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"Power," said Adam Galinsky when I phoned him Thursday, "doesn't corrupt. Power 
amplifies. It accentuates. It reveals your truest tendencies."

Everybody's got a theory on the charges against Rod Blagojevich, on why he taunted the 
feds and fate by, allegedly, cutting unsavory deals even as he was under investigation. I'd 
like to toss a few of Galinsky's ideas into the mix. Even if they don't fully explain the 
governor, maybe they'll explain your boss.

Galinsky teaches at Northwestern University's Kellogg School of Management. Along 
with studying negotiations, organizations and ethics, he studies power, and he believes 
that power has a couple of important effects.

One is to let a person's true nature emerge. At the same time, it alters a person's 
neuropsychological processes.

In one experiment, Galinsky designated participants as managers or subordinates and then 
sent each one to a private room where an annoying fan was blowing. The managers were 
twice as likely to move the fan or shut it off.

OK, so that may not sound like an experiment that requires Galinsky's Princeton PhD, but 
it illustrates how power liberates people to be more assertive.

Here's another experiment, not one of his: A researcher gave a group of subjects some 
cookies. The people who had been told they were "high-power" were much likelier than 
the "low-power" people to eat messily. They were also likelier to take the last cookie.

Power, said Galinsky, makes a person more optimistic and less inhibited, more prone 
toward illusions of control and less attuned to the perceptions of others. Unbound by 
ordinary constraints—the boss doesn't have to ask permission—a powerful person loses 
certain psychological restraints.

So the big guy is apt to take risks. To think he can get away with things. To lose sight of 
being watched.



"To be in power means more eyes are focused on you," Galinsky said, "yet people in 
power psychologically feel invisible."

Someone like that might not think it was bizarre or perilous to try to auction off a U.S. 
Senate seat.

Galinsky isn't saying that low-ranking people always behave well at work, just that they 
behave badly for different reasons.

"Low-power people would be more concerned about getting caught, and more aware of 
the possibility," he says. "Even when high-power and low-power people take the same 
risky behavior, high-power people do it out of pride, low-power people do it out of fear."

The desire for power, he said, comes in two forms. There's the Plato model, in which you 
gain power to do good for others. And there's the Machiavelli model, in which you gain 
power to help yourself.

Powerful people, like the rest of us, work within systems. Systems can encourage or 
discourage certain aspects of our personality.

The way Galinsky sees it, Blagojevich's natural "narcissism" was perfectly potted in the 
corrupt soil of Illinois politics. The system didn't entirely make the man, but it allowed 
him to flourish.

It's a cautionary tale for anyone in charge. When you're in power, you're not as dependent 
on the ordinary rules or the perceptions of others. Your true self—whether it's selfish or 
selfless—is revealed. And you may not know how far out of bounds you've gone until, to 
your surprise, but no one else's, you get caught.
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