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Abstract. Dominance in interpersonal relationships is a multifaceted
psychological construct that shapes power dynamics, communication patterns, and
social hierarchies. This paper provides an in-depth examination of dominance from
psychological, evolutionary, and sociocultural perspectives. It explores the key
personality traits linked to dominance (e.g., narcissism, extraversion,
Machiavellianism), behavioral expressions (assertiveness, aggression, nonverbal
cues), and contextual factors (culture, gender, relationship type) that influence
dominant behaviors. Additionally, the study evaluates the consequences of
dominance on relationship satisfaction, conflict resolution, and mental health. By
synthesizing empirical research and theoretical frameworks, this paper highlights
both the adaptive and maladaptive aspects of dominance, offering practical insights
for improving interpersonal dynamics.
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Dominance refers to an individual’s tendency to assert control, influence, or
authority over others in social interactions. It is a key component of social hierarchy
and can manifest through verbal (e.g., commanding language) and nonverbal
behaviors (e.g., expansive posture).
Understanding dominance is crucial because:

- It affects relationship satisfaction and stability.
- Itinfluences leadership dynamics in workplaces.

- Maladaptive dominance can lead to conflict, abuse, or social alienation.

Dominance is a fundamental concept in psychology, influencing social
hierarchies, interpersonal relationships, and group dynamics. Various theoretical
perspectives explain why individuals exhibit dominant behaviors, ranging from
evolutionary adaptations to sociocultural conditioning. This essay explores the
primary psychological theories of dominance, including evolutionary psychology,
social dominance theory, and trait-based approaches, while also examining how
situational and cultural factors shape dominant behaviors.

305
American Jurnal Of Advanced Scientific Research | ISSN 2195- 1381 | Volume — 3 | April -2025



AMERICAN JURNAL OF ADVANCED | [5S5N2195-1381  Volume- 3 April 2025

SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH https://journal-index.org/index.php/ajasr

Proposed by Sidanius and Pratto (1999), SOCIAL DOMINANCE THEORY
(SDT) explains how societies maintain group-based hierarchies.

. Hierarchy-enhancing vs. hierarchy-attenuating forces:

o Hierarchy-enhancing institutions (e.g., corporations, militaries) reinforce
dominance.

o Hierarchy-attenuating institutions (e.g., civil rights movements) challenge
dominance.

« Social dominance orientation (SDO): A personality trait where individuals prefer
unequal social structures. High-SDO individuals endorse ideologies that justify
dominance (e.g., racism, sexism).

Dominance in interpersonal relationships is closely linked to several key
psychological traits that shape how individuals assert control and influence others.
Research has identified consistent patterns in personality characteristics that
predispose individuals toward dominant behaviors across various social contexts.

At the core of dominant personalities lies a combination of high extraversion
and low agreeableness from the Big Five personality framework. Extraverted
individuals naturally gravitate toward leadership positions due to their outgoing,
energetic nature and comfort with social attention. Their verbal fluency and
expressive communication style help them command situations effortlessly.
However, when combined with low agreeableness - characterized by
competitiveness, skepticism of others' motives, and willingness to prioritize personal
goals over group harmony - this extraversion transforms into more assertive,
sometimes confrontational dominance.

The Dark Triad traits (narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy)
represent a more manipulative pathway to dominance. Grandiose narcissists
dominate through overt self-promotion and charismatic leadership, while their
vulnerable counterparts employ more subtle, passive-aggressive control tactics.
Machiavellian individuals achieve dominance through calculated social strategies,
carefully crafting their image and manipulating information to maintain advantage.
Those with psychopathic traits rely on fear and intimidation, using their emotional
detachment and willingness to take risks to control situations and people.

Beyond these primary traits, certain motivational factors contribute to dominant
behavior. The need for power, as described in McClelland's theory, drives some
individuals to seek control over others and resources. High self-monitors - people
particularly skilled at adjusting their self-presentation to suit different audiences -
can effectively deploy dominance when advantageous while minimizing social
backlash. Additionally, individuals with high social dominance orientation actively
prefer and work to maintain hierarchical social structures where they can occupy
superior positions.
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Interestingly, the expression of these traits varies by context and culture. While
extraverted dominance might be rewarded in individualistic Western cultures,
collectivistic societies often value more subtle forms of influence. Gender norms
further shape how these traits manifest, with men more likely to display overt
behavioral dominance and women often utilizing relational or social influence
strategies. Understanding these psychological foundations of dominance provides
crucial insights for navigating power dynamics in relationships, workplaces, and
broader social structures.

The expression of dominance in interpersonal relationships is profoundly shaped
by situational contexts and cultural frameworks, creating a dynamic interplay
between individual predispositions and environmental factors. Across different
settings, the same individual may exhibit varying degrees and forms of dominant
behavior depending on immediate social demands and power structures. In
professional environments, for instance, organizational hierarchies and job roles
significantly influence dominance displays - what might be perceived as appropriate
assertiveness in a corporate executive could be viewed as inappropriate aggression
in a collaborative team setting. The presence of clear authority figures often
suppresses subordinate dominance displays, while ambiguous power structures tend
to trigger more competitive dominance behaviors as individuals jockey for position.

Cultural norms act as powerful moderators of dominance expression, with
individualistic and collectivistic societies demonstrating markedly different
tolerance thresholds and preferred styles. Individualistic cultures, particularly those
with competitive capitalist orientations, frequently reward overt displays of
confidence, direct communication, and assertive negotiation - behaviors that would
likely be perceived as rude or destabilizing in many Asian cultures. In contrast,
collectivist societies tend to value more subtle dominance markers such as social
network influence, indirect communication patterns, and the strategic use of
humility. These cultural scripts are so deeply internalized that individuals may
unconsciously adjust their dominance behaviors when moving between cultural
contexts, a phenomenon particularly evident among global business leaders and
diplomats.

Gender expectations further complicate this picture, creating distinct social
penalties and rewards for dominant behavior based on biological sex. Research
consistently shows that dominant women in Western workplaces face social
backlash for violating communal expectations, often described with pejorative terms
like "bossy" or "aggressive,"” while their male counterparts receive praise for
identical behaviors labeled as "decisive” or "strong." This double standard forces
many professional women to develop hybrid dominance styles that blend
competence with warmth. Meanwhile, in romantic relationships, traditional gender
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norms continue to shape dominance dynamics, though modern egalitarian ideals are
gradually creating space for more flexible power arrangements.

Historical and socioeconomic factors also leave their imprint on dominance
norms. Post-colonial societies often exhibit distinct dominance patterns where
traditional authority structures collide with imported power models. Military
cultures versus creative industries develop entirely different dominance currencies -
where physical presence and command voice prevail in one, intellectual prowess and
visionary thinking dominate in the other. Even temporal factors matter, as evidenced
by shifting dominance norms across generations - the authoritative leadership style
prized by Baby Boomers often clashes with the more collaborative approach
preferred by Millennials.

Digital communication platforms have introduced new dimensions to dominance
expression, creating environments where traditional dominance signals (physical
stature, vocal tone) become irrelevant while new ones (response latency, emoji use)
emerge. Social media influencers have mastered novel forms of digital dominance
through strategic self-presentation and audience engagement tactics that would be
ineffective or inappropriate in face-to-face interactions. This digital transformation
of dominance displays raises important questions about how virtual power dynamics
will continue to evolve and influence offline behavior patterns.

The interplay between situational factors and cultural background creates
complex dominance landscapes that individuals must navigate strategically. What
proves effective in one context may fail spectacularly in another, forcing socially
intelligent individuals to develop behavioral flexibility. This contextual nature of
dominance helps explain why the same person might be perceived as domineering
in a family setting yet appropriately assertive at work, or why certain leadership
styles succeed in some national cultures but fail in others. Understanding these
situational and cultural dimensions is crucial for anyone seeking to manage
interpersonal dynamics effectively across different spheres of life.

By acknowledging both the psychological roots and external moderators of
dominance, we gain a more nuanced perspective on human relationships—one that
balances individual agency with the constraints and opportunities of the social
world. This holistic view is essential for fostering healthier power dynamics,
whether in personal relationships, workplaces, or broader societal structures.

References (Expanded list)

« Anderson, C., & Kilduff, G. J. (2009). Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology.

« Buss, D. M. (2017). Evolutionary Psychology.

« Carney, D. R., etal. (2010). Psychological Science.

308
American Jurnal Of Advanced Scientific Research | ISSN 2195- 1381 | Volume — 3 | April -2025



AMERICAN JURNAL OF ADVANCED | 155N 2195-1381  Volume- 3 April 2025

SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH https://journal-index.org/index.php/ajasr

 Sidanius, J., & Pratto, F. (1999). Social Dominance.

309
American Jurnal Of Advanced Scientific Research | ISSN 2195- 1381 | Volume — 3 | April -2025



