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T h e Effec t  o f  P o w e r  o n Socia l  R e a s o n i n g 

Meliss a D .  Rutherford ,  rutherfo@psych.ucsb.ed u 

Joh n Toob y an d Led a Cosmide s 

Cente r  fo r  livolutionar y Psycholog y 

Universit y o f  Californi a a t  Sant a Barbar a 

SantaBarbara,C A 9310 6 

We explore d th e activatio n an d deactivatio n o f  a  "bluf f 

detectio n mechanism "  i n respons e t o cue s t o perceive d 

relativ e formidability .  W h e n on e i s threatene d b y 

anothe r  person ,  complianc e i s unnecessaril y  costl y i f 

tha t  perso n i s bluffing .  However ,  i f  th e perso n makin g 

th e threa t  i s  mor e powerfu l  tha n th e victim ,  (o r  belong s 

t o a  coalitio n mor e powerfu l  tha n th e victim's )  the n 

challengin g th e threa t  i s risk y becaus e 1 )  th e victi m i s 

les s abl e t o defen d himsel f  o r  hersel f  an d 2 )  th e mor e 

formidabl e perso n i s les s likel y t o b e bluffing . 

Therefore ,  w e predicte d tha t  ther e shoul d b e specialize d 

machiner y designe d t o detec t  bluffs ,  an d tha t  thi s 

machiner y ma y b e deactivate d whe n a n individua l  i s 

les s formidabl e tha n a n opponent .  W e find  evidenc e 

tha t  human s hav e a  "bluf f  detectio n mechanism "  whic h 

enable s the m t o solv e socia l  reasonin g problem s 

involvin g bluffin g whe n the y canno t  solv e logicall y 

isomorphi c problems .  On e serie s o f  studie s provide s 

evidenc e fo r  th e ide a tha t  women' s bluf f  detectio n 

mechanism s ma y operat e differentl y tha n men's .  Men' s 

performanc e o n problem s involvin g violen t  threat s i s 

reliabl y muc h highe r  tha n women' s performance . 

However ,  wome n d o wel l  o n problem s involvin g 

defensive ,  non-violen t  threats ,  problem s o n whic h 

men' s performanc e i s mediocre .  W e expecte d tha t 

becaus e o f  th e greate r  cost-benefi t  rati o fo r  peopl e wh o 

ar e les s formidable ,  thi s bluf f  detectio n mechanis m ma y 

be "deactivated. "  A  secon d serie s o f  studie s sho w tha t 

mal e athlete s wh o hav e jus t  compete d perfor m i n 

agreemen t  wit h th e model .  Tha t  is ,  afte r  losin g a n 

athleti c competition ,  performanc e o n a  bluf f  detectio n 

proble m i s muc h wors e tha n a t  baseline ,  eve n whe n 

performanc e o n othe r  type s o f  socia l  reasonin g 

problem s an d othe r  logicall y isomorphi c problem s i s 

unaffected .  Finally ,  a  thir d se t  o f  studie s show s tha t 

coalitiona l  affiliatio n wit h a  losin g tea m i s sufficien t  t o 

produc e th e effect .  Fo r  example ,  me n wh o watc h thei r 

colleg e basketbal l  tea m los e wil l  sho w wors e 

performanc e o n bluf f  detectio n problem s relativ e t o 

performanc e befor e th e game ,  an d relativ e t o 

performanc e o n othe r  type s o f  problem s afte r  th e game . 

Conversely ,  th e importanc e o f  bein g abl e t o detec t 

double-crosse s doe s no t  lesse n a s one' s relativ e 

formidabilit y  decreases .  ( A perso n i s double-crossin g 

when h e harm s th e victi m eve n though t  th e victi m 

complie d wit h th e threat. )  Peopl e i n relativel y 

vulnerabl e position s ma y b e a t  leas t  a s sensitiv e o r 

perhap s mor e sensitiv e t o double-cross .  Ou r  dat a i s 

consisten t  wit h th e notio n tha t  ther e i s a  "double-cros s 

detectio n mechanism, "  an d tha t  i t  i s  activ e i n wome n 

when th e bluff-detectio n mechanis m i s not . 

Furthermore ,  i t  appear s t o b e activ e i n athlete s an d fan s 

when th e bluf f  detectio n mechanis m seem s t o b e 

deactivated . 
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