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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 

 

The Full Spectrum of Status Striving Motivation: 

Understanding the Diversity of How People Approach Status 

 

by 

Jieun Pai 

Doctor of Philosophy in Management 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2020 

Professor Corinne Bendersky, Co-Chair 

Professor Sanford E. DeVoe, Co-Chair 

 

In this dissertation, I challenge two assumptions in the literature (Chapter 1). First, I challenge 

the extant conceptualization of status conflict and propose that status conflicts can be 

conceptualized as a negotiation over either zero-sum rank or construed in integrative terms as 

mutually attainable respect (Chapter 2). Respect-based status conflicts are less threatening than 

are rank-based status conflict, and so are potentially more successful for the challenger and less 

disruptive to the group. Empirically, I introduce the strategy of respect affirmation, which shifts 

rank-based status conflict into respect-based status conflict, and demonstrate that status 

challenges that are accompanied by respect affirmation should buffer the challenger against the 
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backlash of engaging in status challenge (Chapter 3). Second, I question the assumptions from 

the extant theory that all people strive for more status (Chapter 4). I introduce the concept of 

stasis-striving, a work motivation characterized by a desire to maintain one’s current role and 

level of responsibility through sustained effort and diligence while avoiding opportunities to 

attain higher status. The results demonstrate the existence of stasis-strivers and identify some of 

the challenges they may experience in the workplace. In sum, I study the full spectrum of status 

striving motivation (Chapter 5). While the first part of the dissertation investigated people who 

care so much about moving up the hierarchy that they actively challenge others for more status, 

the second part of the dissertation examined people who find it unappealing to aggressively seek 

opportunities for advancement while nonetheless being completely engaged in their current job.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Hierarchies based on status, defined as the prestige, respect, and esteem that a party has 

in the eyes of others (Anderson & Kilduff, 2009a; Bales, 1950; Fiske, 2010; Magee & Galinsky, 

2008), are ubiquitous in social settings. Status has its privileges: those higher in the social order 

garner more attention, access to resources, information, and respect, and enjoy better physical 

health, a longer life span, and better reproductive success (Fiske, 2010). As such, status has been 

described as a universal human desire or drive (Anderson, Hildreth, & Howland, 2015; Maslow, 

1943). Given the profound importance of status motivation, hundreds of studies in diverse fields 

of social science – such as sociology, psychology, and organizational studies – have examined 

how people pursue higher status in groups and organizations (see Bendersky & Pai, 2018; 

Correll & Ridgeway, 2003; Fiske, 2010; Magee & Galinsky, 2008 for reviews).  

Despite such a deep foundation, there are a few assumptions in the literature that needs to 

be refined. This dissertation aims to revisit these assumptions and improve our knowledge of 

how people approach status motivation. First, the dynamic model of status assumes conflict and 

competitive behaviors to pursue one’s status motivation. In this stream of research, the status 

orders are not automatically reified but continuously renegotiated as people assert their expertise 

and make claims of competence (DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Owens & Sutton, 2001; Strauss, 

Schatzman, Ehrlich, Bucher, & Sabshin, 1963; Sutton & Hargadon, 1996). The status dynamics 

literature identifies conflict and tension as members continuously pursue and defend their status 

interests, even when doing so comes at the cost of some of the personal benefits of having high 

status and undermines the functional advantages of hierarchies for groups (Bendersky & Pai, 
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2018). Thus, status motivation is assumed to be pursued with conflict and competitive behaviors 

to win over others.  

In the first part of the dissertation, I challenge this assumption and argue a less 

competitive way of pursuing one’s status motivation. Chapter 2 theorizes that the current 

conceptualization of status conflict is narrowly defined and reconceptualizes the construct of 

status conflict to produce a more nuanced understanding of the resulting processes and 

consequences for the dyad and the group. Specifically, I argue that status conflicts can be 

conceptualized as a negotiation over either zero-sum rank or construed in integrative terms as 

mutually attainable respect. Respect-based status conflicts are less threatening than is rank-based 

status conflict, and so are potentially more successful for the challenger and less disruptive to the 

group. Chapter 3 carries forward the construct of respect-based status conflict and introduces a 

strategy of respect affirmation to shifts rank-based status conflict into respect-based status 

conflict. It further demonstrates that status challenges that are accompanied by respect 

affirmation buffer the challenger against the backlash of engaging in status challenge. These 

chapters indicate that one’s status motivation could be pursued less competitively and be 

coordinated with other members’ status motivation.  

Second, many researchers have argued that the desire for status is a fundamental human 

motive. Maslow (1943) proposed the desire for status as one of the fundamental human 

motivation, and evolutionary scholars have argued that humans are evolved with the motivation 

to attain high status because higher status provides them survival and reproductive benefits 

(Anderson et al., 2015; Barkow, 1975; Henrich & Gil-White, 2001). Given the benefits of higher 

status, it seems believable to suggest that everyone should want higher status.  

In the second part of the dissertation, I challenge this assumption that all individuals will 
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seek to increase their status. Such an assumption seems to have inadvertently obscured the 

possibility that a significant subset of the population may instead strive to avoid higher status, 

while still being invested and engaged in their work. In Chapter 4, I introduce the concept of 

stasis-striving, a work motivation characterized by a desire to maintain one’s current role and 

level of responsibility through sustained effort and diligence, while avoiding opportunities to 

attain higher status. The prevalence of the assumption of the universal need for higher status, 

embedded in much of organizational culture, has discouraged openness about stasis-striving 

motivation among those who possess it. The findings in Chapter 4 suggest this pressure causes 

stasis-strivers to feel inauthentic at their workplaces, driving downstream psychological distress. 

This chapter underscores the importance of embracing diversity in how people approach status 

and pursue their status motivation.  



 

4 
 

CHAPTER 2 

RECONCEPTUALIZING STATUS CONFLICT: DISTINGUISHING RANK-BASED FROM 
RESPECT-BASED STATUS CONFLICTS 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

The universal motivation for higher status encourages people to engage in status conflicts 

even though they tend not to be effective and are highly disruptive to groups. In this paper, we 

reconceptualize the construct of status conflict to produce a more nuanced understanding of the 

resulting processes and consequences for the dyad and the group. Specifically, we suggest that 

status conflicts can be conceptualized as a negotiation over either zero-sum rank or construed in 

integrative terms as mutually attainable respect. Respect-based status conflicts are less 

threatening than are rank-based status conflict, and so are potentially more successful for the 

challenger and less disruptive to the group.   
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Status is universally considered a highly valued social commodity, and those with higher 

status receive myriad rewards, including positive social attention, enhanced influence over joint 

decisions, and better access to scarce resources (Fiske, 2010). Because of this, individuals may 

be motivated to claim higher status by challenging those who are in relatively higher status 

positions. Bendersky and Hays (2012) introduced status conflict, defined as disputes over 

people's relative status positions in their group's social hierarchy. Subsequent research has found 

that status conflicts are a common feature of teams and organizational life (Cho, Overbeck, & 

Carnevale, 2011; Kilduff, Willer, & Anderson, 2016). Despite their frequency, there is little 

evidence that status challenges1 are successful (Case & Maner, 2014; Porath, Overbeck, & 

Pearson, 2008). In addition, empirical studies have documented the disruptive effect of status 

conflicts (Antino, Rico, & Thatcher, 2019; Bendersky & Hays, 2012; Lee, Choi, & Kim, 2018; 

van Bunderen, Greer, & van Knippenberg, 2018). If status challenges are rarely successful and 

status conflicts are highly disruptive, why are they such a common feature of teams and 

organizations?  

We attempt to resolve this conundrum by reconceptualizing the construct of status 

conflict to consider more nuanced dynamics around how people satisfy their status ambitions in 

teams and organizations.  Specifically, we suggest that status conflicts can be construed either as 

negotiations over rank or as negotiations over respect. We posit that the extant conceptualization 

of status conflict in the literature is narrowly defined as a negotiation over rank, which results in 

zero-sum outcomes where one member's status gain means another member's status loss, making 

them highly competitive and disruptive (e.g., Antino et al., 2019; Bendersky & Hays, 2012; 

 
1 The term “status challenges” refers to when an individual expresses their desire for more status to a higher status 
defender, and “status conflict” as the interaction that occurs when the defender responds. 
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Carton & Tewfik, 2016; Lee et al., 2018; Tarakci, Greer, & Groenen, 2016; Van Bunderen et al., 

2018). The challenged higher status individual, the defender, is generally threatened by the 

challenge, and so is motivated to defend their status position, often thwarting the challenger’s 

ambitions (Folkman & Lazarus, 1984; Mead & Maner, 2012; Porath et al., 2008). The outcome 

of such zero-sum rank negotiations yields a winner and a loser, which leaves little room for 

status conflicts to be resolved constructively.  

But research conceptualizes status as about both rank positions in a hierarchy and as 

socially-conferred respect (Anderson, Willer, Kilduff, & Brown, 2012). Because both rank and 

respect are important dimensions of social worth in groups that people are motivated to achieve 

(Blader & Yu, 2017), we believe that people may also initiate status conflicts by challenging 

others to claim more respect, which is mutually attainable. We propose that when the status 

challenge is framed in terms of respect, it reduces the defender’s threat reactions, so the status 

challenges are potentially more successful and the status conflicts less disruptive for the group. 

For example, Daryl Davis, an African American man, sought to increase the status of black 

people in the eyes of white supremacists in the United States. He reached out to the Imperial 

Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK), Roger Kelly, and engaged in respectful dialogue. Davis 

articulated what we mean by respect-based status conflict when he said, “If you have an 

adversary, you don't have to respect what they're saying, but respect their right to say it” (Davis, 

2017). This approach garnered Davis a surprising amount of respect from Kelly in return. For 

example, at a KKK rally that Davis attended as Kelly’s guest, a CNN news crew recorded Kelly 

proclaiming from his pulpit about Davis, “A lot of times we don’t agree with everything, but at 

least he respects me to sit down and listen to me, and I respect him to sit down and listen to 

him.” Kelly eventually renounced the KKK and gave Davis his robes as a keepsake (Davis, 
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2017). As this example illustrates, because respect can be mutual, it is not a zero-sum 

commodity. Reframing status conflicts in terms of respect, therefore, may result in more 

cooperative negotiation processes that have not been considered as part of status conflict to date.  

Respect-based status conflict, therefore, may explain how people can satisfy their motivation for 

higher status in a less disruptive way than the current, narrow focus on rank-based status 

conflicts seem suggest.  

In this paper, we develop a theoretical framework that differentiates the resulting 

processes and consequences for the dyad and the group from rank-based and respect-based status 

conflicts. We first review the extant literature on rank-based status conflict and identify the 

psychological and structural reasons why they tend to escalate. Then, we introduce the novel 

construct of respect-based status conflict and describe the psychological mechanisms by which 

reframing the negotiation and affirming the defender’s identity mitigates the competitiveness of 

rank-based status conflict. By bringing status and respect research together, we provide a more 

nuanced understanding of people’s status ambitions in teams and organizations. Specifically, our 

work contributes to a nascent body of research on status dynamics by identifying the 

psychological motives for both status challengers and defenders who are engaged in status 

conflicts, as well as structural features that enhance defenders’ threat reactions and challengers’ 

behaviors that reduce them. We also predict the resultant downstream consequences at both the 

dyadic and the collective level. As such, we develop a much more comprehensive social-

psychological framework for understanding the occurrence of status conflicts and predicting 

when status challenges are likely to be more or less successful. 

Status Conflict 

Although there is certainly variation in intensity (Anderson et al., 2012), given the many 
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benefits of high-status, people are generally motivated to attain as much of it as possible (Hogan 

& Hogan, 1991). The social, material, and psychological incentives accrued by those at the top 

of the hierarchy (Fiske, 2010; Magee & Galinsky, 2008) can serve to motivate group members to 

increase their contribution to the group (Anderson & Brown, 2010; Halevy, Chou, & Galinsky, 

2011). When group members do not receive the status that they expect, however, they reduce 

their contribution to the group, consequently harming group performance (Kilduff, Willer, et al., 

2016). Despite their potential disruptiveness, status disagreements, contests, and conflicts are a 

common feature of groups and organizational life (Bendersky & Hays, 2012; Groysberg, Polzer, 

& Elfenbein, 2011; Kilduff, Willer, et al., 2016; Owens & Sutton, 2001). 

Status is based on group members’ assessments of each other’s relative levels of 

competence, value, and expected contributions.  Although previous studies have generally found 

high levels of agreement among group members’ perceptions of each other’s status (Anderson, 

Srivastava, Beer, Spataro, & Chatman, 2006; Berger, Rosenholtz, & Zelditch, 1980), groups 

rarely reach an absolute consensus on where each individual actually stands in the hierarchy 

(Kilduff, Willer, et al., 2016; Zaccaro, Foti, & Kenny, 1991). The relative status order, thus, is 

continuously (re)negotiated through interactions, as individuals claim higher status and 

react/counteract to such status claims, mutually constructing their value and consequently, their 

places in the hierarchy (Goffman, 1956; Owens & Sutton, 2001; Strauss et al., 1963; Sutton & 

Hargadon, 1996). However, status assessments are inherently an imprecise and subjective 

process (Anderson & Kilduff, 2009a). Group members may place differential value on certain 

observable characteristics, such as race, gender, or functional background. For example, some 

members may use certain characteristics that are associated with high-status in society (e.g., men 

versus women) to infer competence and ascribe high social value (Ridgeway, 1991; Ridgeway & 
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Erickson, 2000), while others may attempt to avoid employing the stereotypical properties of 

certain groups in society as the grounds for within-group status inferences, focusing instead on 

achieved status markers such as relevant experience. Even if group members agree on what task-

relevant skills serve as achieved status criteria within the group, such skills may not be easily 

observable or measurable, and thus can be difficult to accurately perceive (Bunderson, Barton, & 

Pearce, 2011). For instance, behaviors such as dominance and overconfidence can falsely inflate 

others’ assessments of one’s competence (Anderson, Brion, Moore, & Kennedy, 2012; Anderson 

& Kilduff, 2009b). Although people may gain more accurate information about each other’s 

abilities over time (Bendersky & Shah, 2013; Bunderson, 2003), disagreements about which 

abilities are relevant to determining their status may remain. For example, some members of a 

group may value task-related abilities as the grounds for conferring status, while others may 

place greater value on interpersonal skills. Due to the subjective nature of such evaluations, 

group members may hold divergent perceptions of who ranks where in the hierarchy. We define 

status conflicts as the interaction between a challenger who expresses their desire for increased 

status (i.e., a status challenge) and a defender who responds to the challenge, creating a status 

conflict interaction (Bendersky & Hays, 2012; Kilduff, Willer, et al., 2016).  

The intensity (i.e., the degree of force) with which opposition is expressed by the 

challenger influences the defender’s reaction and resultant downstream consequences at both the 

dyadic and the collective level (Weingart, Behfar, Bendersky, Todorova, & Jehn, 2015). More 

intense conflict expressions subvert the defender, making them highly threatening. We propose 

that the intensity of the challenger’s expression of their opposition about their status depends on 

how they construe status. Status has been conceptualized in two different ways – rank and 

respect (Anderson et al., 2012). Although rank and respect tend to be correlated, research 



 

10 
 

suggests that people readily distinguish between them. Anderson and colleagues (2012b), for 

instance, found that individuals universally desire high levels of respect, while they vary widely 

in the extent to which they strive for a high rank, with many individuals preferring to inhabit 

middle- or low-status ranks. This may be associated with Blader and Yu (2017) observation that 

status research, which emphasizes rank positions, and respect research explore distinct aspects of 

the dynamics of social worth. According to their argument, status research views social worth as 

a means of gaining tangible benefits by facilitating instrumental bonds that clear the way for 

individualistic goals, whereas respect research values social worth as a means of enhancing a 

sense of inclusion, which promotes and reinforces the social bonds that are based on shared 

identity.  

We propose that similar distinctions can be applied to challenger’s expression of status 

conflicts. When the challenger desires higher rank, they are advocating for access to the valuable 

resources that accrue to people at the top of social hierarchies (Fiske, 2010).  When status is 

construed as rank, it is viewed as a zero-sum commodity that only some members of a group can 

possess (Bales, Strodtbeck, Mills, & Roseborough, 1951; Blau, 1964; Homans, 1950). Rank-base 

status challenges, therefore, will be expressed with high oppositional intensity because the zero-

sum nature of the resource makes the challenge subversive to the defender’s interests in 

maintaining their high-status and access to resources (Weingart et al., 2015). For instance, Yu et 

al. (2019) demonstrated that rank-based perceptions compel individuals to constantly compare 

themselves to each other and to focus on protecting their own rank against possible 

encroachments. This induces competitive conflict behaviors and escalatory conflict spirals (de 

Dreu, 2003; Weingart et al., 2015; Weingart, Thompson, Bazerman, & Carroll, 1990).   

In contrast, when the challenger desires higher respect, they are seeking greater inclusion 
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and belonging. Respect is not a limited resource, but something that all members (or none) can 

possess (Flynn, Reagans, Amanatullah, & Ames, 2006; Tyler & Blader, 2002). Thus, one’s status 

gain does not have to come at the cost of another member’s status loss. Respect-based status 

challenges will be expressed with low oppositional intensity because the possibility of increasing 

the total amount of status on a team makes the challenge less subversive to the defender’s 

position. Indeed, as members gain status-as-respect without it being reduced for others, the total 

amount of status can increase on a team, allowing for a potentially more cooperative, integrative 

status negotiation (Tyler & Blader, 2000, 2003; Walton & McKersie, 1991).  

Rank-Based Status Conflicts 

The Challenger’s Expression of Rank-Based Status Conflict 

The extant literature on status conflicts generally construes them as over rank (Bendersky 

& Hays, 2012). The expression of rank-based status conflict can manifest in a variety of ways, 

including asserting one’s own contributions, challenging others’ expertise, competing for 

influence in group discussions, and allocating resources in self-serving ways. For example, in 

Morrill’s (1995: 166) description of executives at an accounting firm, lower-status Jimson 

“repeatedly boasted about his latest engagements and laughingly added that ‘a new era had 

dawned’” in which he would usurp his former mentor in the firm’s hierarchy. And in Bendersky 

and Hays’ (2012: 327-328) descriptions of status conflicts on student teams, they documented 

assertions of superior competence (e.g., “You’ve always got it wrong. I get all this stuff.”) and 

contributions to the group (e.g., “there I was, one of the two people typing it up.”) as students 

jockeyed for position. Especially when there is disagreement about the bases for subjective status 

assessments, such status claims may cause observers of a status challenge to reconsider their 

assessment of the challenger’s value to the group or performance expectations (Bendersky & 
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Hays, 2017). Because it is plausible that expressing a status conflict will result in higher status 

for the challenger and lower status for the defender, rank-based status challenges are generally 

expressed with high oppositional intensity, and develop into highly competitive, disruptive 

negotiations. 

The Defender’s Threat Reaction to Rank-Based Status Challenges 

The defender’s reaction may thwart a status challenger’s ambition to increase their status 

rank. When a challenger initiates oppositionally-intense rank-based status conflicts, the defender 

will exhibit a strong defensive reaction to the possibility of losing status (i.e., status threat; 

Anderson et al., 2015). Physiological research suggests that threat reactions to status challenges 

have deep evolutionary roots.  For instance, Sapolsky (2005) observed that in non-human 

primate groups, baboons who were often challenged by lower status males had higher levels of 

cortisol, a stress hormone. Recent studies show similar results in human hierarchies (Knight & 

Mehta, 2017; Scheepers, Röell, & Ellemers, 2015a). For instance, participants in experimental 

conditions where they had high-status that was being challenged had higher levels of cortisol 

(Knight & Mehta, 2017) and a cardiovascular response pattern indicative of threat (Scheepers et 

al., 2015a) than did high-status in a stable hierarchy.  Behaviorally, people are willing to pay 

more and to put forth more effort to prevent status losses than to achieve status gains (Pettit, 

Yong, & Spataro, 2010), which indicates that status defenders’ threat reactions are functionally 

adaptive, and likely associated with maintaining status over time. 

The more a defender perceives a status challenge as a threat, the more aggressively they 

will react to defend their position and thwart the status challenger (Berdahl, 2007). Threatened 

high-status individuals tend to employ a variety of strategies to defend their positions (Case & 

Maner, 2014; Maner & Mead, 2010; Mead & Maner, 2012; Porath et al., 2008). For example, 
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they may react by demoting and ostracizing talented group members and withholding valuable 

information from the group (Maner & Mead, 2010). Moreover, they may closely monitor 

potential rivals and keep them close to ensure some level of control over a perceived possible 

future threat (Mead & Maner, 2012), and prevent talented members from forming alliances (Case 

& Maner, 2014). Self-interested status defensive actions, which often take place at the cost of the 

group’s collective interests and overall productivity, have only been observed under conditions 

in which the hierarchy was unstable, suggesting that fear of losing status was the underlying 

mechanism for these behaviors (Case & Maner, 2014; Maner & Mead, 2010).  

Additional studies have indicated that status rank claims may incite negative evaluations 

due to the challenger being seen as acting out of place (Rudman, 1998). Anderson and colleagues 

(Anderson, Ames, & Gosling, 2008; Anderson et al., 2006) empirically demonstrated, for 

example, that the act of claiming higher status can be seen as inappropriate, with the challenger 

risking being rejected and disliked by other members of the group. Furthermore, status 

challenges may be seen as violations of behavioral norms that lower status members should defer 

to higher status members (Tiedens, Unzueta, & Young, 2007). Violating group norms by 

challenging someone for status, therefore, can make the defender feel disrespected (Gould, 2003; 

Tiedens, 2001). Miller (2001) reviewed the disrespect literature and concluded that it often 

generates anger (see also Black, 1990; Gould, 2003). Functionalist accounts of affect (Keltner & 

Gross, 1999; Levenson, 1999) suggest that emotional responses, such as angry reactions to 

disrespect, are part of an adaptive defense system that may help maintain one’s position in the 

face of a status threat. For instance, Butt, Choi, and Jaeger (2005) found a positive and 

significant association between anger and dominating behavior, indicating that negotiators with 

higher levels of anger adopted a more competitive stance in the course of the negotiation than did 
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those with lower levels of anger. Thus, a high-status target who feels angry about being 

disrespected likely would be motivated to respond aggressively to defend against the challenge 

(Bettencourt & Miller, 1996; Porath et al., 2008).  

In sum, when faced with a status challenge, we expect the defender to react aggressively 

to try to alleviate the threat. We further predict that several characteristics of challenger-defender 

dyads likely amplify the defender’s threat response when status is conceptualized as rank, further 

reducing the likelihood of challengers’ successful status gains.  

Defender’s position in the hierarchy. First, the threat reaction of the defender will depend 

on their level in the hierarchy, such that the higher they are, the more strongly they will react to 

the status threat. Extant research suggests that high-status individuals vigilantly monitor and 

react most intensely to any threats to their status because they have more status to lose than do 

others (Marr & Thau, 2014; Pettit et al., 2010). Having enjoyed the benefits accrued at the top, 

being in high-status positions intensifies, rather than alleviates, the desire for status (Anderson et 

al., 2015). Moreover, being in a high-status position is a relatively more central or important 

component of high-status individuals’ self-views than it is for low-status individuals (Brockner, 

1988; Marr & Thau, 2014; Sedikides & Strube, 1997). When such a central view of the self is 

challenged or threatened, people experience a self-threat (Baumeister, Smart, & Boden, 1996; 

Campbell & Sedikides, 1999), which triggers an internal state of defensiveness (e.g., Maner et 

al., 2005).  

Although Yu et al.’s (2019) research has demonstrated the effects of the whole hierarchy 

being conceptualized in terms of rank (thereby forming near-linear ladder shapes) or respect 

(thereby forming pyramid shapes with a shared rank among lower-level members), we expect the 

rank conceptualization of status to be more salient than respect in the upper levels of any 
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hierarchy. Even in a pyramid-shaped hierarchy, because there are fewer opportunities to occupy 

the highest-ranking positions, a status challenge to a high-status member is likely construed as a 

threat to the defender’s rank.  Similar to the social comparison and competition dynamics that 

characterize ladder-shaped hierarchies, tournament theory describes status dynamics near the top 

of the hierarchy as particularly competitive (Becker & Huselid, 1992). Status-as-rank is a zero-

sum, win-lose resource, and these kinds of distributive conflicts invoke competitive, escalatory 

tactics (Thompson & Hastie, 1990). Consequently, we predict that the higher status is a defender, 

the more they will perceive status challenges as threatening, and the more aggressively they will 

react to defend their position and thwart the challengers’ status ambitions.  

Status distance. In addition to the defender’s own rank, the defender’s reaction to status 

challenges will depend on the status distance between the challenger and the defender. Status 

distance refers to the level of the perceived difference between individuals with respect to their 

status positions (Blau, 1964; McPherson & Smith-Lovin, 1987; Phillips, Liljenquist, & Neale, 

2009). The less status distance there is between the challenger and the defender, regardless of the 

defender’s rank, the more realistic is the threat that the challenger could unseat or displace the 

defender’s position in the hierarchy (Bothner, Kang, & Stuart, 2007).  Prospective challengers 

who are at a far status distance from the defender are less likely to make explicit status claims 

because they do not think they have a good chance of succeeding (Anderson et al., 2012; 

Ridgeway & Nakagawa, 2017). Even if they did express a status challenge, this action would not 

induce a strong threat reaction and would likely be ignored by the defender. Status challenges 

from a near-ranking challenger, however, likely exacerbate the defender’s defensive threat 

reaction (Connelly, Tihanyi, Crook, & Gangloff, 2014). In support of this claim, research from 

NASCAR races determined that the greater the threat of rank displacement is by close-proximity, 
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lower-ranked challengers, the more drivers take risks that result in crashing their car (Bothner et 

al., 2007). Furthermore, historical experience of equivalent contests increases the likelihood of 

forming intense rivalries between closely-ranked competitors (Kilduff, Elfenbein, & Staw, 

2010).  

Challenger’s positive status momentum. Finally, we expect the defender’s reaction to 

depend on the challenger’s recent dynamic change in status. Specifically, we expect the 

defender’s defensive reaction to be stronger when there has been a recent positive change in the 

challenger’s rank in the hierarchy because it indicates that the challenger is on a positive status 

trajectory (Pettit, Sivanathan, Gladstone, & Marr, 2013), making them more threatening to the 

defender. Research has found that two people with the same objective rank are conferred 

different subjective status depending on whether they have risen or fallen to arrive at that rank 

(Pettit et al., 2013). This is because individuals tend to project an actor’s future rank based on the 

direction of momentum (Iso-Ahola & Mobily, 1980), thus granting higher status to those with 

positive (versus negative) momentum. Relevant to our context, research conducted by Kakkar 

and colleagues (2019) shows that when a defender faced an ascendant competitor, the defender 

projected a better future rank for the competitor, which resulted in an increased threat reaction. 

As such, we expect the defensive reaction of the defender to depend on the trajectory of the 

challenger’s change in rank such that a recent gain in rank will pose more of a threat to the 

defender’s rank, thereby increasing their defensive reactions.  

Collective Consequences of Rank-Based Status Conflicts 

Rank-based status conflicts are disruptive to the group’s collective performance because 

they undermine the functions of hierarchy. Functionalist accounts of hierarchy suggest that an 

effective hierarchy enhances performance by acting as an incentive system by rewarding 
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members who behave selflessly and contribute to the group’s success with status (Anderson & 

Brown, 2010; Halevy et al., 2011). Yet the single-issue structure of rank-based status conflict 

(which makes it a distributive status negotiation; Walton & McKersie, 1991) inevitably results in 

a winner and a loser, both of whom will likely withdraw their effort for collective goal 

attainment, thereby undermining the functional advantages of the hierarchy.  

In rank-based status conflicts, the loser of the negotiation (either the challenger who fails 

to attain higher status or the defender whose position is usurped) is likely to comply less with the 

requests of high-status member(s) and reduce their commitment to group goals. When the status 

challenge is thwarted by the defender, the challenger is likely to be disengaged because they 

have failed to be recognized with the status that they think they deserved, which motivated their 

challenge in the first place. The failure in their effort to increase status would reinforce their 

dissatisfaction and result in feelings of disrespect that would encourage disengagement and 

retaliation by withdrawal (Miller, 2001, p. 543). In the case of a challenger successfully usurping 

the defender’s status position, losing a distributive status negotiation will result in the denial of 

the defender’s central identity as a high-status individual (Marr & Thau, 2014). Thus, to restore 

their central identity, the defender will challenge back, which will distract the defender from 

contributing to collective goals (Bendersky & Shah, 2012). Task disengagement by the status 

loser will thus harm group performance. 

Ironically, the status winner may also reduce their contribution to the group, thereby also 

harming group performance. Having successfully defended their status position makes rank 

highly salient and makes the hierarchy seem unstable. The salience of their rank perceptions will 

make them focus on monitoring the status hierarchy, instead of collective goals (Yu et al., 2019).  

People in high rank positions in unstable hierarchies experience stress-based, threat reactions that 
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also increase their status vigilance (Knight & Mehta, 2017; Mead & Maner, 2012; Scheepers et 

al., 2015a). The vigilant monitoring of one another’s rank in the hierarchy, as well as the effort to 

maintain one’s own rank, uses up resources (e.g., time, energy) that should otherwise be used in 

collective goal attainment (Bendersky & Shah, 2012; Yu et al., 2019). Thus, regardless of who 

wins or loses, construing status conflicts as over rank positions results in disengagement by the 

contestants, which harms group performance. 

In sum, when the challenger desires higher rank, the zero-sum nature of the resource 

being negotiated will result in competitive behaviors (Berger, Ridgeway, Fisek, & Norman, 

1998; Gould, 2003; Homans, 1961), which, in turn, harm collective performance (Greer, 2012; 

Mannix & Sauer, 2006). 

Respect-Based Status Conflicts  

The Challenger’s Expression of Respect-Based Status Conflict 

When the challenger tries to claim higher status in terms of respect, they are seeking to 

enhance their social worth through inclusion and belonging in the group (Blader & Yu, 2017). 

Because the status negotiation is over an integrative resource (respect) that can be shared, rather 

than a distributive resource (rank) that is zero-sum, the challenge is expressed with lower 

oppositional intensity because it is less subversive to the defender’s interests than a rank-based 

status challenge. One party’s increase in respect does not have to come at the expense of the 

other party’s respect (Anderson et al., 2012). Instead, mutual respect may increase the overall 

“pie” of respect that can be divided between the parties, which can fulfill both the challenger’s 

goal to gain higher status by receiving the respect they think they deserve as well as the 

defender’s goal to maintain their high-status rank. This may produce less competitive – even 

potentially cooperative – status negotiations between the challenger and the defender (de Dreu, 
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2003; Weingart, Hyder, & Prietula, 1996; Weingart et al., 1990).  

In addition to expressing the challenge with lower oppositional intensity, a challenger can 

try to garner higher respect by communicating respect to the defender, as illustrated by the 

anecdote about Daryl Davis that we shared in the introduction. Doing so may reduce the 

defender’s threat reaction by affirming the defender’s identity within the group independent of 

their position, which can increase the success of the challenger’s status claim. A rudimentary 

form of respect-based status conflict based on this principle was introduced by Bendersky (2014) 

as status affirmation, a tactic to reduce defensiveness and resistance to compromise in political 

conflicts. In her work, status affirmation, operationalized by affirming an opponent’s status, 

induced conciliatory attitudes, and a willingness to sacrifice one’s own outcomes in favor of an 

opponents’ by decreasing their adversarial perceptions. The theoretical argument made in this 

work is rooted in self-affirmation theory, which states that the motivation to protect the integrity 

of the self makes people resistant to threatening information (Steele, 1988) and that affirming the 

value of the self in an alternative domain reduces defensiveness towards threatening events or 

information (Cohen & Sherman, 2014; Sherman, 2013). In this sense, Bendersky’s (2014) work 

on status affirmation demonstrated that status is an important social dimension in which 

affirmation from a counterpart in an ideological conflict can buffer the integrity of one’s own 

identity. Because status is a social value conferred by others, such affirmation was effective in 

curbing the defensive reaction only when the source of affirmation came from the counterpart.  

Although the initial work on status affirmation provided some evidence of a reduction in 

the defensiveness of the counterpart in the context of political conflict, the same process may not 

work in the context of status conflicts because the affirmation is aimed at the substantive domain 

of the conflict. Unlike political conflict, in which the threat to one’s belief system can be reduced 
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by the enhanced value conferred by an actor in a different dimension, status conflict is in the 

same domain as the target of the affirmation. According to self-affirmation theory, this same-

domain affirmation may increase, rather than decrease, bias, closed-mindedness, and inflexibility 

(Blanton, Cooper, Slkurnik, & Aronson, 1997). It can increase resistance to change by 

highlighting a person’s commitment to the issue and the identity at stake (Sherman, 2013; 

Sherman & Cohen, 2006). In this sense, self-affirmation theory would suggest that affirming the 

status defender with higher status can adversely impact the status challenger because it highlights 

the defender’s need for status, making them more resistant to negotiating their status. Thus, 

although the initial work on the status affirmation construct indicated that it could alter the 

reactions of a counterpart, a more refined conceptualization is needed as to what it means to 

“affirm the defender’s status” in the context of status conflict.  

We extend beyond this nascent idea of status affirmation by building on recent reviews 

that have distinguished two types of conveyed respect. Unconditional respect (a.k.a. generalized 

respect or recognition respect) is the sense that everyone in the group is valued, whereas 

conditional respect (a.k.a. particularized respect or appraisal respect) is the sense that the group 

values individuals for their particular attributes, behaviors, and achievements (Grover, 2014; 

Rogers & Ashforth, 2017). Because unconditional respect is the value accorded to everyone in 

the group simply as a function of their being part of the group, regardless of their hierarchical 

position, a respect-based status conflict that communicates unconditional respect towards the 

defender during a status challenge should diffuse the defender’s threat reaction. 

Defender’s Reaction to Respect-Based Status Challenges 

We propose that respect-based status challenges induce less defensive reactions that limit 

challengers’ status gains than do rank-based status challenges for two reasons. First, expressing 
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opposition with lower intensity induces less negative emotional reactions from the defender and 

increases their willingness to find mutually satisfactory solutions (Weingart et al., 2015). 

Because the status negotiation is about integrative respect rather than about zero-sum rank, the 

challenger may not need to displace the defender’s rank position in order to succeed in gaining 

status for themselves. Thus, the defender should perceive less risk of rank displacement, thereby 

diffusing the defender’s perceived status threat. Integrative, mutually-satisfying outcomes where 

the challenger gains status without the defender losing status can be plausibly negotiated (de 

Dreu, 2003; Weingart et al., 1996; Weingart et al., 1990).  

Second, we predict that communicating unconditional respect will reduce the defender’s 

experience of threat by shoring up the defender’s identification with the group as a buffer against 

the threat of status loss. When affirmed in this way, people are less defensive in response to 

threatening information (Sherman & Cohen, 2002) and are more receptive to conflicting points 

of view (Bendersky, 2014). Based on self-affirmation theory (Sherman & Cohen, 2006; Steele, 

1988), we posit that by affirming the defender’s respect in the group regardless of their status 

position, respect-based status challenges can be used as an affirmational resource that helps the 

defender maintain their sense that, on the whole, they are a good and worthy person (Steele, 

Spencer, & Lynch, 1993), which helps restore their sense of self-integrity that is threatened by 

the challenge. The key to this process is that unconditional respect is construed as sufficiently 

different from the challenged status. Huo and colleagues (2008; 2010) identified that the core 

motives of striving for status and need to belong are differentially associated with conditional 

and unconditional respect feedback, respectively. They suggest that conditional respect reflects 

the reputational self, which is the part of one’s identity that is linked to attributes that are valued 

by the group (Tyler & Smith, 1999). As such, conditional respect communicates how worthy one 
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is as a group member, and so is closely associated with status. In contrast, unconditional respect 

satisfies the need for social inclusion (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and the drive to feel positive 

about one’s self through group memberships (Tyler & Blader, 2002) because it conveys how 

much one is liked by others in the group. Importantly, because research has determined that 

respect affects the need for status and need for inclusion through separate and distinguishable 

pathways (Blader & Yu, 2017; Huo et al., 2010; Simon & Stürmer, 2005; Spears, Ellemers, & 

Doosje, 2005), respect-based status challenges can compensate for the defender’s possible loss of 

instrumental social worth (i.e., status) by communicating social worth based on shared identity 

(i.e., unconditional respect). We do not expect communicating conditional respect to have the 

same effect in status conflicts. When a challenger communicates their respect for a defender’s 

particular attributes, behaviors, and achievements, the defender may interpret these as the bases 

of their status. By affirming the same-domain information, the challenger may inadvertently 

increase the salience of the defender’s need for status (Sherman & Cohen, 2006), entrenching 

their defensiveness (Marr & Thau, 2014).  

Furthermore, unconditional respect cannot be lost, so long as one is a part of the group 

(Lalljee, Laham, & Tam, 2007; Rogers & Ashforth, 2017). Thus, we expect that respect-based 

status challenges will increase the defender’s group identification and foster social bonds through 

sharing a valued social identity with other group members (Cooper & Thatcher, 2010; Mael & 

Ashforth, 2001) including the status challenger. This will reduce the self-interest associated with 

status maintenance, one of the central causes of their defensive reactions. In addition, 

communicating that the defender will be respected no matter where they are in the hierarchy 

strategically shifts the defender’s attention from rank to collective goal attainment. The 

challenger can reframe the status negotiation as a process in which the challenger and the 
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defender face a common problem that requires cooperation. The salience of the collective 

identity allows the affirmed target to focus more on activities related to collective goal 

attainment and less on stratification within the group. This will allow the defender to feel less 

threatened by the challenger, and the challenger can benefit from redirecting negotiations from 

competition to cooperation (Olekalns & Smith, 2003; Olekalns & Weingart, 2008).  

In sum, respect-based status conflict reframes the target of status negotiation from rank to 

respect and enhances the defender’s group identification to alleviate the defender’s sense of 

threat. We predict that these mechanisms also will neutralize the defensive pressure of the 

structural constraints that we identified earlier: higher defender rank, smaller status distance, and 

positive challenger status momentum. 

Defender’s position in the hierarchy. For high-status defenders, the threat reaction is 

intense because being a high-status member is a big part of how they define themselves. With 

respect-based status conflict, however, the defender’s identification with the group will increase, 

and the group, rather than their position within it, will become a more central aspect of how they 

think and feel about themselves (Blader & Yu, 2017). This effectively neutralizes the intensified 

identity threat experienced by status conflict as the defender has a higher status in the group. 

Brewer (1991) argued that changing the definition of self also shifts the meaning of self-serving 

motivations. When the group-based self becomes salient, collective welfare becomes the goal for 

the self (Brewer & Gardner, 1996). For instance, research on social dilemmas has demonstrated 

that the salience of the collective-self restricts individuals from acting through self-interest in 

order to preserve a collective goal (Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Brewer & Kramer, 1986; Caporael, 

Dawes, Orbell, & van de Kragt, 1989). Thus, respect-based status challenges may reduce the 

salience of the defender’s high-status position as their central source of self-identity by offsetting 
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it with the emphasis on group identity. The affirmed defender, as a result, will be motivated to 

make group-serving decisions and engage in behaviors that suppress the self-interest associated 

with status maintenance, allowing non-competitive (i.e., cooperative) interactions with the 

challenger.  

Status distance and challenger’s status momentum. By reframing status conflicts as over 

integrative respect rather than distributive rank, and by making the collective self more salient, 

respect-based status conflicts likely mitigate the increased threat perceived from closer-ranked 

challengers and from those with positive status momentum in similar ways. The enhanced threat 

perceived by a status challenge from a closer-distance or an ascendant challenger may be 

reinterpreted as a legitimate assertion of valuable group contribution by a respectable teammate. 

That is, a close-ranked or ascendant challenger’s claim that they could contribute valuably to the 

group if they were able to collaborate with the mutually-respected higher status rank defender 

may be considered more plausible than would a similar claim from a further-distanced or a non-

ascendant challenger, whose attributes are less valuable to the group.  

The defender’s collective self thus allows them to re-evaluate the challenger as a 

potential partner in achieving the defender’s group-oriented goals. For people with a salient 

collective identity, comparing oneself to a close other is not a source of threat but instead is an 

opportunity to bask in the glory of the person (Gardner, Gabriel, & Hochschild, 2002). Gardner 

et al. (2002) have shown that individuals who were primed to think of themselves in 

interdependent ways responded more positively when outperformed by close others compared to 

individuals who were primed to think of themselves in independent ways. Similarly, when 

people thought of themselves collectively or interpersonally (compared to independently), people 

experienced less positive affect after exposure to a downward comparison target and less 
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negative affect after exposure to an upward comparison target (White, Lehman, & Cohen, 2006). 

Thus, a less threatened defender may view the close-ranked or ascendant challenger more as a 

peer and potential partner because the challenger explicates their value through the act of making 

a status claim.  

Collective Consequences of Respect-Based Status Conflict 

Respect-based status conflict may benefit the group by motivating both the challenger 

and the defender to contribute more to the group. For the challenger, their increased status as 

mutual respect between themselves and the defender may validate the belief that a greater 

contribution to the group is rewarded with greater status, thus incentivizing the challenger to 

contribute more to the group (Anderson & Brown, 2010; Halevy et al., 2011). For the defender, 

their salient group identity motivates them to behave selflessly and contribute to the group’s 

success (Flynn et al., 2006; Hardy & van Vugt, 2006; Willer, 2009). This may produce a more 

collaborative dynamic between the dyad that can serve to enhance the functional quality of the 

group’s hierarchy by aligning status with members’ value to the group (Bendersky & Hays, 

2017). The dyad, in this case, benefits group performance by enhancing the collective success 

and enlarging the pie of resources that are divided among members.  

Although respect-based status conflict mitigates the problem of both parties’ 

disengagement following the conflict, it may inadvertently introduce a dysfunctional 

coordination problem for the rest of the group. Research on functional hierarchies suggests that 

hierarchical differentiation facilitates a clear division of labor by specifying who does what and 

when, which supports efficient coordination among the group (Anderson & Brown, 2010; 

Halevy et al., 2011). However, because the reduced status differentiation that arises from 

respect-based status conflict puts both the challenger and the defender in a similar rank position 
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in the hierarchy, their roles and responsibilities are likely to overlap and will be difficult to sort 

out. Specifically, increased status and closer status distance may prompt the challenger to engage 

in activities that were previously part of the defender’s role. Role ambiguity at any level in the 

hierarchy undermines the benefits of cascading influence relationships (Bunderson, van der 

Vegt, Cantimur, & Rink, 2016), with influence sometimes flowing from the challenger to the 

defender and, at other times, flowing from the defender to the challenger. Although this is 

problematic at any level of the hierarchy, its impact on collective consequences is likely to be 

intensified for dyads in higher positions of the hierarchy (e.g., Ashford & Tsui, 1991). At the top 

of the hierarchy, role ambiguity creates uncertainty about who is in charge, so other members 

may be confused about whose directions to follow (Bunderson et al., 2016; Gardner, 2010; 

Wilke & Meertens, 1994). Too many high-status individuals at the top of the hierarchy may 

exacerbate coordination problems (Groysberg et al., 2011; Swaab, Schaerer, Anicich, Ronay, & 

Galinsky, 2014). For example, Anicich et al. (2017) demonstrated that co-led teams performed 

worse than solo-led teams in mountaineering expeditions and high-end fashion design.  

We posit that this risk can be reduced if the process of respect-based status conflict and 

the resultant reduction in status distance includes articulating the defender’s and the challenger’s 

distinct and complementary contributions to the group. Classical research on role theory suggests 

that roles are sets of behavioral expectations that are mutually negotiated through the sending 

and receiving of signals about expectations (Cashman, Dansereau Jr, Graen, & Haga, 1976; Katz 

& Kahn, 1978). The process of communicating and negotiating roles can allow accurate 

expectations of each person’s roles, responsibilities, and expertise to develop (Mohammed & 

Dumville, 2001). More recently, Greer and colleagues (2014; 2011) reasoned that when 

members contribute fundamentally differently to a team, they cannot directly compare their 
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relative contributions to others’. Communication about the fundamentally different role 

contributions in a group not only provides information about the legitimacy of a challenger’s 

status claim but also allows the dyad to navigate the shared role space to adjust their roles 

appropriately. Such an iterative process will clarify each member’s unique contribution while 

providing a way to deal with role overlap. For instance, in the education sector, Dass (1995) and 

Gronn and Hamilton (2004) determined that dual leaders (i.e., co-principalship) experience 

considerable role overlap but manage this effectively through continual interaction. Similarly, 

Stewart’s (1991) observation of pairs of general managers and chairs in the UK National Health 

Service, suggested that mutual communication and the negotiation of expectations were the keys 

to coordinating overlapping roles. Thus, the collective impact of a respect-based status conflict 

that results in closer status distance between the challenger and the defender could be less 

disruptive to the team if they articulate clearly-defined, distinct, and complementarily beneficial 

roles to the rest of the team. 

General Discussion 

Despite the prevalence of status challenges and conflicts, previous research has suggested 

that claiming higher status is often ineffective and disruptive. Studies have indicated that such 

challenges may not only invite a defensive reaction from the defender, but also may incite 

negative evaluations from others for acting out of place (Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Rudman, 

1998). The prevalence of status conflicts, therefore, seems somewhat irrational, and the extant 

status dynamics literature does not explain why they are so common (Bendersky & Pai, 2018).  

We have argued that this is because status conflicts have been defined too narrowly as 

efforts to increase rank. Here, we have distinguished between status conflicts that are framed as 

over rank versus as over respect. Not only have we identified the psychological motives for both 
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status challengers and defenders who are engaged in status conflicts, but also we have identified 

structural features that enhance defenders’ threat reactions and challengers’ behaviors that reduce 

them. In so doing, we have fleshed out a much more comprehensive social-psychological 

framework for understanding the occurrence of status conflicts and predicting when status 

challenges are likely to be more or less successful. 

By developing the nascent construct of status affirmation, we proposed that when a status 

challenger communicates unconditional respect to the defender, it neutralizes defenders’ threat 

responses. This addresses recent calls to bring status and respect research together to better 

understand the dynamics of social worth (Blader & Yu, 2017). We build on Huo and colleagues’ 

(2008; 2010) recognition that conditional respect depends on one’s value to the group, and so is 

related to status, whereas unconditional respect is based on group membership, and so is related 

to social bonds and belongingness. Conveying unconditional respect during status challenges, 

therefore, should affirm a defender’s identity in a non-threatened, important social domain, 

thereby buffering them from the threat of the status conflict and reducing their competitive 

reactions (Sherman & Cohen, 2002). Our focus on a respect-based approach to status conflict 

focuses greater attention on the linkages between status and social identity, belongingness needs, 

and relational concerns, all of which contribute to the conception of one’s own social worth in a 

group (Blader & Yu, 2017). Furthermore, by integrating role theory, we are able to articulate 

cross-level predictions about when successful status challenges may be more or less disruptive to 

the group’s coordination and performance. This is a substantial reconceptualization of the status 

conflict construct that has clear, practical applications for improving challengers’ outcomes and 

reducing the collective disruption that is generally associated with status challenges (Bendersky 

& Hays, 2012; Kilduff, Willer, et al., 2016).  



 

29 
 

Implications for theory 

By jointly exploring the actions and reactions of status negotiators as well as the 

structural constraints on their behaviors, we extend research on status conflict. Extant research 

on individuals’ agentic claims for higher status may have overestimated their effects because it 

does not take into account the reactions of the affected others. In order to increase their status, 

for instance, challengers engage in ways that convey high task competence, including dominant 

behaviors or expressions of anger (Anderson et al., 2012; Anderson & Kilduff, 2009b; Tiedens, 

2001). However, their efforts can incite defenders’ threat reaction, and the challengers’ effort 

may not garner increased status as intended. We furthermore provide a more nuanced 

understanding of how structural constraints affect the effectiveness of status claims. The 

previous example of projecting the image of competence through dominance or anger can be less 

effective when the defenders are positioned near the top of the hierarchy compared to the bottom 

of the hierarchy, when the challenger is closer in status distance to the defender, and when the 

challenger has positive status momentum. Thus, to accurately understand the effectiveness of 

agentic efforts to move up a social hierarchy, we argue that they should be considered in the 

context of where they occur.  

Furthermore, despite the prevalence of status disagreements, contests, and conflicts 

(Bendersky & Hays, 2012; Groysberg et al., 2011; Kilduff, Willer, et al., 2016; Owens & Sutton, 

2001), little is known about how to manage such conflicts, and we are the first to introduce an 

intervention that impacts both the processes and outcomes of status conflict. Status conflicts hurt 

teams through the conflicts’ rapid escalation (Pai & Bendersky, 2019). Observing a status 

conflict between the challenger and the defender may increase the perceived mutability of the 

hierarchy to other team members, thereby increasing their motivation to engage in status 
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conflicts themselves (Hays & Bendersky, 2015). Claiming more respect, rather than higher rank, 

can effectively reduce the dissemination of status seeking motivations. Because respect-based 

status conflict produces a more collaborative dynamic between the dyad members, their 

negotiation over status would not signal hierarchy mutability. Notably, if the dyad redefines their 

roles to illustrate their unique and complementary contributions to the team, they may negotiate 

satisfactory status positions while stabilizing the group by clarifying their roles (Bendersky & 

Hays, 2017).  

In addition, respect-based status challenges may be less offensive to other observing 

members. Studies have indicated that status claims may incite negative evaluation from others 

for acting out of place (Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Rudman, 1998). Because the challenger’s 

status claim is counter to what is expected of a lower-ranked member, the challenger’s claims 

can be perceived as illegitimately demanding social privileges (Anderson et al., 2008; Anderson 

et al., 2006). However, consistent with previous research that low-status challengers are 

conferred higher status from others only if they are perceived to have a group-oriented 

motivation (Ridgeway, 1982), a respect-based status claim may convey the challenger’s group 

orientation thereby legitimating their claim. Thus, respect-based status conflicts give the 

challenger an opportunity to be reevaluated for their contribution, without necessarily raising the 

alarm of illegitimacy. 

Finally, we identify the potential collective consequences for the team of dyadic status 

conflicts that are over rank or over respect. Depending on how the symbolic resource of status is 

construed, a status negotiation can be seen as either distributive or integrative, which has 

different implications for the process. Although respect-based status conflict effectively reduces 

the risk of disengagement following distributive negotiations over status rank, it inadvertently 



 

31 
 

introduces the risk of miscoordination among members. Status conflict between dyads at the top 

of the hierarchy is related to co-leadership structures. Substantial research has suggested that a 

co-leadership structure is likely to be dysfunctional because equally-influential leaders may fail 

to coordinate (Anicich et al., 2017; de Kwaadsteniet & van Dijk, 2010; Ronay, Greenaway, 

Anicich, & Galinsky, 2012; Swaab et al., 2014; van Vugt & Kurzban, 2007). However, classical 

research on plural forms of leadership has illustrated that the successful coordination of two 

individuals who share the same formal role can be achieved when their roles are differentiated 

but complementary (see Denis, Langley, & Sergi, 2012 for a review). For example, Hodgson et 

al. (1965) described the functioning of multiple leaders at the top of the hierarchy in a psychiatric 

hospital as a “constellation,” a situation in which multiple leaders coordinate for a successful 

division of roles. They found that the effectiveness of a leadership constellation depends on the 

degree of complementarity, which implies both covering all the activities that are required of the 

leaders as well as the existence of mechanisms that allow different actors to play their respective 

roles in a concerted manner (Denis, Lamothe, & Langley, 2001; Denis et al., 2012; Hodgson et 

al., 1965). In this sense, respect-based status conflicts that negotiate clearly-defined, distinct, and 

complementarily beneficial roles provide an example of functional co-leadership as a 

coordinated mechanism.  

Limitation and Future Research  

 Although the model of status conflict is generalizable in principle, there are a few 

boundary conditions through which the strength of the model is attenuated. First, the proposed 

model will be less applicable to a hierarchy in which the positions are formally assigned. When 

positions are formally assigned, a challenger’s claim for higher status might be viewed as being 

illegitimate because it could destabilize the hierarchy (de Hoogh, Greer, & den Hartog, 2015). 
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Thus, compared to an informal hierarchy that is perceived as being relatively mutable (Hays & 

Bendersky, 2015), status conflict is less likely to occur in the first place. Even if status conflict 

takes place, shifting the focus of the negotiation from rank to respect would be difficult because 

formal titles are intertwined with the rank. 

 The explanatory power of the model also will be attenuated in groups where the members 

are constantly changing. Research on the entry of high-status individuals has documented the 

differential impact for members of the existing hierarchy (Prato & Ferraro, 2018). Specifically, 

high-status individuals are more likely to perceive the newcomer as a threat to their status 

(Scheepers & Ellemers, 2005) and respond more proactively to the threat (Smith, Menon, & 

Thompson, 2012). Because the effectiveness of the model hinges on reducing the threat 

perceived by the defender, vigilant status monitoring by the defender may hinder the 

effectiveness of the challenger’s effort to reduce the threat. 

 Third, although we have focused on respect-based status conflicts producing mutual 

respect or equivalent status for the challenger and defender, it is also possible that they may 

result in closer status distance between the challenger and the defender. So long as the challenger 

does not usurp the defender’s status rank, this outcome would also be less threatening to the 

defender. It is possible, however, that reduced distance between status ranks could occur in a 

rank-based status conflict as well as in a respect-based status conflict. Future research would 

need to disentangle the threat mitigation attributable to an outcome that does not usurp the 

defender’s rank position from the psychological effects of status being construed as respect 

instead of rank. 

Lastly, the proposed model needs to be understood within the greater context of the team. 

To truly experience unconditional respect, a sense that all are valued regardless of their position 
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in the hierarchy, one must look at how everyone in the team is treated, because it provides 

information about how they will likely be treated (Ramarajan, Barsade, & Burack, 2006; Rogers 

& Ashforth, 2017; Tyler & Blader, 2002). Thus, while we focus on the challenger and the 

defender who directly interacts with each other, the challenger must also be mindful of their 

interaction with other members. Any perceived discrepancy of the challenger’s behavior towards 

different team members may make the undermine the perceived sincerity of the challenger’s 

unconditional respect for the defender. Future research should identify the conditions under 

which respect-based status conflict helps or hurts a challenger’s effort to obtain a higher status. 

Conclusion 

People strive for higher status and thus may choose to challenge their way up a group’s 

social hierarchy; however, such action may invite negative reactions. Status challengers who 

seek greater respect rather than higher rank can communicate unconditional respect to status 

defenders while making their claims to reduce defenders’ threat reactions. Respect-based status 

conflicts may produce an integrative solution by fulfilling one’s need for higher status as well as 

expanding the pie of respect.  
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CHAPTER 3 

RESPECT AFFIRMATION: FROM RANK-BASED STATUS CONFLICT TO RESPECT-

BASED STATUS CONFLICT 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

Building on recent theorizing on two types of status conflicts (i.e., rank-based status conflict and 

respect-based status conflict; Pai & Bendersky, 2020), the current paper examines the dynamic 

interplay between the challenger and the defender in shaping status negotiations. Specifically, I 

hypothesize that the challenger’s status challenge invokes defensive reactions from the defender 

by bolstering their zero-sum beliefs and that the strategy of respect affirmation mitigates such 

defensive reactions and shifts rank-based status conflict into respect-based status conflict. 

Ultimately, status challenges that are accompanied by respect affirmation should buffer the 

challenger against the backlash of engaging in status challenge. Using a field study and an 

experiment, I confirm the hypothesized relationship between the dyads of challenger and 

defender, which provides a more nuanced understanding of dyadic status negotiations. 
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Status is universally considered to be a highly valued social commodity. Those higher in 

status receive myriad rewards, including positive social attention, enhanced influence over joint 

decisions, and better access to scarce resources (Fiske, 2010). Although empirical studies have 

generally found that team members substantially agree about status perceptions (Anderson et al., 

2006), there is rarely a perfect consensus on where group members fall in the hierarchy (Kilduff, 

Willer, et al., 2016). As a result, status disagreements, contests, and conflicts are a common 

feature of groups and organizational life (Kilduff, Willer, et al., 2016). Individuals may be 

motivated to claim higher status by challenging those who are in relatively higher status 

positions to move up the status ladder (Bendersky & Hays, 2012). The challenged higher status 

individual, the defender, is likely threatened by the challenge, and so is motivated to defend their 

status position (Pettit & Lount, 2010). This binds the status challenger and the status defender 

together in a process in which the two parties must negotiate over where they stand, relatively, in 

the status hierarchy (Owens & Sutton, 2001).  

Just as with other forms of negotiation, in which the negotiating parties bargain to anchor 

opponents and signal determination or resolve (Barry & Friedman, 1998), status negotiation 

involves a “series of moves made by members in an attempt to manipulate the status structure of 

the group” (Owens & Sutton, 2001, p. 304). That is, the status order can be the target of 

negotiation as the challenger makes moves, and the defender makes countermoves. In the context 

of status negotiation, the challenger may make the move of claiming higher status, followed by 

the defender’s countermove of defending their status (Cho et al., 2011; Kim, Pettit, & Reitman, 

2019). Previous studies have demonstrated the existence of status negotiation (Bendersky & 

Hays, 2012; Kilduff, Galinsky, Gallo, & Reade, 2016), but a systematic understanding of the 

processes and consequences of status negotiation is lacking.  
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Pai and Bendersky (2020) have suggested that status conflicts can be construed either as 

negotiations over rank or as negotiations over respect. Specifically, they posited the extant 

conceptualization of status conflict is narrowly defined as a negotiation over rank, which leaves 

little room for status conflicts to be resolved constructively. However, because status can also be 

construed as about socially-conferred respect (Anderson et al., 2012), they introduced respect-

based status conflict, in which the challenger tries to claim higher status in terms of respect. 

When the status challenge is framed in terms of respect, they posit that it reduces the defender’s 

threat reactions, so the status challenges are potentially more successful, and the status conflicts 

less disruptive for the group. However, no empirical paper has explicitly examined if respect-

based status conflict is indeed helpful for the challenger’s desire to attain higher status.   

In this paper, I empirically examine the processes and consequences of two forms of 

status conflict in status negotiations to answer the question of how people can attain higher status 

by managing the processes of competition, reaction, and counterreaction in a status negotiation. 

To do so, I first review the extant literature on rank-based status conflict and identify the 

psychological reason that prevents status conflict from yielding a positive outcome for the 

challenger. Then, I explore the tactic of respect affirmation as a method to shift rank-based status 

conflict to respect-based status conflict and demonstrate the psychological mechanisms by which 

reframing the negotiation and affirming the defender’s identity mitigates the competitiveness of 

rank-based status conflict. Specifically, this work extends the literature on status dynamics (see 

Bendersky & Pai, 2018 for a review) by exploring the interplay between the challenger and the 

defender in status negotiators. It builds on a limited body of research that has explored status 

negotiation as a dynamic interplay between an actor whose moves for status attainment are 

considered in tandem with the countermoves from the defender for status maintenance (see Kim 
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et al., 2019 for an exception). Herein, I explore how the interaction shapes the status negotiation, 

causing it to become either distributive or integrative. Also, despite the prevalence of status 

disagreements, contests, and conflicts (Bendersky & Hays, 2012; Groysberg et al., 2011; Kilduff, 

Willer, et al., 2016; Owens & Sutton, 2001), little is known about interventions that can buffer 

against their negative consequences. Here, I demonstrate the strategy of respect affirmation as a 

guide to effectively claiming higher status. Figure 1 represents the overall model.  

Status Negotiation 

Although studies generally find high levels of agreement among status perceptions 

(Anderson et al., 2006; Berger et al., 1980), there is rarely perfect consensus on where people 

actually fall in the hierarchy (Kilduff, Willer, et al., 2016; Zaccaro et al., 1991). In fact, status 

disagreements, contests, and conflicts are a common feature or groups and organizational life 

(Bendersky & Hays, 2012; Groysberg et al., 2011; Kilduff, Willer, et al., 2016). Given the many 

benefits of high status, each actor wants to be defined in ways that ascribe them the highest 

status. Thus, a status order is continuously (re)negotiated through interactions, as each actor 

claims, reacts to, and counteracts to mutually construct their value and their place in the 

hierarchy (Goffman, 1956; Owens & Sutton, 2001; Strauss et al., 1963; Sutton & Hargadon, 

1996).  

The subjective nature of status judgments makes status hierarchies relatively mutable and 

may motivate individuals to disagree on their position in the hierarchy (Anderson et al., 2012; 

Anderson & Kilduff, 2009a, 2009b; Bendersky & Shah, 2012; Bunderson et al., 2011), in the 

belief that they deserve higher status. In fact, researchers have found that status conflicts stem 

from disagreements about one’s relative ranking within the group (Bendersky & Hays, 2012). 

Additionally, changing perceptions of a given member’s value to the team has also impacted 
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how much status was allocated to them (Bendersky & Shah, 2013). Thus, people are motivated 

to achieve a higher status within their group by engaging in status conflicts and making status 

claims (Bendersky & Hays, 2012; Kilduff, Willer, et al., 2016).  

Because the mutable nature of status hierarchy motivates individuals to prioritize their 

individual advancement within the group’s hierarchy over the collective interests of the group 

(Huberman, Loch, & Onculer, 2004; Loch, Huberman, & Stout, 2000), members will often find 

themselves engaging in status negotiations, a process in which two parties (a status challenger 

and a challenged defender) make moves and countermoves to reach an agreement on where they 

stand in the status hierarchy. Although status is reliant on the judgments and evaluations of 

others, status negotiation involves interpersonal negotiation of status as a symbolic resource. 

That is, the status order can be the target of negotiation as the challenger makes moves, and the 

defender makes countermoves.  

In the context of status negotiation, the challenger may make the moves by claiming 

higher status, followed by the defender’s countermoves to defend their status (Cho et al., 2011; 

Kim, Pettit, & Reitman, 2017). To accurately evaluate how effective it is for the challenger to 

make status claims, we need to examine the actions and reactions of status negotiators 

simultaneously; otherwise, it is plausible that the effectiveness of the challenger’s effort may be 

overestimated because it does not take into account the reactions of the affected others. 

Consistent with the conflict expression theory (Weingart et al., 2015), the challenger’s 

expressions of opposition will affect how the receiver (i.e., the defender) interprets and responds 

to them. Thus, the effectiveness of status challenge in status negotiation depends both on how the 

challenger expresses opposition and how the defender perceives such opposition and experiences 

emotions. In the next section, I first explore the defender’s reaction when the challenge is 
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expressed alone, which I later compare with when the challenge is expressed simultaneously 

with the strategy of respect affirmation.  

Defender’s Reaction to Rank-based Status Conflict 

The challenger’s status claims and challenging behaviors can manifest in a variety of 

ways, including asserting one’s own contributions, challenging others’ expertise, competing for 

influence in group discussions, and allocating resources in self-serving ways. For example, in 

Bendersky and Hays’ (2012) descriptions of status conflicts on student teams, they documented 

assertions of superior competence (e.g., “You’ve always got it wrong. I get all this stuff.”) and 

contributions to the group (e.g., “[m]e and L were sitting there Saturday afternoon…and there I 

was, one of the two people typing it up.”) as students jockeyed for status.  

When a challenger claims higher status, the defender will exhibit a strong emotional 

reaction to the possibility of losing status (i.e., status threat; Anderson et al., 2015). The threat-

rigidity response model suggests that people respond to such threats in order to reduce perceived 

uncertainty in the environment (Staw, Sandelands, & Dutton, 1981). Specifically, to cope with 

the threat, people rely on a variety of automatically activated defense mechanisms to shield 

themselves from negative experiences and unpleasant feelings and to ultimately protect self-

esteem (Allport, 1954). This is in line with appraisal theories of emotion, which suggest that 

emotions prime specific appraisals of a situation and facilitate action readiness (Frijda, 1986; 

Lazarus, 1991). Thus, the defender who is anxious about losing their status will be more likely to 

engage in actions that reduce immediate threat (e.g., aggress the challenger response; see Porath 

et al. 2008 for example).  

Physiological research suggests that threat reactions to status challenges have deep 

evolutionary roots.  For instance, Sapolsky (2005) observed that in non-human primate groups, 
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baboons who were often challenged by lower-status males had higher levels of cortisol, a stress 

hormone. Recent studies show similar results in human hierarchies (Knight & Mehta, 2017; 

Scheepers, Röell, & Ellemers, 2015b). For instance, participants in a high status experimental 

condition had higher levels of cortisol (Knight & Mehta, 2017) and a cardiovascular response 

pattern indicative of threat (Scheepers et al., 2015b) when their status was being challenged. 

Another cause for defenders to perceive status challenges as threatening is because people place 

more weight on the prospect of losing status than they value equivalent possible gains in status. 

That is, they are willing to pay more and to put forth more effort to prevent status losses than to 

achieve status gains (Pettit et al., 2010). These studies indicate that status defenders’ threat 

reactions are functionally adaptive, and likely associated with maintaining status over time. 

The more a defender perceives a status challenge as a threat, the more aggressively they 

will react to defend their position and thwart the status challenger (Berdahl, 2007). Threatened 

high-status individuals tend to employ a variety of strategies to defend their positions (Case & 

Maner, 2014; Maner & Mead, 2010; Mead & Maner, 2012; Porath et al., 2008). For example, 

they may react by demoting and ostracizing talented group members and withholding valuable 

information from the group (Maner & Mead, 2010). Moreover, they may closely monitor 

potential rivals and keep them close to ensure some level of control over a perceived possible 

future threat (Mead & Maner, 2012), and prevent talented members from forming alliances (Case 

& Maner, 2014). Self-interested status defensive actions, which often take place at the cost of the 

group’s collective interests and overall productivity, have only been observed under conditions 

in which the hierarchy was unstable, suggesting that fear of losing status was the underlying 

mechanism for these behaviors (Case & Maner, 2014; Maner & Mead, 2010). In sum, when the 

challenger makes status claims, I predict that the defender will exhibit threat reactions.  
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Hypothesis 1: The challenger’s challenging behavior will be positively related to the 

defender’s threat reaction. 

The defender’s threat of losing status implies construing the status negotiation as a 

distributive bargaining context where an increase in the challenger’s status is associated with a 

correspondent decrease in the defender’s status. In this conception, status is construed as a rank-

ordered position (Anderson, Willer, Kilduff, & Brown, 2012b; Bales et al., 1951; Blau, 1964; 

Homans, 1961). Thus, the status challenge is subversive to the defender’s interest in maintaining 

their high status and access to resources (Weingart et al. 2015).  

The distributive context of negotiation over rank (i.e., allocating higher rank between the 

challenger and the defender) is motivated by the assumption that conflict situations are zero-sum 

(i.e., win-lose) in nature (Thompson & Hastie, 1990). A zero-sum belief, or a fixed-pie 

perception, is the belief that the total amount of available resources being negotiated is 

considered to be fixed where gains of one party mean loss of the other party (Thompson & 

Hastie, 1990). The zero-sum beliefs, although universally present, are context-dependent as it 

can be increased or decreased under certain situations (de Dreu, Koole, & Steinel, 2000; 

Demoulin & Teixeira, 2010; Harinck, de Dreu, & van Vianen, 2000). For example, research 

found that zero-sum beliefs are dependent on how people view a given conflict situation 

(Harinck et al., 2000). When negotiators focus on their individual interests rather than on 

effectiveness or values, they exhibited higher zero-sum beliefs. Similarly, the status challenge 

presents a situational cue that heightens the defender’s zero-sum beliefs because of the zero-sum 

nature of the resource being negotiated. Therefore, I predict that the interpretation of status 

challenge as a negotiation over rank to fortify zero-sum beliefs, which leads the defender to 

engage in threat reactions.   
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Hypothesis 2: The challenger’s challenging behavior will have a positive indirect effect 

on the defender’s threat reaction via the defender’s zero-sum beliefs. 

In sum, when the challenger seeks higher rank, the zero-sum nature of the resource being 

negotiated will result in competitive behaviors (Berger et al., 1998; Gould, 2003; Homans, 

1961), which, in turn, leaves little chance for the challenger’s status ambitions to succeed.  

Respect Affirmation 

When the challenger tries to claim higher status in terms of respect, the defender’s 

reaction and the resultant pattern of interaction can be differentiated from those in rank-based 

status conflicts. Unlike a distributive resource (rank) that is zero-sum, a respect-based status 

negotiation is over an integrative resource (respect) that can be shared, and mutual respect may 

increase the overall “pie” of respect that can be divided between the parties (Pai & Bendersky, 

2020). In a respect-based status negotiation, both negotiators can fulfill their status goals because 

the challenger’s goal is to gain higher status by receiving the respect they think they deserve, and 

the defender’s goal is to maintain their high-status rank. This may produce less competitive – 

even potentially cooperative – status negotiations between the challenger and the defender (de 

Dreu, 2003; Weingart et al., 1996; Weingart et al., 1990).  

Here, I build on to Pai and Bendersky (2020) and introduce respect affirmation, which 

refers to the communication of unconditional respect towards the defender, as a strategy to shift 

from rank-based status conflict to respect-based status conflict. In their paper, Pai and Bendersky 

(2020) introduced respect-based status conflicts as conflict over the integrative resource of 

respect. They explain how reframing the target of status negotiation from rank to respect and 

alleviate the defender’s sense of threat. However, it is unclear whether it is plausible to shift 

rank-based status conflicts into respect-based status conflicts, and if so, how can it be done. To 
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disentangle the strategy of communicating unconditional respect from the outcome of respect-

based status conflict, I define respect affirmation as the act of communicating unconditional 

respect towards the defender and examine its effect on the defender’s perception of status 

negotiations.  

Unconditional respect is the value accorded to everyone in the group simply as a function 

of their being part of the group. Rogers and Ashforth (2017) use the term generalized respect in 

the sense that it does not distinguish between individuals in a given collective. Because it is not 

conditional on a person’s status or achievements, unconditional respect cannot be lost (Lalljee et 

al., 2007; Rogers & Ashforth, 2017). In contrast, conditional respect is conditional on 

individuating attributes, behaviors, and achievements, and is somewhat analogous to status 

because individuals can earn or lose respect and/or status. Huo and colleagues (2008; 2010) 

suggested that unconditional respect satisfies the need for social inclusion (Baumeister & Leary, 

1995), whereas conditional respect satisfies the need for status (Anderson et al., 2006). Empirical 

work has also shown that these two aspects of respect, although related, are distinct (Huo et al., 

2010). I propose that the affirmation of unconditional respect, rather than conditional respect, 

would be more effective in relieving the perceived threat of losing status because it reframes the 

status negotiation from being a distributive negotiation over rank to an integrative negotiation 

over respect.  

Status challenge accompanied by the communication of unconditional respect will 

reframe the status negotiation from being a distributive negotiation over the zero-sum resource of 

rank to an integrative negotiation over the potentially shared resource of respect. Communicating 

that the defender will be respected, no matter what (i.e., regardless of their position in the group), 

will allow the defender to focus on respect (rather than rank), which can be shared among the 
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group members. When the defender is consistently treated with dignity and respect, regardless of 

their status position, they will experience a sense of unconditional respect. Such experience of 

unconditional respect can foster social bonds with other group members, including the challenger 

(Cooper & Thatcher, 2010; Mael & Ashforth, 2001), which will reduce the self-interest 

associated with status maintenance. Instead, mutual respect may increase the overall “pie” of 

respect that can be divided between the two parties, which can fulfill both the challenger’s goal 

to gain higher status by receiving the respect they think they deserve as well as the defender’s 

goal to maintain their high status rank. Thus, I predict the status challenge accompanied by 

respect affirmation to reduce the zero-sum beliefs of the defender by shifting the defender’s 

attention from rank to respect.  

Hypothesis 3. The challenger’s respect affirmation will moderate the positive 

relationship between challenging behavior and defender’s zero-sum beliefs, such that this 

positive relationship will be weaker in the presence of high (vs. lower) respect 

affirmation.  

Furthermore, reframing the negotiation as integrative rather than distributive by affirming 

the defender’s unconditional respect in the group should induce less competitive negotiation 

behaviors from the defender and increase their willingness to find mutually satisfactory solutions 

(de Dreu, 2003; Weingart et al., 1996; Weingart et al., 1990). Because the status negotiation is 

about integrative respect rather than about zero-sum rank, the challenger may not need to 

necessarily displace the defender’s rank position in order to succeed in gaining status for 

themselves. The defender should perceive less risk of rank displacement by a challenger who 

affirms the defender’s status than without such affirmation, thereby diffusing the defender’s 

perceived status threat. Therefore, I expect status challenge accompanied by respect affirmation 
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to reduce the threat reactions of the defender by reframing the status negotiation from rank-based 

distributive context to respective-based integrative context. 

Hypothesis 4. The challenger’s respect affirmation will moderate the positive indirect 

effects of challenging behavior on the defender’s threat reaction via defender’s zero-sum 

beliefs, such that the positive indirect effect will be weaker in the presence of high (vs. 

lower) respect affirmation. 

Resultant Status of the Challenger 

Despite the prevalence of status challenges and conflicts, it is implied in the previous 

literature that making such status claims are ineffective in achieving one’s desire for higher 

status. Studies have indicated that such claims may not only invite a defensive reaction from the 

defender but may also incite negative evaluation from others for acting out of place (Magee & 

Galinsky, 2008; Rudman, 1998). Hierarchy creates an expectation of voluntary deference from 

lower-ranked members (de Kwaadsteniet & van Dijk, 2010; Halevy et al., 2011). Anderson and 

colleagues (2008; 2006) empirically demonstrated that the act of claiming higher status can be 

seen as inappropriate, with the challenger risking being rejected and disliked by other members 

of the group. Because the challenger’s status claim is counter to what is expected of a lower-

ranked member, the challenger’s claims can be perceived as illegitimately demanding social 

privileges. In such a case, the challenger will not be conferred with the higher status because 

other group members will disapprove of the challenger. 

Respect affirmation, although aimed at changing the defender’s perceptions of and 

behaviors toward the challenger at the dyadic level, will ultimately increase the challenger’s 

status at the group level because the behavioral interactions between the two are observable to 

other members. If the challenger is seen as illegitimately demanding social privileges and trying 
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to take over control, they are likely to be rejected and disliked (Anderson et al., 2006). With 

respect affirmation, however, what other members observe is mutually respectful behaviors of 

the defender (e.g., positively evaluating the challenger’s suggestion, changing to agree with the 

challenger), which will create a new performance expectation of both the challenger and the 

defender (Fişek, Berger, & Norman, 1991; Skvoretz & Fararo, 1996). Since the change in status 

order is consistent with the new performance expectations from the observed behavioral 

interaction, the challenger will not raise alarms about illegitimacy, thereby leading to the status 

challenger being conferred with higher status at the group level. Thus, respect affirmation 

garners a sense of legitimacy to the challenger, which reduces possible resistances at the group 

level. 

Hypothesis 5. The defender’s zero-sum beliefs and threat reactions sequentially mediate 

the interactive effect between challenger’s challenging behavior and respect affirmation 

in predicting challenger’s status. 

Overview of studies 

I present a field study and a laboratory experiment to examine the dyadic interaction 

between challengers and defenders in status negotiations. Specifically, I explore how a 

challenger’s status claims invoke a defender’s threat reaction with or without respect affirmation, 

which will ultimately affect whether the challenger is conferred with higher status or not. Study 1 

is a longitudinal study of Master of Business Administration (MBA) students, where challenger’s 

behavior, defender’s reactions, and the resultant status of the challenger is measured with three 

round-robin surveys over ten weeks of interactions. I extend the findings in Study 2 by taking an 

experimental approach, manipulating the challenger’s behavior to test the causal prediction about 

the defender’s reaction in a more controlled setting.  
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Study 1 

I administered three round-robin surveys to groups of MBA students who worked 

together for ten weeks on all courses during the first quarter of their MBA program. The 

longitudinal design allows me to reduce common method bias and explore causality by 

examining variables at different time points. The teams in this study were formed by the program 

administration to minimize between-group differences, which eliminates potential self-selection 

biases and the effects of existing relationships on status dynamics. The students did not have 

formal reporting structures, and therefore, they had a mutable social hierarchy that can motivate 

challenging behaviors. Because all of the teams were working on identical projects with the same 

timeline, the data allows me to control for task characteristics and group life cycles that may 

affect status dynamics. 

METHODS 

Participants. Two hundred and six individuals who comprised 38 groups ranging in size 

from 4 to 6 people (M = 5.42, SD = .60) from three class sections completed the survey. 

Respondents were 29.68 years old, on average (SD = 3.53), 61.5 % were men, and 26% reported 

English as Second Language (ESL).   

 Procedure. Participants responded to three round-robin surveys about teammates’ status 

as well as their perception of teammates’ behavior. The first survey was administered during the 

first week of the required Organizational Behavior course, just after groups finished their 

orientation program for a week (Time 1). The second survey was conducted after they submitted 

their first group assignment, but before getting their grades in week four (Time 2). Lastly, 

students filled out the third survey after they submitted their second assignment, and before 

getting the grades for it, in week 9 (Time 3).  
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 Measures. The round-robin data were organized at the dyadic level to capture the 

interaction between a specific challenger and a specific defender. First, I calculated each 

member’s initial status from a single question that asked participants to rate each member’s 

status in their team. Using Social Relations Model (SRM), I calculated unbiased target scores for 

their status, which are the average of all group members’ ratings of a given target on a given 

dimension, after removing idiosyncratic perceiver and relationship biases and effects (Anderson 

et al., 2006; Kenny & la Voie, 1984). Next, for each possible rater-ratee dyad, I compared the 

target status scores of the rater and the ratee and marked the lower-score individual as the 

challenger. For instance, person A with the initial target status of 0 will be marked as a 

challenger in a dyad with person B who has an initial target status of 0.5, whereas the same 

person A will be marked as the defender in a dyad with person C who has an initial target status 

of -0.5. Thus, a person is identified as either a challenger or a defender in each rater-ratee dyad. I 

dropped 6 dyads where the rater and ratee had equal initial status because I could not determine 

who was the challenger is in this case. The final sample is 429 dyads, and there were 6 to 15 

dyads per team (M = 12.49, SD = 2.71). For each dyad, I identified the challenger’s challenging 

behavior towards the specific defender and the corresponding reactions of the defender towards 

the challenger.  

To operationalize other members’ evaluation of the challenger’s status, I calculated the 

target score of every challenger. This is an individual-level variable based on teammates’ ratings 

of the challenger in each dyad.  

Challenging Behavior (T1). I adopted items from Bendersky and Hays (2012) to create a 

dyadic measure of the extent to which each person is perceived to have engaged in challenging 

behaviors toward every other individual. For each teammate, participants rated the following on 
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a 7 point scale, ranging from 1=never to 7=always: ‘How often did [name] compete with you for 

influence over group’s decision?,’  ‘How often did [name] attempt to assert his/her opinions over 

you?, and ‘How often did [name] challenge your contributions?’ (α = .92). Thus, for each dyadic 

pair, this variable recorded the defender’s perception of the challenger’s challenging behavior 

toward the defender. 

Zero-sum Beliefs (T1, T2). I used a single-item measure to capture defenders’ zero-sum 

beliefs. For each teammate, participants responded to their agreement with the following 

statement: ‘I felt that if [name] were to increase their influence on the team, it would reduce my 

influence’ (1= strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). The zero-sum belief at time 1 served as a 

baseline, which reflects individual defender’s general orientation towards status as rank. At time 

2, for each dyad, this variable recorded the defender’s zero-sum beliefs about the relationship 

with the challenger.  

Threat Reaction (T3). I used three items from the status concern scale (Kilduff, Galinsky, 

et al., 2016) to capture defender’s threat reactions. For each teammate, participants responded to 

their agreement with the following statement in a 7 point scale, ranging from 1= strongly 

disagree, 7 = strongly agree: ‘I react negatively when my status is challenged by [name],’ ‘When 

I feel that my status is lower than [name], I feel very bad,’ and ‘I strive to have higher status than 

[name]’ (α = .91). For each dyad, this variable recorded the defender’s threat reaction specific to 

the challenger.  

Respect Affirmation (T2). I created four items to capture the extent to which the defender 

perceived that the challenger engaged in respect affirmation. For each teammate, participates 

rated the following in a 7 point scale, ranging from 1=not at all to 7=very much: ‘[name] 

communicated his/her respect for me because we are on the same team,’ ‘[name] showed 
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unconditional respect to me,’ ‘[name] communicated that he/she will respect me no matter what,’ 

and ‘[name] conveyed the message that he/she will respect me regardless of my position in the 

team.’ (α = .90). Thus, for each dyadic pair, this variable recorded the defender’s perception of 

the challenger’s respect affirmation behavior. 

 Challenger’s Status (T3). Participants rated the following single question in a 7 point 

scale, ranging from 1=very little to 7=very much, for each teammate: ‘How much status 

(influence, prominence, and respect) [name] has in your team?’ To measure the challenger’s 

status that resulted from the challenger’s behavior vis-à-vis each specific defender, I calculated 

the challenger’s target status scores from teammates’ ratings for each pair.  

Analyses. To capture the dyadic interaction between the challenger and the defender, I 

analyzed the data at the dyadic level and controlled for dependencies at the group level. Because 

dyads are nested in teams, which might affect the norms around dyadic interaction, I employed 

multilevel structural equation modeling (MSEM; Preacher, Zhang, & Zyphur, 2011). 

Specifically, I used MSEM to conduct Monte Carlo simulations to test for mediation in clustered 

data, which results in less bias than multilevel modeling techniques (Preacher & Hayes, 2008; 

Preacher et al., 2011; Preacher, Zyphur, & Zhang, 2010). In other words, I incorporated Hayes 

process models (2013) into MSEM to estimate the significance of the indirect effects in clustered 

data. 

I controlled for challenger’s attributes that can potentially affect the defender’s 

perception of the challenger. Specifically, I controlled for age, gender, and challenger’s ESL 

status. I also created dummy variables for class sections to control for potential ecological 

differences among sections. Also, I controlled the baseline zero-sum beliefs at time 1. The 

interpretation of time 2 zero-sum belief reflects the defender’s zero-sum beliefs as a function of 
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challenger’s behavior (i.e., challenging behavior and respect affirmation), over and above the 

defender’s baseline zero-sum belief. 

Finally, because the level of analysis is at the dyadic level, the possible dependency of 

the challenger needs to be addressed in analyzing challenger’s status. For example, in the 

example above, person C will be a challenger concerning both A and B, which results in the 

same challenger for two dyads. To control for such dependency, I added another level in the 

MSEM (i.e., dyads (level 1) nested within challengers (level 2) nested within teams (level 3)) 

when analyzing challenger’s status.  

Results 

I expected the challenging behavior of the challenger to invite threat reactions via 

strengthening the defender’s zero-sum beliefs, which would be mitigated when the challenge is 

accompanied by respect affirmation. I report descriptive statistics in Table 1 and the MSEM 

results in Table 2.  

In Hypothesis 1, I proposed that the challenger’s challenging behavior would be 

positively related to the defender’s threat reaction. As reported in Table 2, the MSEM results 

showed a significantly positive relationship between the challenger’s challenging behavior at 

time 1 and defender’s threat reaction at time 3 (b = .187, SE = .048, z = 3.90, p<.001). 

Hypothesis 1 was thus supported. 

In Hypothesis 2, I proposed that the challenger’s challenging behavior would have 

positive indirect effects on defender’s threat reaction via their zero-sum beliefs at time 2, 

controlling for them at time 1. As shown in Table 2, the MSEM results showed that both 

challenging behavior (b = .118, SE = .048, z = 2.48, p = .013) and zero-sum beliefs (b = .301, SE 

= .047, z = 6.36, p < .001) have significant positive relationships with the defender’s threat 
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reaction. To test for the indirect effect, I estimated the 95% confidence intervals of these indirect 

effects of challenging behavior using the Monte Carlo simulation approach with 1,000 bootstraps 

(Preacher & Hayes, 2008). The results showed that challenging behavior had significantly 

positive indirect effects on defender’s threat reaction via their zero-sum beliefs (b = .063, 95% 

CI [026, .128]). Hypothesis 2 was thus supported. 

In Hypothesis 3, I proposed that the challenger’s respect affirmation would moderate the 

positive relationship between challenging behavior and defender’s zero-sum beliefs, such that 

this positive relationship will be weaker in the presence of high (vs. low) respect affirmation. As 

shown in Table 2, the MSEM results indicate that respect affirmation significantly interacted 

with the challenging behavior to affect the defender’s zero-sum beliefs (b = -.146, SE = .056, z = 

-2.62, p = .009). I plotted this interaction in Figure 2 and conducted simple slope tests to 

determine the significance of the slopes. The results showed that the slope of challenging 

behavior on defender’s zero-sum beliefs computed at one standard deviation below the mean of 

respect affirmation was significantly positive (b = .425, SE=.089, z = 4.78, p<.001), while the 

slope computed at one standard deviation above the mean was not significant (b = .133, SE 

=.081, z = 1.63, p = .103). Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was supported. 

In Hypothesis 4, I proposed that the challenger’s respect affirmation will moderate the 

positive indirect effects of challenging behavior on defender’s threat reaction via defender’s 

zero-sum beliefs, such that the positive indirect effect will be weaker in the presence of high (vs. 

low) respect affirmation. To determine the significance of the indirect effects estimated at low 

vs. high values of respect affirmation, I ran Hayes’ process model 7 (2013) and estimated the 

95% confidence intervals of these indirect effects with 1,000 bootstraps. As reported in Table 3, 

the MSEM results showed that when respect affirmation was low (i.e., mean −1s.d.), challenging 
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behavior had significant positive indirect effects on defender’s threat reaction via their zero-sum 

beliefs (b = .134, 95% CI [047, .230]).). However, when respect affirmation was high (i.e., mean 

+1 s.d.), challenging behavior did not have significant indirect effects on defender’s threat 

reaction via their zero-sum beliefs (b = .046, 95% CI [-.001, .124]). Therefore, Hypothesis 4 was 

supported. 

In Hypothesis 5, I proposed that the defender’s zero-sum beliefs and threat reactions 

sequentially mediate the interactive effect between challenger’s challenging behavior and respect 

affirmation in predicting challenger’s status. As explained above, I structured MSEM to 

controlled for the nestedness of the challenger as well as the team. To test this proposed 

moderated serial mediation model, I incorporated Hayes’ process model 83 (2013) and estimated 

the 95% confidence intervals of these indirect effects with 1,000 bootstraps. This model entails 

estimating three regression models and testing the significance of the indirect effect of the 

challenging behavior (independent variable) on challenger’s status at time 3 (dependent 

variable) via defender’s zero-sum beliefs (first mediator) and their threat reactions (second 

mediator) for high and low levels of respect affirmation (moderator). As I report in Table 3, the 

MSEM results showed that when respect affirmation was low (i.e., mean −1s.d.), challenging 

behavior had a significant negative indirect effect on challenger’s status via defender’s zero-sum 

beliefs and their threat reaction (b = -.018, 95% CI [-.037, -.004]).). However, when respect 

affirmation was high (i.e., mean +1 s.d.), challenging behavior did not have significant indirect 

effects on challenger’s status via defender’s zero-sum beliefs and their threat reaction (b = -.006, 

95% CI [-.017, .004]). Therefore, Hypothesis 5 was supported. 

Discussion 

Study 1 demonstrates that the challenger’s challenging behavior invokes defensive 
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reactions from the defender because it strengthens their zero-sum beliefs and that the strategy of 

respect affirmation mitigates such defensive reactions, which eventually acts as a buffer against 

the backlash from challenging. The results provide evidence that challenging behaviors are, in 

fact, not helpful for the challenger’s desire for higher status unless the strategy of respect 

affirmation accompanies them. Status challenge bolsters rank perception of the defender that 

makes them defensive towards the challenger, which at the end, may incite negative evaluation 

from others. However, when the status challenge is accompanied by respect affirmation, it 

reduces the rank perception of the defender, making them less defensive towards the challenger. 

Also, it affected how the rest of the group assessed the challenger’s status and buffered the 

challenger against status backlash at the group level. 

Methodologically, Study 1 utilized round-robin ratings to capture dyad level data where 

the challenger’s behavior is matched with the defender’s reactions. In addition, to account for the 

common method bias (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003), I used data from three 

different time points to capture the independent variable, mediator, and dependent variables (T1, 

T2, and T3, respectively). Also, the use of target scores on challenger’s status is informative in 

that the dyadic interaction has further downstream consequences at the group level because the 

target score captures how others perceive the challenger in the group.  

However, Study 1 has some limitations that need further attention. First, although the 

data utilized multiple time points to avoid common method bias, all responses, including the 

challenging behavior, are from the perspective of the defender. An ideal round-robin design 

could match each challenger’s self-reported behaviors towards the target defender with the target 

defender’s defensive reaction towards the challenger, where it could be analyzed using an actor-

partner interdependence model (Cook & Kenny, 2005). However, current surveys were limited 
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in that they did not collect challenger’s self-reported challenging behavior and respect 

affirmation towards the target defender. To address this issue, I conducted a follow-up 

experiment where I measure the defender’s reaction towards different levels of manipulated 

challenging behavior. In addition, the measure of threat reaction in Study 1 was worded in a way 

that confounds perceived threat and rank perceptions. Thus, I utilized a measure of threat that 

does not confound rank perceptions. 

Study 2 

Study 2 is aimed at replicating the findings of Study 1 in a more controlled experiment. 

Study 2 is a two condition between-subjects experiment in which I manipulated respect 

affirmation in a workplace scenario where a status negotiation takes place. Participants read the 

scenario where they assumed the role of a defender, who faced a status challenge in the team. 

Participants in the control condition experienced a status challenge, whereas participants in the 

treatment condition faced status challenges accompanied by respect affirmation. In other words, 

participants in the control condition were expected to experience a rank-based status conflict, 

whereas those in the treatment condition were expected to experience a respect-based status 

conflict. With this design, I isolated the causal effect of respect affirmation on the defender’s 

zero-sum beliefs and threat reactions.  

METHODS 

Participants. I recruited 199 participants via Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk). 

Respondents were 37.15 years old, on average (SD = 11.42), 51.8 % were men, and 98% 

reported English as Second Language (ESL). A power analysis using G*Power 7 shows that this 

sample size provided 80% power to detect a medium-sized one-tailed effect (d = 0.35). 

 Procedure. Respondents were instructed to imagine working in a cross-functional team 
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where each member has specialized expertise necessary to complete the group’s tasks. They 

were told that they are in a high-status position in the team, which is further explained as other 

members tend to respect them and hold them in esteem, and their position is considered 

prestigious and admirable. As a high-status member, they were told that they would be 

interacting with Jack, with the description below: 

At the weekly team meetings, you observed that one of the other team members, Jack, 

often leads the conversation. He sometimes provides directions and assigns sub-tasks for 

other members. You noticed that his directions and assignments are effective, but they 

sometimes contradict or even undermine yours.   

In Respect Affirmation Condition, participants had an additional paragraph:   

At the same time, you feel that Jack is very respectful of you. He conveys his respect and 

is careful to communicate politely to you. Jack acknowledges your roles and 

responsibilities on the team and expresses his appreciation. He recognizes the many good 

things that you do for the team.  

Thus, participants in the control condition experienced status challenges only, whereas 

participants in the respect affirmation condition experienced status challenges accompanied by 

respect affirmation.  

Measures.  

Zero-sum beliefs. I adopted two zero-sum belief items from Demoulin and Teixeira 

(2010) and added a third item from Study 1 to capture participant’s zero-sum beliefs. Participants 

rated their agreement with the following statement in a 7 point scale, ranging from 1= strongly 

disagree, 7 = strongly agree: ‘There is inevitably a winner and a loser in this interaction,’ ‘Jack 

and I have opposite goals,’ and ‘I felt that if Jack were to increase his influence on the team, it 
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would reduce my influence’ (α = .74). 

Threat Reaction: To avoid confounding threat perceptions with zero-sum rank 

perceptions, I used four items from Pettit’s research on the status threat (2010): ‘I felt my status 

is threatened,’ ‘I risked losing status,’ ‘My social standing was at risk,’ and ‘I faced the 

possibility of losing status’ (1=strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = .97). 

Results and Discussion 

As hypothesized, the defender’s threat reactions were significantly lower for the 

challenger whose status challenge was accompanied by respect affirmation (M= 3.772, SD = 

1.877) than for those without respect affirmation (M= 4.658, SD = 1.592), t(197) = 3.575, p 

= .0002.  

Also, the defender’s zero sum beliefs were significantly lower for the challenger whose 

status challenge was accompanied by respect affirmation (M= 3.420, SD = 1.497) than for those 

without respect affirmatio  (M= 4.025, SD = 1.379), t(197) = 2.955, p = .0018. 

To test for the mediating role of defender’s zero-sum beliefs in the relationship between 

the presence of respect affirmation and the defender’s threat reaction, I tested the significance of 

this indirect effect using bootstrapping procedures. Unstandardized indirect effects were 

computed for each of 1,000 bootstrapped samples, and the 95% confidence interval was 

computed by determining the indirect effects. The bootstrapped unstandardized indirect effect 

was -.463 with a 95% confidence interval of [-.761, -.165]. Thus, the indirect effect was 

statistically significant.  

Study 2 complements Study 1 by providing a multiple-item measure of zero-sum beliefs 

and a less confounded measure of threat. Also, the current experiment examines the defender’s 

reaction to challenger’s behavior by manipulating challenger’s behavior. Although Study 2 
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addresses some of the concerns in Study 1, it also has some weaknesses. Specifically, the 

manipulation of respect affirmation can be interpreted as the communication of conditional 

respect based on contributions to the team as a function of his roles and responsibilities, rather 

than as a function of his membership and commitment to the team. Thus, to better test the 

theoretical framework, I plan to conduct an additional experiment with three-conditions 

(challenge only, challenge accompanied by conditional respect, and challenge accompanied by 

unconditional respect).  

General Discussion 

Despite the prevalence of status challenges and conflicts, the extant literature has not yet 

examined the dynamic interplay between the challenger and the defender in shaping status 

negotiations. Building on to Pai and Bendersky (2020), I demonstrated the processes and 

consequences of two forms of status conflict in status negotiations by examining the challenger’s 

behavior in tandem with the defender’s reaction. In Study 1, using team data from MBA 

students, I demonstrated that the challenger’s challenging behavior invokes defensive reactions 

from the defender because it strengthens their zero-sum beliefs and that the strategy of respect 

affirmation mitigates such defensive reactions. In addition, it affected how the rest of the group 

assessed the challenger’s status and buffered the challenger against backlash at the group level. 

Study 2 replicated the findings of Study 1 in a more controlled experiment. The results provide 

evidence that challenging behaviors are not helpful for the challenger’s desire for higher status 

unless they are accompanied by the strategy of respect affirmation. Status challenge bolsters rank 

perception of the defender that makes them defensive towards the challenger, which at the end, 

may incite negative evaluation from others. However, when the status challenge is accompanied 

by respect affirmation, it reduces the rank perception of the defender, makes them less defensive 
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towards the challenger.  

Theoretical Contribution  

 Although status is a highly popular topic in social science (Bendersky & Pai, 2018), there 

has not been much attention to two conceptions of status as rank and respect (Anderson et al., 

2012). While these two conceptions of status are related, they are also conceptually separable. 

For instance, Anderson and colleagues (2012) have found that people uniformly prefer status 

when it is construed as respect, but vary widely in the extent to which they strive for high-status 

rank, with many individuals opting for middle- or low-status rank. Also, Yu and colleagues 

(2019) found that individuals’ rank-based perceptions compel individuals to constantly compare 

themselves to each other, and to focus on protecting their own rank against possible 

encroachments. Pai and Bendersky (2020) further argued that people’s desire for rank and 

respect is communicated differently, with the former expressed with high oppositional intensity 

than the latter because the zero-sum nature of the rank makes the conflict subversive to others’ 

position (Weingart et al., 2015). These findings imply that people can differentiate their desire 

for rank (versus respect) and shapes their perceptions and behaviors accordingly. The current 

paper further builds on this literature by demonstrating how the information of desire for rank 

(versus respect) is interpreted in communications. When people experience status challenge, they 

will exhibit a strong defensive reaction to the possibility of losing status as they interpret the 

resource being negotiated as a zero-sum rank. However, when status challenge is communicated 

with unconditional respect, the interpretation changes and induces less negative defensive 

reactions as they interpret the resource being negotiated as integrative respect.   

Furthermore, despite the prevalence of status challenges and conflicts, little is known about the 

effectiveness of engaging in status conflict. In fact, studies have indicated that such challenges 
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may not only invite a defensive reaction from the defender, but also may incite negative 

evaluations from others for acting out of place (Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Rudman, 1998). Thus, 

the extant literature seems to suggest status conflict is irrational and does not explain how one 

can increase their status when disagreements occur. Indeed, the current paper contends that status 

conflicts can be ineffective because they invite defensive reactions. However, when the conflict 

is communicated with unconditional respect, it negated the backlash from engaging in status 

conflicts. It is informative that respect affirmation buffered the challenger against negative 

evaluation at the group level. Consistent with previous research that low-status challengers are 

conferred higher status from others only if they are perceived to have a group-oriented 

motivation (Ridgeway, 1982), a respect affirmation may convey the challenger’s group 

orientation thereby legitimating their claim. 

Weaknesses and Plan for Future Study 

Despite the findings across multiple studies, the current studies have some design 

weaknesses that will be addressed in future studies. First, Study 2 needs to be revised to garner 

face validity on the respect affirmation construct. Although the existing Study 2 provides some 

value in terms of internal validity, a better scenario is needed to better mirror the defender’s 

experience in the field study. Specifically, the effect of communicating unconditional respect 

should be differentiated from communicating conditional respect. Theoretically, conditional 

respect satisfies people's need for status, while unconditional respect satisfies the need for social 

inclusion (Huo et al., 2010; Rogers & Ashforth, 2017). Because communicating conditional and 

unconditional respect affects need for status and need for inclusion through separate and 

distinguishable pathways (Blader and Yu 2017; Huo et al. 2010; Simon and Stürmer 2005), I 

expect communicating unconditional respect, but not conditional respect, to affirm the defender. 
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Thus, I propose running a three-condition study, where communicating status challenge will act 

as the baseline and be compared to communicating conditional respect and unconditional 

respect. I expect to replicate the findings in Study 1 and 2 only among participants who were 

treated with unconditional respect. Also, by demonstrating their heightened group identification, 

compared to the other two groups, the new study will be able to provide further explanation on 

the unique effect of respect affirmation.  

Furthermore, a new experiment on observing members’ evaluation of the challenger can 

help determine the effectiveness of status challenge and respect affirmation. In Study 1, respect 

affirmation effectively buffered the challenger against negative evaluations from engaging in 

status conflict. The assumption here is that respect affirmation may convey the challenger’s 

group orientation and legitimize their claim. However, it is unclear if the challenger’s behavior 

alone is sufficient to communicate the legitimacy of the challenger’s claim, or the defender’s 

reaction is needed for observers to determine legitimacy. An experiment with 2 (challenger: 

challenge only versus challenge accompanied by respect affirmation) x 2 (defender: defensive 

reaction: non-defensive reaction) between-subject design could help address this concern. 

Specifically, I plan to videotape four interactions of a three-person team’s meeting with one 

person playing the role of a challenger and the other person playing the role of a defender. The 

third person will take the role of an observing member and be neutral in the meeting. To control 

for the potential biases, the actors should be of similar age and of the same gender. Participants 

will rate how legitimate the challenger’s behavior is after watching the video. I expect the 

challenger’s behavior to be examined in accordance with the defender’s reaction such that 

challenging behavior will be rated the highest in legitimacy when it is accompanied by respect 

affirmation and responded by the defender in a non-defensive manner.  
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Directions for Future Research 

Many opportunities remain to explore the effect of respect affirmation and the status 

dynamics at large. First, the proposed model needs to be understood within the greater context of 

the team. While the current model focus on the interaction between status negotiators, structural 

features of the social hierarchy may affect the actions and reactions of the negotiators. For 

instance, the proposed model will have the greatest explanatory power when the status distance 

between the challenger and the defender is small. Research on tournament theory has suggested a 

distinction between ‘near-winners’ and ‘certain-losers’ (Anicich & Hirsh, 2017; Otner, 2018; 

Piazza & Castellucci, 2014; Piezunka, Lee, Haynes, & Bothner, 2019). For example, in a five-

person team, a challenger who nearly missed the top position (i.e., ranked second in the team) 

will be more threatening to the highest-status defender than the lowest-ranked member. Because 

the effectiveness of the model hinges on reducing the threat perceived by the defender, the 

current model will be more informative when the challenger is a near-winner who can effectively 

alleviate the threat they pose through respect affirmation. For those whose status distance from 

the defender is significant (i.e., certain-losers), they are less likely to engage in status negotiation 

because they may think they do not have a chance of succeeding, and may prefer occupying a 

low-status position (Anderson et al., 2012b; Ridgeway & Nakagawa, 2017). Even if they did 

engage in status negotiation, this action would not induce a strong threat reaction, and they 

would likely be neglected. Pai and Bendersky (2020) also proposed other structural 

characteristics (e.g., challenger’s positive status momentum and defender’s status position) to 

affect status negotiation dynamics. Future research needs to address the process of status 

negotiation simultaneously with structural characteristics to be more accurate in understanding 

status dynamics.  
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Future research should also examine the collective consequence of respect affirmation. 

On the one hand, it is possible that respect-based status conflict may inadvertently introduce a 

dysfunctional coordination problem and harm the effective functioning of the hierarchy (Pai & 

Bendersky, 2020). Because the reduced status distance that arises from respect affirmation puts 

both the challenger and the defender in a similar position in the hierarchy, their roles and 

responsibilities are likely to overlap and will be difficult to sort out, which undermines the 

benefits of cascading influence relationships (Bunderson et al. 2016). On the other hand, respect 

affirmation may organically resolve coordination issues through the iterative process of status 

negotiation. For instance, previous research has documented that dual leaders with considerable 

role overlaps were able to manage those problems without difficulty through continual 

interactions (Dass, 1995; Gronn & Hamilton, 2004; Stewart, 1991). Thus, in order to truly 

understand the effect of respect affirmation, a closer investigation on processes and 

consequences at the collective level is needed.  

Lastly, future research needs to actively investigate the role of observers in rank-based 

versus respect-based conflicts. Observing rank-based status conflict may signal mutability of the 

hierarchy to observers and increase their motivation to engage in status conflicts themselves 

(Kapferer 1969, Morrill 1991, Ridgeway and Walker 1995; Bendersky and Hays 2012). In 

contrast, respect-based status conflict can effectively reduce the dissemination of status seeking 

motivation by producing a more collaborative dynamic between the dyad and not signaling 

mutability. In addition, status negotiators themselves may engage in political behaviors to 

actively manage observers as their allies. Because observers are essential to the legitimizing 

social conferral of status between status negotiators (Kalkhoff 2005; Bendersky & Hays 2012), 

status negotiators may engage in political behaviors, such as networking, gossiping, and 
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exchanging favors (Loch et al., 2000; van Bunderen et al., 2018), to form an alliance with 

observers. A more systematic understanding of the process that involves observers in escalating 

or de-escalating status conflicts should be studied. 
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Figure 1. Theoretical Model 
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Figure 2. The moderating effect of respect affirmation on the relationship between the 
challenger’s challenging behavior and the defender’s zero-sum beliefs.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics, Study 1 
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Table 2. Summary of results of multilevel structural equation modeling 

Predictors Dependent 
Variables 

  

 Defender’s Threat 
Reaction (T3) 

Defender’s Threat 
Reaction (T3) 

Defender’s Zero-
sum Beliefs (T2) 

Independent Variable 
Challenger’s Challenging 
Behavior (T1) 

 
.187 (.048)*** 

 
.118 (.048)* 

 
.279 (.065)*** 

    
Mediator 
Defender’s Zero-sum 
Beliefs (T2) 

  
.301 (.047)*** 

 
 

    
Moderator 
Respect Affirmation (T2) 

   
-.117 (.060)† 

    
Interaction  
Challenging Behavior (T1) 
× Respect affirmation (T2) 

   
-.146 (.056)** 

    
Control variables    
Defender’s Zero-sum 
Beliefs (T1) 

.384 (.048)*** .256 (.051)*** .433 (.049)*** 

Challenger’s 
demographics: 
Age 
Gender 
ESL 

 
 
-.005 (.019) 
-.053 (.126) 
-.023 (.130) 

 
 
.000 (.018) 
-.069 (.122) 
-.043 (.127) 

 
 
-.012 (.018) 
.107 (.123) 
-.080 (.125) 

Class Sections: 
Section 2 
Section 3 
 

 
.060 (.197) 
.046 (.193) 

 
.080 (.210) 
.090 (.208) 

 
-.042 (.156) 
-.033 (.156) 

Note. N = 429 dyads in 38 teams in three sections; Gender was coded as 1 = female, 0 = male; 
English as Second Language is coded 1 
† p < .10. 
* p < .05. 
** p < .01 
*** p < .001 
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Table 3. Summary of conditional indirect effect 

Moderator: Respect Affirmation   Low (mean – 
1s.d.) 

High (mean + 
1s.d.) 

[Model 1] 
Challenger’s challenging behavior  Defender’s Zero-sum 
beliefs  Defender’s Threat Reaction 
 

.134, 95% CI 
[.047, .230] 

.046, 95% CI 
[-.001, .124] 

[Model 2] 
Challenger’s challenging behavior  Defender’s Zero-sum 
beliefs  Defender’s Threat Reaction  Challenger’s 
Status 

-.018, 95% CI 
[-.037, -.004] 

-.006, 95% CI 
[-.017, .0004] 

Note. Model 1 and 2 incorporated Hayes’ process approach (Model 7 and 83, respectively) into 
MSEM.  
 

 

 

 

  



 

70 
 

CHAPTER 4 

STRIVING FOR THE STATUS QUO: STASIS-STRIVING, INAUTHENTICITY, AND 

PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS IN HIGH-ACHIEVEMENT CONTEXTS 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

A central assumption underlying much of the social hierarchy literature is that people strive to 

attain more status over time. The current research introduces the concept of stasis-striving, a 

work motivation characterized by a desire to maintain one’s current role and level of 

responsibility through sustained effort and diligence while avoiding opportunities to attain higher 

status. Five studies explore this phenomenon and test the downstream consequences of stasis-

striving at work, particularly within the achievement-oriented cultures that characterize many 

workplaces. Specifically, the current study theorizes that stasis-strivers (compared to status-

strivers) experience greater psychological distress (e.g., burnout, frustration, anxiety, etc.) as a 

result of feeling forced to present themselves inauthentically (i.e., as status-strivers) at work. The 

results of five studies confirm the existence of stasis-strivers and identify some of the challenges 

they may experience in the workplace. 
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Striving for status is inevitable as it is built into us. 
       (Loch et al., 2000, p. 37) 
 
People come into the world equipped with an inner voice urging them to rank as high as possible 
in whatever social hierarchy they belong to. 
       (Frank, 1985, p. 19) 
 
The man or woman in middle management wants to be upwardly mobile. 
       (Connor & Fielden, 1973, p. 116) 
 
 Despite the ever-changing nature of work, one seeming constant among organizational 

actors and scholars alike is a belief in the value and desirability of status, which is reflected in 

the above quotes that span three decades. These quotes are indicative of a deeply held value 

shared by many organizational cultures - that employees reflexively seek to advance in their 

organizations. Indeed, status – defined as the prestige, respect, and esteem that an individual has 

in the eyes of others (Anderson & Kilduff, 2009a; Bales, 1950; Magee & Galinsky, 2008) – has 

been described as a fundamental human motive (Anderson et al., 2015; Barkow, 1975; Maslow, 

1943). However, this point of view fails to account for the individuals who might have little 

interest in or the likelihood of being promoted while highly engaged in their current position. We 

argue that employees who fit this profile, who we term stasis-strivers, have been largely 

overlooked in the literature. 

We propose that stasis-striving employees – i.e., those who are motivated by a desire to 

maintain one’s current role and level of responsibility through sustained effort and diligence, 

while avoiding opportunities to attain higher status – will experience more psychological distress 

than employees who openly embrace the normative organizational value of status-striving. We 

further propose that feelings of inauthenticity will mediate this effect. That is, stasis-striving 

employees, who are likely to be aware of the professional risks associated with holding this 

counternormative motivational orientation, will be more inclined to present themselves 
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inauthentically at work, which will, in turn, drive their elevated levels of psychological distress. 

We theorize that this effect will be stronger in higher (versus lower) achievement cultures, where 

the professional risks associated with stasis-striving are also likely to be higher. Finally, we 

highlight why inauthentic self-presentation on the part of stasis-strivers may be rational: 

Employees with identical performance records are evaluated more harshly by other 

organizational actors when they are described as stasis-strivers as opposed to status-strivers. In 

the following sections, we articulate our theoretical and empirical motivation and develop 

propositions related to the consequences of stasis-striving.  

Striving for (More) Status is the Default in High Achievement-oriented Cultures 

Many contemporary institutions and organizations have achievement-oriented cultures, 

which emphasize a set of shared basic assumptions related to embracing challenging tasks and 

outperforming others (Jackson, 1974; O'Reilly, Chatman, & Caldwell, 1991; Schein, 2010). 

These achievement-oriented cultures are well-suited to meeting the needs of motivated and 

driven employees who seek to move up the corporate ladder (Thompson, 2019). As the business 

term ‘war for talent’ suggests, organizations are focused on ‘stars,’ defined as people with high 

performance and visibility (Beechler & Woodward, 2009; Chambers, Foulon, Handfield-Jones, 

Hankin, & Michaels, 1998). This focus on performance and visibility means that upward 

mobility is viewed more as a requirement than as an aspiration, resulting in never-ending 

competition for top talent (Beechler & Woodward, 2009; Call, Nyberg, & Thatcher, 2015; 

Michaels, Handfield-Jones, & Axelrod, 2001) and a desire to identify and groom high-potential 

(HiPo) employees (Chamorro-Premuzic, Adler, & Kaiser, 2017). For example, “up or out” 

promotion systems in which employees who fail to advance through the hierarchy according to a 

strict timeline have historically dominated a number of fields, including consulting, law, 
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academia, and the military (Batchelor, 2011). These perspectives assume that one’s upward 

professional trajectory can only be thwarted by one’s own incompetence (i.e., the Peter Principle; 

Peter & Hull, 1969). 

Furthermore, functional theories of hierarchy (Anderson & Brown, 2010; Halevy et al., 

2011) suggest that hierarchy is psychologically rewarding because it validates individual beliefs 

in meritocracy and social mobility (Jost, Blount, Pfeffer, & Hunyady, 2003; McCoy & Major, 

2007) and incentivizes its members to advance in the hierarchy (Magee & Galinsky, 2008; 

Ridgeway, 1987). These theories – rooted in the deeply held belief that advancement is 

synonymous with success (Weber, 1958) – are reflective of beliefs and norms that serve to 

channel employee behavior toward the pursuit and attainment of increased status and 

responsibility (e.g., promotion, increased pay, and distinguished job titles).  

 As a result, scholars have published hundreds of studies across diverse fields of social 

science (Anderson et al., 2015; Bendersky & Pai, 2018; Correll & Ridgeway, 2003) that 

disproportionately focus on the antecedents and consequences of striving for (more) status, while 

overlooking the possibility that some people may strongly prefer to maintain (rather than grow) 

their current status. For employees holding this minority view, the increased status may lead to 

new and unwelcome responsibility or visibility and/or the loss of a highly valued specialist role 

in favor of a more general managerial role. According to Delong and Vijayaraghavan (2003, p. 

98), these “B players” maybe “more interested in their work than in their careers.” Leary, 

Jongman-Sereno, and Diebels (2014, p. 168) summarize this perspective nicely in 

acknowledging that “most people do not go through life consistently trying to bolster their status, 

and some people may show little interest in status whatsoever.” This realization has important 

implications because “our belief that people always want to be promoted is deeply tied to ways 
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that we reward, motivate, hire, and fire them” (Delong & Vijayaraghavan, 2003, p. 99). Despite 

this recognition, the field has made little theoretical and empirical progress toward understanding 

the intra- and inter-personal consequences associated with striving for less than the maximum 

attainable status (for exceptions see Anderson et al., 2012; Ridgeway & Nakagawa, 2017). Thus, 

a central contribution of the current work is in introducing the concept of stasis-striving, a work 

motivation characterized by a desire to maintain one’s current role and level of responsibility 

through sustained effort and diligence, while actively seeking to avoid opportunities to attain 

higher status.   

Stasis-Striving is Different from a Lack of Status-Striving 

 Status-striving involves exerting energy toward “obtaining power and dominance within 

a status hierarchy” (Barrick, Stewart, & Piotrowski, 2002, p. 44). One of the most influential 

measures of status-striving emphasizes this drive for upward mobility (e.g., “I frequently think 

about ways to advance and obtain better pay or working conditions,” “I put a lot of effort into 

moving up and obtaining a better job,” “I feel a thrill when I think about getting a higher status 

position at work;” see Barrick et al., 2002). Agreeing with these statements defines what it means 

to be high in status-striving motivation. Importantly, however, it is much less clear what it means 

to disagree with these statements. Individuals scoring low on existing status-striving measures 

may possess one of two fundamentally incompatible orientations. On the one hand, they might 

have a complete lack of interest in and concern for their job, as is likely to be the case with 

“slackers,” social loafers, and the type of bureaucratic actors that Presthus (1962) refers to as 

“indifferents” (see also Harlow, 1973), who are disengaged at work and reluctant to put effort 

into their job. On the other hand, individuals scoring low on existing status-striving measures 

could find it unappealing to aggressively seek opportunities for advancement while nonetheless 
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being driven by complete engagement in and enjoyment of their current job. We propose that 

existing theoretical perspectives and empirical investigations are unable to distinguish between 

these alternative profiles.  

 What little relevant work that does exist tended to focus on the antecedents and 

consequences of involuntary career plateaus. For example, as mentioned above, the Peter 

Principle (Peter & Hull, 1969) specifies that employees will rise to their level of incompetence in 

organizational hierarchies. This view is consistent with the pyramidal shape of many 

organizational structures in which there are more eager candidates than there are available 

positions the higher one progresses in the hierarchy, leading many employees to hit an 

unwelcome ceiling in their careers at some point. Other perspectives have emphasized how 

various forms of employment discrimination can stifle the career progression of individuals on 

the basis of sex (Cotter, Hermsen, Ovadia, & Vanneman, 2001; Joshi, Son, & Roh, 2015; van 

den Brink & Benschop, 2014), race (James, 2000; Rosette, Leonardelli, & Phillips, 2008), sexual 

orientation (Ragins & Cornwell, 2001), and cancer status (Martinez, White, Shapiro, & Hebl, 

2016). 

 Although there is a shortage of extant work that bears on the psychology of stasis-

striving, in general, two existing frameworks are particularly germane to our theorizing. Ference, 

Stoner, and Warren (1977) developed a model of managerial careers that categorizes managers 

according to two factors: their likelihood of future promotion (high or low) and their current 

performance (high or low). The authors label employees who have a low likelihood of future 

promotion, but high current performance “solid citizens” and further distinguish between solid 

citizens who have been organizationally plateaued due to lack of upward mobility opportunities 

and those who have been personally plateaued due to, among other factors, a lack of desire to 
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advance in the hierarchy and take on increased responsibility. Ference, Stoner, and Warren 

(1977, p. 604) note that solid citizens “are probably the largest groups in most organizations” 

while acknowledging that “management effort and research seldom has focused on them.” The 

personally plateaued solid citizens described by Ference, Stoner, and Warren (1977) most closely 

align with our conceptualization of stasis-striving. 

 In the subsequent decade, Feldman and Weitz (1988) extended Ference, Stoner, and 

Warren’s (1977) model of managerial careers by introducing a taxonomy of six sources of career 

plateaus including individual skills and abilities, individual needs and values, lack of intrinsic 

motivation, lack of extrinsic rewards, stress and burnout, and slow organizational growth. Of 

particular relevance to the current investigation is the individual needs and values source of 

career plateaus. According to the authors, some individuals reach a career plateau due to low 

growth need strength or other self-imposed constraints, characteristics which we propose are 

shared by stasis-strivers. In sum, these two frameworks offer initial insights about the existence 

of a subset of employees who, for reasons related to individual needs and values (e.g., see 

Feldman & Weitz, 1988), voluntarily experience a career plateau, while remaining highly 

engaged and satisfied with their work (e.g., see Ference, Stoner, & Warren, 1977). We seek to 

pick up and extend this work, which has been largely dormant since the 1980s. 

The Threat of Backlash for Stasis-Striving 

 The fact that stasis-striving runs counter to widely held and cherished organizational 

values makes it a professionally risky work motivation for employees to possess. Consider the 

case of an employee who does not want to receive a promotion. Business writers have described 

this situation as “a real problem for talented managers who do not want to rule the world” 

(Hearn, 2009), noting that “actually turning [a promotion] down can be an employment 
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minefield” (Casserly, 2011). Others have noted that managers must address the “important 

problem” of employees who occupy a career plateau in order “to avoid the personal tragedies of 

a ‘shelf sitter’ existence” (Connor & Fielden, 1973, p. 113). It is as if there is an unspoken 

assumption in organizations that a motivated and engaged employee should want to move up the 

corporate ladder (Casserly, 2011; Thompson, 2019). 

 This implies the risk associated with expressing stasis-striving motivation in 

organizations because when it is expressed, it will stand out to others. Prototypical employees are 

likely to perceive stasis-strivers as out-group members (Kristof‐Brown, Zimmerman, & Johnson, 

2005) because stasis-strivers are cultural misfits in high-achievement organizational cultures. 

Crucially, there is an extensive literature demonstrating that out-group members compared to 

ingroup members are evaluated more negatively and punished more harshly by observers 

(Kubota, Li, Bar-David, Banaji, & Phelps, 2013; Schiller, Baumgartner, & Knoch, 2014; 

Sommers & Ellsworth, 2000).  

Additionally, work in the person perception literature has found that perceivers rely on 

behavioral expectancies to inform their impression of others, which can result in stereotype-

based judgments (Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Macrae & Bodenhausen, 2000). To the 

extent observers categorize stasis-strivers as out-group members and stereotype them as lazy 

and/or incompetent based on behavioral expectations that diverge from the values of the 

organization, it follows that observers will evaluate stasis-strivers more negatively compared to 

prototypical status-strivers.  

 Furthermore, based on the logic of Peter Principle (Peter & Hull, 1969), which assumes 

that employees rise in the hierarchy through promotion until they reach a level of incompetence, 

stasis-striving is likely to signal incompetence. Based on the logical idea that competent 
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employees will continue to be promoted, the status quo is a sign that an employee is incompetent 

to move up the hierarchy. In sum, when stasis striving is expressed, observers will evaluate 

stasis-strivers more negatively compared to prototypical status-strivers, independent of their 

actual ability.  

Hypothesis 1. Holding past performance constant, employees who are described as 

having a preference for stasis-striving will be evaluated more negatively than employees 

who are described as having a preference for status-striving. 

 With the same reasoning as above, we expect stasis strivers to experience psychological 

discomfort and be anxious to express their true selves. Because stasis strivers do care about their 

current job, they would be motivated to avoid negative evaluations or punishments in order to 

keep their current status. For instance, they would hesitate to risk being categorized as dissimilar 

out-group members by the status-striving majority, because this would negatively impact 

evaluations of them (Kubota et al., 2013; Schiller et al., 2014; Sommers & Ellsworth, 2000). 

Indeed, there is evidence that supervisors punish dissimilar subordinates. For example, Tsui and 

O'reilly (1989) found that supervisors perceived demographically dissimilar compared to similar 

subordinates as less effective and less interpersonally attractive. In addition, research has 

documented penalties associated with violating behavioral expectations (Magee & Galinsky, 

2008; Rudman, 1998). Those who acted out of place were disliked and penalized by others 

(Anderson et al., 2008; Anderson et al., 2006). Thus, we propose that the looming threat of 

backlash is likely to result in negative intrapsychic experiences for stasis-strivers who must 

deftly navigate an organizational culture that does not align with their values.  

Hypothesis 2. Stasis-striving (versus status-striving) employees will experience 

more psychological distress (e.g., burnout, frustration, and anxiety). 
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Stasis Striving and Inauthentic Self-Representation 

 One way stasis-strivers may choose to navigate this fraught terrain is by attempting to 

inauthentically present themselves in a way that aligns with the values of the organization. 

Authenticity is defined as “the unobstructed operation of one’s true, or core, self in one’s daily 

enterprise” (Kernis, 2003, p. 13; Kernis & Goldman, 2006). When employees are unable or 

unwilling to bring their authentic self to work, they experience inauthenticity, which has been 

linked to numerous adverse mental and physical health outcomes (Bulan, Erickson, & Wharton, 

1997; Lopez & Rice, 2006; Ryan, LaGuardia, & Rawsthorne, 2005). Here, we draw on and 

integrate insights from the identity literature to advance our theorizing. Reid (Reid, 2015a, 

2015b) makes a distinction between expected professional identities – those related to 

organizational expectations – and experienced professional identities – those related to workers’ 

own values and desired professional identity. Importantly, people “have their own preferences 

about their identities, and these do not always match those expected of them” (Reid, 2015a, p. 

998). In the context of the present work, status-striving is likely to be a common expected 

professional identity that is thrust on employees by the organization.  

Nonetheless, some employees may covertly possess an experienced professional identity 

characterized by stasis-striving, resulting in the form of identity tension. One strategy related to 

managing invisible and stigmatized identities at work (Clair, Beatty, & Maclean, 2005; Jones & 

King, 2014) that employees can use to navigate this tension is known as passing, which involves 

deliberate attempts to be viewed as possessing the values or characteristics of the more valued 

majority group (Goffman, 1956). In a qualitative field study involving a large sample of 

consultants, Reid (2015a) found that employees who do not successfully pass as status-strivers, 

“were treated very differently from the men who managed to pass: they were marginalized and 
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penalized” (Reid, 2015b). Ultimately, Reid (2015b) concludes that “career-wise, [passing] is 

certainly less costly than transparency.” A related perspective holds that value incongruence 

between employees and their organizations can lead to employees projecting what Hewlin (2003) 

refers to as “facades of conformity” (Hewlin, Dumas, & Burnett, 2017; Stormer & Devine, 2008) 

as a “survival mechanism” (Hewlin, 2009, p. 728). This form of impression management 

involves employees attempting to appear as if they embrace organizational values through 

strategic verbal and nonverbal expressions of conformity. We expect such identity tension and 

the resultant impression management strategy to increase feelings of inauthenticity, defined as 

the feeling that one is not aligned with the genuine self (Sedikides, Slabu, Lenton, & Thomaes, 

2017). In sum, we predict that stasis strivers will experience a greater level of inauthenticity than 

status strivers.  

Hypothesis 3. Stasis-striving (versus status-striving) employees will experience 

lower levels of felt authenticity at work. 

 We further hypothesize that such feelings of inauthenticity will mediate the relationship 

between stasis striving and psychological distress. Research on authenticity has documented that 

feelings of inauthenticity are negatively associated with psychological well-being (Bulan et al., 

1997; Ryan et al., 2005). Specifically, Ryan and colleagues (2005) argued that when people act 

in accordance with authentic interests and values, their psychological well-being is enhanced. In 

contrast, inauthentic actions lead to more intrapersonal conflict, reduced motivation, and lower 

well-being. Similar to this argument, Hewlin (2009) found that people who attempt to fit into the 

organization through strategic verbal and nonverbal expressions of conformity experienced 

increased emotional exhaustion. Thus, we expect feelings of inauthenticity (or lower levels of 

felt authenticity) to explain why stasis strivers experience more psychological distress than status 
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strivers.  

Hypothesis 4. Lower levels of felt authenticity will mediate the effect of stasis-

striving (versus status-striving) on psychological distress. 

Thus far, we have proposed that identity concealment strategies and the corresponding 

inauthenticity that actors who engage in them experience can have adverse intrapsychic 

consequences for employees. Implicit in these hypotheses is the notion that organizations 

uniformly endorse status-striving as an important organizational value. However, organizations 

undoubtedly vary in this regard. Organizational culture varies across organizations in similar 

locations (Barney, 1986), and even across different sub‐groups within the same organization 

(Schein, 2010). Although a culture of status-striving characterizes many, if not most, white-collar 

professions (and to a lesser extent blue-collar professions), we recognize that any given 

organization will vary in its endorsement of this value. Therefore, we offer the following 

moderating hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 5. The extent to which an employee’s organization endorses a high-

achievement organizational culture will moderate the relationship between stasis-

striving and felt authenticity such that stasis-striving employees in higher (versus 

lower) achievement cultures will feel less authentic. 

 Overall, our theorizing and empirical results make a number of significant contributions 

to the literature. First, we introduce the concept of stasis-striving to shed light on the experiences 

of a seldom studied, yet crucially important, group of employees – namely, those who work hard 

and care deeply about their jobs, but who prefer to maintain rather than increase their status. 

Second, our findings reveal the challenges these employees face and highlight the role that 

organizational cultural values play in amplifying these challenges. We furthermore show stasis-
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striving to be a novel antecedent of inauthenticity and psychological distress. Finally, we are 

among the first to theorize and empirically demonstrate that individuals who score low on 

existing status-striving measures do not hold uniform beliefs about their work. While some may 

be disengaged slackers, others are likely to be highly engaged employees who prefer to avoid 

advancing in the hierarchy for other reasons.  

Overview of Studies 

We tested our hypotheses across multiple studies using a mix of survey and experimental 

methods. In Pilot Study, we aimed to identify the characteristics and prevalence of stasis-strivers 

in the workforce and determine whether they were discernable from entirely unmotivated 

individuals. In Study 1, we ran an experiment in which MBA students evaluated an employee 

whom we described as either a stasis-striver or a status-striver, but whose performance we held 

constant across conditions to consider observer reactions to stasis-striving. In Study 2, we 

analyzed over 10,000 survey responses collected from federal employees to examine whether 

individuals who fit our definition of stasis-striving experience higher levels of psychological 

distress. Study 3 was an experimental simulation involving a performance review meeting in 

which subjects participated in a live interaction with a confederate through an online chat system 

to examine the relationship between stasis-striving motivation and feelings of inauthenticity. 

Finally, Study 4 tested our full theoretical model among a sample of employees from a wide 

range of industries.  

Pilot Study: Qualitative Evidence of the Prevalence of Stasis-Strivers 

We conducted a pilot study to identify the prevalence and characteristics of stasis-strivers 

in the workforce and determine whether they were discernable from entirely unmotivated 
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individuals. We collected qualitative data from full-time employees and coded their written 

statements related to their work motivation.  

Methods 

We recruited two hundred and two fully employed Mechanical Turk workers (age M = 

36.3, SD = 10.1; 42.6% male) with an average tenure of 6.8 years (SD = 4.14) at their current 

organizations. First, we presented participants with the following description of status-striving 

work motivation (Barrick et al., 2002): 

Status-striving refers to actions directed toward obtaining power and dominance 

within a status hierarchy. Research has shown that people vary in how much they 

desire and strive for status at work. For example, some employees are high in 

status-striving motivation (i.e., those who strongly desire to gain more status at 

work) and therefore seek to be the highest performer in their work unit, advance 

in the organization, and increase their visibility and responsibility at work. 

After reading the description, we asked participants whether they agreed or disagreed 

with the following statement “In my current role, I consider myself to be STRONGLY motivated 

by the desire to strive for MORE STATUS.” (1 = I agree with this statement, 2 = I do not agree 

with this statement). Those who agreed with this statement were considered status-strivers and 

did not provide any further responses. 

The participants who disagreed with this statement, indicating they did not identify as a 

status-striver, were then asked to think about what it means to them to be “not strongly motivated 

to strive for higher status at work.” Participants then completed two writing prompts that 

required them to complete sentences which began with, “For me, NOT being strongly motivated 

to strive for more status at work means I want to…” and, “For me, NOT being strongly 
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motivated to strive for more status at work means I do NOT want to…”. We intentionally created 

the prompts to be open-ended so that participants would be forced to describe what it means to 

them to be low in status-striving motivation. 

Results 

Eighty-nine (44.1%) of the participants reported that they do not identify as status-

strivers. Two independent coders read the responses and categorized participants into one of two 

groups – those who seemed engaged in their current role (i.e., stasis-strivers; sample responses:  

“be the best that I can be, do my job the best that I can. Not because I am trying to beat someone 

else, but because I am good at what I do and that I love it,” “I work very hard and get a lot done, 

and usually go above and beyond (and my reviews show that), but I do not want to get a 

promotion.  I'd prefer things stay the way they are now.”) versus those who did not (i.e., slackers; 

sample responses: “do the absolute bare minimum amount of work that I need to on a daily 

basis”; “do not want to put in more hours”).  

Of participants who did not identify as status-strivers, forty-three participants (48.3%) 

were categorized by both raters as stasis-strivers (71.9% agreement, Kappa = 0.40, p < 0.001). 2 

Discussion 

 Pilot Study revealed that the set of individuals who do not identify as status-strivers are 

not uniformly unmotivated. Instead, a sizable subset of them was engaged at work but simply 

desired to maintain their current role and level of responsibility. Among the sample we tested, 

21.3% were categorized by both coders as stasis-strivers, over one-fifth of the sample. This 

 
2 To control for the possibility of systematic constraints in the opportunities for advancement at the workplace (i.e., 
that participants might not be striving for advancement because they were unable, rather than unwilling), we asked 
participants whether someone with the same role as them would have a reasonable expectation that they could be 
promoted to a new role in the future, analyzing the data only of participants who said, “yes”. Among the 145 
participants who responded “yes”, 37.2% reported low identification with status-striving and among them, 50% 
were categorized by both raters as stasis-strivers (72.2% agreement, Kappa = .40, p=.002). 
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important employee profile has received scant attention in the literature. 

Study 1. Stasis-Striving in the Eyes of Others 

We theorized that stasis strivers would present themselves inauthentically at work despite 

its negative psychological consequences. An important question is whether this strategy is 

necessary; if coworkers were aware of an individual’s stasis-seeking nature, would any negative 

effects truly accrue to them as a result? To answer this question, Study 1 was intended to test 

Hypothesis 1, that stasis-strivers, when presenting themselves authentically, would be negatively 

evaluated by others regardless of their job performance. Thus, we conducted an experiment 

where participants evaluated employees with different goal statements (i.e., stasis-striving, 

status-striving, and baseline). Specifically, we used a sample composed of participants who had 

chosen to expend significant time, effort, and resources, to increase their likelihood of higher-

status organizational positions in the future: MBA students. This set of participants was 

particularly useful for examining how stasis-strivers might be perceived in contexts populated 

predominantly by status-strivers. We predict that stasis-strivers will be penalized even when their 

performance is held constant. 

Method and Measures 

Participants were one hundred and ninety-three MBA students who voluntarily 

participated in the class survey (response rate 53%; age M = 29.1, SD = 2.23; 68.9% male) from 

a west coast university. MBA programs, with students who have chosen to take on a challenging 

and expensive degree in order to improve themselves and their standings in future organizations, 

are a naturally achievement-oriented context in which to collect data. Participants were 

instructed to imagine the following scenario: 

While walking through the office one day, you notice a piece of paper on a table in the 
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break room that someone left behind. You are able to discreetly read the document. 

Please carefully review the documents and form an impression of the employee to which 

they refer. 

All participants were then presented with the employee’s performance review; in all 

cases, the performance data for the employee was the same (see Appendix 1). The employee had 

been rated on a 5-point scale on four criteria, with 1 = “Outstanding,” 2 = “Exceeds 

Requirements,” and 5 = “Unsatisfactory.” Among the four criteria, the employee was rated 

“outstanding” on two dimensions and “exceeds requirements” on the other two. To make sure 

that participants understood what the meant, we asked them to correctly identify what a “2” 

meant on the scale (“Exceeds Requirements”), and prompted those who failed to give the right 

answer to look at the performance review data again until they did.  

Participants were then randomly assigned to one of three conditions. Those in the 

baseline condition moved immediately to evaluating the employee; others saw an additional 

document on the next page. The document was a hand-written statement, presumably by the 

employee, which shared the employee’s stasis- or status-seeking goals. In the stasis (status) 

condition, the employee had written: 

Over the next few years, I hope to maintain my current (take on an increased) level of 

responsibility. I do not want to be perceived as a “high potential” employee because I 

believe that the job I have now (the job I could have if I were promoted) is better than the 

job I could have if I were promoted (the job I have now). Therefore, I intend to put forth 

great effort to remain in my current role (advance) in this organization   

Participants then evaluated the employee on a 4-item scale from 1=strongly disagree to 

7=strongly agree (α = .92; “I would want to work with this employee in the future,” “This 
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employee would be a good addition to my work unit,” “I could count on this employee to be a 

good teammate,” “I would have no concerns with working with this employee”). We averaged 

the scores together as an evaluation of the employee, with higher numbers indicating a more 

positive evaluation.  

Results and Discussion 

A one-way between-subjects ANOVA was conducted to compare the effect of the 

target’s stasis-striving motivation on participants’ evaluation of them. There was a significant 

effect of condition on target evaluation, F(2,190) = 26.29, p < .001. Supporting Hypothesis 1, the 

employee in the stasis-striving condition (M = 4.18, SD = 1.37) was given a significantly more 

negative evaluation than the status-striving condition (M = 4.91, SD = 1.27), t(190) = -3.32, p 

= .001, or than the baseline condition (M = 5.76, SD = 1.10), t(190) = 7.25, p < .001. Despite 

being rated as a strong performer across four key dimensions, and the ratings being the same 

across conditions, the employee in the stasis-striving condition was evaluated significantly more 

negatively than in the status-striving condition or baseline condition. Interestingly, the employee 

in the status-striving condition were also more negatively evaluated than that baseline condition 

(without any goal statement), t(190) = 3.75, p < .001. This is consistent with a recent study by 

Kim and Pettit (2015), which demonstrates that the blunt display of status-striving motivation 

can also be negatively evaluated. It is, therefore, all the more interesting that Study 1 shows that 

explicit display of stasis-striving motivation is evaluated even more negatively than the display 

of status-striving motivation. This suggests that stasis-strivers have valid reasons to fear that if 

they are honest and authentic about their goals, others will negatively evaluate them. 

Study 2. Stasis-Striving and Psychological Distress among U.S. Federal Employees 

 In Study 2, we sought to test Hypothesis 2 that stasis-striving (versus status-striving) 
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employees will experience more psychological distress. Specifically, we analyzed data from the 

2016 Merit Principles Survey collected by the U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board (MSPB) to 

examine whether stasis-striving is associated with greater psychological distress.  

Method and Measures 

The 2016 Merit Principles Survey includes data from a random sample of U.S. Federal 

employees (10,023 responses, 57.7% male; 14.1% 39 years and under; 61.8% 40 years and over). 

Additional information about the survey methodology can be found on the MSPB homepage 

(https://www.mspb.gov/).  

Stasis-striving work motivation. There is no preexisting measure of stasis-striving 

motivation given the novelty of the construct. Therefore, we operationalized the stasis-striving 

work motivation as the interaction between two variables that our theorizing and Pilot Study 

suggest underlie a stasis-striving orientation – i.e., those who are low in status-striving 

motivation, but high in work engagement.  

We measured status-striving motivation with three items drawn from questions about 

one’s expected career trajectory (during the next two years, do you plan to: “Take on higher-

level technical responsibilities,” “Take on new challenges, assignments, or roles in your current 

job,” “Take on supervisory or managerial responsibilities.”) using a 5-point scale (1= strongly 

disagree, 5 = strongly agree; α = .77).  

Next, we measured work engagement using the following six items: “When I work, I give 

my work my best effort,” “I put my full physical energy into doing my work tasks,” “When I 

work, I give my work my full concentration and focus,” “I am dedicated to my work,” “When I 

do my work, I give it everything I have to offer,” “I do my work tasks to the fullness of my 

physical capacity” using a 5-point scale (1= strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree; α = .92).  
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Psychological distress. We assessed psychological distress using the following five 

items: “I put so much into my work that I wear myself out,” “I put so much into my work that it 

negatively affects other areas of my life,” “I take on more work than I should,” “It is hard for me 

to realize when I have done my work well enough,” “When I am not working, I worry about my 

work.” using a 5 point scale (1= strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree; α = .83). 

Control variables. A number of personal and job characteristics such as career stage, 

income, and managerial status might exert confounding effects on the key variables of interest. 

We controlled for a number of variables that may affect employees’ level of reported 

psychological distress including: number of years as Federal employees, number of years with 

the current agency, managerial status, work location (field office vs. headquarters), income (less 

than $74,999; $75,000 to $99,999; $100,000 to $149,999; $150,000 or more), gender, and age. 

We also included fixed effects (i.e., a series of dummies) to control for the specific agency 

within the federal government. 

Results 

The descriptive statistics for and intercorrelations among the variables are reported in 

Table 4. We entered the variables in two steps. First, we regressed psychological distress on our 

measures of status-striving, employee engagement, and control variables. We found a significant 

main effect of status-striving and work engagement on psychological distress. Status-striving 

was negatively associated with psychological distress (β = -.027, p = .010), while work 

engagement was positively associated with psychological distress (β = .064, p < .001). Next, we 

added the interaction between status-striving and employee engagement to the model. As 

predicted, we found a significant interaction between status-striving and work engagement on 

psychological distress, β = -.055, p < .001. Specifically, the simple slopes test of status-striving 
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revealed a significant negative slope when work engagement was high (mean + 1SD), slope = -

0.063, p < .001. Thus, among highly engaged employees, individuals who are low in status-

striving motivation (i.e., stasis-strivers) experienced greater psychological distress compared to 

those who are high in status-striving motivation (i.e., status-strivers). In addition, the simple 

slopes test showed a significant positive slope for work engagement only for those low in status-

striving (– 1SD), slope = .084, p < .001, but not for those high in status-striving (+ 1SD), slope = 

-.001, p = .969. For those low in status-striving, individuals with high work engagement (i.e., 

stasis-strivers) exhibited greater psychological distress compared to individuals with low work 

engagement (i.e., slackers), consistent with the Pilot Study (see Figure 3). Taken together, the 

results reveal that highly engaged employees who report low levels of status-striving ambition 

(i.e., stasis-strivers) report experiencing the highest levels of psychological distress, supporting 

Hypothesis 2.  

Discussion 

 In Study 2, we tested Hypothesis 2 using data from a large scale survey of Federal 

employees and found that employees who report a stasis-striving work motivation (i.e., low 

status-striving motivation and high engagement) experience the highest levels of psychological 

distress. Although Study 2 provides initial evidence that stasis-strivers are indeed more 

psychologically distressed, the cross-sectional and secondary nature of the public dataset limits 

inferences regarding the phenomenon. It is plausible that employees who don’t perceive they will 

have an opportunity to advance will answer the stasis-striving questions similarly to employees 

who do not wish to advance. In addition, the cross-sectional nature of the data makes causality 

hard to determine—it is possible that rather than individuals with stasis-striving motivation 

experiencing greater psychological distress, psychologically distressed individuals may be more 
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likely to become stasis-strivers. Lastly, the proposed mechanism of why stasis-strivers feel 

greater psychological distress (i.e., inauthenticity) cannot be addressed with the given set of 

questionnaires administered. To address these concerns, we ran Study 3, a controlled experiment.   

Study 3: Experimental Manipulation of Stasis-Striving 

Study 3 aims to confirm the causal relationship between stasis-striving and inauthenticity 

by directly manipulating stasis-striving (versus status-striving) goals. To do so, we 

experimentally manipulated stasis-striving (versus status-striving) and measured feelings of 

inauthenticity in an online chat platform that allowed participants to believe they were having a 

realtime conversation with someone who had taken on the role of their manager in the study’s 

paradigm. Consistent with our theory, we held constant organizational culture to reflect the 

dominant culture in today’s organizations (i.e., achievement-orientation). We predicted that 

individuals prompted with the goal of stasis-striving (compared to status-striving) will feel more 

inauthentic, which is a known predictor of psychological distress (e.g., Goldman & Kernis, 2002; 

Ménard & Brunet, 2011).  

Procedure 

 We recruited 266 participants through Mturk. The study explicitly advertised that it 

involved a role play with another participant in a real-time chat platform. After consenting, 

participants were told they were to take on the role of a consulting at a leading technology 

consulting firm, and that they would be interacting in real-time with another participant who 

would assume the role of their boss. They were then given a description of the company culture, 

their role and goals, and some potential future projects, and instructed to take notes that they 

could use in an upcoming interaction with their boss. The study design consisted of two 

conditions, status-striving or stasis-striving.  
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High Achievement Organizational Culture. All participants read about the same 

organizational culture. They were told their company had a history of hiring and promoting 

ambitious and driven employees and that it thus had a reputation within the industry for its high-

achievement culture. 

 Stasis-striving (versus status-striving). Participants were randomly assigned to one of two 

descriptions of their role and goals at the organization: stasis-striving versus status-striving. 

Participants in the stasis-striving (status-striving) conditions were given the following prompt:  

You are a hardworking and engaged employee who truly enjoys working at BronzeWing. 

As a result, you desire to maintain your current role and level of responsibility in the 

company (you desire to increase your level of responsibility and visibility in the 

company) through sustained effort and diligence, with the hope of avoiding the increased 

level of responsibility and visibility that is associated with being promoted to a higher-

status position (with the hope of moving beyond the level of responsibility and visibility 

that is associated with your current position). 

Then, participants were told about two projects they could potentially be assigned to next, 

one which was congruent with status-striving goals (Project A), and one congruent with stasis-

striving goals (Project B):  

Project A: This project is located in Houston, TX, and is expected to offer a fast-track to 

promotion. In this project, you will have a wide range of new and evolving 

responsibilities. Consultants in this type of project tend to aspire to be promoted as 

quickly as possible, and often have success in this regard by working hard and attracting 

the attention of senior managers.  

Project B: This project is located in Dallas, TX, and is expected to offer long-term 
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stability. In this project, you will have a narrow set of familiar and predictable 

responsibilities. Consultants in this type of project tend to aspire to remain in the same 

role for as long as possible, and often have success in this regard by working hard 

without attracting the attention of senior managers. 

Manipulation check. Participants were asked to indicate the project they wanted to work 

on (Project A or Project B), with the expectation that participants in the status-striving condition 

should prefer Project A, and those in the stasis-striving condition should prefer Project B.  

Interaction and inauthenticity. Participants were instructed that they would next 

participate in a live chat with their boss at BronzeWing as part of their annual performance 

review. They were told that, during the conversation, their boss would ask several questions, 

including about their preferences for the next project they would be assigned to.  

To further bolster participants’ sense of the organizational culture, they were told that 

their boss had the ability to reward high-performing BronzeWing employees and had been given 

the discretion to award them a 5 cent bonus payment at the end of the study if participants 

impressed them in the performance review.  

On the next screen, participants joined a real-time chat platform called ‘Chatplat’ and 

were asked to wait for their boss to arrive and not to leave the chat until they were told to. For all 

participants, the boss they interacted with on Chatplat was a confederate who interacted with 

them according to a script. Confederates typed their responses by hand, used breaks between 

sentences, and occasionally used non-capitalized letters to increase the realism of the interaction. 

The script consisted of the following lines:  

Hi there! 

It seems like we’ll be doing a performance review. 
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Let’s first talk about the culture at our company.  

From your perspective, what’s the strongest part of Bronzewing’s culture? 

The final question was intended as a check that the participants were engaged in the 

scenario. Fifty-two participants (19.5%) failed to answer the question and were marked by 

confederate as having failed to engage in the role play, leaving 214 participants (age M = 35.5, 

SD = 10.4; 55.6% male). 

Next, the confederate asked the participants for their preference between Project A or 

Project B and prompted them to explain their reasoning, giving participants an opportunity to 

talk about themselves and what they wanted, with the expectation that they would feel pressure 

to select Project A, which aligned with the culture of the organization. Once participants 

provided their answer, the confederate told participants they needed to step away from the chat 

temporarily, that they would continue their conversation in a later interaction, and that 

participants could click through to the next screen.  

Feelings of inauthenticity. In the next screen, participants were asked how inauthentic 

they felt interacting with their boss using a 7-point scale (1=not at all, 7= very much). The 

inauthenticity items administered were: “I felt like I could be myself (reverse coded),” “I felt like 

it was easy to express my true attitudes and feelings (reverse coded),” “I felt like I was artificial,” 

“I felt like I had to change myself” (α = .91). Higher scores indicated greater levels of 

inauthenticity.  

Participants then indicated their demographic information, were debriefed (including 

revealing to them that there would not be a second chat conversation) and were compensated 

with a bonus of 5 cents regardless of project they had selected in the chat.  

Results and Discussion 
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As a manipulation check, we analyzed participants’ private preferences for the status-

driven Project A over the stasis-driven Project B by conditions. As expected, those in the status-

striving condition were 30.55 times more likely to select the status-drive Project A, suggesting 

the manipulation was successful.  

Next, we conducted a one-way between-subjects ANOVA to test the effect of stasis-

striving on inauthenticity. There was a significant effect of condition on inauthenticity, F(1,212) 

= 5.15, p = .024. Participants in the stasis-striving condition (M = 3.43, SD = 1.68) reported 

significantly higher inauthenticity than those in the status-striving condition (M = 2.92, SD = 

1.60), supporting Hypothesis 3.   

A possible alternative explanation could be that the inauthenticity sprang not from the 

manipulation, but from asking participants (who may have been predominantly status-strivers) to 

imagine that they were stasis-strivers. To rule out such possibility, we recruited a separate set of 

152 participants from Amazon Mechanical Turk (age M = 36.1, SD = 9.4; 63.8% male) and 

administered the same materials, asking them how inauthentic they felt (using the same items as 

the main study (α = .84)), prior to their interaction with their boss. A one-way between-subjects 

ANOVA was conducted and found no significant effect of manipulation on inauthenticity, 

F(1,150) = 1.92, ns. Because the process was identical except that the interpersonal interaction 

had not yet occurred, we can infer that it is the interaction with one’s boss in an achievement-

oriented culture that drives the inauthentic feelings of stasis-strivers.  

Thus, Study 3 supports our theorizing that stasis-striving leads to inauthenticity, a known 

predictor of psychological distress. Specifically, the result suggests that stasis-strivers, compared 

to status-strivers, feel more inauthentic in a high achievement-oriented context. When both 

measured and manipulated, stasis-striving has been shown to drive increased feelings of 
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inauthenticity, likely due to the organizational cultures in which stasis-strivers find themselves 

today.  

Study 4: Organizational Culture 

Study 4 tested Hypothesis 4 that the pressure stasis-strivers are under to inauthentically 

present themselves at the workplace will drive psychological distress, making felt inauthenticity 

a key mediator between the two constructs. We furthermore tested Hypothesis 5, that if feelings 

of inauthenticity indeed drive the negative effect of stasis-striving on psychological distress, then 

individuals working in a less (versus more) achievement-oriented organizational culture should 

feel less inauthentic and be less psychologically distressed. Thus, we predicted a significant first 

stage moderated mediation with achievement-oriented organizational culture as the moderator. 

Study 4 contributes in a number of ways. First, it employed an actual measure of stasis-striving 

to further confirm the generalizability of the phenomena. Second, using full-time employees 

recruited from Mturk, Study 4 tested the proposed model directly, providing further evidence of 

our theorizing. 

Method and Measures 

We recruited 344 fully-employed participants through Mturk. Because self-employment 

or employment in a family business naturally made promotion along a hierarchy impossible or 

complicated, thus suppressing individual differences in status- and stasis-striving, we excluded 

participants from the analyses who fell into either of these two categories (of which there were 

24). We also included an attention check which asked participants to select a particular response 

on a Likert scale, excluding participants who failed to follow instructions, of which there were 
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26. The final sample includes 294 working employees (age M = 36.7, SD = 11.6; 45.6% male).3  

Stasis-striving. Using open-ended participant responses from Pilot Study, we created a 4-

item measure of stasis-striving.4 The items consisted of four statements, i.e., “I actively seek to 

avoid being promoted,” “I am careful not to put forth too much or too little effort at work,” “I 

make sure not to behave like one of the top employees,” and “I try not to be one of the best 

employees in my unit,” (α = .73) Participants were instructed to rate their agreement to each item 

in a 7-point scale (1= strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). 

Psychological distress. We examined psychological distress using a 5-item emotional 

exhaustion dimension of the Maslach Burnout Inventory – General Survey (MBI-GS; Schaufeli, 

Leiter, Maslach, & Jackson, 1996). Sample items include: “I feel emotionally drained from my 

work,” “I feel burned out from my work,” “I feel used up at the end of the workday” (α = .94), 

and participants used a 7-point frequency scale (1=never, 7=always/every day) to respond. 

Inauthenticity. We employed the 11-item behavior subscale of Kernis and Goldman’s 

(2006) authenticity inventory, using a 7-point scale (1= strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). 

Sample items include: “I frequently pretend to enjoy something when in actuality I really don’t,” 

“I’ve often done things that I don’t want to do merely not to disappoint people,” “I find that my 

behavior typically expresses my values (reverse scored)” (α = .85). 

Achievement-oriented organizational culture. We prompted participants to think about 

their organization’s culture and to indicate the extent to which the listed values were 

 
3 Consistent with the Pilot Study, we asked participants whether someone with the same role as them had a 
reasonable expectation that they could be promoted to a new role in the future. Among those who said “yes” to the 
question, the results are stronger than those reported. 
4 This measure was pre-tested using independent sample of 261 samples (age M = 26.3, SD = 12.1; 53.6% male) 
who responded to the items. We conducted a CFA analysis and confirmed that all items loaded to a single factor χ2 = 
679.84, p < .001, CFI = .96, SRMR = .03, a good fit based on Hu and Bender's (1997) two-index presentation 
strategy. 
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characteristic of their organization’s culture using a 7-point scale (1=not at all, 7=very much). 

We provided 7 adjectives (demanding, result orientation, high expectation, achievement-

orientation, opportunities, competitive, aggressive) from the outcome-oriented and aggressive 

dimension of organizational culture profile (O’Reilly, Chatman, & Caldwell, 1991; α = .77). 

Control variables. We controlled for variables related to the job and the respondents: age, 

gender, number of years in the workforce, organization type (government, private non-profit, 

private profit, working in a family business, other), and size of an organization. 

Results and Discussion 

The descriptive statistics and intercorrelations among the variables are reported in Table 

5. As expected, stasis-striving was positively correlated with both psychological distress (r = .22, 

p < .001) and inauthenticity (r = .26, p < .001). In order to systematically test the relationship 

among variables, we ran an OLS regression of psychological distress on stasis-striving with the 

above-listed covariates. As expected, stasis-striving was positively associated with psychological 

distress, β = .23, p < .001, over and above the set of covariates. Thus, the more individuals 

engage in stasis-striving, the more they are psychologically distressed, supporting Hypothesis 2.  

Next, we investigated our theoretical mechanism for the positive effect of stasis-striving 

on psychological distress: inauthenticity. We first analyzed whether stasis-strivers are feeling 

more inauthentic at work using regression analysis. As predicted, we found a positive 

relationship between stasis-striving and inauthenticity, β = .25, p < .001, over and above the set 

of covariates, supporting Hypothesis 3. We then examined whether inauthenticity mediated the 

relationship between stasis-striving and psychological distress. We ran a bootstrapping-based 

mediation test with ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analyses in place of HLM (Preacher 

& Hayes, 2008), and; inauthenticity significantly mediated the positive effect of stasis-striving 
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on psychological distress (95% CI = [.078, .244]), supporting Hypothesis 4. 

Furthermore, we tested whether the mediating effect of inauthenticity is moderated by 

achievement-oriented culture. We conducted a first-stage moderated path analysis and tested for 

mediation using a series of linear regressions (Hayes, 2013). A significant interaction between 

achievement-oriented culture and stasis-striving emerged on inauthenticity emerged (β =.13, p 

= .016), suggesting that the effect of stasis-striving on inauthenticity was moderated by 

achievement-oriented culture. The simple slope analysis shows that stasis-striving is positively 

associated with inauthenticity under high achievement-oriented culture (mean + 1SD), slope 

= .377, p < .001, but not under low achievement-oriented culture (mean – 1SD), slope = .092, p 

= .304. The second regression demonstrated that inauthenticity was positively associated with 

psychological distress (β = .40, p < .001). The conditional indirect effect of inauthenticity on 

psychological distress was examined at high and low levels of achievement-oriented culture 

using 5,000 bootstrapped samples. Under high achievement-oriented organizational culture (+ 

1SD), stasis-striving resulted in greater psychological distress via increased feelings of 

inauthenticity, CI 95% [.127, .387]. However, under low achievement-oriented organizational 

culture (-1SD), stasis-striving did not result in greater psychological distress via increased 

feelings of inauthenticity, CI 95% [-.037, .224]. This supports Hypothesis 5.  

Overall, Study 4 finds in a sample of working employees that stasis-striving is positively 

related to psychological distress such that the more employees engage in stasis-striving, the more 

they are psychologically distressed. It further shows that inauthenticity mediates the relationship 

such that stasis-strivers exhibit more inauthentic behaviors, which is also associated with greater 

psychological distress. Given that the pressure to be inauthentic is driven by the organizational 

culture that promotes high achievement-orientation, it is also notable that the pressure to be 
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inauthentic and thus be psychologically distressed is reduced under low achievement-orientation 

culture. However, the relationship between stasis-striving and psychological distress, mediated 

by inauthenticity, remains significant under high achievement-oriented culture. Study 4 supports 

our hypotheses in a sample of working employees using a scale that directly measures stasis-

striving.  

General Discussion 

 
Across five studies, we identified and explored the experience of stasis-strivers in 

organizational life. Stasis-striving was measured using both newly-developed measures and 

existing measures of status-striving and work effort, as well as manipulated, and consistent 

effects were found across all of these approaches, speaking to the generalizability of the 

phenomenon. We found that when expressed authentically, stasis-striving was negatively 

evaluated by others even when their performance was held constant (Study 1). In addition, 

individuals who are high (versus low) in stasis-striving report higher levels of psychological 

distress (Studies 2 and 4), an effect mediated by feelings of inauthenticity (Studies 3 and 4). The 

effect of stasis-striving on feelings of inauthenticity was further moderated by the strength of the 

achievement-orientation of respondents’ organizations (Study 4). Overall, we consistently found 

support for feelings of inauthenticity as an important factor in the experience of stasis-striving 

employees, which results in negative mental consequences at the workplace. 

Implications for Theory 

We contribute to extant theory about status-striving in organizations by questioning 

widely held assumptions about the universal preference for upward mobility; our findings 

suggest there is a need to broaden our understanding of different motivation styles. The literature 
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on social hierarchy has argued that the desire for status is a fundamental (and thus implicitly 

universal) human motivation (Anderson et al., 2015; Henrich & Gil-White, 2001; Hogan, 1983; 

Maslow, 1943).  

The approach seems to have inadvertently obscured the possibility that a significant 

subset of the population may instead strive to avoid higher status, while still being invested and 

engaged in their work. In fact, the prevalence of these assumptions, embedded in much of 

organizational culture, has discouraged openness about stasis-striving motivation among those 

who possess it. Our findings suggest this pressure causes stasis-strivers to feel inauthentic at their 

workplaces, driving downstream psychological distress. Furthermore, we are among the first to 

theorize and empirically demonstrate that individuals who score low on existing status-striving 

measures do not hold uniform beliefs about their work. Among individuals low in status-striving 

motivation, we demonstrate that those who are engaged in their work should be distinguished 

from others who are disengaged, suggesting a need to acknowledge additional nuances in what it 

means to be low in status-striving. 

Our research also complements work on the understanding of how invisible social 

identities influence and complicate workplace interactions (Clair et al., 2005). Work on invisible 

social identities documents difficulties individuals with stigmatizing invisible social identities 

experience at work (Herek & Capitanio, 1996; Pinder, 1995; Reimann, 2001; Schneider & 

Conrad, 1980), and in line with this stream of research, this paper presents another type of 

stigmatizing invisible social identity. This paper also illustrates the importance of the 

organizational culture in which this identity is held, showing that achievement-oriented contexts 

intensify the effects. 

Lastly, our research also contributes to understanding employee well-being by presenting 
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stasis-striving as a novel antecedent of inauthenticity and psychological distress. We sought to 

understand when employees are inauthentic, and thus experience negative forms of employee 

well-being (e.g., burnout) in the workplace. Our data reveal that feelings of inauthenticity 

emerge even more strongly within organizations that endorse certain values. 

Implications for Organizations 

These findings have two major implications for organizations. First, the current system of 

incentives may be unappealing to up to about a fifth of their members. A major challenge in 

organizations is the coordination of effort through incentives and rewards. The widespread focus 

on status-striving is central in creating systems of incentives, which both encourage and assume 

the possibility of promotion will be a motivating factor in employee engagement in the 

workplace. Our findings suggest that for some, this is an active deterrent, and other systems of 

incentives might better align the interests organizations and the stasis-strivers within them.  

Second, our findings that the current stigma around stasis-striving should likely be 

ameliorated or eliminated in many organizational cultures. The negative associations with stasis-

striving drive increased inauthenticity and psychological distress, likely leading to unnecessary 

levels of burnout among employees who would otherwise be engaged in their jobs. Furthermore, 

these negative associations also likely cause organizations to overlook the benefits of stasis-

strivers within the organization. First, turnover and mobility within the organization are major 

causes of damage to transactive memory systems among employees that increase productivity 

and help groups of people get things done (Arrow & McGrath, 1995; Lewis, Belliveau, Herndon, 

& Keller, 2007). Individuals engaged in their job who would prefer to remain in their current 

position have the potential to act as factors which help to maintain and protect existing 

transactive memory systems within the organization against degradation. Furthermore, while 
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competing for limited high-status positions can motivated status-strivers, having multiple high-

status or status-striving individuals in the same context can also drive increased conflict and thus 

reduce productivity (Ronay et al., 2012). The presence of stasis-strivers in these contexts, who 

would prefer not to aggressively compete for resources and status, may help to dilute unhelpful 

intra-competitive behaviors among other organizational employees. By reducing negative 

associations with stasis-striving, organizations stand to retain valuable employees and perhaps 

contribute to healthier and more effects on organizational cultures.  

Weaknesses and Plan for Additional Studies 

Despite the novelty of the construct and findings across multiple studies, the current 

studies have some design weaknesses that will be addressed in two future studies. First, a new 

experiment is needed to better mirror the experience of stasis strivers at the workplace, as while 

the current Study 3 is promising, there is room for improvement in terms of participant 

experience of the paradigm. In Study 3, we manipulate stasis striving (versus status striving) by 

manipulating participants’ career goal as maintaining (versus advancing) their current position in 

the organizational hierarchy, operationalized as them being told they preferred a project which 

either set them up for increased status or a project which set them up for increased stasis. We 

then introduce participants to a chat room in which they interact with their boss, who emphasizes 

the achievement-oriented nature of the organization. In line with our hypotheses, participants in 

the stasis-striving condition reported higher levels of felt inauthenticity than the status-striving 

condition. Yet, a closer examination of the chat transcripts reveals that participants in both 

conditions in the chatroom tended to tell their boss honestly which project they preferred – in 

other words, even though stasis-striving participants reported feeling more inauthentic than 

status-striving participants, they were still honest with their boss about preferring the stasis-
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oriented project. Because their boss specifically asked them to state a project preference, it is 

possible that participants felt obligated to divulge their true preference. In fact, we had an 

independent coder to code the extent to which participants tried to justify their answers in the 

chat room. As one might expect, we find that participants in stasis striving condition (M = 2.17, 

SD = 1.15) engaged more in justifying of their answers to their boss than participants in status 

striving condition (M =  1.81, SD = 1.00), t = 2.37, p = 0.009. This suggests that participants in 

the stasis striving condition may have understood the possible backlash for being seen as stasis 

strivers at the workplace, so while they were honest about their preferences, they also spent more 

time trying to justify them to a status-striving individual. Thus, a better design should, rather than 

forcing participants to divulge their stasis-striving goal, allow them to deal with the situation 

more flexibly and realistically. Specifically, we are planning a new design involving a context in 

which participants are given the opportunity to volunteer for a committee that would benefit 

others in their organization, but may also bring them positive attention from those making 

promotion decisions. This paradigm would give participants the option to forego participation in 

the committee and to frame their refusal in a number of ways that do not force a dichotomous 

choice. This paradigm should bear a greater resemblance to what stasis strivers are experiencing 

in the workplace.  

Furthermore, the stasis striving scale in Study 4 needs validation to verify that it is only 

capturing stasis strivers. In the pilot study, we have differentiated that people with low status 

striving motivation into two groups: slackers and stasis strivers. Using a large public dataset, 

Study 2 further supports our distinction between the two groups based on work engagement. 

Although both slackers and stasis-strivers are low in status striving motivation, one defining 

feature of stasis strivers that differentiates them from slackers is that they are engaged in their 
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current job. However, it is possible that our stasis striving scale (Study 4) does not reliably 

differentiate stasis strivers from slackers. We plan to validate the scale by recruiting a large 

number of participants and have them respond to stasis striving scale, status striving scale, and 

work engagement scale, used in prior studies. Ideally, if people high in stasis striving report low 

status striving but high work engagement, this will confirm that our stasis striving scale is 

capturing the intended population. If not, we will need to develop a new stasis striving scale that 

better captures the characteristics of stasis striving (e.g., “Striving to get ahead at work is not as 

important to me as doing a good job”) and re-run Study 4. 

Directions for Future Research 

Many opportunities remain to explore stasis-striving motivation at large. A person’s 

status can be conceptualized as a portfolio in which status comes from multiple sources (Yu, 

Pettit, Howell, & Kilduff, 2017). This model suggests that an individual might strive for stasis in 

the work domain while still experiencing the drive for higher status in other areas of life, such as 

their families or communities. Future work should explore how individuals interact with the full 

system of potential sources of status in their lives to determine how universal status- versus 

stasis-striving goals are at the level of the individual.  

Future research should also consider the effect of a hierarchical position on the 

experience of stasis-striving. This paper intentionally focused on the experience of stasis-striving 

across broad swathes of employees and in generic contexts to show the existence and widespread 

nature of the phenomenon. However, it is plausible that the experience of stasis-striving varies 

across different levels of a hierarchy. It is possible that stasis-striving is more prominent in the 

middle of the hierarchy; individuals at the bottom of the hierarchy may have more valid concerns 

that should they not focus on increasing their status, they run the risk of seriously endangering 
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not only their status but their membership in the organization. Conversely, individuals at the top 

of the status hierarchy are likely there as the result of consistent pursuit of status-striving goals, 

successful competition, and a focus on increasing their position in the hierarchy. Thus, it may be 

more likely that stasis-striving motivation is most widespread among individuals in the middle of 

the hierarchy. In fact, classical research on social influence suggests that individuals with middle 

status are less secure and more conforming than those with either high or low status (Dittes & 

Kelley, 1956; Homans, 1961; Phillips & Zuckerman, 2001). This sets up an interesting question 

for future research to disentangle—whether stasis-striving is contributing to the conformity of 

individuals in the middle of status hierarchies. 

Third, although it is not the focus of the current research, future research should also 

investigate the possible antecedents of stasis-striving at the workplace, as people may engage in 

stasis-striving for a variety of reasons. For example, stasis-strivers may prefer their current job 

tasks more than the tasks they would be given should they be promoted, or they might be 

concerned about their ability to do well with the increased pressure and responsibility that comes 

with increased status. Or, they might instead simply be satisfied with the current work-life 

balance, and dislike change. While we expect the driver for stasis-striving might be multiply 

determined, future research could investigate whether different antecedents affect the experience 

of stasis-striving at the workplace. For instance, if an individual’s primary motivation for stasis-

striving is internal (i.e., personal reasons), stasis-strivers might experience less pressure to feel 

inauthentic and thus experience less psychological distress. In contrast, if the main reason for 

stasis-striving is external (i.e., determined by external factors such as expected changes in the 

nature of their work should they be promoted), stasis-strivers might experience greater 

psychological distress due to lack of control. With the introduction of the construct, we expect a 
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number of fruitful future research paths to be available to contribute to further understanding the 

unique experience of stasis-striving at the workplace. 

Conclusion 

A central assumption behind research on hierarchical rank is that people strive for status. 

We question this assumption by introducing the concept of stasis-striving, characterized by a 

desire to maintain one’s current organizational role and level of responsibility. This research not 

only identifies a subset of employees who voluntarily seek to experience a career plateau but also 

reveals that their inability to be authentic about these goals causes distress, compared to those 

who openly embrace the organizational status-striving values they are expected to have. 

Organizations that seek to motivate employees to perform well at their tasks would benefit from 

acknowledging that a subset of those employees likely not only finds promotion an unappetizing 

incentive but, at times, an actual penalty, to productive effort. It is thus important organizations 

embrace the diversity of how people approach status so that all employees who are engaged in 

their work can openly take pride in their current position. 
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Table 4. Descriptive statistics and correlations, Study 2 
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Table 5. Descriptive statistics and correlations, Study 4 
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Figure 3. The joint effect of low status-striving but high work engagement (i.e., stasis-striving) 
on psychological distress, Study 2. 
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Appendix 1. Employee Performance Review, Study 1 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 
 

 

Hierarchies based on status are indeed ubiquitous in social settings, and status has its 

privileges. Given the benefit of having high status, the process of moving up has been described 

as battles over status. However, I challenge such an implicit assumption that moving up the 

social hierarchy should be a competitive process. In the first part of the dissertation, I introduce 

a strategy to move up the social hierarchy harmoniously with other members in a group. 

Specifically, status challengers who seek greater respect rather than higher rank can 

communicate unconditional respect to status defenders while making their claims to reduce 

defenders’ threat reactions, which fulfills the challenger’s need for higher status as well as 

expanding the pie of respect.    

But such processes need not apply to everyone. I further challenge the widely held 

assumption that all people strive for higher status. The later part of the dissertation identifies a 

subset of employees who are willing to make the tradeoff for foregoing increased benefits that 

come with increased status in order to maintain their current status in their organization. 

However, due to the widely held assumption that people should want higher status, these 

individuals suffered from their inability to be authentic about these goals, compared to those 

who openly embrace the organizational status-striving values they are expected to have.  

Implications 

 The primary implication of this collection of studies is to introduce the possibility of 

coordinating individuals’ status motivations in the social hierarchy. Prior literature has 
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uniformly treated people’s status motivation, which limited the possibility of coordinating 

multiple members’ status motivation in teams and organizations and resulted in performance 

detracting battles over rank (Bendersky & Hays, 2012, Groysberg et al., 2011; Kilduff et al., 

2016). However, the current dissertation proposes that individuals in the collective might not 

have uniform status motivation. Instead, some people might seek stasis or seek to increase 

respect, which allows room for coordination at the collective level. People who seek stasis will 

be likely to avoid conflicts with others who seek status, which may buffer the team against the 

detrimental effects of status conflicts. Conflicts over respect can be potentially beneficial at the 

collective level by enhancing the collective success and enlarging the pie of resources that are 

divided among members. By taking a closer look at what status means for each individual, 

therefore, we will be able to explore the possibility to harmonize people’s status motivation in 

the collective.  

The second implication of this work is to embrace the diversity in people’s status 

motivation and to organize rewards and incentives accordingly. Hierarchy facilitates the success 

of organizational groups by motivating performance through incentives and rewards (Anderson 

& Brown, 2010; Halevy et al., 2011). Specifically, hierarchy allows organizations to use 

promotions to formally reward individuals because advancing in the organizational ladder is 

believed to fulfill the need for status of its members. As noted in the general discussion of 

chapter 4, however, such incentive systems can be an active deterrent for some, which suggests 

that the incentive system should be diversified to meet the interest of its members. In sum, a 

search for a new incentive system that can reappreciate the diverse nature of status motivation 

should take place.  

Relatedly, the last implication is around the culture in teams and organizations. The 
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culture around how people approach status will likely shape individual experience within teams 

and organizations. A respect-based culture should provide the sense that all are valued 

regardless of their position in the hierarchy. In such a culture, strong social identity (Cooper & 

Thatcher, 2010; Mael & Ashforth, 2001) may motivate individuals to be more accepting of 

lower-ranked positions as rank motivation is less salient. Also, as seen in Chapter 4, the 

stigmatizing experience of seeking stasis depends on organizational culture. An organizational 

culture that embraces the diversity of how people approach status should help all employees to 

openly take pride in their status motivation. The current dissertation opens the potential role of 

the culture around status in understanding status dynamics at both teams and organizations. 

 In conclusion, by challenging the assumptions in the literature, the current dissertation is 

aimed at understanding the diversity of how people approach status. People do not uniformly 

want status nor approach them in the same way. While stasis strivers are low in status striving 

motivation, others might care so much about moving up the hierarchy that they would actively 

challenge others for more status. It is thus important to understand and embrace the diversity of 

how people approach status so that everyone in the hierarchy can coordinate their status 

motivations harmoniously with other members. I hope that my dissertation expands our 

knowledge of the diversity of people’s status motivation in innovative and compelling ways.  
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