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Abstract
Objective Why do dominant leaders rise to power via the popular vote? This 
research tests whether when people feel threatened by intra-group disorder they 
desire stronger, more dominant leaders.
Methods Participants (N = 1,026) read a vignette that depicts a within-group norm 
violation. We then used a between-subjects design to randomly assign participants 
to a specific version of the vignette in which (a) a focal target individual in the sce-
nario varied in their dominance (punitiveness: from no to moderate to strong); and 
(b) the local group faced little or substantial intra-group conflict and disorder (threat: 
from low to high). Following this, participants reported how much they endorse the 
target individuals as leader and the individual’s perceived prestige.
Results We find that intra-group conflict motivates a psychology that favors the 
rise of dominant leaders: Highly punitive individuals (seen as highly dominant) are 
endorsed as leaders when in-group threat is high, but comparably disfavored when 
threat is low. Under low threat, non-punitive individuals (who are seen as less domi-
nant) are endorsed as leaders. Subsequent analyses reveal that these shifts in leader 
preferences are explained by corresponding changes in prestige. Under conditions 
of high threat, dominance confers prestige, whereas under low threat, dominance 
suppresses prestige. Tests of mediation further show that the effect of dominance on 
increased leader support under high threat is mediated by prestige.
Conclusions In contexts of threat, such as internal disorder, dominant leaders are 
favored and gain prestige, owing to their perceived ability to supply benefits such as 
in mediating internal conflicts.
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Why do strong dominant leaders rise to power? The ongoing rise of tough, threaten-
ing, and authoritarian leaders around the world has been described as the dawn of a 
“strongmen era” (Bremmer, 2018). While some dominant leaders appear to derive 
their power from the ability to coerce others into submission by leveraging force, 
threat, and inflicting costs (Cheng, 2020; Cheng et al., 2013; Henrich & Gil-White, 
2001; Zeng et al., 2022), remarkably the rise of many dominant leaders in past and 
current political affairs is actually rooted in their ability to win democratic elections 
and gain widespread follower support. Data from the Gallup World Poll show that, 
indeed, while some dictators rule through terror and repression, others are genuinely 
popular (Guriev & Treisman, 2020). People’s willingness to tolerate or even sup-
port these “strongmen” leaders—despite their tendency to intimidate, threaten, and 
extract coercive compliance—remains an important puzzle to social scientists1.

To see the popularity of certain dominant leaders, consider the role of appointed 
dictatorship in the Roman Republic. Despite being a democratic ancient state, in 
emergency situations the Roman government could constitutionally appoint a tempo-
rary dictator. This dictator was accorded extraordinary powers during their appoint-
ment, but since they were resorted to only in times of military and other internal 
crises, they must give up their power at the conclusion of the state emergency. 
Among the most well-known of these dictators was Julius Caesar, a charismatic 
“strongman” who rose through the ranks of the Roman Republic through his mili-
tary prowess and successes on countless battlefields. Despite his increasingly ruth-
less and malicious reputation, Caesar gained broad support and popularity among 
the commoners. They considered him a military genius with extraordinary powers 
and capable of solving their problems and strengthening Rome’s power through con-
quest. He was elected in rapid succession to key roles in Roman politics and later 
even appointed dictator. Caesar served as the Roman people’s appointed dictator for 
over a decade. His rule was cut short when, in the final years of his reign, a group 
of senators grew fearful of Caesar’s dictatorial style and unprecedented ambition to 
take full power over Rome by self-proclaiming its dictator for life. On the infamous 
“Ides of March”, Caesar was assassinated by 60 conspiring senators who stabbed 
him repeatedly.

What explains the appeal of “strongmen” like Caesar and so many other politi-
cal leaders? Much of the research on this question has focused on how certain stable 
traits, characteristics, and attributes can predispose individuals to favor dominant lead-
ers (Adorno et al., 1950). For example, evidence from this stream of work indicates 
a heightened preference for “strong” leaders among people who are prone to a kind 
of conflict-oriented mindset characterized by a tendency to view the world as ridden 
by conflict and threat, including traits and characteristics such as “conservative” or 
“right-wing” political ideologies (Banai et al., 2018; Jiménez et al., 2021; Laustsen, 
2017; Laustsen & Petersen, 2017, 2020b; Laustsen et al., 2015; Petersen & Laustsen, 
2020; Winter, 2010), social dominance orientation—a preference for between-group 

1 Our use of term “strongmen” refers to a type of authoritarian political leader (Geddes et  al., 2014; 
Scully et al., 1994; Weeks, 2012). Leaders who exhibit “strongmen” behavior can be of either gender, 
though historically have been predominantly male.
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hierarchy and competition (Laustsen & Petersen, 2016; Laustsen et al., 2015), and dis-
positional dominance and aggressiveness (Laustsen & Petersen, 2017).

Until more recently, less attention has been paid to the effects of situational expo-
sure to threat: can the situational experience of threat and conflict increase the appeal 
of dominant leaders? Here, we focus on this effect of context and use an experimen-
tal design to test whether people who experience greater intra-group threat and con-
flict increase their support of dominant leaders. Understanding whether and which 
contextual factors matter is crucial for a complete understanding of leader prefer-
ences. This is because, despite the contribution of follower traits to shaping leader 
preferences, these factors alone cannot fully account for the widespread support that 
dominant leaders sometimes gain from the masses, particularly from those follow-
ers whose default is to harbor anti-dominant sentiments and thus disapprove of the 
“strongmen’s” reliance on force, intimidation, and coercion (Cheng, 2020). In other 
words, preferences that result from follower traits and contextual factors jointly 
operate to actively promote dominant individuals to positions of leadership (Harms 
et al., 2018; Laustsen & Petersen, 2017; Petersen & Laustsen, 2020).

Dominance Confers Prestige: When Toughness, Stress, 
and Belligerence Become Locally Valued Assets

Why would experiences of conflict and threat increase the appeal of dominant lead-
ers? To approach this question, we draw on work that partitions human status asym-
metries into dominance and prestige varieties. Unlike coercive dominance—which 
results from greater strength, threat, or intimidation—prestige-based status refers to 
a form of non-agonistic, freely conferred deference accorded to those who possess 
locally valued skills, know-how, or knowledge that translate into benefits for others 
(Henrich & Gil-White, 2001). Although both dominance and prestige forms of sta-
tus increase social influence and preferential attention (Cheng et al., 2013; Foulsham 
et al., 2010), prestige—mediated by feelings of respect—leads to influence through 
voluntary deference, imitation, and true persuasion, while dominance—mediated by 
fear and represents a phylogenetically older form of status shared with many other 
species—relies on forced compliance, submission, and harm avoidance. This theo-
retical account proposes that, while these forms of status can operate independently 
(Cheng et al., 2013), they can at times positively overlap within the same individ-
ual in certain groups and social contexts (Chapais, 2015; Cheng et al., 2013; Dur-
kee et al., 2020; Henrich et al., 2015; von Rueden et al., 2014; Zeng et al., 2022). 
The theory predicts that when threat-enhancing traits and abilities such as strength, 
toughness, and aggressiveness—which typically associate more strongly with domi-
nance—can increase the actual or perceived ability to generate benefits (that is, pres-
tige), dominance and prestige status will covary. This implies that under contexts 
or situations (whether perpetual and naturally occurring or transient and temporally 
activated by environmental triggers) that translate traits, attributes, and motivations 
associated with coercive threat into locally valued abilities worthy of emulation or 
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deference, dominant individuals will be both promoted within the prestige hierarchy 
and voluntarily chosen into positions of leadership.

Empirically, growing evidence indicates that, although these two forms of 
status tend to be uncorrelated across many contexts, dominance-enhancing 
traits can indeed at times evoke prestige, creating a positive overlap. In the first 
line of evidence, consider how physically larger and stronger men (dominance) 
may be seen as more capable at generating benefits for in-group members 
through their perceived greater ability and willingness to punish free-riders or 
facilitate inter-group competition (Durkee et  al., 2020; Holbrook et  al., 2016; 
Lukaszewski et  al., 2016; von Rueden et  al., 2014), or at compelling others 
into providing coalitional support (Chapais, 2015; Henrich et al., 2015). Conse-
quently, physical stature not only cues dominance but also prestige, especially 
under inter-group competition. As another example, among West Point cadets, 
using one’s athletic prowess (correlated with physical size and strength) to 
contribute to the unit’s prominence in competitive intra-mural sports is con-
sidered a particularly prestige-worthy contribution to group goals, thus elevat-
ing the status of athletes above non-athletes (Mazur et al., 1984). Indirect cues 
of physical strength, such as vocal and facial markers of dominance (e.g., low 
voice pitch, wider face), similarly elicit both dominance and prestige psycholo-
gies (Klofstad et al., 2012; Laustsen & Petersen, 2017, 2020b; Oh et al., 2019; 
Todorov et al., 2005).

A second line of evidence suggests that, beyond physical stature and size, a 
large suite of other non-physical traits related to coercive capacity, which pri-
marily cue dominance, may also elicit prestige-based deference. This includes 
cues of mental steadfastness such as competitiveness, risk-seeking, bravery, and 
emotional states such as anger—all of which have been shown in psychological 
studies to lead to inferences of skill, competence, and success (prestige) along-
side force, threat, and aggression (dominance) (Sell et  al., 2009; van Kleef 
et  al., 2021; Wang et al., 2018). By the same logic, individuals with a known 
history of greater punitiveness can thwart free-riding through credible threats 
of punishment (dominance) and, along with this, elicit prestige-based defer-
ence through their perceived ability to improve collective action (Chen et  al., 
2021; Redhead et al., 2021). This is especially true for leaders, rather than non-
leaders, who are typically responsible for resolving within-group conflicts and 
whose actions attract more attention (Cheng et al., 2013; Gerpott et al., 2018; 
Glowacki & von Rueden, 2015).

Across both of these lines of evidence, dominance-related traits can be under-
stood to cue prestige, producing a positive overlap between dominance and prestige 
hierarchies, because these traits increase efficacy in conflict-resolution or other pro-
ductive abilities that confer benefits. The point is that individuals who possess these 
dominance-related cues (both physical and non-physical) are expected to concomi-
tantly evoke varying degrees of prestige status, and both forms of status will form 
the basis of these individuals’ overall influence.

Central to this account, the experience of external or internal threat and con-
flict is expected to augment the degree to which dominance becomes a source 
of prestige and leader endorsement. This is because external threats increase 
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people’s dependence on dominance-inclined group members who are able and 
willing to contribute to success in intergroup conflict such as by participating 
in warfare or compelling broader coalitional support from neighboring groups. 
In the case of internal threats, individuals equipped with dominance-enhancing 
traits can better promote the solidarity and cooperation required for collective 
well-being by punishing free-riders (Chen et  al., 2021). This notion that domi-
nance can signal benefit-generation potential provides a plausible theoretical 
account for why dominant individuals manage to attract a larger following and 
gain democratic leadership during periods of threat, scarcity, and other emergen-
cies, including—but not limited to—inter-group conflict (Gelfand et  al., 2011; 
Gordon & Lea, 2016; Halevy et  al., 2012; Harms et  al., 2018; Jiménez et  al., 
2021; Kakkar & Sivanathan, 2017; Laustsen & Petersen, 2017; Little et al., 2012; 
Mutz, 2018; Spisak et  al., 2012b; van Kleef et  al., 2021; van Vugt & Grabo, 
2015) and intra-group turmoil (Bøggild & Laustsen, 2016; Zhu et al., 2021).

The Current Research

Here, we test this notion that dominance acts a particularly potent source of 
prestige and leader support under experiences of threat and conflict. We have 
several goals. First, we establish whether situations of intra-group conflict 
increase the preference for dominant leaders. That is, we investigate whether 
intra-group conflict moderates the effect of dominant traits—operationalized as 
harsher punishment for norm violators—on leader endorsement. This comple-
ments and extends existing lines of research that have more narrowly focused 
on inter-group conflict, when this may be only one of many diverse contexts 
that favors the rise of dominant leaders. As noted above, other kinds of threat 
that have the potential to undermine individual and collective well-being, 
such as intra-group conflict, likely also calibrate the tendencies of followers 
to favor dominant leaders (Bøggild & Laustsen, 2016). Thus, here we deliber-
ately shift the focus from the much studied inter-group competition context to 
examine the more novel intra-group conflict. We also conduct a novel test of 
how leader preference varies across the full threat continuum, extending past 
work that tends to compare the binary presence or absence of threat. For exam-
ple, in this prior work, leader preference is primarily elicited by asking partici-
pants to either rate or choose which individuals appear more well suited to lead 
when intergroup threat is present versus absent, as operationalized via diverse 
instructions to imagine decision-making “during a time of war” or “during a 
time of peace” (Little et  al., 2007; Spisak et  al., 2012a; Tigue et  al., 2012), 
one’s group is either competing or cooperating with an outgroup (Laustsen & 
Petersen, 2020a; Spisak et  al., 2012b), or in the context of war versus flood 
(Laustsen & Petersen, 2016, 2017).

Second, we test the hypothesis that dominance confers prestige under intra-
group threat by investigating whether the current level of threat experienced 
moderates the association between dominance and prestige. This extends prior 
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work in key ways, as no studies to date have tested whether the association 
between dominance and prestige vary under different conditions. Finally, inte-
grating across these two predictions, we hypothesize and test whether the effect 
of dominance on increased leader endorsement is mediated by perceived pres-
tige. Overall, this work expands the empirical focus to one, heretofore less 
studied, form of threat—namely, intra-group conflict—that may be crucial for 
understanding the connections between dominance, prestige, and leadership. 
Our evidence supports all three hypotheses.

Methods

Participants

Eight research assistants recruited participants in May-December 2017 at the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, a public university in Midwest-
ern United States. Participants were approached by research assistants on uni-
versity campus grounds at a mobile testing site between the hours of 9am and 
6  pm2. A total of 1,660 participants were recruited using a convenience sam-
pling procedure. All study instructions were presented to participants in-person 
on a computer screen at the mobile testing site. After reading the instructions, 
participants completed a series of four quiz questions, which were presented to 
ensure that they understood the instructions provided in the experimental treat-
ments. We included in our final sample only those participants who answered 
all four quiz questions correctly, which represented 61.81% of the total group3. 
The final sample included 1,026 participants (56.53% women; 42.30% men; 
1.17% other) who were physically present on the grounds of this public univer-
sity. Their ages ranged from 18 to 57 (mean age = 20.67 years old, SD = 2.79), 
and the majority of their ethnic backgrounds were Asian (42.88%), Cauca-
sian (40.35%), and Hispanic (6.34%). The procedures for data collection were 
approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) in the Office for the Protec-
tion of Research Subjects at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. 
Participation was entirely voluntary, and participants could terminate their 
involvement at any time.

2 In our research design, we deliberately recruited in-person participants (at a university campus) rather 
than workers from online labor markets in the light of prior evidence linking worker non-naïveté to 
skewed responses (Chandler et al., 2014; Paolacci & Chandler, 2014; Rand et al., 2014). It is estimated 
that 10% of workers complete roughly 41% of assignments (Chandler et al., 2014). This issue is espe-
cially relevant that, as in many other standard economic games, the third-party punishment game (TPPG) 
we deploy here is a relatively common experimental paradigm, thus further increasing concerns with 
practice effects. Thus, despite their more restricted age range and other demographic characteristics, the 
university students we sample here reduce concerns with participant non-naïveté in our specific experi-
mental procedure, and is preferable to online workers.
3 The same qualitative results are obtained across all research questions explored when we use the entire 
sample without eliminating participants who failed the comprehension check questions.
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Experimental Design

To examine how dominance and in-group threat exposure contribute to leader 
endorsement, we used a 3 (candidate punishment behavior: no vs. moderate vs. 
strong punishment) × 10 (threat faced by local group: level 1 to 10) between-sub-
jects experimental design4. Participants were randomly allocated to one of these 
treatments.

All participants in the study began by reading a scenario adapted from a third-
party punishment game (TPPG), which was identical across all treatments. In this 
TPPG modified to examine how observers evaluate dominant others, three play-
ers are each allotted a stake of 100 tokens. Player A must decide whether to ‘take’ 
tokens (and the amount they wish to take) from Player B, who has no choice to 
make. Player C, the leader of the group chosen via popular vote, hears the amount 
that Player A took from Player B, and must decide whether to pay some portion 
of their own allocation to punish Player A. Our participant is not involved in these 
decisions, but instead, passively observes the ostensible decisions of Players A and 
C. Participants learn that if Player A chooses to take from Player B, he or she can 
remove either 6, 12, 18, 24, 30, 36, 42, 48, 54, or 60 tokens from Player B, who loses 
1.67 tokens for every token gained by Player A5. If punished, Player A loses 5 times 
the amount paid by Player C to punish. Player C, however, does not personally gain 
any tokens (and in fact only loses tokens) for punishing Player A. To illustrate, sup-
pose that Player A takes 24 tokens from Player B, and Player C removes 30 tokens 
from Player A, then Player A takes home 94 tokens (100 + 24—30 = 94), Player B 
gets 60 tokens (100 – 24 × 1.67 = 60), and Player C gets 94 tokens (100 – 30/5 = 94). 
If Player C had instead decided to not punish and thus remove 0 tokens from Player 
A, then the take-home amounts would be 124, 60, and 100 tokens for Players A, B, 

4 In this design, threat faced by local group (our independent variable) was manipulated across 10 levels, 
with each subsequent level corresponding to higher level of intra-group threat operationalized as greater 
theft or norm violation. This decision to implement this higher than usual number of levels was guided 
by two considerations. First, we sought to increase analytic flexibility. Many analytic approaches (includ-
ing the kinds to be deployed here) are facilitated by variables with a larger number of ordered catego-
ries—6–7 categories or more—that can be treated as continuous variables with little bias (Rhemtulla 
et al., 2012). Second, the inclusion of these extreme levels of threat—that is, very modest threat when A 
stole only 6 tokens from B, or very severe threat when A stole 60 tokens from B—allows us to explore, 
using non-parametric methods, the possibility of non-linear effects. For example, one possibility is for 
punishment to exert a weak effect on leader endorsement across low to moderate or even moderately high 
levels of threat and conflict, but that when threat is exceptionally high the effect of punitive action sud-
denly double or triples in strength.
5 Two features of this variation of the third-party punishment game are noteworthy. First, similar to other 
work on norm violations (Cubitt et al., 2011; Ouss & Peysakhovich, 2015; Rilke, 2017), we deploy the 
‘take’ framing in which Player A ‘took’ tokens from Player B because this act of theft clearly harms 
Player B and therefore more unambiguously signals norm violation. This contrasts with the often used 
‘give’ framing (Fehr & Fischbacher, 2004), in which Player A ‘gave’ less than a fair share of tokens to 
Player B. under this framing, what constitutes a norm violation is less clear and can vary across groups 
and cultures. Second, Player B loses 1.67 tokens for every token gained by Player A. By design, this mul-
tiplicative effect means that theft leads to a larger loss to one party than is gained by the other (similar to 
many real-world thefts), making theft in this context ‘wasteful’ and ‘inefficient’. So the optimal behavior 
is to not steal.

389Adaptive Human Behavior and Physiology (2022) 8:383–406



1 3

and C, respectively. Player C’s willingness to pay to punish Player A indicates the 
strength of their punitive inclination, which comes at a personal cost.

After reading these rules of this variant of the TPPG, participants answered three 
quiz questions to ensure that they understood the general rules of the game. Up to 
this point, participants across all treatments received identical information.

Following this game overview, we introduced our experimental manipulation 
unique to each treatment. We manipulated the strength of punishment demonstrated 
by Player C and the degree of in-group norm violation introduced by Player A. 
Specifically, we randomly assigned participants to a treatment with (1) a Player C 
who punishes Player A either not at all (removes 0 tokens), moderately (removes 30 
tokens), or strongly (removes 60 tokens); and (2) a Player A who takes from Player 
B either 6, 12, 18, 24, 30, 36, 42, 48, 54, or 60 tokens (10 levels). Participants were 
presented with the decision of Player A (that is, the amount that Player A took from 
Player B) and subsequently the punishment decision of Player C (that is, how much 
Player C punished Player A) based on the punishment strength and local threat treat-
ments to which they were randomly assigned.

After reading all parties’ decisions, participants answered a fourth quiz question 
that probed a mixture of their comprehension and memory of Player C’s punitive 
action (whether they removed 0, 30, or 60 tokens from Player A); this ensured our 
ability to confirm the success of our punishment strength manipulation for a given 
participant.

In the final part of the study, we administered a number of measures designed to 
elicit perceptions of Player C. We turn to these measures next.

Measures

After participants read about the punishment strength of Player C and the amount of 
in-group norm violation committed by Player A (our two independent or treatment 
variables) in the TPPG, they completed measures designed to elicit their intentions 
to endorse Player C as a leader and perceptions of Player C’s prestige (our two pri-
mary outcome measures). All ratings were completed on a 7-point scale (1 = Not at 
all to 7 = Very much).

For our measure of leader endorsement, participants rated Player C on 7 items (e.g., 
“If there was to be a next round, I would elect C as the leader of this group”, “I’m will-
ing to have C head the group on subsequent group tasks”, “I support C as the leader 
of this group”, “C would be a good leader”). Many of these items were adapted from 
existing work on leader endorsement (e.g., Michener & Lawler, 1975). Ratings on 
these items were aggregated into a leader endorsement composite (α = 0.93).

For our measure of perceived prestige, we used a subset of items drawn from a 
scale validated in prior work (Cheng et al., 2010, 2013). The prestige scale consisted 
of 4 items (i.e., “I respect and admire C”, “C’s unique talents and abilities are recog-
nized by others”, “I would seek C’s advice on a variety of matters”, “I consider C an 
expert on some matters”). Ratings on these items were aggregated into a perceived 
prestige composite (α = 0.80).
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In addition to these two outcome measures, we also obtained a measure of per-
ceived dominance as a check of whether our punishment strength manipulation elic-
ited varying degrees of dominance. Verifying the effects of our punishment manipu-
lation on dominance is key in light of evidence suggesting non-trivial inter-perceiver 
differences in dominance (as well as prestige) perceptions (Jiménez et  al., 2021). 
Asserting one’s coercive dominance may augment prestige but not dominance in the 
eyes of loyal followers who share the leader’s values, goals, preferences, or ideol-
ogy. Whether an act is seen as dominant (or prestigious) depends on who is doing 
the judging. This highlights the importance of gauging whether our dominance 
manipulation indeed elicits concomitant levels of perceived threat and intimidation 
(dominance). For this measure of perceived dominance, we again used a subset of 
items drawn from a validated scale (Cheng et al., 2010, 2013). The dominance scale 
consisted of 4 items (i.e., “C is willing to use aggressive tactics to get his/her way”, 
“C enjoys having control over others”, “C tries to get his/her own way regardless of 
what others may want”, “C tries to control others rather than permit them to control 
him/her”). Ratings on these items were aggregated into a perceived dominance com-
posite (α = 0.83)6.

Results

Manipulation Check: Do Stronger Punishment Conditions Elicit Greater Perceived 
Dominance?

Yes. Our three punishment experimental conditions—no vs. moderate vs. harsh pun-
ishment, which correspond to the removal of 0, 30, or 60 tokens from the offender 
respectively—successfully elicited varying levels of perceived dominance. As 
shown in Figure S1 in the supplemental materials, as punishment severity increases, 
so do mean ratings of the punisher’s perceived dominance. The candidate who 
meted out harsh punishment is evaluated as more dominant (M = 0.55; SD = 0.86) 
compared to when he or she punishes moderately (M = 0.10; SD = 0.84; t = 6.94, 
p < 0.0001) or does not punish at all (M = -0.66; SD = 0.89; t = 18.39, p < 0.0001). 
Comparing the two latter conditions, perceived dominance is also higher when he or 
she punishes moderately than not at all (t = 11.45, p < 0.0002). Importantly, this pat-
tern holds across the 10 different threat and conflict experimental conditions regard-
less of whether threat in the local group is high or low. These patterns confirm that 
perceived dominance increases linearly in accordance with stronger punishment. 
Consequently, for convenience of interpretation, here we present our results based 
on comparing the harsh versus no punishment conditions and verify these results by 

6 Beyond these primary outcome measures, for exploratory purposes we also asked participants to indi-
cate the degree to which they trust Player C, and feel anger as well as embarrassment over Player C’s 
response to Player A’s behavior. Moreover, in the non-zero punishment treatments (i.e., Player C either 
moderately or strongly punished conditions), we also measured inferences of Player C’s punishment 
motives in terms of deterrence and retribution.
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comparing the harsh versus moderate punishment conditions (reported in the sup-
plemental materials); the same qualitative results are obtained across both sets of 
comparisons.

When are Dominant Leaders More Preferred By Followers?

Our results show that the degree to which dominant individuals are preferred as 
leaders depends on the extent of threat and conflict faced by the group. Using our 
evaluations of candidate dominance (our manipulation check), the contour graph 
in Fig. 1 shows that the strongest leader support is obtained at high levels of both 
threat faced by group and candidate perceived dominance (which corresponds to 

Fig. 1  Individuals in groups with a high degree of threat and conflict tend to endorse a dominant group 
member as leader. C = the focal target. This contour plot displays how the effect of dominance of the 
candidate on leader endorsement differs across levels of threat faced by the group. Colored bands repre-
sent ranges of the leader endorsement at different combinations of threat faced and candidate perceived 
dominance, with darker bands (positive values) indicating greater leader support and lighter bands (nega-
tive values) indicating weaker leader support. Group-level threat and conflict refers to the degree of theft 
and exploitation as manipulated in the experimental condition. Both candidate perceived dominance and 
leader endorsement were standardized to mean of 0 and SD of 1. Visual inspection of this plot indicates 
that the strongest leader support is obtained when threat faced by the group is highest (i.e., when threat 
level > 8) and the candidate’s perceived dominance is the highest (i.e., when the perceived dominance of 
the candidate > 0). By contrast, the weakest leader support occurs when exposed to low degree of group 
threat (i.e., when threat level < 3) and the candidate’s perceived dominance is the highest (i.e., perceived 
dominance has a score of > 0.5)
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the upper right region of plot). Conversely, the weakest leader support is obtained 
at low threat and high candidate dominance (bottom right region of plot), as well 
as at high threat and low candidate dominance (top left region of plot). These 
patterns hint at how, overall, those more exposed to threat and conflict are more 
likely to endorse a highly dominant individual as leader; conversely, when threat 
and conflict are minimal, a less dominant individual is preferred.

To formally investigate these patterns visible in Fig.  1, we next tested whether 
threat and conflict moderates the effect of our punishment experimental conditions 
(which gave rise to the different levels of perceived dominance plotted in Fig. 1) on 
leader endorsement. We thus regressed leader endorsement on the main and interac-
tion effects of punishment condition, controlling for various control variables. All 
continuous variables were standardized prior to model estimation. Table S1 in the 
supplemental material contains the full series of regression results. The regression 
coefficients on the punishment × threat and conflict in group interaction term are sta-
tistically significant and consistent in magnitude, ranging between 0.1128 to 0.1176.

This interactive effect is robust to controls for various observable characteristics 
including participant gender, age, and ethnicity (Table  S1, columns 2–4). Models 
of simple effects (without the inclusion of controls) estimate that, when under the 
highest threat faced by group (that is, when theft and exploitation level equals 10), 
C is more strongly endorsed as leader when he or she punished strongly (M = 0.35; 
SE = 0.10) than when he or she did not punish at all (M = -0.24; SE = 0.11; t = 4.01, 
p < 0.001). By sharp contrast, the opposite effect is found under the lowest threat 
condition (that is, when theft level equals 1), wherein C is less endorsed as leader 
when he or she punished strongly (M = -0.35; SE = 0.10) than when he or she did 
not punish at all (M = 0.07; SE = 0.10; t = 2.94, p = 0.003). These simple effects are 
depicted in Fig. 2 alongside those from other intermediary threat conditions. Similar 
results are obtained when we contrast strong and moderate punishment conditions 
(Table S2). Together, these results show that whether more punitive candidates are 
endorsed as leaders depends on the level of threat and conflict faced. When threat is 
high, more punitive individuals are preferred as leaders. By contrast, when threat is 
low, punitive individuals receive less support as leaders.

Overall, in this first section of results, we provide evidence establishing the pri-
oritization of punishment (and by implication dominance) in leader selection under 
situations of high threat and conflict, but an opposite pattern under low threat and 
conflict wherein punitive (or dominant) leaders are disfavored.

When Dominance Confers Prestige, Thus Creating a Positive Overlap Between 
the Two Kinds of Status

The findings above address the notion that traits that signal strength and toughness, 
such as a willingness to punish, which increase one’s perceived dominance, are 
preferred in leaders under conditions of threat. But, beyond conferring dominance-
based status, do these strength-signaling traits also confer prestige-based status, cre-
ating a positive overlap between dominance and prestige forms of status?
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To begin exploring this question, it may be fruitful to consider: When do domi-
nance and prestige forms of status remain independent, and when may they covary? 
Existing theory predicts a positive overlap between dominance and prestige when 
apparent coercive capacity becomes a valued asset (Cheng et al., 2013; Henrich & Gil-
White, 2001; Henrich et al., 2015; Zeng et al., 2022). This suggests that while domi-
nance and prestige may be uncorrelated generally, such as under conditions of low 
threat, they positively covary under conditions of high threat. This is because traits, 
attributes, and motivations that foment coercive threat may themselves constitute val-
ued abilities worthy of emulation or deference under certain situations. For example, 
consider how physically formidable individuals may be seen as capable of generating 
benefits for in-group members through their perceived capacity to facilitate intergroup 
competition (Chen et al., 2021; Lukaszewski et al., 2016; Redhead et al., 2021) or to 
compel broader coalitional support from others (Chapais, 2015; Henrich et al., 2015).

By the same logic, individuals who are willing and able to punish norm violators 
are expected to garner prestige by virtue of supplying public goods at the personal 
risk of incurring future retaliation (Barclay, 2006; Gordon & Lea, 2016; Redhead 
et  al., 2021), particularly when norm violation is rampant and thus their punitive 
inclination generates the most benefits. This leads to the prediction that while domi-
nance and prestige may be relatively independent or negatively associated in most 
occasions, the context of threat and conflict such as high intra-group norm violation 

Fig. 2  Leader endorsement increases with candidate punitiveness at higher degrees of threat faced by 
group, but decreases at lower degrees of threat faced. C = the focal target. Group-level threat and conflict 
refers to the degree of theft and exploitation as manipulated in the experimental condition. Higher values 
reflect higher levels of theft and exploitation within the group (i.e., more tokens were stolen from an in-
group victim). N = 701 across these between-subject punishment (strong vs. no punishment) and threat 
conditions (10 levels of threat)
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may produce an overlap (a positive covariation) between dominance and prestige 
status components.

Here, we find support for this prediction. As found in the bulk of prior evidence 
from both the laboratory and the field (Cheng et al., 2010, 2013, 2021b), in the cur-
rent data perceived dominance and prestige are statistically independent (r = -0.008, 
p = 0.8039) when we look across all threat and punishment conditions (i.e., collaps-
ing across all treatments). However, as predicted, as within-group threat and conflict 
increases, the positive overlap between dominance and prestige increases. First, as 
shown in Fig. 3, under relatively low threat faced by the group, punishment severity 
does not alter the punisher’s perceived prestige, whereas under the highest levels of 
threat punishment severity leads to linearly greater perceived prestige. Confirming 

Fig. 3  Dominance and prestige positively covary in groups with a high degree of threat and conflict, but 
remain relatively independent when threat is low. C = the focal target. This contour plot displays the asso-
ciation between the perceived dominance and prestige of the candidate at varying levels of threat faced 
by the group. Colored bands represent ranges of candidate perceived prestige at different combinations 
of threat faced and candidate perceived dominance, with darker bands (positive values) indicating higher 
perceived prestige and lighter bands (negative values) indicating lower perceived prestige. Group-level 
threat and conflict refers to the degree of theft and exploitation as manipulated in the experimental con-
dition. Both candidate perceived dominance and prestige were standardized to mean of 0 and SD of 1. 
Visual inspection of this plot indicates that threat produces a positive overlap between dominance and 
prestige. Prestige is most strongly conferred when threat faced by the group is highest (i.e., when threat 
level > 9) and the candidate’s perceived dominance is the highest (i.e., when the perceived dominance 
of the candidate > 0.5). Prestige is also strongly conferred when threat is the weakest (i.e., when threat 
level < 3) and the candidate’s dominance is the weakest (i.e., perceived dominance < -0.5). By contrast, 
prestige is least likely conferred when exposed to low degree of group threat (i.e., when threat level < 2) 
and the candidate’s perceived dominance is the highest (i.e., perceived dominance has a score of > 0.7)
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this visual pattern, at the highest level of threat (threat equals 10), dominance and 
prestige positively covary (r = 0.281, p = 0.004). By contrast, at the lowest level of 
threat (threat equals 1), the raw association between dominance and prestige is nega-
tive (r = -0.230, p < 0.001). This hints at the hypothesized pattern that, under situa-
tions of high threat, projecting strength leads to both dominance and prestige status.

Second, to formally test whether threat and conflict moderates the effect of pun-
ishment severity conditions and prestige, we regressed perceived prestige the main 
and interaction effects of punishment condition and local threat, with the inclu-
sion of control variables. All continuous variables were again standardized prior to 
model estimation. As shown in Table S3 in the supplemental material, the regres-
sion coefficients on the punishment × threat and conflict in group interaction term 
are statistically significant and consistent in magnitude, ranging between 0.1093 to 
0.1155. This interactive effect is robust to controls for various observable character-
istics including participant gender, age, and ethnicity as well as passing all compre-
hension checks (Table S3, columns 2–4).

Models of simple effects (without the inclusion of controls) estimate that, 
when under the highest threat faced by group (that is, when theft and exploitation 
level equals 10), C is conferred greater prestige when he or she punished strongly 
(M = 0.33; SE = 0.10) than when he or she did not punish at all (M = -0.20; SE = 0.11; 
t = 3.59, p < 0.001). By sharp contrast, the opposite effect is found under the lowest 
threat condition (that is, when theft level equals 1), wherein C is conferred less pres-
tige when he or she punished strongly (M = -0.30; SE = 0.10) than when he or she 
did not punish at all (M = 0.15; SE = 0.10; t = 3.15, p = 0.002). These simple effects 
are depicted in Fig.  4 alongside those from other intermediary threat conditions. 
Similar results are obtained when we contrast strong and moderate punishment con-
ditions (Table S4). Together, these results show that the effect of punitiveness (and 
thus by implication dominance) on prestige depends on the level of threat and con-
flict faced. When threat is high, punitiveness confers prestige, leading to a positive 
overlap between dominance- and prestige-based status. By contrast, when threat is 
low, punitiveness is associated with receiving less prestige, such that dominance- 
and prestige-based status become negatively correlated.

Together, this second section of results reveals that, as theory predicts, when intra-
group norm violation is high, coercive dominance confers prestige, thus creating a 
positive overlap between the two forms of status; by contrast, when threat is relatively 
low, dominance and prestige are either negatively associated or uncorrelated.

Displaying Strength Promotes Follower Support as Leader Via Increasing Prestige

The findings above indicate that displaying strength, which invokes dominance-based 
status, leads respectively to the conferral of prestige and follower support as leaders, 
but is there evidence that earning prestige fosters leader endorsement? To examine 
this, we performed a path analysis to test the mediating role of prestige in the asso-
ciation between punishment strength and leader endorsement. We restrict this test to 
participants assigned to the relatively high threat and conflict conditions (theft levels 
equal 5 to 10, rescaled), given the a priori expectation that harsher punishments for 
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violators (and other displays of strength) is especially favored when it is needed to 
generate benefits by galvanizing in-group cooperation, public goods, and coordina-
tion—in the presence of norm violators and internal threats to cooperation.

As shown in Fig. 5, results showed that punishing norm violation (compared to 
not punishing) is positively related to prestige (β = 0.12, p = 0.016), which is in turn 

Fig. 4  Punishment (and by implication dominance) increases prestige at higher degrees of threat faced by 
group, but decreases it at lower degrees of threat faced. C = the focal target. Group-level threat and con-
flict refers to the degree of theft and exploitation as manipulated in the experimental condition. Higher 
values reflect higher levels of theft and exploitation within the group (i.e., more tokens were stolen from 
an in-group victim). N = 701 across these between-subject punishment (strong vs. no punishment) and 
threat conditions (10 levels of threat)

C’s Punishment

Behavior

Endorse

C as Leader

C’s Perceived 

Prestige

**77.*21.

.05

Fig. 5  Standardized parameter estimates. This model presents results based on relatively high threat and 
conflict (i.e., among participants assigned to theft levels that equal 5 to 10, rescaled). Punishment behav-
ior contrasts the effect of a candidate who punishes strongly versus a candidate who does not punish at 
all. Dotted line refers to the direct effect of punishment behavior on leader endorsement net of the indi-
rect effect through perceived prestige. C = the focal target. N = 408; ** p < 0.001; * p < 0.05
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positively related to leader endorsement (β = 0.77, p < 0.001)7. Moreover, mediation 
analyses using 10,000 bootstrapped samples showed that prestige significantly medi-
ated the positive relationship between candidate punishment and leader endorsement 
(indirect effect = 0.09, 95% CI [0.017, 0.167], p = 0.016)8. As expected by our fore-
going logic, when we perform analyses parallel to this model but based instead on 
participants assigned to the relatively low threat and conflict conditions (theft levels 
equal 1 to 4, rescaled), we find that harsher punishment contributes to a less prestig-
ious reputation, and prestige significantly mediated the negative effect of candidate 
punishment on leader endorsement (see Figure S2). This suggests that in the absence 
of serious threat to internal disorder, leaders who mete out harsh punishment suffer a 
loss in prestige and their leader appeal.

Taken together, our results suggest that threat and conflict exposure create 
a preference for leaders with traits and qualities associated with strength and 
toughness. These individuals acquire greater status based on both fear and 
respect, and the latter form of status provides a core psychological basis for 
followership.

Discussion

Motivated by real-world patterns of the rise of dominant leaders across diverse 
nations and by recent scholarly work on inter-group conflicts and follower psychol-
ogy, here we examined how an understudied contextual factor contributes to the 
ascent of dominant leaders. We find that experiences of intra-group conflict leads 
people to confer greater prestige to group members with a more punitive (that is, 
dominant) history of behavior and voluntarily promote these dominant individuals 
to formal positions of leadership. In the absence of threat, people generally have a 
distaste for dominant leaders. Further, through tests of mediation, results demon-
strate that people’s wish for a strong leader is in part explained by the perception 
that these strong leaders possess valuable skills, abilities, and expertise, generate 

8 As in much other work seeking to identify mediating pathways, caution is warranted in interpret-
ing the mediation results here. More rigorous experimental studies designed for establishing causality, 
such as studies in which prestige (our putative mediator) is manipulated randomly rather than merely 
observed and any unobserved confounders are carefully eliminated (Bullock et  al., 2010; Green et  al., 
2010; MacKinnon et al., 2002), are needed to firmly establish the mediating pathways by which punish-
ment increases leader appeal. Moreover, while our results indicate that punishers garner prestige, we lack 
evidence on what specific skills, attributes, competencies, or know-how are deemed particularly prestige-
worthy among these willing punishers. Addressing this using measures of perceived skills and attributes, 
which were not gathered in the present study, is an important direction for future work.

7 In the mediation model, C’s perceived dominance, which served us our manipulation check, was not 
included in the model as a second mediator (alongside C’s perceived prestige, the primary mediator). At 
first glance, it would appear sensible to include ratings of dominance to examine how C’s punitive action 
contributes to both kinds of status. However, this variable is strongly correlated with punishment condi-
tion (r > .55), which is unsurprising given that participant ratings of C’s dominance is, in theory, simply 
a direct function of the punishment condition to which they allocated (plus some interindividual noise or 
error). Excluding dominance ratings thus avoids collinearity concerns and produces a more conceptually 
meaningful model.
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value for others, and warrant respect and admiration (that is, they deserve prestige). 
These effects on prestige conferral and leader preference hold for people with differ-
ent gender, age, and ethnicity.

Our results have implications for understanding the nexus of dominance, 
prestige, and leadership, as well as for the design of social and political systems 
aimed at curbing the rise of leaders with an authoritarian, dictatorial, or tyran-
nical orientation. As illustrated by the case of Julius Caesar, “strongmen” lead-
ers who rise by the popular vote may have a proclivity to pursue unconstrained 
power, repress dissent, challenge democratic values and practices, and ultimately 
undermine the very democratic system through which they rose. In the light of 
existing evidence that authoritarian leaders and regimes actively stoke—and 
thrive on—a climate of fear (Gelfand, 2020; Guo et  al., 2018; Guriev & Treis-
man, 2020), the existence of a causal pathway between threat and preference for 
dominant leaders suggests a pernicious feedback loop; weaponizing fearfulness 
and threat fuels greater support for dominant leaders and then dominant leaders 
catalyze greater actual or perceived societal division, unrest, and disorder that 
further cement their political power and leads to more civil or national unrest, 
conflict, and dysfunction.

A key implication of these results is that combatting authoritarian leadership rests 
on correcting any unfounded or exaggerated narratives of turmoil, and more impor-
tantly actively solidifying in voters a relative sense of safety and promoting actual 
conditions of social, economic, and global security and well-being. An interesting 
direction for future work involves direct tests of whether safety and security leads to 
reduced support for dominant leaders, particularly among people who tend to favor 
“strongmen”. This may include, for example, conservatives or right-wingers and 
people living in countries that have historically experienced more threats such as 
invasion from neighboring states or internal conflicts, as evidence has linked these 
groups to increased attraction to dominant leaders (Jiménez et al., 2021; Laustsen & 
Petersen, 2017; Petersen & Laustsen, 2020). Further, support for dominant leaders 
may also wean when the risks of exploitation or abuse by leaders inclined towards 
coercive dominance become salient (Bøggild & Laustsen, 2016). Evidence suggests 
that although dominantly inclined leaders may benefit collective action through their 
willingness to sanction norm violators (Chen et al., 2021), their inclination towards 
aggression, antagonism, and hubris also disposes them to corruption, exploitation, 
and abuse of power motivated by narrow self-interest (Case & Maner, 2014; Cheng 
et al., 2010; Maner & Mead, 2010; Mead & Maner, 2012; Price et al., 2017; Stulp 
et  al., 2015). This suggests that followers’ preferences are likely calibrated to the 
tension in balancing between of the risk of exploitation by dominant leaders on one 
hand, and their potential to improve collective action or supply other benefits on the 
other (Bøggild & Laustsen, 2016).

By highlighting that in certain conditions coercive capacity (that is, dominance) 
can translate into prestige, the current results offer clarity to an existing confusion: 
Many so called ‘dominant leaders’ or ‘strong leaders’ may in actuality possess sub-
stantial prestige in the eyes of their supporters. For many strong leaders, their politi-
cal and social influence stems from a mixture of dominance- and prestige-based sta-
tus (Cheng et al., 2013; Henrich et al., 2015; von Rueden et al., 2014; Zeng et al., 
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2022). Thus, while it is conceivable that a myriad of dominance-enhancing traits, 
qualities, and tactics may lead to dominance status among observers, ‘dominant 
leaders’ can simultaneously be considered to be ‘prestigious leaders’ to their fol-
lowers. As noted in our prior work, whether a set of skills or know-how are pres-
tige-worthy can “depend on who is doing the judging” (Cheng et al., 2013; Jimé-
nez et  al., 2021). Put simply, one follower’s “dominant leader” may be another 
person’s “prestigious leader”. Under extreme emergencies such as large-scale war-
fare or intense societal strife, which create a dependence on group members who 
can resolve these challenges, dominance-inclined individuals (such as those who 
are physically strong, intimidating, or aggressive) may be elevated to the top of the 
group’s prestige hierarchy. This finding that strong leaders wield a particularly effec-
tive strategy of leveraging both dominance and prestige simultaneously to amplify 
their influence complements other work on the efficacy of deploying a mix of fear 
and respect tactics (Dahm & Greenbaum, 2019; Hawley, 2002; Zeng et al., 2022). 
The “strongman’s” substantial prestige and, along with it, his ability to attract loyal 
followers explains why followers are often willing to overlook, tolerate, and offer 
unwavering support to their chosen “strongman” leader in the face of the leader’s 
bending or even breaking of rules (Kakkar et al., 2020).

To provide a clear test of the effects of intra-group conflict, here we rely primar-
ily on self-reports of leader preference in a vignette that depicts conflict and lead-
ership within a small group of three principal individuals (Players A, B, and C). 
It is unclear whether and how these results based on triadic groups will generalize 
to the kinds of large groups that have been central to successful collective action 
in our species’ evolutionary history (such as in raiding and warfare;Bowles, 2012; 
Glowacki et al., 2016). Nevertheless, formal and agent-based models suggests that, 
especially in large groups, individual decision-makers prefer hierarchically organ-
ized groups with a centralized leader over more egalitarian structures that lack a 
leader–follower arrangement, owing to the ability of leaders to sustain large-scale 
cooperation and overcome debilitating within-group conflict (Hooper et  al., 2010; 
Kohler et  al., 2012). This preference strengthens as group size increases because 
larger groups face greater risks of free-riding and coordination failures, and thus 
have greater demands for a leader who monitors group members and punishes defec-
tors. This association between group size and preference for hierarchy implies that, 
if anything, in larger groups (where collective action is more difficult) followers may 
express an even stronger preference for fear-inspiring, punitive dominant leaders. 
Thus, not only is there reason to suspect that the results found here based on small 
groups may extend to groups of significant size, but moreover our effects may be 
capturing the lower-bound of any preference for dominant leaders under contexts of 
threat. Future work should directly examine how preferences for punitive leaders, 
and the tolerance for coercive dominance more generally, may vary in the context of 
large groups.

Finally, our findings offer novel insights into when dominance and prestige 
hierarchies remain uncorrelated, and the contexts under which they overlap posi-
tively. Theoretical work has emphasized how while they are distinct forms of sta-
tus, individuals often enjoy both dominance and prestige status (Cheng et al., 2013, 
2021a). As noted in earlier work, “although one may find prestige and dominance 
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status within the same individual, the fact remains that qualitatively different stimuli 
elicit prototypical prestige and dominance responses” (Henrich & Gil-White, 2001, 
p. 171). Supporting this, a number of existing studies of naturalistic and laboratory 
groups have found that dominance and prestige form two distinct and uncorrelated 
status hierarchies (Cheng et  al., 2010, 2013; McClanahan et  al., 2021; Redhead 
et al., 2019) or that they are only weakly negatively correlated (Brand & Mesoudi, 
2019; Snyder et al., 2008). Consistent with this, here we also find that these forms of 
status are uncorrelated generally—that is, when their association is examined inde-
pendently of degree of threat faced. However, converging with some other field evi-
dence that they can covary (Garfield & Hagen, 2020; von Rueden et al., 2008, 2014), 
our study reveals that threat and conflict exposure causes dominance and prestige to 
become positively correlated. Yet, at low threat the two remain negatively corre-
lated, suggesting that, in the absence of fomenting situations, dominance generally 
suppresses prestige (Cheng, 2020). The finding that threat exposure moderates the 
association between dominance and prestige confirms that threat is one of plausibly 
a broad array of conditions that allows dominance to lead to prestige. Beyond our 
effort here to focus a narrow beam on intra-group conflicts, future research should 
explore the full array of social, ecological, historical, and institutional factors (such 
as famine, natural disasters, disease threat, and current and historical territorial inva-
sion, to name a few) that may induce a positive overlap between dominance and 
prestige forms of status.
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