypothesis, we expected that participants
would rate high power-low status actors as less trustworthy
than actors with all combinations of power and status.

Method
Participants

We recruited participants via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk
(Mturk) with the goal of averaging 125 per group (i.e., four
groups). MTurk has been found to be a highly reliable source
and more demographically varied than undergraduate and
other Internet samples (Buhrmester et al., 2011; Paolacci &
Chandler, 2014). All participants were screened with a one-
question check to verify that they were paying attention. If an
individual failed the attention check, the individual was not
counted as a study participant, leaving 467 participants (48%
females; M,,. =35, SD,,.=11.47) in the final sample. Post-
hoc power analysis (Faul et al., 2007) indicates 99% power
with this sample size to detect a medium effect size for a
MANOVA (f=0.0625; medium effect, 0.25*2, a=0.05). All

data were analyzed after data collection concluded.

Procedure

Participants were informed that they would be participating
in a test of a new platform to enable online workers to col-
laborate. Participants were randomly paired with a fictitious
unknown partner in a 2 (status: high vs. low) X2 (power:
high vs. low) between-subjects design and were given feed-
back about their partner from former teammates. The content
of the feedback served to manipulate high and low levels of
status and power and was adapted from Fragale et al. (2011)
and Fast et al. (2012). Participants read, “Worker worked
on a three-person team. Worker was (wasn’t) in charge of
how much bonus each person earned, so they had a lot of
(very little) power in our group. At the same time, they were
(weren’t) very respected or regarded in our group—high
(low) status, I would say.”

As a manipulation check, participants rated how much
status and power they thought their unknown partner had
each on a single-item Likert scale (1 =not at all to 7=very
much so). Next, participants rated their impression of their
partner’s trustworthiness using the four facets of Mayer and
Davis’s (1999) measure: ability, benevolence, integrity, and
general trust. Items were adapted slightly to refer to work-
ers on Mturk. Examples include: This worker is very capa-
ble of performing his/her job (ability, 5 items, @ =0.95);
This worker would not knowingly do anything to hurt me
(benevolence, 5 items, a =0.92); I never have to wonder
whether this worker will stick to his/her word (integrity, 6
items, a=0.90); I would be comfortable giving this worker
a task or problem, which was critical to me, even if I could
not monitor his/her actions (general trust, 4 items, @ =0.74).
Finally, participants responded to demographic items and
were debriefed.
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Results and Discussion
Manipulation Check

Confirming that the status manipulation worked as expected
(F(1, 465)=231.34, p<0.001, np2 =0.33), participants per-
ceived that high status partners had more status (M =4.98,
SE=0.08) than low status partners (M =3.27, SE=0.08,
1(465)=15.21, p<0.001, 95% CI [1.49, 1.93]). The power
manipulation also worked as expected (F(1, 465)=36.25,
p<0.001, np2=0.07), participants perceived high power
partners to have more power (M =4.46, SE=0.08), than
low power partners (M =3.75, SE=0.08, #(465)=6.02,
p<0.001,95% CI [0.48, 0.95]).

Trust Judgments

Given the multiple dependent variables, a 2 (power: high vs.
low) X 2 (status: high vs. low) MANOVA on the four trust
scales (i.e., general trust, benevolence, integrity, and abil-
ity) was conducted. We found significant main effects for
both status (Wilk’s 1=0.58, F(4, 463)=82.38, p<0.001,
np2=0.42) and power (Wilk’s 1=0.93, F(4, 463)=8.95,
p<0.001, np2:0.07). These results were qualified by a
significant power X status interaction (Wilk’s 1=0.95, F(4,
463)=6.46, p<0.001, n,>=0.05).

Univariate analysis showed that the interaction of status
and power was significant for three of the four trust judge-
ments: general trust [F(1, 463)=28.53, p=0.004, np2 =0.01],
benevolence [F(1, 463)=16.07, p<0.001, np2=0.02], and
integrity [F(1, 463)=14.85, p<0.001, np2=0.02], but not
ability [F(1,463)=2.19, p=0.140, np2 =0.00; see Table 1].
In support of Hla, pairwise comparisons revealed that high
power-low status partners were rated as less trustworthy
(M=2.62, SE=0.10) than low power-low status partners
(M=3.08, SE=0.10, #(463)=— 3.44, p<0.001, 95% CI
[- 0.73, — 0.20]), less benevolent (M =2.77, SE=0.10)
than low power-low status partners (M =3.44, SE=0.10,
1(463)=—4.77, p<0.001, 95% CI [— 0.95, — 0.40]), and as
having less integrity (M =3.24, SE=0.08) than low power-
low status partners (M =3.79, SE=0.08, #(463)=— 4.60,
p<0.001,95% CI [— 0.79, — 0.32]), but not for having less
ability (M =3.46, SE=0.10) than low power-low status part-
ners (M =3.50, SE=0.10, #(463)=— 0.31, p=0.754, 95%
CI[-0.31,0.22]).

Moreover, both Hl1b and Hlc were supported for all four
trust measures: pairwise comparison revealed that high
power-low status partners were rated as less trustworthy
than high power-high status partners (M =4.33, SE=0.09,
1(463)=- 12.70, p<0.001, 95% CI [- 1.97, — 1.45])
and low power-high status partners (M =4.23, SE=0.10,
1(463)=—- 11.79, p<0.001, 95% CI [— 1.88, — 1.35]), less
benevolent than high power-high status partners (M =4.55,
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Table 1 Results of MANOVA of trustworthiness judgments in Stud-
ies land 4

2

Dependent variable Independent variable F Mp
Study 1 (n=467)
Trust Power 3.80° 0.00
Status 223.49%** 0.32
Power X Status 8.53%%* 0.01
Benevolence Power 7.50%* 0.01
Status 191.64%** 0.28
Power X Status 16.07*%* 0.02
Integrity Power 7.03%%* 0.01
Status 303.22%** 0.39
Power X Status 14.85%%*%* 0.02
Ability Power 1.05 0.00
Status 237.92%** 0.34
Power X Status 2.19 0.00
Study 4 (n=253)
Trust Power 6.93 %% 0.03
Status 163.45%** 0.40
Power X Status 5.91% 0.02
Benevolence Power 14.47%% 0.05
Status 133.47%** 0.35
Power X Status 3.47% 0.01
Integrity Power 15.30*%**  0.06
Status 170.56%** 0.41
Power x Status 6.59* 0.03
Ability Power 1.29 0.01
Status 249.54%** 0.50
Power x Status 0.04 0.00

#p <05, ##p < .01, *¥¥p <001
Tp<0.10;

SE=0.10, #(463)=— 12.68, p<0.001, 95% CI [- 2.06,
— 1.51]) and low power-high status partners (M =4.42,
SE=0.10, 1(463)=— 11.55, p<0.001, 95% CI [- 1.93,
— 1.37]), and as having less integrity than high power-
high status partners (M =5.04, SE=0.08, 1(463)=— 15.11,
p<0.001, 95% CI [- 2.03, — 1.57]) and low power-high
status partners (M =4.93, SE=0.09, #(463)=— 13.99,
p<0.001, 95% CI [— 1.93, — 1.46]). Unlike Hla, H1b and
Hlc were supported for ability-based trust: high power-
low status partners were rated as having less ability than
high power-high status partners (M =5.08, SE=0.09,
1(463)=—- 12.03, p<0.001, 95% CI [- 1.89, — 1.36])
and low power-high status partners (M =4.84, SE=0.10,
#(463)=-10.06, p<0.001, 95% CI [—- 1.65, — 1.11]).

As our hypotheses involved multiple significance tests, it
is possible that the family-wise error rate exceeded the 0.05
level. To address this possibility, we used the Tukey HSD
test. The hypothesized effects of the structural paradox on
distrust as compared to all conditions of power and status



Who Do | (Dis)Trust and Monitor for Ethical Misconduct? Status, Power, and the Structural Paradox 449

remained significant. All means (with standard errors) and
condition contrasts are depicted in Fig. 1 (see Table 2).

These findings provide initial evidence for our first
hypothesis that observers’ perceptions of high power-low
status actors predict lower levels of trust judgments. Indeed,
we found that participants judged high power-low status
actors as the least trustworthy compared to all combinations
of status and power.

Study 2: The Trust Game

Study 2 was designed to replicate the results of Study 1 using
a behavioral measure of (dis)trust. To do this, we used the
trust game, an economic decision-making task that requires
trusting others to reciprocate resources (Berg et al., 1995;
Lount & Pettit, 2012).

In the trust game, participants decide whether to send
money to an anonymous partner to earn more money. The
amount of money sent is tripled on its way to the partner,
who can subsequently decide to send any amount back to the
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first player, including none. The more money participants
initially send to their partner, the greater the amount they
could potentially receive back from their partner. Consistent
with the results of Study 1, we anticipated that high power-
low status partners will be sent less money than partners
with any other power and status combination.

Method
Participants

We recruited 162 participants from MTurk (38% females;
M, =32.67, SD,,. =9.92) with the goal of averaging 40 per
group (i.e., four groups) for economic reasons. Based on a
sensitivity power analysis using the G*power program (Faul
et al., 2007) with this sample, a statistical power of 80% and
an alpha level of 0.05, the minimum effect that can be found
is f=0.221 (» np2 =0.049). We conclude that the study was
powered enough to detect a small to medium effect. Sample
size was determined before any data analysis was conducted.
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Fig. 1 Mean scores of trust judgments as a function of target actor’s power and status (Study 1)
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Table 2 Means (Studies 1-3),

Dependent variable Status Power (High) Power (Low)
logs odds (Study 4), and
standard errors (in parentheses) Study 1 (n=467) Trust High - 4.33%(0.10) 4.23%(0.10)
Low 2.62¢ (0.10) 3.08° (0.10)
Benevolence High 4.55%(0.10) 4.42* (0.10)
Low 2.77¢ (0.10) 3.44° (0.10)
Integrity High 5.04% (0.08) 4.93% (0.09)
Low 3.24° (0.09) 3.79* (0.08)
Ability High 5.08% (0.10) 4.84% (0.10)
Low 3.46° (0.10) 3.50° (0.10)
Study 2 (n=162) Behavioral trust High 26.30* (3.07) 18.80° (3.11)
Low 14.10" (3.15) 26.80% (3.04)
Study 3 (n=278) Trust Intent High 46.10* (40.42) 43.12* (34.11)
Low 39.70%(36.35) 54.38%%(34.64)
Likeability High 5.28% (0.19) 5.21%%(0.19)
Low 4.61°#0.19) 5.46% (0.18)
Legitimacy High 5.96 (0.18) 5.28°(0.18)
Low 4.78° (0.18) 5.10°(0.17)
Study 4 (n=253) Trust High 4.44* (0.13) 4.47*(0.13)
Low 2.47¢(0.13) 3.14° (0.14)
Benevolence High 4.51*(0.15) 4.81*(0.15)
Low 2.52¢(0.15) 3.37°(0.16)
Integrity High 4.94*(0.13) 5.13%(0.13)
Low 2.86° (0.13) 3.74° (0.14)
Ability High 5.34% (0.14) 5.47*(0.14)
Low 3.01% (0.15) 3.21°(0.15)
Monitoring for cheating High —0.69% (0.26) —0.67%0.26)
Low 1.37° (0.31) 0.00° (0.26)

The letters a—c represent Tukey HSD-corrected differences between groups. Values with different letters
significantly differ from each other at p <0.05 or lower

*Values are marginally different

All participants were screened with the same attention check
procedure as Study 1.

Procedure

Similar to Study 1, participants were informed that they
would be participating in a test of a new collaboration plat-
form. Participants were paired with a fictitious partner in a
2 (status: high vs. low) X2 (power: high vs. low) between-
subject design and given the same status and power feed-
back as Study 1. Participants then completed the same two
manipulation check questions used in Study 1.

Next, participants were awarded a $0.50 bonus and were
informed that they could assign some fraction (i.e., none, some
or all) of their $0.50 bonus to their fictitious partner. Partici-
pants learned that the amount sent would be tripled on its way
to the partner, and the partner would then decide how much of
the bonus to keep for themselves and how much to send back
to the participant. The game created an opportunity for the
participant to accrue more money depending on the amount
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they chose to send to the partner. For example, if participants
sent the entire $0.50, the amount would be tripled to $1.50.
Should the partner send back half, the participant would be
better off with $0.75 as opposed to the initial amount of $0.50.
Thus, the amount participants’ sent to the partner served as our
measure of behavioral trust in line with existing research (ex.
Lount & Pettit, 2012; Pillutla et al., 2003).

Once the amount was chosen, participants were informed
of technical difficulties with the online platform and that
their partner was no longer online. Participants were
awarded a $1.00 bonus as compensation for the difficulties
encountered. Finally, participants completed demographic
items and were debriefed.

Results and Discussion
Manipulation Check

A manipulation check was performed confirming that the
status manipulation worked as expected (F(1, 160)=113.37,
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p<0.001, np2 =0.41). Participants perceived that high sta-
tus partners had more status (M =4.96, SE=0.13), than
low status partners (M =3.09, SE=0.13), #(160)=10.65,
p<0.001, 95% CI [1.53, 2.22]). Similarly, the power manip-
ulation worked as expected (F(1, 160)=44.03, p <0.001,
np2 =0.22), participants perceived high power partners to
have more power (M =4.72, SE=0.14) than low power part-
ners (M=3.43, SE=0.14, 1(160)=6.64, p <0.001, 95% CI
[0.91, 1.68]).

Behavioral Distrust

To test our first hypothesis, we conducted a two-way
ANOVA using the amount participants sent to their partner
from the payment they were awarded ($0.50) as the depend-
ent variable. The results of the ANOVA yielded a signifi-
cant status X power interaction (F(1, 158)=10.79, p=0.001,
np2 =0.06; see Fig. 2). In support of Hla, pairwise compari-
sons indicated that high power-low status partners were sent
less money (M =14.10, SE=3.15) than low power-low status
partners (M =26.80, SE=3.04, (158)=— 2.91, p=0.004,
95% CI [— 21.38, — 4.09]). Further, H1b was supported: We
found significant differences in the amount of money sent to
high power-low status partners and high power-high status
partners (M =26.30, SE=3.07, #(158)=— 2.79, p=0.006,
95% CI [— 20.98, — 3.60]). However, Hlc was not sup-
ported: We did not find significant differences in the amount

Fig.2 Mean number of bonus

points sent to one’s partner

(representing up to $.0.50) as a

function of partner’s power and 301
status (Study 2)

Amount Sent to Target

of money sent to high power-low status and low power-
high status partners (M =18.80, SE=3.11, #(158)=— 1.07,
p=0.290, 95% CI [— 13.45, 4.05]).

As in Study 1, we applied the Tukey HSD test to our
multiple comparisons. The hypothesized effect of the struc-
tural paradox on distrust compared to the low power-low
status (H1a) and the high power-high status conditions
(H1b) remained significant (see Fig. 2; Table 2 for all
comparisons).

These results provide additional support for Hla and H1b
by replicating the interaction results for trust judgments
found in Study 1 such that the combination of high power-
low status is less beneficial for trusting behaviors than low
power-low status and high power-high status. Although in
Study 1 high power-low status partners were judged as less
trustworthy than low power-high status partners, this effect
did not replicate in Study 2. In Study 3 we offer an explana-
tion for this result.

Study 3: Trust Intent

In study 3 we sought to alleviate concerns regarding two
limitations of the previous studies. First, because Studies
1 and 2 provided explicit information about the target’s
power and status, there is a possibility that participants’
distrust was an artifact of the design manipulation. To
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increase generalizability, we used a sample of working
adults to assess how a colleague’s level of power and sta-
tus, derived from their organizational position, affects the
amount of money sent them in a hypothetical trust game.

Second, it is possible that (il)legitimacy inherent to the
structural paradox and/or a target’s likeability played a
role (or roles) in our findings. Legitimacy captures the
appropriateness of hierarchical differentiation (Halevy
et al., 2011; Tyler, 2006); the benefits of legitimacy on
trust have been discussed in both organizational and law
enforcement contexts (Colquitt et al., 2012; Tyler et al.,
2015). Likeability refers to how well an actor is socially
accepted and welcomed by the group (Huo et al., 2010).
While likeability is conceptually and empirically distinct
from status (Anderson et al., 2012; Huo et al., 2010), both
constructs evoke positive evaluations and have been asso-
ciated with similar outcomes (i.e., subjective well-being).
However, dislike has been linked to violations in expected
patterns, forms, and individuals (Gollwitzer et al., 2020;
Proulx et al., 2012). For example, people experience aver-
sive arousal toward others who deviate in their appear-
ance (i.e., dwarfism, physical disability), their groups (i.e.,
racial minorities), and their socioeconomic status) from
regular expectations (Gollwitzer et al., 2017). Because we
argue that the structural paradox violates observers’ expec-
tations between low status and high power (rather than
illegitimacy), a finding of dislike directed at high power-
low status actors would support our theoretical argument.

To address these concerns, we added measures of tar-
gets’ role legitimacy and likeability and tested whether
they mediate the relationship between (dis)trust and the
structural paradox.

Method
Participants

We performed power calculations before data was col-
lected using the G*power program (Faul et al., 2007) to
determine sample size. For a moderate effect size (f=0.25)
with =0.01 in a 2 X 2 design (4 groups, numerator df=1)
and power of 0.95, we would require a total sample size of
289 participants. The sample was collected from Prolific
Academic. All participants were screened with an atten-
tion check leaving a final sample of 278 participants (72%
females; M,,.=36.32, SD,,. = 12.24). A sensitivity power
analysis revealed that the study was powered to detect a
medium effect size (f=0.267; ~ np2 =0.066) assuming an
alpha level of 0.01 and 95% power. On average, partici-
pants had more than 15 years of work experience and a
bachelor’s degree or higher.

@ Springer

Procedure

As in the two previous studies, participants were randomly
assigned to one of four conditions in a 2 (status: high vs.
low) X2 (power: high vs. low) between-subjects design.
First, participants read a prompt in which they recalled a per-
son from their workplace who has power (high or low) and
status (high or low). In the high power-low status prompt,
they read the following: “Please think about an individual
you have contact with in your workplace that has a high
power, low status position. By ‘high power position’ we
mean the person’s role gives them control over resources that
you need or desire in your job (e.g., compensation, person-
nel, budget, information, your tasks, your schedule, etc.). By
‘low status position’ we mean that the person’s role is NOT
held in high regard or esteem in the organization. You will
be asked to answer some questions about your relationship
with this person, so it should be someone that you come into
contact with during the course of your job.”

Participants were asked to write the initials of the indi-
vidual they selected and briefly describe their role in the
workplace in terms of their power and status. Participants
were then told to imagine that they had been awarded a $100
bonus and to imagine playing the trust game with the col-
league they had recalled and identified. Participants were
asked to assign some fraction (i.e., none, some, or all) of
the $100 bonus to their colleague; they were also asked to
imagine that the money would be sent anonymously to their
colleague so there would be no interpersonal consequences.
The amount participants specified served as our measure
of trust intent. Next, participants were asked to indicate the
extent to which they felt that their colleague’s role at work
was assigned in a fair manner (i.e., legitimacy, adopted from
Hays & Blader, 2017) and the extent to which they liked
their colleague on a Likert scale (1 =not at all to 7=very
much so).

Results

To test our first hypothesis, we conducted a two-way
ANOVA of trust intent—the amount participants sent to
their colleague from their hypothetical award ($100)—as
the dependent variable. The results of the ANOVA yielded
a significant status X power interaction (F(1, 265)=3.94,
p=0.048, np2 =0.01; see Fig. 3). In support of Hla, pairwise
comparisons indicated that high power-low status partners
were sent less money (M =39.70, SE=4.48) than low power-
low status partners (M =54.40, SE=4.32, #(265)=— 2.36,
p=0.019, 95% CI [- 26.95, — 2.42]). However, H1b and
Hlc were not supported: We did not find significant dif-
ferences between high power-low status and high power-
high status partners (M =46.10, SE=4.48, #(265)=—- 1.01,
p=0.314,95% CI [— 18.88, 6.09]) or low power-high status
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partners (M =43.10, SE=4.48, #(265)=— 0.54, p=0.590,
95% CI [—- 15.91, 9.06]).

As in our previous studies, we applied the Tukey HSD
test. The hypothesized effect of the structural paradox on
distrust as compared to the low power-low status condi-
tion became marginally significant (p =0.088). See Fig. 2;
Table 2 for all comparisons.

Likeability Ratings

The results of a two-way ANOVA yielded a significant main
effect for power (F(1,274)=4.32, p=0.039, np2 =0.02) but
not for status (F(1,274)=1.22, p=0.271, np2 =0.00). These
results were qualified by a significant status X power interac-
tion (F(1,274)=5.99, p=0.015, np2 =0.02). Pairwise com-
parisons showed that high power-low status partners were
judged as less likable (M =4.61, SE=0.19) compared to:
low power-low status (M =5.46, SE=0.18, #(274)=— 3.22,
p=0.001,95% CI [— 1.37, — 0.33]), high power-high status
partners (M =5.28, SE==0.19, #(274)=— 2.50, p=0.013,
95% [CI — 1.19, — 0.14]), and low power-high status part-
ners (M=5.21, SE=0.19, (#(265)=- 2.23, p=0.026, 95%
CI[- 1.12, — 0.07]. After applying the Tukey HSD test, the
effect of the structural paradox on likeability as compared
to the low power-low status condition remained significant,
while the comparison with the high power-high status condi-
tion became marginally significant (p =0.062) and was not

Ll')w
Status

significant as compared to the low power-high status condi-
tion (p=0.117) (see Table 2).

Role Legitimacy Ratings

The results of a two-way ANOVA yielded a significant main
effect for status [F(1, 274)=15.12, p<0.001, np2=0.05]
but not for power [F(1, 274)=1.08, p=0.299, np2 =0.00].
The results of a two-way ANOVA yielded a significant
status X power interaction [F(1, 274)=8.09, p=0.005,
np2 =0.03]. Pairwise comparisons showed that a high power-
low status role was judged as less legitimate (M =4.78,
SE=0.18) compared to the high power-high status role
(M=5.96, SE==0.18, t(274)=— 4.75, p<0.001, 95% CI
[ 1.81, — 0.53]). No such effect was found between the
high power-low status and the low power-low status role
(M=5.10, SE=0.17, t(274)=—- 1.29, p=0.573, 95% CI
[— 0.95, 0.32]) and the low power-high status role (M =5.28,
SE=0.18, (#(265)=— 2.00, p=0.190, 95% CI [— 0.15,
1.14]) (see Table 2). After applying the Tukey HSD test, the
effect of the structural paradox on legitimacy as compared
to the high power-high status condition remained significant
(see Table 2).

Mediation Analysis

To examine whether the interactive effect of status and
power on trust intent was mediated by legitimacy and
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likeability, we conducted a moderated mediation analysis
following a bootstrapping procedure using the R PROCESS
macro with 5000 iterations (model 8; Hayes, 2017). In the
analysis, legitimacy and likeability were included as simul-
taneous mediators (r=0.56, p <0.001; Fig. 4). The analysis
revealed that the effect of the status X power interaction on
trust intention was significant via likeability (B=— 8.33,
SEpo0i =349, 95% [CI — 15.70, — 1.92]), but not via legiti-
macy (B=- 1.02, SE,,=1.78, 95% [CI — 5.08, 2.05]).
Within the mediated moderation model, the direct effect of
the status X power interaction on trust intent was not sig-
nificant (B=— 8.31, SE=8.42, p=0.325,95% CI [— 24.89,
8.28]) indicating full mediation. The model further indicates
that for low status targets, high power predicted signifi-
cantly less money sent via lower likeability (stronger dis-
like) (B=—5.91, SE\,,,=2.57,95% CI [— 11.20, — 1.25]).
There was no evidence of such an effect among low power-
low status targets (B=2.42, SE, ., =2.15,95% CI [— 1.65,
6.89]). Among high power targets, the indirect effect via
lower likeability was significant for those with low status
(high power—low status) (B=— 7.10, SEy,,=2.62, 95% CI
[— 12.59, — 2.34]) but was not significant for those with high
status (high power—high status) (B=1.23, SE, ,=2.19,
95% CI [ 2.86, 5.79]).

Discussion

These results expand upon Studies 1 and 2 by shedding
light on why the structural paradox leads to greater dis-
trust. We find that dislike of high power-low status targets,
rather than perceived (il)legitimacy of their role, predicted
lower trust intentions as compared to other low status targets
(low power—low status) and other high status targets (high
power—high status). This finding suggests that the struc-
tural paradox evokes an adverse reaction; the results of the

Fig.4 Mediation analysis
(Study 3). Observers’ like-
ability judgments fully mediate
the interactive effect of the
target actor’s status and power
on trust intentions (Study 3).
Unstandardized coefficients (b)
are presented; ¢’ is the direct
effect with mediators in the
model. Only the indirect effect
via likeability was significant
with 5000 bootstrapped resam-
ples=—8.33, SE;,=3.51,95%
CI [- 15.74, — 2.05]. *p<.05,
*p <01, ***p<.001

@ Springer

Status x Power - -

Legitimacy
Likability
___________________ Trust
o =831 Intentions

moderated mediation analysis further provide support for the
idea that this reaction drives observers’ distrust.

When examining the simple effects in the ANOVA
model, high power-low status was significantly different
from low power-low status in support of Hla. However,
both H1b and Hlc were not supported; we did not find sig-
nificant effects between high power-low status and the two
remaining conditions (i.e., low power-high status and high
power-high status). In hindsight, it is possible that targets’
power confounded trusting behaviors affecting participants’
willingness to send money. That is, within the trust game,
participants must decide to give away control over a mon-
etary resource (i.e., their power) with the expectation that
the other party will give back control at the end of the game
(Mooijman et al., 2019); thus, targets also had power over
the participants. This may explain why we did not replicate
Study 1’s results in both Studies 2 and 3. Removing the
target’s power, in other words, could have led to significant
differences between high power-low status and all power and
status conditions (as in Study 1).

In the next study, we use a manipulation of trust-related
behavior in which targets do not have power over the
participants.

Study 4: Monitoring for Cheating

The goal of Study 4 was twofold. First, we tested H2a, H2b
and H2c: whether the structural paradox predicts greater
monitoring for cheating of high power-low status actors
than actors with all other combinations of power and status.
Second, we tested H3 for the proposed mechanism: whether
trust judgments will mediate a tendency for greater monitor-
ing of high power-low status actors.
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Method
Participants

We performed power calculations before data was collected
using the G*power program (Faul et al., 2007) to deter-
mine sample size. For a moderate effect size (f=0.25) with
a=0.01 in a 2 X2 design (4 groups, numerator df =1) and
power of 0.95, we would require a total sample size of 289
participants. All participants were screened with the same
attention check procedure as in Studies 1 and 2 leaving a
final sample of 253 participants from MTurk (60% females;
M, =35.17, SD,,.=11.59). A sensitivity power analysis
revealed that the study was powered to detect a medium
effect size (f=0.267; ~ nP2 =0.066) assuming an alpha level
of 0.01 and 95% power.

Procedure

As in Studies 1 and 2, participants were randomly assigned
to one of four manipulated conditions in a 2 (status: high
vs. low) X 2 (power: high vs. low) between-subjects design.
Participants were informed that they would be participat-
ing in a study investigating whether people could detect
cheating behavior in others using a paradigm developed by
Fast et al. (2012). Participants read a short description of a
research study that had been conducted in our lab. The study
described a group of four participants working on a team to
improve the profitability of a troubled manufacturing plant.
Participants read feedback about one of the team members,
with initials “B.R.”. The content of the feedback served to
manipulate high and low levels of B.R.’s status and power.
In the high (low) power condition, B.R. was described as
having the manager (assistant) role on the team, which was
described as having total (no) control over how the work of
the team was completed and how each member was evalu-
ated. In the high status (low) status condition, B.R. was
described as the most (least) respected and valued person
on the team by his teammates.

As a manipulation check, participants rated how much
status and power they thought B.R. had, using the same
measures as Study 1. In addition, participants rated their
impression of B.R.’s trustworthiness judgments using the
same measures as Study 1.

Next, we described a situation where B.R. could act
dishonestly (based on a cheating paradigm used in ethics
research; see Vohs & Schooler, 2008). Participants learned
that B.R. worked on a task that required solving twenty math
problems each within ten seconds (or less) in the experi-
menters’ computer lab. Each math problem was worth a
$0.25 bonus for a possible total bonus of $5.00. Participants
were informed of a computer glitch that allowed B.R. to see
the correct answer. They were also informed that this could

be prevented by pressing the space bar after each problem
appeared so that the answer would not be revealed. B.R. was
informed of the glitch and was asked to solve the problems
honestly by pressing the space bar each time a math problem
appeared on the screen. Participants learned that B.R. self-
reported that none of the answers were revealed because he/
she pressed the space bar all 20 times to block the answer
from appearing. In addition, B.R. self-reported a score of 16
out of the 20 problems earning him/her a $4.00 bonus (out
of a possible $5.00).

Participants were then informed that, unbeknownst to
B.R., the computer program had kept track of the number of
times B.R. had pressed the space bar. Participants were then
given a choice whether to check B.R.’s self-report against
the results of the computer program or to believe B.R.’s
self-reported answer. In order to make this choice conse-
quential, participants learned that they would be awarded a
$1.00 bonus if they correctly detected cheating but would
not get the bonus if they monitored B.R. for cheating but no
cheating occurred. The dependent variable was whether par-
ticipants chose to check B.R.’s self-reported answer. Once
they made their choice, all participants were awarded the
bonus. Lastly, participants completed demographic items
and were debriefed.

Results and Discussion
Status and Power Manipulation Check

Confirming that the status manipulation worked as expected
(F(1,251)=651.19, p<0.001, npz =0.72), participants per-
ceived that high status partners had more status (M =6.01,
SE=0.11) than low status partners (M =1.84, SE=0.12,
1(251)=25.52, p<0.001, 95% CI [3.85, 4.49]). Similarly, the
power manipulation worked as expected (F(1, 251)=369.95,
p<0.001, np2 =0.60), participants perceived high power
partners to have more power (M =5.92, SE=0.13), than
low power partners (M =2.33, SE=0.13, #(251)=19.23,
p<0.001,95% CI [3.22, 3.96]).

Trust Judgments

We conducted a two-way MANOVA on the four trust scales
(i.e., benevolence, integrity, ability, and general trust).
We found significant main effects for both status (Wilk’s
2=0.49, F(4,246)=65.06, p<0.001,1,”=0.52) and power
(Wilk’s 1=0.89, F(4, 246)=7.38, p<0.001, np2 =0.06).
These results were qualified by a significant power X sta-
tus interaction (Wilk’s A=0.93, F(4, 246)=4.44, p=0.002,
n,”=0.07).

Univariate analysis showed that the hypothesized inter-
action of status and power was significant for general trust
(F(1,249)=5.91, p=0.016, npz =0.02) and integrity (F(1,
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249)=6.59, p=0.011, np2=0.03), marginally significant for
benevolence (F(1,249)=3.47, p=0.064, np2=0.01), but not
significant for ability (F(1, 249)=0.04, p=0.836, np2=0.00)
(see Table 1). In support of Hla, pairwise comparisons
revealed that high power-low status partners were rated
as less trustworthy (M =2.47, SE=0.13) than low power-
low status partners (M =3.14, SE=0.14, #(249)=— 3.58,
p<0.001, 95% CI [— 1.04, — 0.30]), less benevolent
(M=2.52, SE=0.15) than low power-low status partners
(M=3.37, SE=0.16, #(249)=— 3.98, p<0.001, 95% CI
[— 1.28, — 0.43]), and as having less integrity (M =2.86,
SE=0.13) than low power-low status partners (M =3.74,
SE=0.14, 1(249)=— 4.56, p<0.001, 95% CI [— 1.26,
— 0.50]), but not for having less ability (M =3.01, SE=0.15)
than low power-low status partners (M =3.21, SE=0.15,
1(249)=—- 0.94, p=0.349, 95% CI [- 0.61, 0.22]).

Moreover, Hla and H1b were supported for all four
trust measures: high power-low status partners were rated
as less trustworthy than high power-high status (M =4.44,
SE=0.13, 1(249)=—- 10.87, p<0.001, 95% CI [- 2.32,
— 1.61]) and low power-high status partners (M =4.47,
SE=0.13, 1(249)=—- 11.30, p<0.001, 95% CI [— 2.36,
— 1.65]), less benevolent than high power-high status
(M=4.51, SE=0.15, #(249)=—- 9.58, p<0.001, 95%
CI [- 2.41, — 1.59]) and low power-high status partners
(M=4.81, SE=0.15, 1(249)=- 10.98, p<0.001, 95% CI
[— 2.71, — 1.89]), and as having less integrity than high
power-high status (M =4.94, SE=0.13, #(249)=— 11.16,
p<0.001, 95% CI [— 2.44, — 1.71]) and low power-high
status partners (M =5.13, SE=0.13, #(249)=—- 12.14,
p<0.001, 95% CI [— 2.64, — 1.90]), and for having less
ability than high power-high status (M =5.34, SE=0.14,
1(249)=— 11.47, p<0.001, 95% CI [- 2.73, — 1.93])
and low power-high status partners (M =5.47, SE=0.14,
1(249)=-12.10, p<0.001, 95% CI [— 2.87, — 2.06]).

As in the previous studies, we applied the Tukey HSD
test. The hypothesized effects of the structural paradox on
distrust as compared across all conditions of power and sta-
tus remained significant. All means (with standard errors)
are depicted in Fig. 5 (see also Table 2).

Monitoring for Cheating

To test our second hypothesis, we used a binary logistic
regression predicting the likelihood of choosing to monitor
B.R. (0=not monitored, 1 =monitored). Results revealed
a significant main effect of status (B=— 0.68, SE=0.14,
Z=-497,0R=0.51, p<0.001,95% CI [- 0.96, — 0.42])
indicating that the odds of monitoring for cheating in the
high status condition significantly decreases by a factor
of 0.51 (exp — 0.68) than in the low status condition. We
also found a significant main effect of power (B=0.34,
SE=0.14, Z=2.44, OR=1.40, p=0.015, 95% CI [0.07,
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0.61]) indicating that the odds of monitoring in the high
power condition significantly increases by a factor of 1.40
(exp 0.34) than in the low power condition.

As hypothesized, the status by power interaction was
significant (B=— 0.35, SE=0.14, Z=- 2.53, OR=0.71,
p=0.012, 95% CI [- 0.62, — 0.08]) and replicated the
results of the previous studies. Pairwise comparisons showed
that the probability of monitoring for cheating in the high
power-low status condition was higher (P=80%) than in
the low power-low status condition (H2a; P=50%, Z=3.36,
p<0.001, OR=0.26, 95% Clyg [0.12, 0.57]), the high
power-high status condition (H2b; P=33%,, Z=— 5.08,
p<0.001, OR=7.85, 95% Clyg [3.54, 17.38]), and the
low power-high status condition (H2¢; P=34%, Z=5.01,
p<0.001, OR=0.13, 95% Cl[0.06, 0.29]).

As in the previous studies, we applied the Tukey HSD
test. The hypothesized effect of the structural paradox on
monitoring for cheating as compared across all conditions
of power and status remained significant. All probabilities
are depicted in Fig. 6 (see also Table 2).

Mediation Analysis

To test whether the interactive effect of status and power on
monitoring for cheating is mediated by trust judgments (H3),
we first averaged the three trust measures which were signifi-
cant with respect to the structural paradox and all conditions
of power and status—general trust, benevolence, and integ-
rity—into a global measure of (dis)trust (15 items; @ =0.96).
We then tested a mediated moderation model following a
bootstrapping procedure using the R PROCESS macro with
5000 iterations (model 8; Hayes, 2017).

The indirect effect of the status X power interaction on
the likelihood of being monitored for cheating through the
trust measure was significant (B=0.35, SE,,,=0.18, 95%
CI [0.06, 0.73]). Within the mediated moderation model
(Fig. 7), the direct effect of the status X power interaction
was significant (B=1.12, SE,,,=0.57, p=0.050, 95%
CI [0.01, 2.24]) indicating partial mediation. Among low
status partners, the indirect effect of being monitored for
cheating via trust judgments (higher distrust judgments)
was stronger for partners with high power (high power-low
status; B=1.10, SE, ., =0.35, 95% CI [0.53, 1.91]) than
for those with low power (low power-low status; B=0.76
SE, 00 =0.26,95% CI [0.34, 1.38]). Among high power part-
ners, the indirect effect via trust judgements was significant
for those with low status (high power-low status; B=0.45,
SE\00:=0.17,95% CI [0.18, 0.84]) but was not significant
for those with high status (high power-high status; B=0.10,
SEi00i=0.11,95% CI [— 0.08, 0.34]).

These findings replicate and extend the results of Studies
Ithrough 3 by further demonstrating that high power-low
status targets are significantly more likely to be monitored
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Fig.5 Mean scores of trust judgments as a function of target actor’s power and status (Study 4)

for cheating than targets with all other combinations of sta-
tus and power. Further, this result is partially dependent on
trust judgments. In other words, we found evidence that high
power-low status actors are more likely, on average, to expe-
rience distrust and monitoring.

Internal Meta-analysis

We have reported results from four experimental studies test-
ing the effect of the structural paradox on distrust as com-
pared to all other combinations of power and status. Results
showed that in two of the studies, the hypothesized effect
of the structural paradox on distrust as compared to high
power-high status (Study 2; HIb) and low power-low status
(Study 3; Hla) became marginally significant with a Tukey

HSD correction. Additionally, in both Studies 2 and 3, the
hypothesized effect of the structural paradox on distrust as
compared to low power-high status (H1c) was not supported.

In order to evaluate the strength of these effects, we
conducted an internal meta-analysis which included trust
measures from Studies 1 to 4 (N=1160; Studies 1 and 4’s
three measures of trust—benevolence, integrity and general
trust). An internal meta-analysis allowed us to examine the
reliability of the findings in the direction of the hypothesized
effect for our first hypothesis (Hla, H1b, and Hlc) and to
rule out alternative explanations such as a general incongru-
ency effect between status and power in both directions (i.e.,
high power-low status and low power-high status). That is,
we sought to examine whether the distrust leveled at high
power-low status actors is significantly different from all
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Fig.6 Probability of monitoring
the target actor for cheating as

a function of actor’s power and
status (Study 4)
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conditions of power and status by estimating a single meta-
analytic effect across the studies and.

We computed summary effect sizes for power and status
differences in observers’ distrust and report the results of
a meta-analysis combining data from all four studies with
entered means, standard deviations, and sample sizes for the
four studies. For all analyses, we obtained effect sizes by cal-
culating the standardized mean differences (Cohen’s d) for
the relevant groups (Goh et al., 2016). We conducted both
fixed and random effects meta-analyses using the metafor
package in R (Viechtbauer, 2010).

Ll;\\'
Status

Results

We found that high power-low status targets were trusted
less than all power and status combination using both fixed
and random effects models. Fixed effects analysis showed
that high power-low status targets were trusted less than: low
power-low status targets (H1a; d(95% CI)=— 0.58 (— 0.69,
—0.47), Z=-10.18, p <0.001), high status-high power tar-
gets (H2a; d(95% CI)=— 1.44 (- 1.57, — 1.32), Z=—22.93,
p<0.001) and low power-high status targets (H2c; d(95%
Ch=-1.35(-1.47,-1.23),Z=-21.43, p<0.001).
Random effects analyses revealed similar results. High
power-low status targets were trusted less than: low power-
low status (Hla; d(95% CI)=— 0.58 (- 0.69, — 0.47),

Trust Judgments

Status x Power

Fig.7 Mediation analysis (Study 4). Observers’ trust judgments par-
tially mediate the interactive effect of the target actor’s status and
power on the likelihood of being monitored for cheating expressed
in log odds (Study 3). Unstandardized coefficients (b) are presented;
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¢’ is the direct effect with the mediator in the model. The indirect
effect was significant with 5000 bootstrapped resamples=0.34,
SE; o0 =0.17,95% CI[0.07, 0.73]. *p <.05, **p <.01, **¥*p <.001



Who Do | (Dis)Trust and Monitor for Ethical Misconduct? Status, Power, and the Structural Paradox 459

Z=-10.18, p<0.001), high status-how power targets (H1b;
d(95% CI)=—-1.43 (— 1.90, — 0.97), Z=— 6.08, p<0.001)
and low power-high status targets (Hlc; d(95% C)=— 1.34
(- 1.85,-0.83), Z=—-21.43, p<0.001).

This internal meta-analysis supports our first hypoth-
esis (Hla, Hlb, and Hlc) that the structural paradox
meaningfully increases observers’ distrust as compared
to all other conditions of power and status. Further, the
results lend support to our hypothesized effect that a vio-
lation of expectations between status and power occurs
for high power-low status rather than a general incon-
gruency effect between status and power impacting low
power-high status.

General Discussion

The goal of the current research was to deepen our
understanding of how the two mechanisms of hierarchi-
cal differentiation, power and status, interact to predict
observers’ distrust of unknown actors. In any hierarchi-
cal system, the distribution of status and power involves
inequalities between and within parties. That is, actors
with access to valued resources (i.e., power) may not have
earned a corresponding level of respect and regard from
relevant others (i.e., status). While recent research has
begun to explore the impact of status on observers’ trust
(Blue et al., 2019), the combined effect of an actor’s level
of power and status on observers’ distrust and its ethical
consequences has remained an open question.

The present set of studies demonstrate that the struc-
tural paradox presented, when an actor possesses power
without an equivalent level of status (high power-low sta-
tus), has important implications on observers’ depersonal-
ized distrust and ethical monitoring. The results of these
studies suggest that the structural paradox of high power
accompanied by low status was the stronger predictor of
observers’ distrust and monitoring behavior. While there
were some inconsistencies of specific effects across our
studies (Studies 2 and 3), researchers have noted that it is
not unusual to find inconsistent patterns of significance
across multiple studies (Laken & Etz, 2017). In order to
better estimate the effect of the structural paradox on dis-
trust, we conducted an internal meta-analysis and found
reliable evidence of trust differences between the struc-
tural paradox and all other conditions of power and status.

Further, tests of indirect effects in Study 3 suggest that
observers’ distrust is associated with the structural para-
dox to the extent that observers experience an adverse
reaction (i.e., dislike) rather than perceived illegitimacy
toward the target’s role. Lastly, Study 4 showed that trust
judgments carried over into observers’ behavior: the

effect between the structural paradox and monitoring for
cheating was partially mediated by trust judgments.

Theoretical Implications

The current research makes key contributions to the exist-
ing research on distrust and behavioral ethics. First, prior
research examining the influence of social hierarchy on trust
has primarily focused on the isolated effect of an actor’s sta-
tus on observers’ trust. Here, our focus is on observers’ dep-
ersonalized distrust when a structural paradox exists between
the target actor’s high power and low status. We draw from
the literature that has shown that status and power have dis-
tinct consequences on behavior (Blader & Chen, 2012) and
find that status acts as a cue for trust, but its absence alone
does not necessarily imply distrust.

Second, we add to current research focused on under-
standing the factors that affect observers’ propensity to (dis)
trust others. While the structural paradox signals that when
status is low, power over important resources is illegitimate,
we find that it is observers’ dislike of those with high power-
low status that influences the distrust they experience (Study
3). Indeed, high power-low status targets were not viewed as
less legitimate than low power-low status targets, but they
were found to be more disliked. Additionally, the results of
the internal meta-analysis support our hypothesized effect
that a violation of expectations between status and power
is consistent with high power-low status rather than a more
general conflict between power and status (i.e., low power-
high status). Together, these findings support our theoretical
argument that the structural paradox triggers adverse reac-
tions consistent with violated status expectations responsible
for observers’ distrust. Indeed, recent work has found that
people display aversive reactions (i.e., dislike) to broken
expectations of patterns, forms, shapes, and stereotypes
(Gollwitzer et al., 2017).

Third, our results broaden our understanding of distrust
and monitoring behaviors associated with high power-low
status actors. Although recent findings have demonstrated
the effects of having high power-low status on one’s own
behavior (Anicich et al., 2015; Fast et al., 2012), less is
known about how perceptions of high power and low status
in others influence observers’ distrust-related judgments and
behavior. Our work demonstrates that power and status posi-
tions can “carry over” from one context to another. Even
though the power and status relationship between the par-
ticipant and target actor was not specified, participants used
information about the target actor’s prior power and status
levels to determine their distrust and monitoring behaviors.
Further, research on observers’ global evaluations and per-
ceptions has mainly focused on the role of moral character
in influencing observers’ competence judgments, an impor-
tant element of status judgments (Anderson et al., 2015;
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Goodwin et al., 2014; Stellar & Willer, 2018). The results
of Study 4 add to this research by highlighting how indirect
information hinting at an actor’s power and status in the
observers’ context also plays a role in determining observ-
ers’ moral judgments and monitoring for ethical behavior.

Taken together, these studies yield insights about who
is likely to experience distrust based on nothing aside from
indirect information about their relative power and status.
Our studies demonstrate that low status powerholders expe-
rience more distrust and ethical monitoring than actors with
any other power-status combination. By focusing on the
structural paradox, we contribute to business ethics literature
by showing that third-party observers’ (dis)trust judgments
and behaviors are influenced by social-contextual features
which disproportionately impact who is monitored for ethi-
cal misconduct.

Future Research and Limitations

Although the current research specifically examined social
status (i.e., status based on respect and regard), an interesting
avenue for future research is to explore how the structural
paradox combines with other forms of status to influence
distrust. For example, status is often ascribed to actors on the
basis of demographics, such as gender, race, or age (Berger
et al., 1972). To the extent that members of low status groups
control valued resources, they may be more distrusted and
face increased accusations and monitoring. Indeed, minority
leaders have been shown to receive more negative attribu-
tions and evaluations than non-minority leaders (e.g., Carton
& Rosette, 2011). Our results seem to indicate that when
these cues are inaccurate, observers’ expectations deprive
an actor of the chance to prove that they may be trustworthy
(Fetchenhauer & Dunning, 2010). From a practical perspec-
tive, our studies suggest that when organizations give actors
power (i.e., promote them), they would benefit from manag-
ing their status or risk the actor being ineffective in their role
because of others’ distrust. This could be done, for example,
by highlighting the actor’s value to the group, such as educa-
tion, past accomplishments, or unique expertise.

Additionally, future research can extend our findings to
other types of unethical interpersonal behaviors associated
with depersonalized distrust and the structural paradox. For
example, incivility, workplace aggression, and unjust pun-
ishment may depend on distrusting others.

One potentially interesting finding that was not hypoth-
esized is that status, rather than the structural paradox,
accounted for the differences in ability-based (dis)trust
judgments. This is consistent with research suggesting
that, within organizations, one of the benefits enjoyed by
high status individuals is perceived competence (Fiske,
2010; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). Thus, any conclusions
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as to whether the structural paradox influences distrust
judgments are limited to trust based on benevolence, integ-
rity, and general trust measures. A potential fruitful avenue
for future work is to examine the unique effects of the
structural paradox on behavioral trust outcomes that may
depend on an actor’s ability as well as integrity, benevo-
lence, and integrity such as ethics within teams, organiza-
tional citizenship behaviors, and performance.

There are aspects of these studies that limit their gen-
eralizability. First, participants did not interact with the
target actor directly. Face-to-face interactions and ongo-
ing interdependence may influence distrust more than the
indirect messages used in these studies. Second, while a
strength of laboratory experiments is that they allowed us
to establish a causal relationship between the structural
paradox and distrust, we recognize that the experimen-
tal nature of our studies limit our ability to generalize to
organizational settings. Thus, future research can exam-
ine whether individuals are more likely to distrust their
low status, high power colleagues at work by examining
organizational settings.

Third, in Studies 2 and 3, we did not find significant dif-
ferences in the direct effect for (dis)trust between the struc-
tural paradox and the high power-high status condition
(Study 3) and the low power-high status condition (Studies
2 and 3). One possibility is that power confounded partici-
pants’ trust behavior by affecting participants’ willingness
to send money. That is, once participants choose the ini-
tial amount to send, the partner controls the resources and
decides how much to send back to the participant. In this
case, mediation might explain the relationship between the
structural paradox and (dis)trust. When we added a meas-
ure of likeability, we found evidence that high power-low
status actors were more likely to be distrusted. Further, in
Study 4, when targets did not have power over the partici-
pants, we found significant differences in monitoring for
cheating between the structural paradox and all combina-
tions of status and power. Notably, the internal meta-anal-
ysis supported our primary hypothesis that high power-low
status targets are trusted less than all other combinations
of status and power.

Conclusion

To conclude, distrust of those with high power-low status
can have undesirable consequences particularly because
the structural paradox breeds dislike. If power is assigned
to actors perceived as having low status, they may not have
an equal opportunity for success and/or face targeting for
ethical violations. Our findings help understand how the
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combination of high power-low status can shape observ-
ers’ (dis)trust in depersonalized contexts.
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