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A Negative Effect of a Contractive Pose is not Evidence for 
the Positive Effect of an Expansive Pose: Comment on Cuddy, 

Schultz, and Fosse (2018) 
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Cuddy, Schultz and Fosse (2018) present the results of p-curve analyses that are inter-
preted as providing "clear evidential value for power posing effects”. This commentary 
highlights that the vast majority of the studies included in the p-curve analyses were not 
designed in a way that could speak to the efficacy of power poses relative to a normal or 
neutral pose. Further, I discuss how the few studies that were designed to shed light on 
this issue indicate that any overall effect of physical pose on feelings of power, emotions, 
affect, and self-evaluations is almost entirely due to the negative effect of a contractive 
pose and not any positive effect of expansive power poses. 
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Power posing occurs when an individual adopts 
an expansive physical posture, such as a “wonder 
woman” pose. An initial examination of the conse-
quences of power posing (Carney, Cuddy & Yap, 
2010) reported that participants who adopted a 
power pose experienced decreased levels of corti-
sol, increased levels of testosterone, as well as 
higher feelings of power, and a higher willingness to 
take risks relative to participants who had adopted a 
contractive pose (e.g., slouching). Power posing was 
subsequently recommended in a very widely viewed 
TED (e.g., Cuddy, 2012), and a bestselling book 
(Cuddy, 2015), as a way to improve feelings of power 
and performance in interviews (see also Cuddy, Wil-
muth, Yap, & Carney, 2015). 

The finding that power posing has positive ef-
fects on testosterone and risk-taking and negative 
effects on cortisol could not be successfully repli-
cated by Ranehill, Dreber, Johannesson, Leiberg, and 
Weber, (2015), whereas the effect on reported feel-
ings of power was replicated. A later p-curve analy-
sis of the accumulated literature on power poses 
(Simmons & Simonsohn, 2017) concluded that there 
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was no evidential evidence in support of the claim 
that power poses had a positive effect, although this 
analysis excluded any effects that related to feelings 
of power. A meta-analysis of the effects reported in 
a series of seven papers published in a special 2017 
issue of the journal Comprehensive Results in Social 
Psychology reported very strong evidence in support 
of an effect of power posing on feelings of power 
(see Gronau et al., 2017). More recently, Cuddy, 
Schultz, and Fosse (2018) presented the results of 
updated p-curve analyses of the literature on pos-
tural feedback and concluded that the accumulated 
evidence is strongly supportive of the claim that 
power posing is beneficial for both a) feelings of 
power and b) emotions, affect, and self-evaluations 
(EASE variables). Specifically, the authors conclude 
that their analysis provides “… strong evidential 
value for postural feedback (i.e., power-posing) ef-
fects and particularly robust evidential value for ef-
fects on emotional and affective states” (p. 656) and 
that adopting an expansive pose (i.e., power posing) 
“leads people to feel more powerful” (p. 662). This 
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commentary identifies two broad reasons why these 
two particular inferences are not warranted. 

Feelings of Power 

The claim that power posing results in people 
feeling more powerful is based on the results of 15 
studies, eleven of which were significant (at al-
pha=.05) and subsequently included in the p-curve 
analysis as described by Cuddy et al. (2018).  How-
ever, ten of these eleven studies (described in Car-
ney, Cuddy, & Yap, 2010; Garrison, Tang, & 
Schmeichel, 20161; Huang, Galinsky, Gruenfeld, & 
Guillory, 2011; Park, Streamer, Huang, & Galinsky, 
2013; Ranehill et al., 2015; Rotella & Richeson, 2013;  
Teh et al., 2016) all failed to include a control group 
(or a baseline measure of feelings of power) and 
simply compared participants adopting an expan-
sive pose with participants who adopted a contrac-
tive pose (e.g., slouching). As a result the results 
from these studies cannot speak to the benefits of 
an expansive pose relative to a neutral or natural 
pose. A finding that participants who adopted an ex-
pansive pose report higher average levels of feelings 
of power than participants who adopted a contrac-
tive pose can be the result of a positive effect of ex-
pansive poses, a negative effect of contractive poses, 
or a combination of these two effects. However, the 
specific claim that individuals should adopt an ex-
pansive pose because they have a positive effect rel-
ative to an individual’s natural pose should not be 
based on the findings from experiments that failed 
to compare expansive poses with natural poses. 
Cuddy et al. did not include the seven studies on 
power poses as reported in the 2017 special issue of 
Comprehensive Results in Social Psychology in their 
updated p-curve analyses but these seven studies 
also all failed to compare an expansive pose with a 
neutral pose.  

Of the eleven studies that were examined by 
Cuddy et al. (2018) and that reported a significant ef-
fect of posture on feelings of power only the study 
described by Ceunen, Zaman, Vlaeyen, Dankaerts, 
and Van Diest (2014) included a control group and it 
is therefore the only study that can shed any light on 
whether power poses are likely to benefit individuals 
relative to a neutral pose. It is therefore worth con-
sidering the results of this study more closely.  

Ceunen et al. (2014) compare the effect of a 
slouched sitting pose, neutral sitting pose, and ex-
tended (i.e., power pose) sitting posture on (among 
other variables) feelings of dominance (i.e., power). 
The authors report on overall effect of posture on 
feelings of dominance (F(2, 64=9.57, p<.001) and 
Cuddy et al. (2018) included this effect in their p-
curve analysis for feelings of power. However, the 
authors also report that feelings of dominance were 
highest in the neutral sitting position (Mean=5.52, 
SD=1.60), and slouched position (Mean=5.17, 
SD=1.79), and lowest in the power pose condition 
(Mean=4.24, SD=1.79). In other words, while there 
was a statistically significant overall effect of pos-
ture on feelings of power this effect was in the op-
posite direction to what is claimed by Cuddy et al. 
(2018). In other words, the only study that can speak 
to the value of a power pose relative to a neutral 
pose for feelings of power finds that a power pose is 
associated with diminished feelings of power. 

Emotion, Affect, and Self-Evaluations (EASE) 

A similar set of problems is also evident for the 
set of studies that were included in the p-curve 
analysis of EASE variables. That is, thirteen of six-
teen studies reported a significant effect of postural 
manipulation on EASE variables but ten of these 
studies (described in Brinol, Petty, & Wegener, 2009; 
Kozak, Roberts & Patterson, 2014; Nair, Sagar, Sol-
lers, Consedine, & Broadbent, 2015; Peper, Booiman, 
Lin, & Harvey, 2016; Riskind, 1983; Riskind, 1984; Teh 
et al., 2016; Veenstra, Schneider, & Koole., 2017 [Ex-
periment 2], Welker, Oberleitner, Cain & Carre, 2013; 
Wilson & Peper, 2004) all failed to include either a 
control group or baseline measurements on the 
EASE variables. Only three of the thirteen studies 
were designed in a way that allows an inference to 
be drawn about the effect of power posing relative 
to a neutral posture on EASE variables. Each of these 
three studies is discussed in more detail below. 

Zabetipour, Pishghadam, and Ghonsooly, (2015) 
compare the effect of three poses: a) an ordinary 
posture, b) an expansive pose, and c) a contractive 
pose, and find a significant effect of pose on mood 
(F[2,42]= 13.689, p <.001). However, this overall effect 
is primarily due to the negative effect of the con-
tractive pose (Mean mood=107.00, SD=24.41) relative 
to the ordinary posture (Mean=168.33, SD=36.85), 
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rather than any positive effect of the expansive pose 
(Mean=160.73, SD=41.48). Indeed, the average mood 
in the expansive pose condition is lower than in the 
ordinary pose condition. 

Veenstra, Schneider, and Koole (2017, Experi-
ment 1) also compared the effect of three poses: a) a 
comfortable body position that was treated as the 
control condition, b) a contractive pose, and c) an 
expansive pose, and reported a significant effect of 
posture on the reduction of negative mood over 
time (mood recovery, (F[2,223]=5.98, p=.003). As was 
the case for the paper by Zabetipour et al., this over-
all effect was almost entirely due to the negative ef-
fect of the contractive posture. Participants in a 
contractive pose exhibited a small decrease in neg-
ative mood (d=.10) while those in the neutral pose 
condition (d=.42) and expansive pose condition 
(d=.28) exhibited greater decreases in negative 
mood.  Indeed, Veenstra et al. note (p. 1366) that 
“Together, these results indicate that adopting a 
stooped posture resulted in less mood recovery than 
adopting a straight or control posture”.   

A somewhat similar effect is also evident in the 
study described by Rossberg-Gempton and Poole 
(1993), which has the lowest of all the p-values in-
cluded in the p-curve analysis. Participants were 
randomly assigned to either a contractive pose con-
dition or an expansive pose condition and eight dif-
ferent moods were measured both prior to and after 
the pose manipulation. The authors report a signifi-
cant posture by emotion interaction (F[7,140]=1927, 
p<.0001) and this  effect and the associated p-value 
was included in the p-curve analysis. Precise values 
(means and standard deviations) are not reported in 
this paper but Figure 1 (p. 78) of the Rossberg-Gemp-
ton and Poole paper indicates that this effect is pri-
marily due to the large increases in negative mood 
states (“sad”, “angry”, “disgusted”) relative to base-
line, and large decreases in positive mood (“happy”, 
“agreeable”, “interested”) relative to baseline that 
were reported by participants in the contractive 
pose condition. The changes reported by partici-
pants in the expansive pose condition were low 
across seven of the eight moods. In other words, a 
contractive pose had a strong negative effect on 
mood while the effect for the expansive pose was 
small. 

 
 
 

Conclusion 

The studies reviewed by Cuddy et al. (2018) rep-
resent evidential value for an overall effect of pos-
ture on reported feelings of power, emotions, affect, 
and self-evaluations. As such they make a contribu-
tion to our broader understanding of sensorimotor 
feedback, although I echo the concerns of Simons 
and Simonsohn (2017) that some of these effects may 
be a function of demand characteristics.  However, 
because of the lack of control groups most of the 
studies do not represent evidential value that this 
overall effect of posture is driven by a positive effect 
of power posing. Indeed, the only four studies that 
were designed in a way that allowed researchers to 
compare the effects of contractive poses with the 
effects of power poses suggest that the overall effect 
is largely driven by a negative effect of a contractive 
pose and not by a positive effect of power posing.. 
The only conclusion that researchers should draw 
from the existing literature on postural feedback is 
that contractive poses such as slouching should be 
avoided. 

Open Science Practices 

This commentary includes no data, materials or pre-
registration to be shared, or any analysis to be repro-
duced. The full editorial history, including the reviews 
and a summarized review report is available on the OSF 
supplementary page.  
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