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Abstract 

Research in leadership is broad within domestic organisations and several theories have 

arisen as to how leaders tend to behave differently. Moreover, research has investigated the 

process of politics and how adversarial individuals tend to grow more popular than 

moderates. In researching leadership in government settings, empirical research on issues 

surrounding different actions remains limited. The present study aims to introduce an original 

line of investigation into how governmental leaders from two types of governments behave, 

and whether time in office without the possibility of replacement affects a leader’s ability to 

focus on a larger population’s needs. Participants consisted of undergraduate students taking 

part in a lab experiment simulating a small society in the formation of Game theory. A non-

parametric Mann Whitney U test was used to analyse results and proved non-significant; 

however, findings and trends from the data are considered, identifying a potential for further 

research within the conclusion.  
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Literature Review 

Leadership in government has often fallen out of favour across the world, especially in 

nations run by democratic institutions (Reykowski, 2020). Examples of faltering popularity 

can be gleamed from Vladimir Putin’s decision to circumvent Russia’s constitution to run for 

presidency for a fifth term (Gozzi & Scarr, 2021), The British Conservative government’s 

handling of the Covid-19 Pandemic, (British Medical Association, 2024), and even President 

Trump possibly encouraging the public to storm the capitol of Washington D.C after the 

American presidential election would see him replaced (BBC, 2021). Government is a pivotal 

component to any nation and is often responsible for an array of factors including public 

safety, health, taxation and finance, defence, lawmaking, and so on. Yet, despite its 

instrumental and arguably quite powerful role in maintaining order and prosperity. It is an 

apparatus that often receives very little psychological research. Political psychology is a 

broad discipline that investigates areas of research such as war (Monroe et al., 2009), to more 

domestic concepts such as race and diversity (Brewer, 2009). However, in recent years, much 

of the area of study has focused on leadership roles within organisations and how executives 

treat staff and vice versa (Miklian & Katsos, 2024). But it must be pointed out that 

Government while comparable in some factors, is not similar to an organisation, and the level 

of power and influence between a regional manager of a company and a leader of a nation 

cannot be compared. 

Rule of law is often cited as the primary basis for sustaining good practice of leadership, with 

a constitution being a primary means of chartering a governing body’s power and establishing 

their limits and in theory, securing their aims in alignment with the people (Parry, 2012). But 

how often is that the case? As mentioned prior, Russia’s constitution was defied, and many 

who criticised Vladimir Putin were arrested and silenced (Gozzi & Scarr, 2020;). Within the 

UK, not only would it be revealed that the Government chose to put the economy before the 
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public’s health, but in 2024, they made the promise to return a national service, in spite of the 

fundamental British value of Individual Liberty (Parry, 2012). But such events can be 

observed throughout the world, from China’s use of concentration camps in the Xingjiang 

region (Sudworth, 2018), to attempts at launching a Coup D’état in Peru (Buschschluter, 

2022). In a manner of speaking, government, in its nebulous form and jurisdictions over both 

the state and subject, offers the opportunity for those in power to abuse their resources in 

favour of self interest. The reason for this is difficult to conclude. For instance, Mulgran 

(2007) hypothesized that successful leaders possess an indifference which allows them to 

preserve their positions by remaining flexible in their principles. In comparison, Bargh and 

Alvarez (2001), conclude that the actions of leaders and individuals in power are beholden to 

their individual differences, suggesting that they will not abuse their positions even if given 

the opportunity. 

Fang and Xunwei (2016), suggest that it is the intention of the leader and concept of power 

that determines their behaviour, extrapolating that there is a difference between personalised 

and socialised power, with only personalised concepts acting as sources for corruption. This 

suggests that individualised power leads to a focus on the self and their interests, thus causing 

a disregard for others’ needs. Corruption in a position of is typically described as an 

acceptance of bribery, cultivation of clandestine partnerships, and a general lack of integrity 

(Li et al., 2022).  

Previous research on government and power has primarily focused on perceptions of power 

from the citizenry, via questionnaires and interviews, in which it is often expressed that high 

distance (the perceived physical/emotional distance between those in power and those 

without), and self-centeredness (a focus on the self with limits regarding others), lead to 

higher levels of intolerant perspectives on behaviour with organisational settings (Maner et 

al., 2012; Mayoral et al., 2020; Paramita et al., 2020). Moreover, a secondary focus, while 
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vastly limited in terms of research, observes governmental settings and how behaviour often 

becomes corrupted by power. Such a corruption is described as the acceptance of bribery and 

forming self-serving pacts with colleagues (Fang & Xunwei, 2016). This is important as there 

is a vast documentation of unpopular governments experiencing mass numbers of strikes, 

rioting, and even forceful replacement by their subjects. 

 Reykowski (2020) observed that a mix of adversarial politics and conflicts of interest within 

democratic institutions have led to a downward trend of polarising views and perceived 

disservices to one’s host nation by those in office. The author, cites the Realistic Conflict 

Theory (Sherif, 1988) as a means of explaining that political rivals antagonise each other so 

fiercely as a means of securing more influence for themselves, and that each conflict is 

interpretable by each individual, therefore insinuating that power is an individually focused 

aspect within governing bodies (Reykowski, 2020). Sherif (1988), provides a strong 

argument for this in their Robber’s cave experiment (Sherif et al., 1954/1961) in which they 

found that an us-and-them mentality can swiftly form when a competitive or rivalling nature 

is added into a dynamic. With twenty-two preadolescent boys split into two groups, the 

researcher found that a hierarchical structure can quickly form within a group, and that when 

both groups meet to compete in various tasks and resources they are more likely to engage 

with hostility, thus portraying the effectiveness of polarisation within intergroup dynamics. 

Moreover, due to this study being a field experiment taking place in a natural environment, 

the study boasts a high ecological validity. Onyango (2023), reflects on this experiment and 

concludes that while suffering from questionable ethical implications, Sherif et al.’s 

(1954/1961) study still holds strong indications to intergroup behaviour. 

This is a notion that is supported by Barreto and Medina-Arboleda (2021), who observed the 

speeches of south American presidents across the continent and found that most cultivated a 

sense of “Us-ness” via phrases such as “We”. This therefore suggests that a leader’s language 
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has a strong influence on how their supporters think, which can build a particular social bond 

between a leader and their people to be credited in the future. Moreover, Gaertner et al. 

(2011) supports this through the development of a Common Ingroup Identity Model. They 

discuss how phrases such as “Us” and “Them” are often used to create biases between 

different groups, and by using more inclusive phrases such as “We”, large sums of prejudice 

can be avoided. Adding to this, Paramita et al. (2020), found that individuals who felt closer 

to individuals in power were more tolerable of poor behaviour, thus a link can be made 

between perceived popularity of a leader and perceived corruptibility. 

This is supported by Williams (2014), who suggests that we as individuals naturally seek 

power, and that if threatened then we focus on retaining our positions over our duties, even at 

the expense of others. In addition, Fang and Xunwei (2016) add to this discussion by noting 

that this focus on power and the retention of it is primarily due to the position focusing on the 

personal duties, instead of the collaborative necessities involved. Despite that, Hartmann 

(2023), supports Reykowski’s claim that democracy dwindles in popularity due to growing 

socio-economic disparities affecting people’s emotional capabilities. Most notably, they 

conclude that negative emotions such as envy and hatred, spark more frequently when 

disparity is most prevalent. Thus, it can be argued that a particular emotional depth is 

required within a democratic government. 

When it comes to inequality, Jost (2017), points out that such a scenario, along with an 

entrenchment of tradition, are by-products of conservative shifts in the face of crisis, which 

are often shared between both sides of the political spectrum, with many individuals 

experiencing a biased opinion of their particular political party, supporting the notion that 

power in politics promotes a sense of togetherness if a leader is perceived as strong. 

However, this also suggests that political power is individualistic. Such a notion can be 

supported by Steinberg (2018), who suggests that one’s nation must adopt laws and policies 
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which work in tandem with the public’s opinion, further cementing the idea that strong 

political power is a result of direct cooperation between government and civilian. Adding to 

this, Jost’s (2014) System Justification Theory suggests that this cooperation may be more 

citizen focused than originally believed, especially on an international level. For instance, 

Jost (2014) argues that it is commonplace for citizens to be biased towards their home 

nation’s current governing systems due to possessing loose alignments in terms of religious 

and political beliefs, along with stereotyping other groups that would otherwise not fit in to 

their chosen organisations. The reason for this is hypothesised to be an unconscious 

behaviour to relieve distress and improve emotional well-being, as being a part of a greater 

group provides more comfort than being without (Jost, 2014). 

In terms of adversarial politics, Maskor et al. (2021) finds compelling evidence to suggest 

that a promotion of one’s own capabilities is not enough to earn a democratic vote. From their 

observations of previous elections, most notably, the US 2016 presidential election between 

Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton, they found that the candidate who was more aggressive 

during their debates and dismissive of their opposition’s abilities, were typically the one to be 

voted into office. In addition to this, a study conducted by Guimaraes et al., (2017), found 

that a primary proponent of adversarial politics is the contention between fact and 

sentimentality. Using the UK’s Brexit referendum as an example, they found that a majority 

of responses from both Remain and Leave were sentimental in nature, thus suggesting that on 

social media, choice in politics may be linked less to evidence, and more to emotion. This can 

be collated with Barreto and Madina-Arboleda’s (2021), study of Latin American politicians, 

in which they studied the language of speeches given from political candidates from several 

nations including, Argentina, Chile, and Venezuela, among others. During this study, the 

researchers found that both socialist and conservative leaders used a similar language which 

portrayed an impression of usness and collaboration between the leader and the citizenry. 
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Therefore, there is a strong presence of sentimentality linked to politics, and this factor can be 

concluded to be dependent on cultural norms. This may thus support the notion that politics is 

devolving into a polarising mechanism as opposing groups continue to contend with one 

another. 

Corruption and malintent on the other hand, are often concluded to be multi-faceted issues. 

For instance, Fang and Xunwei (2016) conclude from their studies that two types of 

leadership exists; Socialised leadership, and Personalised leadership. They argue that a 

socialised leader possesses an inherent focus on cooperation and involving one’s colleagues 

and subordinates in decision making, whereas Individualised leadership is primarily focused 

on a top-down leadership model where a singular individual makes decisions for others. It is 

with this in mind, that corruption is more likely to form within the latter as the researchers 

conducted three studies comparing the two leadership concepts in terms of perception, 

priming from experience, and in action. With a total of four hundred and twenty-nine Chinese 

participants they found that with each experiment, their hypothesis was met with significant 

results, suggesting that Socialised leadership was regarded higher to the Personalised leader, 

as well as being more likely to follow through on selfless deeds (Fang & Xunwei, 2016). This 

is important as it strengthens the idea that absolute power and leadership without any 

mechanisms to hold individuals to account can result in self-serving behaviours taking root, 

(Pinto, 2024). However, an argument can be made that Socialised leadership may promote 

benevolent qualities in leadership within collectivist cultures, such as those in Asia. 

Therefore, a cultural difference must be distinguished from the above study, as Fang and 

Xunwei’s (2016) study takes place in China, whilst the present study was executed within the 

UK, which is considered to belong to an individualised culture (Li et al., 2022; Van der Toorn 

& Jost, 2014). In addition to this a literature review by Eva et al. (2019), focused on servant 

leadership and from the 285 articles from the past 20 years, they concluded that individuals 
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who focused on the development of their followers in a socially supportive manner, were 

more likely to experience reciprocal treatment from their followers compared to individual-

focused leaders. From the numerous research into this field, it is within our assumption that 

this data is accurate, and as such, quality of leadership is a primary factor we must consider in 

research.    

 Miklian and Katsos (2024) further support the notion of socio differences and leadership 

quality via the use of examples of individuals overcoming poly-crises in organisational 

settings. They argue that solving multiple crises at once, may portray a leader’s true character 

and that ethical behaviour can be beneficial for all. However, this source does not implement 

any statistical results, nor do the select vignettes provide generalisability towards the greater 

public, thus making the researcher’s publication unreliable on its own. However, when 

combined with Fang and Xunwei’s (2016) leadership study, and Eva et al.’s (2019) study on 

the psychology of follower leadership, a strong case can be made in favour of the researchers’ 

theories (Miklian and Katsos, 2024). 

When it comes to leadership as a topic, there is much debate on what factors lead an 

individual to deviate from authentic leadership and instead choose to pursue projects of self 

interest (Butterworth et al., 2024; Eva et al., 2019; London, 2023; Mulgan, 2007). For 

instance, Maner et al.’s (2012) study on power and anxiety concluded with the interpretation 

that within individuals in powerful positions, those low in anxiety are more likely to interpret 

sexual attention from confederates and were more likely to engage in risky behaviours, 

compared to those who scored higher in anxiety. Therefore, it can be implied that one’s level 

of anxiety may impact how an individual views their power. What is important to consider, is 

that while risky behaviour is not clarified into specific action, it is possible that a growing 

confidence could lead to individuals pursuing self serving behaviours outside of public 

acceptability (Williams, 2014). However, these results should be questioned as the sole 
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demographic within the participant pool consisted of 66 undergraduate students, and thus, 

may not be generalisable to the wider public (Maner et al., 2012).   

Kakkar et al. (2020), suggest that often, individuals with high levels of social power are 

treated differently in the cases where they deviate from a social norm or law. Their primary 

findings result in them concluding that there are two types of social power, with individuals 

either falling into authority or prestige. These two paradigms can be defined as the physical 

power to shape and influence national institutions such as lawmaking bodies and policing 

(authority), whereas the prestigious is a public role which while possessing the power to 

influence domestic perception, lacks the authority to calibrate fundamental national policy. 

For instance, a simple example within the current world are Government officials, and 

celebrities. Those who are identified as holding an authoritative power are more likely to be 

held more accountable than prestigious individuals.  

On the topic of leadership, Butterworth et al., (2024) offers two definitions; one being that 

authentic leadership consists of motivating followers to take action via promotions of 

sincerity and morality. The second presents the notion that moral judgements from a follower 

may influence the perceived legitimacy of a leader. Moreover, the researcher suggests that the 

use of Authentic leadership and heightened Emotional intelligence together, improves overall 

job satisfaction and productivity. However, due to the recency of the study, and a lack of 

replication, such a conclusion must be considered with caution. 

When it comes to Authentic leadership as a concept, it appears that there is much discourse 

and little agreement. For instance, Pioli et al. (2020), argue that there are a mass number of 

quantitative studies which investigate the premise of Authentic leadership, however a means 

to measure authentic leadership could not be sustained. However there is potential that 

identifying authentic leaders still remains possible. In addition, Vugt and Ronay (2014), 
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found three major barriers that negatively affect productive leadership, the most notable being 

an innate tendency to take advantage and dominate our peers, as referenced by the 

Evolutionary leadership theory. They argue that we as a species are naturally wired to seek 

domination via controlling information, bribery, or even criminally violent means, as it is a 

path of less resistance. However, the researchers have only presented an incomplete theory 

that momentarily presents the primary themes of their hypotheses, thus making the validity of 

the Evolutionary theory difficult to subscribe to. 

Karr (2022) concludes that good leadership requires a union between leader and follower 

emotional factors in order to accomplish a shared goal. The author recommends a velocity 

model, which requires a vivid idea of what outcome a leader expects by communicating with 

their employees as soon as possible with a focus on the direction they would like to take. This 

is important as it suggests that strong leadership stems from transparent communication. 

However, a limitation can be found in the fact that there is little scientific data to reinforce 

these claims, therefore scrutiny is required when considering this method. In conjunction with 

this, London (2023), suggests that adaptive leadership promotes efficient problem-solving 

skills and handling stress in a productive manner, especially during crises. They claim this 

may be harmful to the workforce if the leader is more conservative and relies on previous 

methods of responding to threats to the organisation. They build on Karr’s (2022) theory of 

velocity by adding adaptability, agility, and resilience to the factors of speed and direction, 

thus providing some validity to the original model. In turn they propose their own model that 

focuses on the leader’s intelligence and capacity, along with the organisation’s capacity to 

accommodate, as a means to explain one’s abilities to effectively respond to crisis. However, 

it must be noted, that both sources are limited for their lack of scientific study and assurance 

of validity within the discipline of political psychology. 
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With this research in mind, it is apparent that the majority of research focuses on how leaders 

should behave towards their followers within organisational environments. However few 

studies look into the conduct of governmental leadership despite its diverse and pivotal 

purpose within a nation. While some studies such as Barreto and Medina-Arboleda (2021), 

and Maskor (2021) observe presidential candidates during public addresses, the only results 

they conclude are that they often promote a sense of national unity and are more successful in 

securing a seat via dismissing their rivals’ abilities. While informative in the manner that it 

suggests that politics is increasing in polarisation, neither study suggests why a leader may 

turn to corrupt and selfish means of governing as we have seen in the past decade. Fang and 

Xunwei (2016) claims that there are two types of leadership styles, and that it is a nation’s 

culture (Individualistic and Collectivist), which determines which style a leader will adopt 

between Individualised and Socialised leadership. With this in mind, they conclude that 

within nations that portray leadership as a social responsibility, leaders are less likely to turn 

to selfish modes of government. However, history and current events such as allegations 

made towards China’s treatment of the Uyghur people in the Xinjiang (BBC, 2022) or the 

Japanese government experiencing a corruption scandal (Mao, 2023), suggest that perhaps a 

nation’s culture is not as pivotal a factor as previously assumed. 

In terms of studying what motivates people to commit to their actions, it is important that 

academic investigation strives to mimic the host participation pool’s natural environment in 

order to secure a high ecological value. While locale is shown to be important (Gifford, 

2014), it is likely that social and economic factors are equally as important in influencing 

decision making. In today’s current setting, finance and independence are instrumental in 

informing one’s actions, and therefore, when conducting a study involved in interpersonal 

interaction, a means of structure within said study must be utilised. The use of Game theory 

in order to implement a token economy as a means of introducing a level of independence, 
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whilst eliciting similar needs for resource management (Hardy, 2013) can therefore be 

considered as a potential viable methodology. The primary reason for this is that through the 

use of a token economy, participants will be more inclined to follow behaviours which 

maintains and supports their resources, along with avoiding a loss of wealth, similarly to real 

life (Karzdin, 1977; Pan et al., 2021; Doll et al., 2013). Therefore, when investigating reasons 

for why government leaders and officials deviate from their roles in office, Game theory can 

prove to be a pivotal instrument to observe human behaviour in a high ecological setting.  

With this evidence in mind, the present study aimed to investigate whether a governmental 

system affects the quality of leadership within two groups, as well as determine whether the 

differing systems have an effect on perceived authentic leadership via Walumbwa et al.’s 

(2008) Authentic Leadership Questionnaire. It was hypothesised that leaders within a 

democratic system would be more cooperative and authentic compared to an autocratic 

leader. Secondly, it was hypothesised that followers within the autocratic group would 

perceive their leader as less authentic due to them not being required to meet public 

expectations compared to the democratic leaders. Also, due to limited research investigating 

leadership within government and society we hypothesise that the autocratic group will be 

less efficient at managing a token economy. 

Methodology 

Participants 

The participants recruited for this study consisted of a total of 18 undergraduate students 

studying psychology and psychology and counselling courses in the University of Wales 

Trinity Saint David. The mean age of the participant pool resulted in 32 with a standard 

deviation of 12.8 and a range of 18 to 57. These participants were separated with a gender 

divide of 67% of women and 33% of men.  
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Once recruited these participants were split into different groups at a maximum of five. These 

groups would belong to one of two government systems codenamed Autocratic and 

Democratic. In which the procedure between how a leader was chosen changed depending on 

the group, with Autocratic leaders being chosen at random and remaining throughout whilst 

Democratic leaders were voted by their cohort and were required to be re-elected at particular 

intervals throughout the study. 

Design 

The present study was a between-subjects design The independent variable (IV) was 

group leader type (Autocratic; Democratic) with participants assigned to one of the two 

IV conditions. There were two dependent variables (DVs): 1) time taken by group leaders 

to consider taxation tasks, measured in seconds to address the first hypothesis, and 2) 

participant ratings of the group leader on the Authentic Leadership Questionnaire 

(Walumbwa et al., 2008), measured using scale data to address the second hypothesis. 

Whilst the initial intention was to analyse data using between-subjects t-tests, the low 

number of participants and reduced power of the data made the use of a parametric test 

inappropriate. Therefore, Mann Whitney U tests were used to analyse the data.   

 

Materials 

The primary resource used in this study is Walumbwa et al.’s (2008) Authentic 

Leadership Questionnaire. This is a 16-Item questionnaire rated on a scale of Not at all 

(0), Once in a while (1), Sometimes (2), Fairly often (3), and Frequently if not always (4). 

Items consist of statements regarding to a leader’s performance, such as My leader says 

exactly what he or she means, Admits mistakes when they are made, and, Tells you the 

hard truth. During these questions, they focus on four essential dimensions with those 
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being; Self-awareness, relational transparency, internalised moral perspective, and 

balanced processing. Reverse scoring is not required and instead results are concluded via 

simple addition of individual responses. This results in participant rating of group leaders 

ranging between zero and 64, with a higher score equating to a more positive rating of 

their leadership. Reliability tests of the ALQ (Walumbwa et al., 2008) received a .90 via 

Cronbach’s Alpha, thus making it a viable method for data collection. 

During the study, four vignettes designed by ChatGPT were presented to the participants. 

These consisted as follows; 1. Agricultural Surplus: The nations farmland has produced 

an increased number of foodstuffs than originally approximated. How would you like to 

distribute these assets? 2. Trade Embargo: Due to a slew of international scandals, our 

neighbours have enacted a trade embargo on us. How should we respond? The full list 

along with their options can be found in Appendix F. below.  

In addition to this, a token economy was also constructed with three primary colour-

coded tokens being distributed to each participant. These were 10 Finance tokens (green), 

five Supplies tokens (blue), and one Asset token (orange). These represented the 

participants’ money, utilities such as food, and non-taxable wealth, equally. Moreover, 

these tokens had different exchange rates, with one Finance token equating two Supplies 

tokens and 0.1 Asset token. 

Procedure 

Before the study was conducted in full, we deemed it necessary to conduct a pilot study in 

order to test the original vignettes and utility of the token economy. For this pilot, two 

participants were recruited via voluntary application through word of mouth in the 

university. During this time, a couple weaknesses were identified involving the protocol 

and token economy. After completing the pilot, remedies were made for the study to 
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begin in full. Most notably, Utility tokens were replaced by Asset tokens which could not 

be confiscated by taxation, thus providing an incentive for the participants to engage in 

the token economy. 

By the end of the experiment, we had recruited a total of 18 participants via the 

Experiment Management System. In which the participants were separated into two 

overall groups. However due to a mixed availability, these groups consisted of a mixed 

number of personnel, with a maximum of five per group. 

As per BPS guidelines, each participant was given enough information to provide 

informed consent via an instruction sheet which consisted of mapping out their duties, 

along with the full procedure of the experiment and expected time limit. Due to the 

experiment having taken place within the University of Trinity Saint David, we were 

required to receive permission from a supervisor within the psychological discipline 

before beginning data collection. Due to this, we can guarantee that parental consent was 

unnecessary as to the students taking part in undergraduate courses were eighteen and 

above. At the end of the study, each participant was debriefed via a physical information 

form along with a verbal explanation of the purpose of the study. In conjunction with BPS 

good practice, all participants were granted an opportunity to withdraw their data from the 

study. 

From there, once the participants had consented, each of them received the correct 

amount of tokens, before given the opportunity to trade amongst themselves. Afterwards, 

a leader was chosen, either through secret ballot voting within the democratic group, or 

by predetermined selection. To avoid bias, the researcher selected a seat at the table 

before the participants arrived. Once a leader was chosen (the democratic leader holding a 

new election each round whilst the autocratic leader remained the same), they were then 
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expected to select a percentage of tax from a sheet up to 60%. This would ensure that any 

wealth disparities were fairly addressed. Once every participant provided the adequate 

tokens, a vignette was provided to the leader who was asked to read it aloud or in silence, 

and were timed upon finishing to measure the length of discussion between the 

participants. This continued until the final vignette had been addressed, in which each 

participant was asked to fill out an ALQ for each leader (excluding themselves).  

Afterwards, the participants were thanked for their time, and debriefed. All of their data was 

recorded on SPSS over the span of thirteen weeks, and analysed. The final output can be 

viewed in the results section below. 

Results 

Data was entered into SPSS from the 18 participants. Five groups completed the study, two of 

these with an Autocratic leader (so the leader remained the same throughout the study) and 

three with Democratic leaders (leadership of the group changed throughout the study).   

Therefore, five participants took part in the Autocratic leader condition and 13 participants 

took part in the Democratic leader condition. Because number of participants differed in each 

group the ratings of group leaders were averaged across participants to enable comparison of 

ALQ scores across conditions.  

Authentic Leadership Questionnaire Rating  

The average rating of leaders on the ALQ was 46 for Autocratic leaders and 34.25 for 

Democratic leaders, As higher scores on the ALQ equate to greater positivity, it therefore 

appears that autocratic leaders were rated more positively than democratic leaders, although 

analysis using a Mann Whitney U test showed that this finding was not significant; Average 

ratings of leadership between the two groups returned a Sig. value of 1.0 from Autocrats (Md 

= 46.00, N = 2) and Democrats (Md = 34.25, N = 10). U = 10.00, z = .00, P = 1.0, r = 0. 
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Therefore, the hypothesis that Democratic leaders would be rated more positively than 

Autocratic leaders must be rejected.  

Scenario Discussion Time  

The average time taken for leaders to make a decision was calculated for each condition, and 

it was found that Autocratic leaders took an average of 27.38 seconds to make a decision 

compared to 45.00 seconds for Democratic leaders. Whilst it appears that Autocratic leaders 

made faster decision, analysis using a Mann Whitney U test showed that this finding was also 

not significant, For Average Time a Sig value of .58 was discovered between Autocrats (Md = 

27.38, N = 2) and Democratic groups (Md = 45.00, N = 10). U = 6.00, z = -.70,  P = .58, r = 

0.20. Therefore the hypothesis that Autocratic leaders would make faster decisions than 

Democratic leaders must also be rejected.  

Summary 

The above results act as the primary conclusions of the present study. However, in the process 

of data collection, some patterns emerged which, whilst not reaching a threshold for analysis, 

are commented on below as they provide potential avenues of interest for this type of 

research and are discussed further in the Discussion section. Barring one of the two 

Autocratic leaders, the leaders chose option B, an option which positively affected the group 

more, even at their own expense (See Appendices L). This would thus, suggest that leaders 

would attempt to put their followers needs above their own.  A difference in patterns of 

taxation across the rounds of decision-making also appeared to exist for specific individuals, 

particularly within the Democratic group (See Appendix L). Most notably one democratic 

leader who was voted into power twice, increased tax rates by ten percent in their second 

term, thus receiving a higher sum of tokens and increasing their opportunity of accessing 
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more assets (Williams et al., 2014). These individual findings are reported here because it is 

possible that this area of research may be considered as a variable in future research. 

Discussion 

The present study was designed to investigate two parts of a broader question regarding 

governmental leadership. The first was whether the quality of leadership would ultimately 

change or diminish under one institution over the other. This is to suggest that due to the 

possibility and subsequent result of different leaders within a democratic group, decisions 

and attitudes towards the grater group would diverge in comparison to Autocratic groups 

where a single leader has no risk of replacement. For this part, it was hypothesised that 

Autocratic leaderships would be less considerate of their subordinates than their 

democratic counterparts and was measured by the leaders’ discussion time involving four 

vignettes, and while not measured, observations were made in regards to their final 

choices in the different scenarios, along with the percentage of tax levied within the token 

economy. The second half of the question sought to inspect whether participants favoured 

one system over the other. In this part it was pre-conceived that participants would favour 

democratically elected leaders and would receive higher ratings than hereditary Autocrats. 

Therefore, the precise use of measurement informing the results of this study was the 

participants’ answers to Walumbwa et al.’s (2008) Authentic Leadership Questionnaire. 

Within the present study, there were two primary key findings. The first involved the 

overall ratings of both the democratic and autocratic leaders who were in charge of 

addressing the four vignettes of the experiment. Results came back as non-significant. 

This means that when it came to the leaders’ civilians to rate their progress via the 

Authentic Leadership Questionnaire (Walumbwa et al., 2008), there was no significant 

difference reported between those under autocratic and democratic rule. Initially this can 
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be aligned with Reykowski’s (2020) thesis, in which they claim that democracy as an 

institution often falls out of favour by its own citizenry due to a failure to act in 

accordance to the people’s expectations. Their primary citations for this were the Realistic 

Conflict Theory (Sherif, 1988) as well as societal shifts in the face of epistemic changes, 

in which a suggestion is made that due to the volatility of governing a nation, along with 

constant shifts in national priorities between politician and civilian, a leader’s popularity 

could become subject to change. This notion can be supported by Paramita et al.’s (2020) 

research on psychological distance between Airbnb owners and residents. In this study, a 

participation pool of a hundred and sixty-three participants, split between four groups 

(low power – short distance, low power – long distance, high power – short distance, and 

high power – long distance), they found that participants belonging to the psychologically 

close (in this circumstance, a perception of closeness and rapport to an individual), and 

high power category were much more tolerable to unethical behaviour compared to their 

low power counterparts. Moreover, they mention that within the long psychological 

distance category, power and the lack of it, did not have an impact on judgement. This is 

interesting because it suggests that with a lack of power and a long psychological 

distance, participants may become indifferent to a leader’s actions even if they were to be 

unethical in nature. This could link back to the current study’s results in which an 

autocratic leader who chose self-serving vignettes received a similar authentic leadership 

score to a democratically elected leader. Fundamentally, this could link to the suggestion 

that participants possess a level of neutrality towards governmental regime so long as 

their needs are being met (Hartmann, 2013). Fang and Xunwei (2016) support this notion 

as they claim that leadership can be separated into two kinds, those being Personalised 

and Socialised. They suggest that high levels of personalised concepts of power leads to 

higher rates of self - pursuing goals and tolerance of corrupt actions, thus linking back to 
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Paramita et al.’s (2020) study and strengthening their conclusion. Although when 

comparing personalised leadership to its alternative in socialised power, the researchers 

found that fundamentally, these leaders were perceived warmly by their subordinates and 

tended to lead with them in mind, so therefore an argument can be made that, while there 

is a high level of tolerance for authoritarian rule and misbehaviour, individuals may lean 

more towards group centric leaders. This notion of group focused leadership can be 

supported by Bastardoz and Van Vugt (2019), who makes the claim that individuals who 

choose to follow a leader do so as a result of a number of issues such as the management 

of resources, along with the leadership type made available compared to others, thus 

suggesting that particular leadership styles may play an active role in followership. In 

addition to this Eva et al., (2019) found that a servant focused leadership style, as 

described by Fang and Xunwei (2016) was rather popular with individuals and was rated 

highly by participants, and while servant leadership proves rather new in the grand scope 

of political psychology, the current information of the leadership style shows potential. 

This is important as there are possible implications that the participants in this present 

study had adopted socialised modes of thinking, and were therefore, more likely to rate 

their leaders highly, along with most of the leaders, including the Autocrats, choosing to 

put the group first. 

When considering the statistics acquired from the presented study it is apparent that no new 

or supporting evidence can be inferred in conjunction to the presiding theories involved with 

governmental and organisational leadership. As a result, it is currently impossible to make the 

claim that democratically elected leaders are inherently more trusted by the public than 

hereditary Autocrats. A primary explanation for this is due to a limited number within the 

participation pool, thus leading to a reduction in both equality of variance, and recorded 

results. Furthermore, this led to a requirement of a non-parametric test and therefore lacks the 
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desirable power necessary for to acquire strong results. As referenced above in the Results, it 

is possible that variables outside of the present study’s focus may have an impact. For 

instance, the majority of the leaders’ choices in abstaining from selecting the self – serving 

options within the vignettes potentially links to Fang and Xunwei’s (2016) concept of 

socialised power as it suggests that leaders are inclined to act more benevolent when there is 

a higher focus on their subordinates. In addition, the discrepancy of taxation rates between 

the different leaders is notable, especially within the democratic groups (See Appendix L) As 

to the motivations behind these actions, it is not known nor can it be discerned with the 

present results. However, it could be possible that given that it was the final round, perhaps 

these leaders sought to increase their profits, which could align with Reykowski (2020). Or 

equally a possibility, previously low taxation rates and increasing risks from the presented 

vignettes, led to these leaders within their final terms wishing to be prepared for future 

negative outcomes. In addition to this, due to the participants being undergraduate students, 

and thereby studying together, it is also possible to mention that the likelihood of participants 

being friends and/or other relational factors may also have played a part in how they 

interacted with each other and their ratings. This may be especially true for the democratic 

groups as they were both larger and more susceptible to communication, thus possibly 

utilising a relational depth (Hartmann, 2023). Ultimately a lack of clarity prevents us from 

making strong assumptions and as a result, does not support previous findings. Although, it 

should be stated, that previous research investigating leadership has yet to implement game 

theory (Hardy, 2013) and token economics (Doll et al., 2013) within research. This is 

important as both of these systems allows for a more in-depth simulation of government and 

society as a whole, which would prove beneficial from a psychological lens as it will lead to 

more realistic responses from participants and thus, more accurate results. As a result, it is 

plausible to make the argument that the present study while limited, offers a new paradigm 
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for researching societal conventions and institutions (Richter & Rubestein, 2021). Should 

future research explore this topic further with a larger participant pool, then it may hold 

promise in offering valuable information into the wider public’s political psychology and 

leadership. 

When it comes to the second half of the results, it is clear, that like the average rating of 

the leaders, the overall times for discussion in both groups produced a non-significant 

result. Therefore, the null hypothesis that there was no difference between the autocrats 

and democrats is accepted. In terms of explanation, Maner et al. (2012) concludes that 

power as an item promotes action within those who possess it. This offers the possibility 

that institution plays a limited part in leadership and that decision making between both 

groups may be inherently fast paced. This could link back to our low discussion times as 

it may suggest that the participating leaders were simply exercising their ability to act 

without restriction. As for an alternative explanation, Maner et al. (2012) makes the case 

that anxiety levels are a more informing factor into a leader’s actions compared to 

institution type. Mayoral et al. (2024) supports this idea, as they suggest that people are 

naturally drawn to higher positions with extending reaches of power, and that confidence 

plays a part in how individuals act, in which overconfident individuals appear to expect 

higher status. Therefore, a case could be made that government type is made irrelevant in 

the direction of leadership action in favour of personal ambition. 

However, while this is plausible, a number of studies suggests the contrary. For instance, 

in terms of the notion that leadership promotes action, Pinto (2024) can support this 

through their discussion, in which they claim that Populist leaders are more active 

whereas democratic leaders tend to focus more on forming working and political 

relationships, thus outlining a difference between the government institutions. This can be 

further developed by Bueno de Mesquita and Siverson (2013), as they observe that both 
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democratic and authoritarian leaders engaging in war behave differently, with democratic 

leaders being more prudent in their choice to engage in international conflicts compared 

to their authoritarian counterparts. The primary reason for this is suggested to be due to 

the high risk linked to their political career. This is interesting as it links back to the 

present study’s original theory, that being a risk of replacement and/or being held to 

account plays an active role in a political leader’s actions and behaviour.  

Due to limitations on the power of the participation pool, the results collated cannot be 

used to evidence new or supporting evidence in either direction. With that being said, 

upon looking at the data, it could be possible that with consistent group sizes, patterns 

may begin to emerge. For instance, on multiple occasions, for both Autocratic and 

Democratic groups, leaders chose to abstain from conversing with their groups on the 

subjects of their vignettes and subsequent decisions. In addition to this, while a mild 

difference can be identified between the average discussion times of the two groups, it is 

clear that the democratic groups took longer to discuss their options compared to the 

autocrats. It is possible that this may be due to the communicative nature instilled in 

Democratic institutions (Pinto, 2024; Mulgan, 2007), or perhaps it is an additional 

consequence of leadership roles shifting one’s thought processes and senses of 

responsibility (Mayoral et al., 2024; Wu et al., 2021; Maner et al., 2012). Equally as likely 

to this, is the possibility that there is no difference between the two groups in terms of 

communication and that with consistently sized groups the gap between discussion times 

would be even closer, if not closed entirely. No matter the reason it is strongly 

recommended that further research investigates this topic more in depth in order to 

adequately investigate whether the organisation and institution type of government plays 

as an imperative factor in both decision making and cooperation for leaders. 
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In terms of limitations, the present study possesses a few. To begin with, due to this being an 

Undergraduate end of course Empirical Project, participants were solely made up of other 

Undergraduate students. This limits the overall efficacy of the study as while making up a 

hundred percent of the participation pool, university students only make up 2.94 million out 

of 60 million people within the UK’s population (Clark, 2024). This only makes up 4.9% of 

the entire population, and thus, do not represent the wider public. Therefore, any significant 

results are likely to fail to associate with wider populations, thus further research focusing on 

incorporating other groups of the population would be pivotal in ensuring that results are 

proportional to the greater society as alternative viewpoints in regards to leadership and 

government can be ascertained. A second limitation the study suffers from is a low 

participation power. As a result of a time constraints and a small psychology department 

within the university, limited participants and unbalanced groups are likely to have skewed 

the study’s results. This can be confounded by the additional issue of the requirement of the 

use of a non-parametric test for analysis thus, making statistics unreliable for analysis and 

inference, and therefore, additional participation will be pivotal in acquiring accurate results. 

In addition, a third limitation worth mentioning is two – fold. The first half is that the present 

study was a lab-based experiment, which while a valid mode of scientific study due to its 

element of control over the experiment’s variables, it does also mean that it takes place in an 

unnatural environment, and therefore, it is plausible that the behaviour of the participants 

may have been different during the experiment compared to had it have been conducted in a 

natural environment. Adding onto the low ecological value, the second factor effecting the 

validity of the study is due to the small cohort of the psychology discipline, most of the 

participants involved knew each other beforehand. Therefore, there is a possibility that a 

participatory bias may have played as an influencing factor in the Authentic Leadership 

Questionnaire (Walumbwa et al., 2008) results.  
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Should this study be repeated in the future, it will be imperative that succeeding participation 

groups are equal in size and a greater pool recruited. This will ensure that results will return a 

stronger power and thus, accurate statistics. In addition, it may be beneficial to extend the 

experiment session from fifty minutes, to an hour and a half, to two hours, in order to 

implement a campaign round for the democratic participants to attempt to debate with each 

other and offer alternative methods of governing (Barreto & Medina-Arboleda, 2021; Maskor 

et al., 2021). In addition, this will allow for equal and robust token economies as each 

participant will be able to possess the same amount of tokens, and therefore allow for more 

liquidity and competition between participants during trading and taxation phases (Sadykhov 

et al., 2023). 

Once mastery of the current study has been achieved and the initial results from it are 

decidedly accurate, the possibility of further experimentation and in-depth discussion can 

prove bountiful. For instance, with this particular study we only utilised Walumbwa et al.’s 

(2008) Authentic Leadership Questionnaire instead of a leadership questionnaire which 

considers emotional intelligence such as Levesque-Cote et al.’s (2018) Authentic Leadership 

Integrated Questionnaire. The reason for this, is because the primary focus of the present 

study was to investigate how different leaders would respond to particular crises as well as 

how the participants perceived them on a general scale whilst simulating a society via a game 

theory (Richter & Rubenstein, 2021). With that being said, it is possible that perceptions of 

emotional intelligence may shift the perceived worthiness of a leader, and it would be 

interesting to see if there would be a difference in these perceptions between democratically 

elected leaders and Autocrats. Furthermore, additional research focusing on the token 

economic element of the study can prove fruitful in further research as unalike our current 

society, this experiment provided an equal distribution of tokens to the participants. In reality, 

we understand that not every individual possesses the same number of resources or 



25 
 

opportunities, and thus, it would be intriguing if future research were to implement a social 

strata and observe whether participants retrieving less tokens will judge their leaders 

differently to those with more (Sunyaev et al., 2021). As a final recommendation, additionally 

exploration of this topic could endeavour to expand on the implementation of Game theory 

utilised within this experiment. It could be interesting if the simulation of real life could 

implement a more in - depth system of roles within this study. For instance, while the present 

research only implemented the role of citizen and ruler, it could be possible that other 

opportunities for power could be introduced such as a Chancellor of the Exchequer role to 

oversee financial tokens, or even domestic positions such as farmers who may be responsible 

of accumulating supplies tokens. Initial research with this new role – model can investigate 

how different individuals along the chain of command respond differently to particular issues 

or actions (Richter & Rubenstein, 2021). Furthermore, this can then possibly stem out by 

examining whether extrinsic factors and necessary preferential treatment in response to 

particular vignettes may play a role in negative opinion and bias towards one’s leader. Other 

possible research questions could seek to investigate whether Age, gender or ethnic 

background plays a role in action as a leader, or attitude within the citizenry.  

Given the current scenario within the world (Mao, 2023; Buchschluter, 2022; BBC, 2022), 

the psychology of leadership and government is more important than ever. Yet literature on 

the topic has proven to be widely theoretical and dated. As a result, the present study sought 

to raise awareness of the merit of Game theory (Hardy, 2013) and tokenomics (Sadykhov et 

al. 2023) in the creation of a group simulation of a governing nation, as a means of collating 

strong data on the psychology of government within the human species.  While the present 

study is statistically weak to make any strong inferences itself, it is our hope that a strong 

case has been made to the academic field in favour of pursuing this line research as it remains 

to be an untapped source of knowledge for the psychological discipline. A plethora of 
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avenues are available to be taken for further study within the UK alone, as well as the 

potential for international/intercultural elements to further inform psychological study (Pan et 

al., 2021). Our initial recommendations are to repeat the present study with a larger 

participant pool of individuals representative of the wider public and unfamiliar with each 

other in longer experiments to allow for in-depth campaigning within the democratic groups. 

It is our belief that further study within this sub-category of political psychology, empirical 

evidence may result in informed judgements and understanding on how different 

governments and their leaders behave and act while in power. 
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