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Objective: How people use social rank (dominance vs prestige) could explain different 
attitudes toward five moral foundations. This study aimed to investigate the differential 
relationships between prestige, dominance, and moral foundations.

Methods: This study was conducted on 150 participants who responded to the moral foundation 
questionnaire and dominance-prestige scale. 

Results: Multiple regression analysis revealed that prestige was positively associated with four 
kinds of moral foundations (harm/care, reciprocity/fairness, loyalty/subversion, and purity/
sanctity), whereas dominance was negatively associated with harm/care, reciprocity/fairness, 
and progressivism. Prestige had a stronger association with moral foundations than dominance.

Conclusion: It seems that dominance as a social status seeking-strategy is against any moral 
foundation, but prestige could increase attention to moral foundations in decision making 
toward every life issue.
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1. Introduction

xperimental moral psychology revealed 
that ethical decision-making and con-
ceptualization of moral foundations 
depends on cognitive and emotional 
process in agents and qualities of situ-

ations (Alfano, Loeb, & Plakias, 2014). The moral 
foundation is an evolutionary theory about dimensions 
that people use for determining the morality aspects of 
a situation and making a moral judgment (Graham et 
al., 2011). According to moral foundation theory, people 
use five basic dimensions for defining morality: harm/
care, fairness/reciprocity, loyalty/subversion, authority/
respect, and purity/sanctity (Haidt, 2007). Every moral 
foundation relates to specific virtues. For example, the 
harm/care domain is related to attending to other peo-
ple’s life and autonomy, and the purity/sanctity domain 
is characterized by virtues like self-control, cleanliness, 
and spiritual purity (Haidt & Joseph, 2004). These five 
moral concerns have been further categorized under 
two higher-order concerns: individualizing moral con-
cerns (including harm/care and fairness/reciprocity) and 
binding moral concerns (including loyalty/subversion, 
authority/respect, and purity/sanctity) (Graham, Haidt, 
& Nosek, 2009). Furthermore, the tendency to progres-
sivism regarding one of the higher-order dimensions of 
moral foundations could also be determined by the pro-
portional importance of individualizing to binding moral 
concerns (Graham et al., 2009). Progressivist people rely 
more on ethics of autonomy than ethics of divinity or the 
ethic of community in different cultures (Jensen, 1998). 

People from different Socioeconomic Statuses (SES) 
and with different political orientations use different 
rules for moral judgment and have a different moral at-
titude towards social issues (Graham et al., 2009; Haidt 
& Graham, 2007; van Leeuwen, Koenig, Graham, & 
Park, 2014). For example, people with liberal political 
orientation more prioritize moral foundation related to 
harm/care and fairness/reciprocity, whereas people with 
conservative political orientation are more likely to en-
dorse moral foundations related to loyalty/subversion, 
authority/respect, and purity/sanctity (Haidt & Graham, 
2007; Rai & Fiske, 2011). People from low SES took a 
very broad attitude toward morality that relate morality 
to all personal life issues, whereas people from high SES 
would not moralize issues that are related to authority/
respect, loyalty/subversion, and purity/sanctity (Kraus, 
Piff, Mendoza-Denton, Rheinschmidt, & Keltner, 2012; 
Monroe & Plant, 2019; van Leeuwen et al., 2014; Piff, 
Stancato, Mendoza-Denton, & Keltner, 2012). One 
group of psychological factors that could explain this 
kind of difference at the macro-level (i.e. SES or politi-
cal orientation) is social seeking style. 

Social status has been conceptualized as the extent of 
attention, regard, and prominence that each group as-
cribes to its members (Cheng, Tracy, & Anderson, 2014). 
Dominance-prestige account argues that people use two 
distinct ways for attaining social status (Cheng, Tracy, 
Foulsham, Kingstone, & Henrich, 2013). Although dom-
inance has been conceptualized as a variation of power 
motive (Suessenbach, Loughnan, Schönbrodt, & Moore, 
2019; Suessenbach & Moore, 2019) or social orientation 
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towards inequality and hierarchy (Pratto, Sidanius, Stall-
worth, & Malle, 1994), in a prestige-dominance account, 
dominance is regarded a forceful and intimidating strat-
egy to gain social status and rank. 

People who predominantly use dominance were more 
considered aggressive and narcissistic by their peer 
group (Redhead, Cheng, Driver, Foulsham, & OGor-
man, 2019). Dominance is positively associated with 
dark personality traits like narcissism, psychopathy, and 
Machiavellianism (Cheng, Tracy, & Henrich, 2010). 

In contrast, prestige refers to status-seeking strategies 
that focus on respect, altruism, and developing authen-
tic merits which used for rank attainment (Cheng, 2020; 
Cheng et al., 2013). In other words, people with prestige 
status-seeking style were more popular in groups. They 
would be recognized as skillful in a profession or possess 
real merit acknowledged by people in their social net-
works, and prestige is more effective on leveling social 
rank than dominance over time (Redhead et al., 2019). 

It seems that these two strategies could differentially 
have associated with moral foundation domains. Prestige 
could be conceptualized as a moral interpersonal manner 
for status seeking. In contrast, dominance is related to 
antisocial interpersonal ways for status-seeking, ignor-
ing other attitudes and feelings in life issues. It could be 
argued that dominance has negatively associated with 
the fairness/reciprocity dimension because people who 
rely on dominance are more prone to use injustice or ag-
gressive strategies for status-seeking (Cheng et al., 2013; 
Redhead et al., 2019). Also, previous studies revealed 
that dominance is related to more aggressive behavior 
(Henrich & Gil-White, 2001), and dominance motivated 
people more treat other people in an exploitive manner 
in their relationship (Cheng et al., 2010).

In contrast, previous studies revealed a positive asso-
ciation between prestige and valuing mutual respectful 
relationships (Redhead et al., 2019; Jonason, Wee, & Li, 
2015). Also, prestige-motivated people are more eager to 
be accepted by their peers, and moral behavior is one of 
main strategies they may use for status attainment (Bai, 
2017; Halevy, Chou, Cohen, & Livingston, 2012). The 
differential relationships between specific emotions like 
anger, contempt, and guilt with different moral founda-
tions have been reported in previous studies (Horberg, 
Oveis, Keltner, & Cohen, 2009; Steiger & Reyna, 2017). 
These studies indirectly suggest that people with differ-
ent traits and dispositions or motivations would make 
a different moral judgment. Although the role of trait 
emotions has been studied as predictors of moral foun-

dations (Steiger & Reyna, 2017), social status seeking 
styles have not been addressed as predictors of the moral 
foundation domain. The results of one study showed that 
prestige motive could positively and significantly predict 
higher moral concerns across all moral foundation, but 
dominance negatively associated with harm/care and 
fairness/reciprocity dimension and positively associated 
with loyalty/subversion, authority/respect, and purity/
sanctity dimension (Suessenbach et al., 2019). Investi-
gating the links between prestige and dominance with 
domains of moral foundations could explain the diver-
sity of moral concerns among people with different so-
cio-cultural backgrounds. Furthermore, previous studies 
showed that people who rely on dominance compared 
with people who rely on prestige had lower self-esteem 
and lower well-being and more apply negative interper-
sonal behaviors (Cheng et al., 2014; Khanipour & Fathi, 
2020). 

It could be argued that social status-seeking style could 
be related to the etiology of some personality disorders 
or some kind of psychopathology which showed in pre-
vious studies (Johnson, & Carver, 2012; Johnson, Lee-
dom, & Muhtadie, 2012). By investigating the possible 
relationships between these social status seeking styles 
and moral foundations, we could find evidence for the 
role of these factors in some psychopathologies. This 
study aimed to examine how dominance and prestige 
could differentially be associated with five moral foun-
dations and explain some clinical implications related 
to the role of prestige and dominance in the etiology of 
psychopathologies. 

2. Methods

The research design of this study is correlational

Study participants

The study population was citizens of Tehran City, Iran, 
who voluntarily participated in this study. The study data 
were collected from January 2020 to April 2020. The in-
clusion criteria for enrolling participants to study includ-
ed being 18-60 years old, being able to read and write 
and work by computer, and living in Iran. The sample 
size was calculated based on the 5 to 1 ratio of items to 
subjects which yielded 235. However, at the final stage 
of data collection, some of the participants dropped out, 
and the final sample size was 150. The study data were 
collected through a convenient sampling method, and 
finally, 150 people participated in the study (62 female 
and 88 male). All participants were informed of the study 
aims, and they completed informed consent. Some of the 
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data were gathered through Google doc (n=120) form 
of study instruments, and other data were obtained from 
participants in person (n=35). The practical limitation of 
researching in the real world was the COVID-19 pan-
demic, and we had to use virtual and online data gather-
ing methods, too. The study was conducted after getting 
codes of ethics (IR.KHU.REC.1399.003). The proce-
dures followed were also in accordance with the ethical 
standards of the Helsinki Declaration of 1975, as revised 
in 2013. The participants were assured that their infor-
mation would be kept confidential. They were informed 
that they could leave the research during the study when-
ever they wanted.

Study measures

Moral Foundation Questionnaire (MFQ): This ques-
tionnaire is designed to measure the degree of impor-
tance that is ascribed to five moral foundations. This 
questionnaire had six subscales: harm/care, fairness/
reciprocity, loyalty/subversion, authority/respect, purity/
sanctity, and progressivism index. This questionnaire 
consisted of two sections. The answer for part one was 
scored from 0 for “not at all relevant” to 5 for “extremely 
relevant,” and part two answers was scored from 0 for 
“strongly disagree” and 5 for “strongly agree” (Graham 
et al., 2011). Each subscale score was calculated by add-
ing related items together and then divided by 6. Progres-
sivism is an index in scoring MFQ, which is calculated 
through decreasing individualizing moral foundation 
from the binding moral foundation. A higher score in pro-
gressivism means getting a higher score in individualiz-
ing moral foundations (Graham et al., 2009). The Persian 
form of this questionnaire was used in this study (Nejat 
& Hatami, 2019). The five-factor model of this question-
naire has been confirmed among Iranian university stu-
dents, and its Cronbach alpha ranged between 0.66 and 
0.074 for five subscales (Nejat & Hatami, 2019).

Dominance-Prestige Scale (DPS): This scale was 
used to measure different social status seeking strategies. 
Prestige and dominance are psychological processes 
that individuals use to gain social ranks in social groups. 
People who use the dominance strategy gain social rank 
through force, fear, and threat; however, prestige strat-
egy users gain respect by benefiting others and using 
honorable strategies (Cheng et al., 2013). This scale con-
sisted of 17 items related to examples of the prestigious 
or dominance-based way for status seeking. It is scored 
on a Likert-type scale, and participants were asked to 
rate themselves in each item from “0= not at all” to “7= 
always”. Previous studied reveal that the reliabilities of 
the prestige and dominance subscale were 0.83 and 0.85, 

respectively (Cheng et al., 2010). Also, the Persian ver-
sion of this scale which was used in this study was con-
firmed the two-factor model of the original scale, and its 
Cronbach alpha values were 0.81 for prestige and 0.73 
for dominance among faculty members of a university 
in Tehran (Khanipour & Fathi, 2020). In this study, the 
internal consistency for dominance and prestige were 
0.60 and 0.80.

3. Results

Most participants had a BA (78 people) degree; 44 
people had a MA degree; 21 people had a diploma, and 
7 individuals had a PhD. Also, 39 participants worked 
in the public sector, 73 worked in the private sector, and 
35 were college students. They classified themselves in 
4 different socioeconomic levels: 4 in the lower class, 44 
in the lower-middle class, 96 in the upper-middle class, 
and 6 in the upper class. The results of descriptive statis-
tics for all variables are presented in Table 1.

The results of conducting the Independent t test between 
male and female showed no differences in study vari-
ables (P>0.05), but the results of multivariate analysis of 
variance showed that the differences between four socio-
economic class were significant (Wilks’s Lambda=0.73; 
F=2.14; P<0.05). Specifically, the results of post hoc 
analysis showed significant differences for dominance 
(mean differences=9.48; P=0.017), harm/care (-4.46; 
P=0.023), fairness/reciprocity (-4.43; P=0.015) between 
high socioeconomic class and middle socioeconomic 
class. According to the findings, people from high socio-
economic class scored higher in dominance and lower 
in harm/care and fairness/reciprocity compared with 
people in the middle socioeconomic class.

The correlation between prestige, dominance, and moral 
foundations is presented in Table 2. To examine the differ-
ential relationships between dominance and prestige with 
five domains of moral foundation, we considered prestige 
and dominance the independent variables separately, and 
each of the five domains as the dependent variable and 
then examined them by multiple regression analysis. 

The result of the multiple regression analysis (Table 
3) on the first foundation (harm/care) revealed that both 
dominance (b=-0.216; t=-2.72; P<0.001) and prestige 
(b=0.250; t=3.15; P<0.001) significantly predicted harm/
care foundation variance (F=7.64; P<0.001). About the 
second variable, the result of regression analysis indi-
cated that prestige (b=0.360; t=3.92; P<0.001) positively 
and dominance (b=-0.227; t=-2.91; P<0.001) negatively 
predicted fairness/loyalty (F=10.54; P<0.001). About the 
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third moral foundation, only prestige (b=0.243; t=3.04; 
P<0.001) positively predicted 5% of loyalty/subversion 
variance (F=9.28; P=0.003). About the fourth moral 
foundation, neither prestige nor dominance predicted au-
thority/respect. Although purity/sanctity moral founda-
tion has not predicted by dominance, prestige (b=0.294; 
t=3.73; P<0.001) predicted 8% of the variation of this 
foundation (F=13.97; P<0.001). In the final regression 
analysis, only dominance (b=-.176; t=-2.17; P<0.001) 

with little effect predict progressivism and the link be-
tween prestige and progressivism was not significant. 

4. Discussion

The findings of this study demonstrated that prestige 
and dominance could differentially predict moral founda-
tions. The results of this study indicated that prestige has 
positively associated with moral foundations related to 

Table 1. The mean and standard deviation for study variables

Variables Mean±SD

Dominance 30.2±7.53

Prestige 45.76±7.63

Harm/Care 23.77±3.67

Fairness/Reciprocity 24.38±3.48

Loyalty/Subversion 21.56±3.99

Authority/Respect 18.68±4.36

Purity/Sanctity 20.78±4.49

Progressivism 3.71±3.13

Table 2. Zero-order correlation between prestige, dominance, and moral foundations

ProgressivismPurity/SanctityAuthority/RespectLoyalty/SubversionFairness/ReciprocityHarm/CareVariables

-0.176-0.0460.103-0.0010.184*-0.181*Dominance

-0.960.294**0.0710.243**0.274**0.220**Prestige

*P<0.05; **P<0.001.

Table 3. Hierarchical regressions of morality foundation based on the prestige and dominance 

Predictor Variable

Criterion Variable PrestigeDominance

Sig.tR2BetaBSig.tR2BetaB

0.0023.150.0820.2500.1200.007-2.720.048-0.216-0.105Harm/Care

0.0013.920.0750.3600.1400.004-2.910.050-0.227-0.0105Fairness/Reciprocity

0.0033.040.0590.2430.127-----Loyalty/Subversion

--------Authority/Respect

0.0013.730.0860.2940.173-----Purity/Sanctity

-----0.031-2.170.031-0.176-0.203Progressivism
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care, fairness, loyalty, and sanctity. Findings also dem-
onstrated that dominance was negatively associated with 
two moral foundations of care and fairness. Furthermore, 
the multiple regression analysis showed that moral foun-
dations were predicted more by prestige than dominance. 

The association between prestige and moral foundations 
is partially consistent with a previous study result (Sues-
senbach et al., 2019). Given that prestige is achieved 
through social desirability and popularity among group 
members, it is reasonable to see the strong role of prestige 
as a better predictor of higher concerns for morality. It 
seems that morality and prestige have a bidirectional re-
lationship. In other words, prestige could be regarded as 
a cause and consequence of higher concerns for morality 
because prestige acts as a way to signaling morality (Bai, 
2017). In an evolutionary account, morality is defined as 
a kind of merit that is ascribed to a person who acts con-
sistently with the moral standards of his/her tribe (Joyce, 
2007). This definition of morality is so similar to the con-
ceptual definition of prestige. Also, people with prestige 
could use more persuasive way to gain status (Cheng et 
al., 2014), and a higher level of status is conversely re-
lated to body hormones related to aggression (Johnson, 
Burk, & Kirkpatrick, 2007). The only moral foundation 
which was not associated with prestige was the author-
ity/respect domain which was inconsistent with previ-
ous study findings (Suessenbach et al., 2019). It could be 
argued that moral foundation related to authority is not 
mirthful for this study’s participants and is not considered 
a valuable moral attitude for people with a higher level of 
prestige. In other words, the prestige-motivated people 
less moralized authority as a morality concern. A previ-
ous study also showed that this moral concern (authority/
respect) is more related to conservative political ideology 
than liberal political ideology (Graham et al., 2009). 

Another finding of this study demonstrated that domi-
nance was not related to the moral foundations pertaining 
to authority, loyalty, and sanctity, whereas moral foun-
dations related to care and reciprocity were negatively 
predicted by dominance. These results were inconsistent 
with previous study results that demonstrated a positive 
association between dominance desire and these moral 
foundations (Suessenbach et al., 2019). It could be ar-
gued that the desire for dominance which is considered 
the manifestation of power motive or as a facet of social 
dominance orientation (Pratto et al., 1994), differs from 
dominance as a way to reach and stabilize social status 
in a group. Although the dominance desire predisposes 
people to prioritize social hierarchy and increase group-
based morality, the dominance to get the social status 
(Cheng et al., 2013) is related to dark personality traits 

like Machiavellianism and psychopathy (Cheng et al., 
2010). As our study revealed, it leads to less attention 
to moral foundations, even for binding moral concerns. 

Findings related to the weak and negative relationship 
between dominance and progressivism and the non-sig-
nificant relationship between prestige and progressivism 
are partially consistent with the prediction of this current 
study. People with dominance have less concern toward 
basic individualizing moral foundations (Suessenbach 
et al., 2019), explaining the reverse association between 
dominance and progressivism. The lack of association 
between prestige and progressivism may be due to that 
prestige-motivated people have deep concerns for almost 
all of the five moral foundations, which is different from 
progressivism and are conceptualized as a deep concern 
for individualizing moral concerns and less concern for 
binding moral concerns (Graham et al., 2009).

Overall, the role of prestige is stronger than dominance 
in predicting moral foundations. This result may be due 
to the role of morality as a way for gaining status among 
prestige-motivated people (Bai, 2017), whereas force 
and coercion act this function for reaching status among 
dominance-motivated persons. Also, maybe prestige as a 
psychological mechanism has been evolutionarily devel-
oped later than dominance (Henrich & Gil-White, 2001), 
and prestige is more related to moralizing life issues. 

The results of this study could have some clinical im-
plications. Lay people consider personality disorders or 
some kind of other mental disorder as immorality. The 
findings of this study showed that dominance and pres-
tige could differentially be related to set priorities for dif-
ferent moral foundations. Therefore, it could be argued 
that prestige and dominance may be the right candidates 
for discriminating maladaptive personality disorders or 
mental disorders. This study supports some previous 
studies that demonstrated the links between dominance 
and some kinds of mental disorders (Johnson, & Carver, 
2012; Johnson et al., 2012). People with dominance style 
had more difficulty in processing emotions related to so-
cial dominance that could express themselves in symp-
toms like mania, narcissism, and externalizing disorders. 
Anxiety and depression may also be related to perceived 
subordination or unsatisfied dominance needs (Sloman, 
& Gilbert, 2000). From the positive relationship between 
prestige and most of the moral foundations, we could in-
fer that people who resolve issues related to the social 
hierarchy by cultivating prestige had fewer problems in 
adaptation, even in countries with a high dominance-
based culture like Iran (Abramson, & Inglehart, 1994). 
Besides, achieving social status is one of the basic needs 
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in human beings, and many mental disorders are funda-
mentally related to how this need is satisfied (Cheng et 
al., 2014). Some negative emotions like shame or anger 
are related to failure to reach social status, and psycho-
therapy systems try to help people adjust to these kinds 
of emotions (Sloman, & Gilbert, 2000). Exploring the 
developmental basis of prestige and dominance could 
help achieve a better understanding of some mental dis-
orders and develop more efficacious psychotherapy. 

5. Conclusion

Nevertheless, this study has some limitations that 
should be considered. First, the assessment of prestige 
and dominance was based on self-report. Given that 
these two features are so related to social judgment, it 
is better to apply peer-rated measures for assessing them 
in future studies. Second, the role of other known corre-
lates in moral foundations such as socioeconomic status, 
political ideology, and religious orientation were not ad-
dressed in this study. It will be interesting to test the role 
of prestige and dominance in a more controlled condi-
tion and account for these social and political factors. 
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