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ABSTRACT 
Sense of power and self-compassion both impact important intrapsychic and interpersonal outcomes. However, how powerholders 
treat themselves when experiencing failure or personal setbacks is unclear. We propose that powerholders are more apt than their 
lower-power counterparts to exhibit self-compassion when faced with difficulties. Across six main studies (and four supplemental 
studies) using experimental, correlational and real-world designs (Ntotal = 3325), converging support was found for a positive link 
between power and self-compassion. This held for experimentally-induced, self- and peer-reported and structural power, and for 
direct and indirect self-compassion measures. Further, as power means reduced dependence and increased security, we theorized 
and found that power enhances authenticity, which explained powerholders’ greater self-compassion. These findings advance 
theory in suggesting that power is linked to adaptively dealing with personal adversities, carry implications for organizational 
politics and HR practices and suggest that self-compassion interventions for low-power individuals may be useful. 
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 Introduction 

eople who have influence over others can assert their wishes,
ake decisions and get their needs and goals fulfilled (Anderson
t al. 2012; Keltner et al. 2003). However, powerholders1—such as
usiness leaders, politicians, military generals and educators—
lso have to decide on critical matters that impact other people
nd their organizations, and must deal with multiple matters
imultaneously. Thus, when powerholders encounter setbacks or
ailures, this can negatively impact not only themselves but also
eople they hold power over. This magnified impact would seem
o leave powerholders in need of self-protective resources when
aced with failure. 

he present research examined whether power influences how
eople treat themselves in the face of setbacks. Specifically, across
en studies, we tested whether power is positively linked to self-
ompassion, the latter referring to a response to setbacks and fail-
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ures that involves adopting a caring attitude toward the self, being
mindful and recognizing that setbacks are a common human
experience (Neff 2023). Furthermore, building on evidence indi-
cating that power is associated with authenticity (e.g., Chen
2020), we tested whether powerholders’ heightened authenticity
promotes self-compassionate responding. In addition, we also
examined whether specific conditions and personality variables
(i.e., relationship types, structural power, agency/communion)
affect when power is linked to self-compassion. 

1.1 Power and Self-Compassion 

Power has been defined in numerous ways (Keltner et al. 2003).
We follow consensus definitions of sense of power as the felt
ability to influence other people (Anderson et al. 2012; Körner
et al. 2025). Sense of power has also been termed psychological,
subjective or felt power. It can be distinguished from structural
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ower, which refers to control over resources that can afford
nfluence (and thus also a sense of power; Keltner et al. 2003).
ense of power can arise not only from resource control but also
rom social status (Körner et al. 2025)2. Here, we focused on sense
f power because research suggests it shapes outcomes more
trongly than does structural power (e.g., Bombari et al. 2017;
örner and Schütz 2021). Power manipulations usually assign
articipants to a hierarchical role, provide participants with
esources or ask participants to remember powerful situations
o increase their sense of power (Galinsky et al. 2015). Studies
ave shown that trait measures and experimental manipulations
f power both tap into sense of power and yield similar effects
e.g., Anicich et al. 2016; Cai and Guinote 2017; Fast and Chen
009; Schaerer et al. 2021). 

ower has been reported to influence many self-related responses,
ncluding increased authenticity, self-concept consistency, confi-
ence and overconfidence (e.g., Briñol et al. 2017; Kraus et al. 2011;
ast et al. 2012). Many of these responses reflect agentic aspects
f the self, suggesting that power enhances agency (Guinote
017). What is unclear is how power relates to more communally-
riented tendencies vis-à-vis the self, such as self-compassion. 

elf-compassion refers to a caring way of relating to and treating
he self when faced with a setback or failure. Neff (2003) charac-
erizes self-compassion as having three interrelated facets. First,
elf-kindness (vs. self-judgment) refers to feelings of kindness
nd care toward oneself when experiencing difficulties. Second,
indfulness (vs. overidentification) entails taking a mindful and
pen attitude toward one’s own suffering, having an accepting
ttitude about one’s failures, and acknowledging that failure is an
nevitable part of life. Finally, common humanity (vs. isolation)
nvolves recognizing that failures are a shared human experience,
hich bolsters a sense of interconnectedness with others and
inimizes feelings of isolation. These three facets show high

ntercorrelations and research supports treating self-compassion
s a unidimensional construct (Neff et al. 2019). 

otably, self-compassion is explicitly non-evaluative (Neff 2003),
aking it distinct from both self-esteem and self-pity, which are
valuative and do not explicitly refer to reactions to failure. Self-
ompassion has been linked to health, well-being and optimism
Neff 2023). Recent reviews call for a deeper understanding of self-
ompassion in organizational contexts (Dodson and Heng 2022;
eff 2023), including how asymmetric power relationships affect
t. 

.2 The Self-Caring Powerholder 

.2.1 Characteristics of Power Might Promote 
elf-Compassion 

ow might power influence self-compassion? We propose that
ower is typically associated with greater self-compassion. Self-
ompassionate responding comes into play in the face of setbacks
nd failures. Broadly speaking, setbacks and failures pose a threat
o the self, a state of affairs that arouses the sympathetic system
e.g., Dickerson and Kemeny 2004; Seery 2011) and, accordingly,
hreat-defence mechanisms and self-criticism (e.g., Gruenewald
t al. 2004; Tangney and Dearing 2003)—responses that hinder
 

       

           

          

          

         

       

          

           

       

        

        

         

          

           

             

           

           

    

         

           

       

         

         

        

        

      

         

         

    

     

        

        

        

       

         

         

            

        

         

            

         

             

       

         

        

         

         

          

           

           

       

         

       

        

         

access to self-compassionate responses such as self-kindness (e.g.,
Neff 2003, 2023). Power is characterized by being less dependent
on others as well as enhanced feelings of security and safety
(Keltner et al. 2003), which should reduce powerholders’ sense of
vulnerability and mitigate the threat of setbacks and failures. By
contrast, lower-power individuals are subject to the evaluations
and actions of others, and are dependent on others to obtain
their needs and goals (Thibaut and Kelley 197 ). This leaves them
feeling more vulnerable, insecure and fearful of consequences
when faced with setbacks and failures. Indeed, research suggests
that in response to stressful events, powerholders experience less
distress and show lower increases in cortisol and arousal than
lower-power individuals do (e.g., Kuehn et al. 2015; Schmid and
Schmid Mast 2013; Sherman and Mehta 2020; Sherman et al.
2012; Sherman et al. 2020). In short, we reason that setbacks and
failures should pose less of a threat when one is higher compared
to lower in power, paving the way for a greater capacity and
inclination to respond self-compassionately. 

Further, self-compassion can be viewed as a strategy of emotion
regulation (e.g., Diedrich et al. 2014; Inwood and Ferrari 201 ),
one that encourages greater objectivity and acceptance, and
less judgment, in how people view setbacks and failures and
respond to the negative emotions that are typically triggered when
such events occur. Research indicates that higher compared to
lower power is associated with more effective self-regulation and
more adaptive emotion regulation strategies, including greater
acceptance and less suppression (Guinote 2017; Zerwas et al.
2023), regulatory responses that cohere well with an emotion
regulatory perspective on self-compassion. 

1.2.2 Authenticity as a Mediator 

What might explain the hypothesized link between power and
self-compassion? We propose authenticity as a mediator for this
link, a possibility supported by various strands of theorizing
and research. First, considerable theorizing suggests that being
less dependent on others and feeling more secure (i.e., defining
characteristics of high power) allow powerholders to be truer to
themselves (e.g., Chen 2020; Keltner et al. 2003), and there is
substantial empirical evidence to support a link between power
and authenticity (i.e., living and behaving in accord with one’s
beliefs, feelings and desires; e.g., Kifer et al. 2013; Kraus et al.
2011). For example, the approach inhibition theory of power
(Keltner et al. 2003) and Guinote’s (2017) framework of power as
activating, wanting and goal-seeking both maintain that power
leads to goal-directed action in line with the powerholder’s wishes
and desires. Empirically, power is linked to greater expression
of one’s felt thoughts and emotions (e.g., Hecht and LaFrance
199 ), making powerholders less influenced by others and thus
truer to themselves (Galinsky et al. 200 ). By contrast, people
with a lower sense of power are more likely to conform and
are more influenced by the social context (Galinsky et al. 200 ),
corresponding to lower authenticity (Chen 2020). 

Various lines of theory and research suggest, in turn, that
authenticity is positively linked to self-compassion. In particular,
authenticity is associated with self-acceptance (e.g., A. M. Wood
et al. 200 ), which should facilitate taking a non-judgmental
European Journal of Social Psychology, 2026  
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tance (i.e., self-kindness) when one is faced with a setback.
n fact, authentic individuals tend to acknowledge and accept
heir thoughts and feelings instead of suppressing them (English
nd John 2013). Furthermore, authentic individuals more eas-
ly exhibit mindfulness (Tohme and Joseph 2025), allowing
hem to face difficulties with relative equanimity—another core
lement of self-compassion. In essence, living in accord with
ne’s core values should foster a non-judgmental and mindful
ttitude toward the self when encountering setbacks and failures.
upporting this, authenticity-like interventions, such as writing
bout a personally important value and acceptance therapy (i.e.,
iming to develop psychological flexibility by accepting one’s
houghts and feelings instead of controlling or suppressing them)
ave been reported to increase self-compassion (e.g., Lindsay
nd Creswell 2014; Yadavaia et al. 2014). In short, authenticity
ight serve as a psychological mechanism linking power and
elf-compassion. 

.2.3 Filling Gaps 

xamining the link between power and self-compassion
ddresses important gaps in the literature. Most research
n power and self-related responses has focused on agentic
haracteristics such as confidence (Fast et al. 2012), leaving
t unclear whether communally-oriented responses, directed
t the self in the case of self-compassion, are also affected by
ower. In fact, if anything, low power is usually associated with
ommunality (Magee and Smith 2013) and compassion (Van
leef et al. 200 ); thus, establishing a positive link between
ower and self-compassion would qualify the assumption that
ower always goes along with less gentle and caring attitudes—
t least with respect to the self. Furthermore, if power and
elf-compassion are positively linked, there may be important
ownstream consequences because self-compassion is related to
arious adaptive thoughts and behaviours (Neff 2023). 

.3 Overview of Studies 

cross six main studies (and four supplemental studies), we
ested the relation between power and self-compassion (for a
ummary, see Table 1). In Study 1 (and Study S2), we addressed
hether power has a causal effect on self-compassion (see
nline Supplement for details on all supplemental studies). In
tudy 2, we tested whether the link between the two constructs
eneralizes across different relationship contexts (work, friend-
hip, romantic relationship) to assess whether this association
s context-independent or has boundary conditions. We also
ontrolled for broad personality traits in this study to examine
he robustness of this link. In Study 3, we examined the power–
elf-compassion link among real-world employees and managers
o enhance ecological validity by testing the association in
aturally-occurring hierarchical relationships. This study also
ested whether sense of power interacts with structural power in
redicting self-compassion. In Study 4, we controlled for social
esirability and utilized a new indirect self-compassion measure,
dvancing methodological features of self-compassion research.
n Study 5, we tested whether the power–self-compassion link
an also be interpersonally observed. Finally, in Studies 6a and
b, we examined the hypothesis that authenticity mediates the
uropean Journal of Social Psychology, 2026  
         

        

  

          

          

         

        

         

        

          

       

          

        

      

      

          

          

        

         

       

       

        

        

          

    

    

       

         

        

        

         

         

          

       

   

            

       

         

            

        

      

  

  

        

        

           

          

     
 

  
 

  

           

link. Across these studies and one supplemental study (Study
S4), we employed a measurement-of-mediation design and an
experimental-causal-chain design. 

In the Online Supplement, we present studies that are repli-
cations of the main studies (Study S1 demonstrated the basic
correlational link, Study S2 replicated Study 1 with a different
experimental design, Study S3 replicated the agency and com-
munion control analyses of Study 2 and Study S4 replicated
authenticity as a statistical mediator). Further, in the Online
Supplement, we briefly list and justify the power and self-
compassion operationalizations we used to test the generalizabil-
ity and robustness of our findings. In our studies, we deliberately
used not only different versions of the self-compassion scales
and different measurement approaches (self-reported and more
indirect, behavioural measures), but also diverse manipulations
of power and the most established sense of power scale (Anderson
et al. 2012). This multi-method approach not only reduces the
likelihood that our results are artefacts of particular operational-
izations but also allows us to examine whether the observed
effects hold across varying conceptualizations and contexts. By
triangulating across methods, we strengthen the validity of
our findings and increase confidence in their replicability and
theoretical relevance. Table S6 (Online Supplement) displays
the rationale for our sample sizes and stopping rules for data
collection across all studies. 

1.4 Transparency and Openness 

We report all manipulations, participants recruited and exclu-
sions. For experiments, we report all measures; for some cross-
sectional-studies that were part of larger projects, we report
only the measures relevant to our research question because
other measures are planned to be published in other projects.
All data and materials are available at https://osf.io/uhb5g. Data
were analysed using SPSS, Mplus, and R. Studies 1–5 were not
preregistered; Studies 6a and 6b were preregistered. 

2 Study 1 

In Study 1, we aimed to examine whether power has a causal effect
on self-compassion. We manipulated power using a fictitious
scenario task, a manipulation that has been shown to successfully
induce a sense of power (e.g., Dubois et al. 2010), and subse-
quently assessed self-compassion in relation to a difficulty. We 
expected higher self-compassion among high-power compared to
low-power participants. 

2.1 Method 

We recruited 200 university students in exchange for course
credit. Seven were removed due to implausibly fast processing
times (>2 SD below the median processing time; this same
criterion was used in all relevant studies below), leaving a final
sample of 193 (7 % women; Mage = 25.10, SDage = 7.5 , range:
1 –5 ). See Table 2 for sensitivity power analyses for all studies. 
3 
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TABLE 2 Sensitivity power analyses given sample sizes across main studies. 

Study Statistical test Minimum detectable effect size Observed effect size 

Study 1 F test ANCOVA 2ηp = 0.04 2ηp = 0.04 

Study 2 Correlation r = 0.1  r = 0.43 

Study 3 Correlation (subordinates) r = 0.19 r = 0.50 

Correlation (managers) r = 0.21 r = 0.2  

t test independent groups d = 0.2  d = 0.54 

Study 4 Correlation r = 0.19 r = 0.24 

Study 5 Correlation r = 0.17 r = 0.19 

Study 6a F test ANOVA 2ηp = 0.03 2ηp = 0.0  

Study 6b t test independent groups d = 0.35 d = 0.30 

Note: Minimum detectable effect sizes were obtained from sensitivity analyses in G*Power using the available sample size, α = 0.05, and target power 
of 0. 0. 

F  
t  
2  
i  
r  
(  
t  
p  
w  
h  
L  
r  
T  
c  
o  
S  
s  
p  
t  
2  
f  
i  
c

S  
o  
c  
t
r  
l  
i  
c  
i  
t  
‘
0

A  
h

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

E

2

      

         

          

        

           

          

          

        

       

         

         

         

        

       

        

       

         

         

            

          

         

          

        

         

         

        

             

           

          

       

      

         

           

          

 

    

      

      

irst, participants completed a baseline self-compassion measure,
he 6-item State Self-Compassion Scale Short Form (Neff et al.
021; α = 0.60, for all subsequent measures, alpha is presented
n parentheses behind the scale authors). Then, participants were
andomly assigned to a high-power (n =  9) or low-power group
n = 104). High-power participants were asked to imagine that
hey lived in a large apartment and had received applications from
otential flat-mates. They were to choose between applicants and
ere able to make requirements. Thus, high-power participants
ad resource control (i.e., control over who would get housing).
ow-power participants were asked to imagine they applied for a
oom in an unattractive apartment but urgently needed a room.
hus, someone else decided whether they would receive the
ritical resource (i.e., housing). We pilot-tested the effectiveness
f this power manipulation with 161 participants (see Online
upplement). Importantly, although the manipulation in this
tudy may appear to differ in valence, feedback from pilot
articipants did not suggest that one situation was more positive
han the other (see also the concept of power aversion; Hull et al.
022). While we cannot fully rule out valence differences, the
indings across studies suggest that valence is unlikely to have
nfluenced the results (see e.g., mood control in Study 6a and
ontrol for agency and communion in Study 2). 

ubsequently, all participants were asked to think about a painful
r difficult situation that they are experiencing right now and
ompleted the State Self-Compassion Scale Long Form in response
o this experience (Neff et al. 2021; 16 items, e.g., ‘I’m getting car-
ied away with my feelings,’ reverse scored; α = 0. 6). We used the
onger scale to have participants’ rate items that were not included
n the baseline self-compassion measure. In addition, participants
ompleted items on their task engagement—specifically, their
mmersion and identification with their role in the scenario and
heir motivation to do the task on 7-point scales (3 items, e.g.,
How motivated were you to put yourself in the scenario?’ α =
. 6). 

Results and Discussion 

n ANOVA controlling for baseline self-compassion indicated
igher self-compassion among high-power compared to low-

.2 
uropean Journal of Social Psychology, 2026  
  
 

 
       

            

       

     

          

        
 

 
  

           

       

         

      

   
 

   

          

      

         

           

          

        

       

           

       

          

          

             

        

            

        

       

 

        

         

      

        

        

        

       

           

power participants, ηp 
2 = 0.04 (Table 3). When excluding 43

participants who had a mean that was equal to or below 4 on
the aggregated engagement variables (i.e., they indicated low
immersion, identification and/or motivation when completing
the scenarios), the difference between high-power (n = 74) and
low-power participants (n = 76) became stronger, ηp 

2 = 0.06. 

In sum, inducing a sense of power through a scenario task that
varied resource control increased state self-compassion. We repli-
cated this finding in another experiment using a different power
manipulation and a combined within- and between-subjects
design (see Study S2).3 

3 Study 2 

In Study 2, we examined the generalizability of the positive link
between power and self-compassion across different relationship
types. Power is a fundamentally relational concept and thus may
vary across relationship types (Anderson et al. 2012; Kifer et al.
2013). People can indicate their generalized level of power across
relationships and situations but they can also reliably indicate
their power experienced vis-à-vis a specific relationship partner
or in a particular situation (Anderson et al. 2012). Initial evidence
suggests that self-compassion can also vary across relationships,
for example, how self-caring an individual is after a conflict in
a romantic relationship may differ from how caring the person is
after a conflict at work (Zuroff et al. 2021). More broadly, as people
behave differently in different interpersonal contexts (Chen et al.
2006; Mischel and Shoda 1995; Roberts and Donahue 1994), it
is possible that power shows different relationships with self-
compassion depending on the particular interpersonal context in
question. 

To examine this possibility, and thus the generalizability of
our key finding, we assessed the link between power and
self-compassion across work, romance and friendship contexts.
Further, we tested how much variance the interpersonal contexts
account for in generalized, trait-level assessments of power and
self-compassion, which also allowed us to gain insight into
potential context-specific variations in the link between power
and self-compassion. In this study, we used a scale that has been
5 



                       

          

      

 
 

 
   

 

 

 

        

 

 

       

    

       

 

         

         

         

         

      

       

 

         

        

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3

TABLE 3 Results (mean, standard deviation, ANCOVA or t-test results) of group differences between high and low power [Study 1], managers and 
subordinates [Study 3], and high and low authenticity [Study 6b]. 

High power Low power Group differences 

Madjusted SE Madjusted SE F p 2ηp 

Study 1 
Self-compassion 3.45 0.04 3.30 0.04 7. 9 0.005 0.04 

Self-compassion 3.49 0.04 3.29 0.04 9.95 0.002 0.06 
(after exclusions) 

Managers Subordinates Group differences 

M SD M SD t p d 

Study 3 

Power 5.62 0. 7 4.74 1.04  .9  < 0.001 0.91 
Self-compassion 3.4  0.51 3.1  0.59 5.29 < 0.001 0.54 

Power (dyads) 5.65 0. 0 4.93 1.00 6.26 < 0.001 0.59 

Self-compassion (dyads) 3.52 0.50 3.26 0.54 3.96 < 0.001 0.3  

High authenticity Low authenticity Group differences 

M SD M SD t p d 

Study 6b 

Authenticity 5.2  0.   4.64 1.23 5.   < 0.001 0.61 
Self-compassion 4.06 0.93 3.77 1.09 2.3  0.01  0.30 

Note: All p-values are two-tailed. 
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idely used to tap individuals’ generalized sense of power, but has
lso been tailored for use in assessing relationship-specific sense
f power (Anderson et al. 2012; e.g., Overall et al. 2023; Schaerer
t al. 2021; see Körner et al. 2025). 

n addition, we analysed whether the link between power and
elf-compassion holds after controlling for broad personality
raits—namely, agency and communion. If the link holds, this
ould suggest that power is uniquely associated with self-
ompassion rather than merely reflecting broader agentic or
ommunal orientations. 

Method 

articipants were recruited via social media, email lists and
ersonal addresses. Students received course credit for their
articipation and employees volunteered. Overall, 229 individuals
ook part ( 3% women; Mage = 26.20, SDage = 11.51, range: 1  to 75).
articipants were a mix of students (77%) and employed persons
17.5%) living in southern Germany. 

ower was assessed with the German version of the Personal
ense of Power Scale (Anderson et al. 2012; Körner et al. 2022). The
cale captures perceived social influence and decision-making
bility with 6 items (e.g., ‘In my relationships with others . . . my
deas and opinions are often ignored’). Responses are given on a
cale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Self-
ompassion was assessed with the Self-Compassion Scale Short
orm (Raes et al. 2011; 12 items, e.g., ‘When I fail at something
hat’s important to me, I tend to feel alone in my failure.’).
 

             

          

        

  
 

  
 

    

         

  
 

  
 

   

    
 

  
 

 

      
 

  
 

 

           

         

              

         

         

             

          

           

     

        

         

       

    

     

        

         

       

         

Responses are given on a scale ranging from 1 (almost never) to
5 (almost always). We employed four different instructions for
the power and self-compassion scales. First, we used generalized
instructions (αpower = 0. 4; αself-compassion = 0. 6). Then, we asked
for sense of power and self-compassion experienced at work (or
academic context; αpower = 0. 6; αself-compassion = 0. 7), in one’s
present romantic relationship (αpower = 0. 5; αself-compassion = 0. 4),
and in an important friendship (αpower = 0.77; αself-compassion = 0. 0).
For example, for sense of power vis-à-vis a friend, we asked, ‘In
the following, think about your relationship with your best friend’
and presented an item such as ‘In our friendship . . . mywishes do
not carry much weight.’ For self-compassion at work, we asked,
‘Think about your work/study’ and presented an item such as
‘When I fail at an academic or work task that is important to me,
I am consumed by feelings of inadequacy.’ If a specific context
did not apply to participants (e.g., they did not have a romantic
partner), they ticked ‘no response’. 

In addition, participants completed measures of agency (5 items,
e.g., ‘ambitious’, α = 0.73) and communion (5 items, e.g., ‘warm’,
α = 0.77; Dufner et al. 2016). 

3.2 Results and Discussion 

3.2.1 Generalizability Across Interpersonal Contexts 

As expected, general sense of power correlated positively with
general self-compassion, r(227) = 0.43, p < 0.001. Medium
to strong positive correlations between power and self-
compassion were also found in the work (or academic) context,
European Journal of Social Psychology, 2026  



                   

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

            

 
      

 
      

     

 

  

            

 
      

 
      

 

 

      

                        

                  
 

   

             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3

TABLE 4 Commonality analyses of general self-compassion (SC) and general power for the total variance explained by context measures. 

Dependent Unique Total Dependent Unique Total 
variable Predictors variance (%) variance (%) variable Predictors variance (%) variance (%) 

General SC SC work 26 64 General power Power work 32 55 

R2 = 69% SC friendship 1 25 R2 = 61% Power friendship 1 17 
SC relationship 5 41 Power 4 23 

relationship 

General SC Power work 17 24 General power SC work 4 13 

R2 = 24% Power friendship 0 4 R2 = 16% SC friendship 0 7 

Power 1 7 SC relationship 2 11 
relationship 

Note: Unique variance is the unique contribution of each context measure. Total variance is the variance this context measure explains including both unique and 
shared (or common) contributions. Shared contributions are calculated by subtracting the unique variance from the total variance explained. R2 indicates the total 
variance explained by all unique (3 context measures) and common (4 combinations) contributions. 
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.2.2 

(201) = 0.40, friendship context, r(227) = 0.27, and romantic
elationship context, r(115) = 0.43, all ps < 0.001. Thus, the
ositive link between power and self-compassion appears to
eneralize across relationship types. 

urther, when we controlled for agency and communion in the
ink between general sense of power and general self-compassion,
he link remained very similar, r(225) = 0.40, p < 0.001. Moreover,
his result was replicated in Study S3, r(300) = 0.29, p < 0.001
after controlling for agency and communion: r(296) = 0.30, p
 0.001; see supporting information). The link between both
onstructs does not seem to depend on shared variance with
road personality traits or evaluative item content. 

Ancillary Communality Analyses 

e also conducted four communality analyses (Nimon et al.
00 ) to explore which context measures contribute the most
ariance to general power and general self-compassion. Work-
elated self-compassion was the biggest contributor of unique
ariance (26%) for general self-compassion, but both work-related
nd romantic relationship–related self-compassion had large
hared variances that contributed to general self-compassion
see Table 4). By contrast, general power was mainly explained
y work-related power (unique contribution: 32%), although all
ontext measures had sizeable shared contributions. Overall,
eople seem mostly to take into account their work experiences
hen indicating how self-compassionate and how powerful they
eel but the other contexts bear some relevance. 

urther, the power context measures explained 24% of the vari-
nce in general self-compassion. Work-related power uniquely
xplained 17% of the variance in general self-compassion whereas
riendship-related and relationship-related power contributed
nly because they shared variance with the other contexts.
hus, how powerful people feel at work is relevant to how
uch general self-compassion an individual experiences. This
uggests that individuals’ sense of power in professional con-
exts has a particularly strong influence on their overall self-
ompassion. 
uropean Journal of Social Psychology, 2026  
        

        

       

         

         

        

        

           

        

         

          

          

        

   

         

        

      

     

          

       

        

           

          

 

  

           

          

       

     

      

          

          

       

        

         

          

The self-compassion contexts explained 16% of the variance in
general power. The variance was mostly explained by shared
variances between the contexts. Thus, the self-compassion con-
texts explained less variance in power than power contexts did
in self-compassion. In short, power seems to be more important
to understand levels of self-compassion than vice versa. This
asymmetry may reflect the importance of work identities (respec-
tively one’s sense of power at the workplace) in shaping self and
identity (Elsbach 2009), particularly in cultures that emphasize
professional success. This finding aligns with the idea that sense
of power can serve as a psychological basis for broader tendencies
of coping with failure and stress, and self-appraisal (Kuehn et al.
2015; Schmid and Schmid Mast 2013). 

4 Study 3 

Study 2 highlighted the relevance of work-related power and self-
compassion. Study 3 tested whether the positive link between
power and self-compassion holds in organizational settings—
namely, among managers and subordinates—thereby boosting
ecological validity (see e.g., Liborius et al. 2025). Further, we
expected higher power and self-compassion among people in
formal power compared to subordinate positions. In addition, we
examined whether the link is stronger for structural or for sense of
power and whether the two forms of power interact in predicting
self-compassion. 

4.1 Method 

Data were collected as part of a larger project. Here, we only
report the results relevant for this study. In total, 220 subordinates
and 176 managers participated. Participants were recruited as
subordinate–manager dyads and completed role-specific ques-
tionnaires corresponding to their formal organizational position.
Managers had to oversee at least one subordinate. In some cases,
only one member of a dyad participated and we classified their
role based on the participant’s formal organizational position.
Subordinates (73% women) were mainly between 25 and 35
years old (44%), but a substantial number of older subordinates
also participated (25% between 46 and 60; 13% between 36 and
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.2 

5). Managers (50% women) were mainly between 46 and 60
ears old (40%), although there was a non-trivial percentage of
ounger managers in the sample (21% between 25 and 35 years;
9% between 36 and 45 years). Participants worked in various
ndustries (e.g., education, healthcare, IT). On average, managers
versaw 24 subordinates (SD = 42; range: 1–320). 

articipants were recruited via email lists, social media and
ontacts in companies and workers’ unions. As an incentive, we
ffered entry into a lottery for books and online workshops. To 
ssess power, we used the Personal Sense of Power Scale (Ander-
on et al. 2012; αmanagers/subordinates = 0. 2/0. 3; Study 2). To assess
elf-compassion, we asked participants to think about how they
ct toward themselves when experiencing a failure or setback,
ollowed by the 26-item Self-Compassion Scale (Neff 2003; α =
1; e.g., ‘When I’m feeling down, I tend to obsess and fixate
n everything that’s wrong,’ reverse scored, αmanagers/subordinates =
. 9/0.92). 

Results and Discussion 

mong managers, power was positively correlated with self-
ompassion, r(174) = 0.2 , p < 0.001. The same was true among
ubordinates, r(21 ) = 0.50, p < 0.001. Also, managers reported
igher power than subordinates, d = 0.91 (Table 3). Managers also
eported higher self-compassion than subordinates, d = 0.54. 

s many participants participated in dyads (i.e., 112 manager–
ubordinate dyads), we also conducted paired-samples t tests.
gain, we found that managers reported higher power than
ubordinates, d = 0.59 (Table 3). Managers also reported higher
elf-compassion than subordinates, d = 0.3 . Thus, people in
ositions of power not only feel more powerful, but also report
igher self-compassion. 

oreover, using Model 1 in PROCESS version 5.0, we found that
tructural power (subordinates vs. managers) moderated the link
etween sense of power and self-compassion (interaction: b =
0.12, 95% CI [−0.23, −0.01], p = 0.032). The positive link between
ower and self-compassion was stronger among subordinates (b
0.2 , 95% CI [0.22, 0.34], p < 0.001) than among managers (b =
.16, 95% CI [0.07, 0.25], p < 0.001). 

verall, using a real-world sample of managers and subordinates,
tudy 3 found that power is positively related to self-compassion,
olstering our prior findings, while also increasing ecological
alidity. The link was stronger for sense of power (average
orrelation = 0.39) than for structural power (average correlation
0.13). Interestingly, the power–self-compassion link was espe-

ially strong among those lower in the hierarchy. This may be
ecause most people in positions of power experience a relatively
igh sense of power (i.e., less variance in power), whereas in
ower-power positions, only people who also feel powerful might
e self-compassionate when encountering failure. Alternatively,
oth power and self-compassion are positively valued and rep-
esent characteristics of well-adjusted people (Anderson et al.
012; Neff 2023), making it possible that responses to scales
ssessing the two constructs are influenced by social desirability,
hereby inflating the link. Concerns about social desirability
ay be especially pronounced among subordinates compared to
 

           

             

        

  

   

            

       

         

       

    

         

      

        

           

      

          

      

         

        

        

      

         

            

         

       

         

     

          

           

     

  

       

       

      

        

      

        

 
 

  
 

    

      

        

       

      

     

         

          

  

        

          

        

       

          

            

managers who, by virtue of their higher power, are likely to be
more authentic (Kifer et al. 2013; Kraus et al. 2011) and thus
less influenced by social desirability concerns. This issue was
addressed next. 

5 Study 4 

The first aim of Study 4 was to examine the link between power
and self-compassion while controlling for social desirability. This
helps to rule out the possibility that shared method variance
due to self-presentational concerns may inflate the association
between power and self-compassion. 

A second goal involved the development of a new indirect
measure of self-compassion. Most self-compassion research has
relied on self-report measures, perhaps most frequently in the
form of Neff’s (2003) Self-Compassion Scale or variants of it.
This approach seems justified, considering that self-compassion
is a trait inherent to one’s inner world and characterized by
low observability. Yet, developing new self-compassion measures
is needed to increase generalizability. In this vein, we created
an open-ended writing task in which participants were asked
to indicate their feelings, thoughts and behaviour when failing
on a personally important project—without mentioning self-
compassion (full details on the instructions for this writing task,
as well as the results of a validation study for this new measure
of self-compassion can be found in the Online Supplement).
Afterwards, trained coders rated participants’ responses for the
level of self-compassion they reflected. This allowed us to test
whether self-compassion spontaneously expressed in writing
about a failure is associated with power. By being more implicit,
this new measure is less subject to concerns related to both social
desirability and common method variance. 

5.1 Method 

Participants were mostly students (90%) and some employed
persons (10%) living in southern Germany. Students received
course credit for their participation; employees volunteered.
Participants were recruited via social media, email lists and
word-of-mouth advertising. We excluded two participants (Study
1 criterion). The final sample comprised 207 participants ( 4%
women; Mage = 24.22, SDage = 9.22, range: 17–61). 

Participants completed the indirect, self-compassion task. They
were asked to indicate their feelings, thoughts and behaviour
when failing on a personally important project—without any
explicit mention of self-compassion. Two independent, trained
coders rated how self-compassionate participants’ responses
were. Interrater agreement was high; Cohen’s κ = 0.74. For each
participant, the mean of the coders’ ratings was used as their
self-compassion score. 

Further, participants completed the same power (α = 0. 3)
and self-compassion scales (α = 0.92) as in Study 3. Finally,
participants completed an 11-item short form of the Marlowe-
Crowne Social Desirability Scale (Reynolds 19 2). Participants
indicated whether statements were true or false for them (e.g., ‘No
matter who I’m talking to, I’m always a good listener,’ α = 0.59). 
European Journal of Social Psychology, 2026  
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.2 Results and Discussion 

irst, trait self-compassion was positively correlated with the
ndirect self-compassion measure, r(203) = 0.3 , p < 0.001.
econd, sense of power was positively associated with both the
tandard scale, r(205) = 0.31, p < 0.001 and the indirect self-
ompassion measure, r(203) = 0.24, p < 0.001. When controlling
or social desirability, the link between power and trait self-
ompassion remained significant, r(201) = 0.35, p < 0.001, as
id the link between power and the indirect self-compassion
easure, r(201) = 0.26, p < 0.001. 

verall, a robust and positive link between power and self-
ompassion also emerged using an indirect measure of self-
ompassion. This new measure may help cross-validate findings
nd reduce self-report biases in future research. Also, that the
ower and self-compassion link remained when directly control-
ing for social desirability minimizes a social desirability account.

 Study 5 

cross several studies, using both correlational and experimental
ethods, we have documented a positive association between
ower and self-compassion. However, many of these findings
ere based solely on self-report. Self-reports can be biased and
ay differ from observer reports. In this study, we aimed to add
n outside perspective by testing whether individuals who are
ated as powerful are also seen as self-compassionate by close
cquaintances. In other words, we examined whether the positive
ink between power and self-compassion can be perceived inter-
ersonally. This is an interesting question to pose as observers
re considered to contain unique information that can enrich our
nderstanding of interrelations between constructs (Connelly
nd Ones 2010). If we are able to replicate the positive self-report-
ased link between power and self-compassion based on observer
atings, this would suggest the link between these two traits is
airly robust, particularly given that one of the traits is not highly
bservable (i.e., self-compassion is typically low in visibility). 

.1 Method 

articipants were mostly students (92.6%) and some employed
ersons (7.4%) living in eastern Germany. Students received
ourse credit for their participation, while employees volun-
eered. To test whether the power–self-compassion link is dis-
erned by others, recruited participants were asked to identify
 peer who could fill out a survey about them. We excluded
ix participants because of implausibly fast processing times.
he final sample comprised 256 dyads. Participants, heretofore
eferred to as targets ( 7% women; Mage = 23.1 , SDage =  .50,
ange: 17–61), completed the same power (α = 0. 3) and the same
elf-compassion scale as in Study 3 (α = 0.92). 

eers were recruited by the targets in exchange for additional
ourse credit for participants. In total, 256 peers were matched
64% women; Mage = 29. 7, SDage = 13.42, range: 17–6 ). Peers
ere family members (32%), romantic partners (31%) or friends
36%). They completed peer-rating versions of the targets’ power
α = 0. 0) and self-compassion (α = 0.93) scales. Further, peers
uropean Journal of Social Psychology, 2026  
         

              

   

    

      

           

         

          

       

          

          

        

      

      
 

  

   

      

       

       

        

          

   

         

      

        

        

         

         

        

          

         

          

       

      

      

          

            

          

          

        

         

       

          

        

 

   

           

       

        

         

           

indicated how long (in months/years) they have known the target
and how well they know the target (1 = not at all/barely to 10 =
very well). 

 .2 Results and Discussion 

First, targets’ power and self-compassion correlated positively,
r(254) = 0.32, p < 0.001, replicating prior studies. Second, there
was self-other agreement (SOA) for both power, SOA(254) = 0.23,
p < 0.001, and self-compassion, SOA(254) = 0.51, p < 0.001.
Third, peer-rated power correlated positively with peer-rated self-
compassion, r(254) = 0.19, p = 0.002 (two-tailed). The correlation
showed a medium effect size (Funder and Ozer 2019). Moreover,
the strength of the relationship remained significant when we
predicted peer-rated self-compassion by peer-rated power while
controlling for relationship duration and quality, βPower = 0.20, p
= 0.002 (two-tailed). 

Overall, although the power–self-compassion association is
stronger based on self-reported measures, the positive link
between power and self-compassion seems to be interpersonally
perceivable. If people judge their close acquaintances as powerful,
they also tend to judge them as relatively high in self-compassion.

7 Study  a 

While the prior eight main and supplemental studies speak to
the causality, observability and generalizability (i.e., boundary
conditions) of the link between power and self-compassion, in
the final studies, we tested a potential mechanism. Preliminary
findings of our Validation Study (for full results, see Online
Supplement) suggest that authenticity may be more likely to
be a mediator between power and self-compassion than emo-
tion regulation and adaptive coping. This may be the case as
powerholders live and behave in line with their beliefs, feelings
and desires (see Chen 2020) and this elevated authenticity could
facilitate key features of self-compassion such as non-judgmental
self-acceptance, mindfulness and acceptance of one’s thoughts
and emotions instead of suppressing them. 

Media outlets portray authenticity as a means to better cope with
failure (e.g., ‘Being true to your values makes it easier to deal with
fallout,’ Walsh 2023). As articulated in the introduction, we pre-
dicted this may be the case because power has been theoretically
and empirically linked to authenticity, and authenticity may pave
the way for several core elements of self-compassion. To examine
this in more detail, we employed an experimental-causal-chain-
design: Study 6a tested the effect of power on authenticity and
self-compassion. Study 6b tested the effect of authenticity on
self-compassion. 

7.1 Methodological Aspects 

We relied on an online sample (Prolific) in Study 6a. As different
attrition rates among experimental groups can reduce internal
validity, we employed three strategies to reduce attrition (Zhou
and Fishbach 2016): (a) Forewarned participants about the study
tasks (i.e., they were told that they would engage in writing tasks);
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b) personalized the survey (i.e., prolific ID was requested); and
c) appealed to conscience (i.e., we told participants that dropping
ut reduces data quality). 

urther, we employed an established power manipulation (i.e.,
utobiographical recall) that reliably induces a sense of power
e.g., Galinsky et al. 2003; Johnson and Lammers 2012) and
ncluded a control group. Much power research has lacked the use
f a control group and therefore has not allowed for inferences
bout whether the high-power or the low-power condition is
esponsible for any documented effects (Schaerer et al. 201 ). 

inally, although evidence on the effect of power on mood and
motions is mixed (e.g., Galinsky et al. 2003; Keltner et al. 2003),
o rule out a potential mood account for the hypothesized effect
f power on both authenticity and self-compassion, we controlled
or mood. This common practice helps bolster confidence that any
ffects of power are independent from positive mood (e.g., Rucker
t al. 2011). 

.2 Method 

.2.1 Participants 

s preregistered (https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=39L_DJ7),
e recruited 300 US participants via Prolific. After excluding
articipants who indicated low self-reported data quality (see
nstruments), or did not recall a powerful or powerless situation
see Procedure), the final sample size was 276 (51% men, 4 %
omen; Mage = 40.45, SDage = 12. 5, range: 20– 1). Completion
f the survey took approximately 11 min on average. Participants
eceived $2.20 in compensation. 

.2.2 Procedure and Instruments 

irst, participants provided demographics and the commitment
nstructions were presented (similar to Zhou and Fishbach
016), reminding participants that the study includes open-ended
uestions requiring brief written responses. Participants were
nformed upfront to minimize dropout and ensure high-quality
ata (supporting information). 

hen, participants were randomly assigned to a high-power (n
91), low-power (n = 91) or control group (n = 94). In the

igh-power group, participants were asked to recall a particular
ncident when they had power over others (Galinsky et al.
003). Low-power participants were asked to recall a particular
ncident when someone else had power over them. Control-group
articipants were asked to describe what they ate yesterday. 

fterwards, state authenticity was measured with seven items
α = 0.91; e.g., ‘I feel alienated from myself,’ reverse scored,
ifer et al. 2013). Then, the indirect self-compassion measure
ollowed, asking participants to write how they would treat
hemselves when failing on a personally important project (Study
). Afterward, participants rated how much they felt each of four
motions ‘right now, in this moment’ (tense, calm, happy and
iscouraged, α = 0.  , Smith and Trope 2006). 
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Finally, we used the Self-Reported Response Quality Scale (D.
Wood et al. 2017) to have participants report on the quality of their
responses using seven items (α = 0.60; e.g., ‘My responses to items
on this survey are accurate.’). We removed participants with low
self-reported data quality (mean < 4). 

Two independent, trained coders rated how self-compassionate
the responses in the indirect self-compassion measure were (see
Study 4). Two other raters coded the autobiographical power
memories provided by high-power and low-power participants:
(3) Strong memory; (2) weak memory (i.e., very short texts;
situations that do not clearly relate to high or low power); or (1)
missed the point (these participants were excluded). Interrater
agreement was high for self-compassion, Cohen’s κ = 0.7  and
power memories, κ = 0.91. Disagreements in the power ratings
were resolved via discussion. 

7.3 Results and Discussion 

Replicating our earlier results, but extending them with the
addition of a control condition, a power effect emerged for
responses on the indirect self-compassion measure, F(2, 273) =
12.55, p < 0.001, ηp 

2 = 0.0 . Post hoc Scheffé tests showed that
high-power participants expressed higher self-compassion than
control-group and low-power participants (Table 5), who did
not differ, although low-power participants’ written responses
were rated the lowest in self-compassion. When we controlled
for mood, the effects remained similar: High-power participants
expressed higher self-compassion than control-group and low-
power participants, who did not differ. 

A power effect was also found for state authenticity, F(2,
273) = 4.7 , p = 0.009 (two-tailed), ηp 

2 = 0.03, replicating
extant evidence that power enhances authenticity, and sup-
porting the first step of the causal chain in our mediational
hypothesis. Post hoc Scheffé tests showed that high-power partic-
ipants reported higher authenticity than low-power participants
(Table 5). The mean for control-group participants fell in between
the means for high-power and low-power participants, but the
control group did not significantly differ from either of the
other groups. Controlling for mood yielded similar but sharper
effects: High-power participants reported higher authenticity
than both low-power and control-group participants. Control-
group participants did not differ significantly from low-power
participants. 

Next, we tested if authenticity statistically mediates the effect of
power on self-compassion using indicator coding in PROCESS
(i.e., one group was chosen as the reference group and the
indirect effects were tested by comparing the remaining two
groups with the reference group). In line with convention, we
used the ‘lowest’ group as the reference group (low-power group).
The total effect of the low-power effect relative to the control-
group effect was not significant, p = 0.273 (two-tailed), and the
indirect effect included zero in the bootstrapped 95%-CI [−0.02,
0.0 ]. Yet, the total effect of the low-power effect relative to the
high-power effect was significant, p < 0.001, and the indirect
did not include zero in the 95%-CI [0.01, 0.13]. As both the
total and the direct effect were significant (p < 0.001), and
zero was not included in the 95%-CI, authenticity was a partial
European Journal of Social Psychology, 2026  
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statistical mediator of the power–self-compassion relationship
(Table 6). 

Altogether, the first part of the causal chain was partially
supported: High-power participants reported higher state authen-
ticity relative to low-power participants (and to control-group
participants when controlling for mood). Further, authenticity
statistically mediated the effect of power on self-compassion (for
the high vs. low power comparison). Yet, low-power participants
did not differ from control-group participants. High power seems
to be the driving force behind the effect of power on both
authenticity and self-compassion, although more research is
needed to establish this more conclusively. Extant research on
power and authenticity either did not include a control group
or did not report comparisons of control-group participants
with high-power or low-power participants (Kifer et al. 2013;
Kraus et al. 2011). Further, the effects we found in this study
cannot be attributed to changes in mood. Note that in Study
S4, we also found authenticity to be a statistical mediator
between power and self-compassion, but power was measured,
not manipulated. 

8 Study  b 

As the complement to Study 6a’s establishment of the first
step in the proposed causal chain (i.e., power–authenticity–
self-compassion), Study 6b tested the effect of authenticity on
self-compassion. 

8.1 Method 

8.1.1 Participants and Procedure 

Overall, 296 participants were recruited via an email list for
German-speaking participants interested in psychological
studies. As incentive, we offered participation in a lottery of
online shop vouchers with a total value of €250. As preregistered
(https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=3LN_CFW), we removed
participants with implausibly fast processing times and low data
quality (see Instruments; n = 9) and participants who failed
the authenticity manipulation (i.e., they wrote they cannot
remember an (in)authentic situation or they did not write about
a specific (in)authenticity-related situation; n = 2 ). The final
sample size was 259 (71% women, 29% men; Mage = 54.1 , SDage =
13.19, range: 1 – 2). 

First, participants completed demographics followed by the
authenticity manipulation (Kifer et al. 2013). They were randomly
assigned to the high- (n = 139) or low-authenticity group (n =
120) and recalled and described a situation in which they felt
[in]authentic, reflecting on how they behaved, what happened
and how they felt in 2–3 sentences (supporting information). 

Then, all participants completed measures of state authenticity,
self-compassion and self-reported data quality. Study completion
time was approximately   min. Two independent coders rated
whether the participant had successfully completed the task (i.e.,
recalled an incident when they felt [in]authentic). Interrater
11 
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TABLE   Study 6a: Results of mediation analyses predicting self-compassion by power mediated by authenticity. 

b SE p 95% CI Effect size ps 

Power → Authenticity (a) 
Authenticity → Self-compassion (b) 
Power → Self-compassion (c’) 
Indirect (a*b) 
Total (c) 

0.56 

0.11 
0.61 
0.0  

0.6  

0.17 

0.04 

0.14 

0.03 

0.14 

0.001 
0.005 

<0.001 
— 

< 0.001 

[0.23, 0.90] 
[0.03, 0.19] 
[0.33, 0. 9] 
[0.01, 0.13] 
[0.40, 0.95] 

0.61 
0.06 

0.6  

Note: Bold values indicate significant indirect effects. p-values are two-tailed. Unstandardized regression coefficients (b) and bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals 
(k = 10,000 samples) are reported. For the direct, indirect and total effects, partially standardized effect sizes (ps) were computed. They indicate the change in 
standard deviations on the criterion for a one-unit increase in the predictor. The effects of the low-power relative to the high-power group are presented. 
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greement was high, Cohen’s κ = 0.74. Disagreements were
esolved via discussion. 

.1.2 Instruments 

s a manipulation check, participants responded to four state
uthenticity items (e.g., ‘I feel out of touch with the “real me”’,
everse scored, α = 0. 1; Gino et al. 2010). 

o assess self-compassion, participants were asked to think about
 painful situation and describe it briefly. They then received the
tate Self-Compassion Scale Short Form (Neff et al. 2021; α = 0.74,
tudy 1) to complete. 

e used the Self-Reported Response Quality Scale (D. Wood et al.
017; Study 6a) to exclude participants who did not thoroughly
omplete this study. 

.2 Results and Discussion 

upporting the effectiveness of our authenticity manipulation,
articipants in the high-authenticity group reported higher state
uthenticity than low-authenticity participants, d = 0.61 (Table 3).
mportantly, high-authenticity participants also reported higher
tate self-compassion than participants in the low-authenticity
roup, d = 0.30 (Table 3). These results support the second part
f the causal chain: Authenticity affects state self-compassion.
ogether, Studies 6a and 6b’s findings support our authenticity-
s-mediator hypothesis for the link between power and self-
ompassion. 

 General Discussion 

eople who have influence over others may encounter setbacks
nd failures that impact not only themselves but also others over
hom they hold power. Self-compassion is a resource for health
nd well-being (Neff 2023), raising the question of whether people
ith differing degrees of power (e.g., managers, subordinates)
ary in their self-compassionate responding to setbacks and
ailures. 

he present studies are the first to examine the link between
ower and self-compassion and report consistent correlational
2 
        

        

      

      

        

         

         

          

         

         

    

   

          

      

       

       

        

         

         

      

        

            

          

      

           

            

        

         

       

      

  

        

        

            

        

           

       

      

         

         

          

        

and experimental evidence that power relates positively to self-
compassion. Furthermore, our findings suggest that: (a) Power
causally impacts self-compassion; (b) the positive power–self-
compassion link generalizes across relationship types, commu-
nity and student samples, laboratory and real-world contexts, as
well as both direct and indirect measures of self-compassion; (c)
the link does not depend on social desirability, broad personality
traits or mood; and (d) powerful individuals tend to be judged
as self-compassionate by close others. Further, we found (e) that
authenticity is a mechanism that helps to explain why powerful
individuals experience higher self-compassion. 

9.1 Theoretical Discussion 

Although extant theorizing on power (e.g., Keltner et al. 2003)
suggests that power involves reduced dependence, increased
security and elevated authenticity—and, we argue, greater self-
compassion in times of difficulty—no existing power theory
makes predictions about communal responses toward the self. In
other words, existing theory and research have been largely silent
on how powerholders behave during times of failure and personal
setbacks. For example, prevailing theoretical frameworks on
power tend to offer predictions about how powerholders think,
feel and behave in general (Guinote 2017; Keltner et al. 2003;
Magee and Smith 2013). Some studies have tested how power
influences psychological responses in stressful situations (e.g.,
Sherman and Mehta 2020) or during ego threat (Fast and Chen
2009), but more research is needed on how power is linked to
experiences of and reactions to personal setbacks. Our research
provides a basis for new inquiries into the relationship between
power and handling personal adversity (e.g., recovery from
trauma, growth mindset, self-forgiveness, goal reorientation after
a setback). 

The present findings cohere with theory and research postulating
or identifying authenticity as a mediator between power and
outcome variables (e.g., Keltner et al. 2003; Kifer et al. 2013).
For example, the approach/inhibition theory posits that one of
the four key effects of power is that power leads to behaviour
governed by internal traits and states—one common operational-
ization of authenticity. However, consequences like authenticity
are seldom tested as mediators to explain why power relates
to more distal variables (for an exception with well-being as
outcome, see Kifer et al. 2013). Our authenticity findings may
thus stimulate other work testing authenticity as a potential
European Journal of Social Psychology, 2026  
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echanism between power and other more distal variables (e.g.,
esilience, stress management). 

he current findings can also be interpreted in light of two
eading power theories: Approach/inhibition theory of Power
Keltner et al. 2003) proposes that power leads to approach-
riented behaviours and thus triggers action. Situated Focus
heory of Power (Guinote 2007, 2010) proposes that power leads
o a clear cognitive focus in line with one’s wishes, needs and
oals. Together, these two theories suggest better self-regulation
f powerholders or people who experience a high sense of
ower (DeWall et al. 2011; Guinote 2017). In the context of
ailure, excessive self-focus on shortcomings and inhibition are
nconsistent with the action-oriented tendencies of powerhold-
rs. Instead, strategies such as self-kindness (vs. self-judgment)
nd recognizing that failures are a common human experience
ay facilitate continued goal pursuit. From this perspective,
elf-compassion as a proactive, goal-directed regulatory strategy
hat helps individuals move forward following setbacks (Neff
023) should be facilitated by the experience of power. Thus,
ur findings are consistent with the notion that power may
romote the use of effective self-regulation. Future research
ould manipulate goals or motivation and examine whether they
trengthen (vs. attenuate) the effect of power on self-compassion.

t the same time, an alternative explanation is that power
ay place individuals in contexts that make self-compassion
ore accessible or less costly (e.g., differences in experienced

ewards and threats). Powerholders typically live in resource-rich
nvironments and are more oriented toward rewards than threats
e.g., Keltner et al. 2003; Sabey et al. 2025), which is associated
ith more positive affective experiences (Berdahl and Martorana
006; Kifer et al. 2013). This could make self-compassion either
ess necessary or more easily accessible for individuals high
n power. By contrast, low-power individuals, who have less
ccess to rewards and are more strongly exposed to threats
Keltner et al. 2003), may face more frequent setbacks while lack-
ng the psychological resources needed for self-compassionate
esponding. In most of our studies, participants recalled personal
ailures. While this increases ecological validity, it also implies
hat the recalled events may differ between high- and low-
ower individuals in severity, controllability or emotional impact,
aking self-compassionate responses not directly comparable
cross power levels. However, the association between power
nd self-compassion remained robust when controlling for mood
Study 6a), suggesting that it cannot be reduced to general
ffective differences stemming from greater exposure to rewards.
he link between power and self-compassion may thus not
olely attributable to differences in exposure to rewards versus
hreats, but likely also reflects psychological processes associated
ith power itself. Future research should more directly examine
he role of environmental affordances (e.g., reward and threat
xposure) in the link between power and self-compassion. 

Methodological and Practical Implications 

he present research also has methodological and practical impli-
ations. To date, self-compassion has been mainly measured with
elf-reports (mostly one particular scale, Neff 2003). However,
ore indirect, behavioural measures are feasible and compelling

.2 
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alternatives. When participants were asked to indicate how they
treat themselves when experiencing a personal failure, their spon-
taneous responses yielded varying degrees of self-compassion that
could be reliably coded by trained raters. Indeed, across three
studies (Studies 4 and 6a and the validation study), we found high
average interrater agreement (Cohen’s κ = 0.77). In addition, we
tested the nomological validity of this indirect measure of self-
compassion (validation study) and found correlations between
the measure and 24 constructs related to personality, well-being
and self-evaluations, aligning with findings from the literature
using Neff’s Self-Compassion Scale. Future research can use this
measure to cross-validate extant self-compassion findings. 

Self-compassion has many positive correlates and consequences
such as better health and well-being (Neff 2023). Further, self-
compassion can be trained. Thus, understanding factors that
affect self-compassion may help to unleash its full potential. As
the current studies suggest, people with a low sense of power
(e.g., typically subordinates) exhibit less self-compassion than
powerholders do. Therefore, professional development programs
could incorporate interventions to promote self-compassionate
responding that could prove useful for not only employees, but
also new managers who are suddenly faced with the higher job
demands of their new position (see Study 3). 

9.3 Boundary Conditions of the
Power–Self-Compassion Link 

Our research adds to the generalizability of power findings
across relationship types (Study 2). Only a limited number of
studies have examined whether the correlates of power replicate
across different relationship types (e.g., Kifer et al. 2013; Overall
et al. 2023). For example, whereas some correlates of power
such as behavioral approach and satisfaction generalize across
relationship types, others such as prosocial tendencies seem to
be relationship-specific (Kifer et al. 2013; Körner and Altmann
2025; Overall et al. 2023; Van Kleef et al. 200 ). Extending
this literature, our findings show that the positive power-self-
compassion link can be observed with comparable effect sizes
across general, hierarchical (work) and intimate (romantic rela-
tionship; friendship) contexts. In this way, our work adds to the
limited literature on power across relationship types as well as the
scarce literature on power in friendships (Körner and Altmann
2025). More broadly, our findings suggest that the links between
power and self-relevant attitudes and characteristics involved in
handling personal adversity may apply to both hierarchical and
intimate relationships (see also Kifer et al. 2013), providing a
foundation for future research. 

Further, our real-world study illuminates how sense of power
and structural power interact in predicting self-compassion. Prior
work has yielded mixed evidence regarding this interaction: Some
studies show that outcomes such as self-expression and emotion
recognition are highest when sense of power and structural power
align (Chen et al. 2009; Stamkou et al. 2016), whereas others find
that prosocial behaviour is strongest when individuals with lower
(vs. higher) structural power experience a higher sense of power
(van Dijke et al. 201 ). Consistent with the latter finding, we
found that the link between sense of power and self-compassion
was stronger among subordinates than among managers. Thus,
13 
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ur findings not only contribute to the literature examining how
tructural and sense of power interact, but also suggest that
ndividuals with low structural power may particularly benefit
rom feeling powerful, not only in terms of showing prosocial and
ompassionate responses to others but also in terms of showing
uch responses to themselves. In this way, a heightened sense
f power may serve a compensatory function for low structural
ower when individuals deal with setbacks. 

inally, individual differences may attenuate (or strengthen)
he link between power and self-compassion. Prior research
as identified moderators of power effects such as personality,
elationship orientation and power motivation (e.g., Chen et al.
001; Foulk et al. 2020). In supplemental analyses, we found that
gency, but not communion, attenuated the positive link between
ower and self-compassion (Study 2 and Study S3). Agency,
haracterized by a striving to get ahead, being independent from
thers, competence and assertiveness (Bakan 1966), may reduce
ndividuals’ sense of connectedness with others (i.e., ‘lower
ommon humanity’) and limit the tendency to respond to one’s
wn failures with acceptance. However, the link between power
nd self-compassion remained positive even at high levels of
gency. It is, however, possible that traits that are more strongly
ominance-related such as the power motive or Dark Triad
raits in fact conflict with self-compassion and could thus lead
ndividuals with high power to respond to failure with greater
elf-criticism rather than self-compassion. Examining such traits
ay help identify boundary conditions under which power no

onger promotes self-compassion. 

.4 Strengths, Limitations and Future Research
irections 

lthough our findings replicated across ten studies, spanning
tudent and community samples from Germany and the United
tates, and a multitude of different measures and manipulations
or power and self-compassion, it is important to acknowledge
everal limitations. First, to provide privacy in Study 3, we did
ot ask for participants’ exact age. We know that managers
ere older than subordinates, but we are not able to rule
ut whether age differences may have affected the results. In
tudy S1, age did not affect the link, but future studies could
ompare managers and subordinates that are matched on age
nd other sociodemographic characteristics. Moreover, future
esearch could examine whether SES moderates the link between
ower and self-compassion, examining, among other possibil-
ties, whether people with low sense of power and high SES
though a rare combination) might still exhibit high levels of
elf-compassion. 

urther, despite conducting four experiments, we relied on self-
eport measures in several correlational studies (see supporting
nformation). As both power and self-compassion are positive
n valence, one could be concerned that the strong positive
ink between them could be at least partially attributed to the
ositive evaluative content of the scale items. Although we cannot
ule this out entirely, several strands of data argue against it.
n Study 2 and Study S3, when we controlled for participants’
cores on measures of agency and communion, both positive in
alence, the link between power and self-compassion remained.
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Together with Study 4’s finding that the power–self-compassion
link holds when controlling for social desirability—as well as our
evidence for the link using indirect measures of self-compassion
in three studies—it seems that the shared positive valence
of the scale items used in the self-report measures of power
and self-compassion measures would affect the results at most
weakly. 

Further, we identified authenticity as a potential mechanism
in the power–self-compassion link. Across three studies, we
twice found evidence for partial statistical mediation (Study 6a
and Study S4) and once evidence for full statistical mediation
(Validation Study). Authenticity even emerged as a stronger
statistical mediator than adaptive coping and emotion regulation
(see Validation Study, Online Supplement). Yet, power is also
linked to greater attention to rewards (vs. threats) and approach
behaviours (e.g., Keltner et al. 2003), which might work as addi-
tional and independent mediators beyond authenticity. Future
research could thoroughly examine whether authenticity is the
only relevant mediator or whether some of the other mentioned
candidates explain additional variance why power is linked to
higher self-compassion. 

Moreover, our results are restricted to a western context. As self-
concepts and various self-related processes differ between indi-
vidualistic and collectivistic countries, cross-cultural validation of
the findings is needed. 

Future research should also examine whether the positive link
between power and self-compassion replicates when individuals
with varying levels of trait (instead of state) power are confronted
with identical failures, or when differences in reward versus
threat focus are experimentally controlled. Such designs would
allow for a more decisive test of whether reward versus threat
focus constitutes an alternative explanation or a mechanism
underlying the association between power and self-compassion. 

Finally, in our studies, low power was consistently linked to
lower self-compassion, but there may also be specific conditions
under which low-power participants show equal or even higher
self-compassion than powerholders. For example, when low-
power participants experience social support and acceptance
by others, they may be likely to treat themselves with self-
kindness and acknowledge that others also experience failures.
Such a possibility is supported by research suggesting that social
resources such as support can mitigate some of the negative
effects of low power (Schaerer et al. 2021). 

9.5 Conclusion 

Altogether, our studies provide valuable insight into the rela-
tionship between sense of power and self-compassion. Power
seems not only to be positively linked to self-compassion, but also
to have the potential to increase self-compassion. Further, the
positive link between power and self-compassion can be partially
explained by powerholders’ elevated authenticity. These findings
advance power theories by offering initial evidence regarding
how power relates to the handling of personal adversity. As
psychologists and practitioners aim to understand the thoughts,
feelings and behaviours of powerful and powerless people, the
European Journal of Social Psychology, 2026  
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resent results suggest the utility of considering self-compassion
s a variable that varies with a person’s sense of power. 
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