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Abstract Life in societies has evolved as a response of organisms to environmental condi-

tions. Dominance hierarchy forms an inner structure of a society which allows
society members to stay together without repeated fighting. Access to resources
is provided by hierarchical status. In the absence of resources, the lowest ranking
individuals are the most at risk. Certain patterns of dominance hierarchy persist
in modern people in Euro-American societies. Moreover, special patterns have
occurred, such as parallel membership in various subgroups, voluntary access
to some of the subgroups, reverse hierarchy, and tendencies towards equality.
In spite of these changes, hierarchy still influences the life of an individual. The
probability of survival, reproduction, communication and transfer of information
may serve as examples. Both high hierarchical disparity and isolation cause stress
and health problems. Feelings of guilt, fear, and stress can be used as markers
of a harmful disparity. Warning signs include the lack of supportive interpersonal
relationships, prestige, social norms, and cultural products that could mitigate the
hierarchical difference.
In this review, we address the principles and functioning of dominance hierarchy,
describe the structure of hierarchy in modern societies, and explain how the
rank of the individual is determined and shapes the life of a person. We briefly
summarize the basic patterns of dominant and submissive behaviour. The rank
of the individual is predictable and so is the behaviour connected to his/her rank.
This allows us to predict where particular aid and attention are required.
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INTRODUCTION

One of the typical human adaptations is the formation
of societies and coexistence within groups. Living in
social groups follows certain rules (Redhead & Power
2022; Milewski et al. 2022; Strauss et al. 2022). We are
able to observe social organization in ancient human
populations as well as in indigenous communities who
still preserve a lifestyle which has formed under natural
conditions (Klindworth & Voland 1995; Gibson & Mace
2007; Reyes-Garcia et al. 2008; Morrison et al. 2018).

On the other hand humans tend towards equity
(von Rueden et al. 2019). Boehm considered some
tribal societies and both ancient and recent popula-
tions of gatherers and hunters to be egalitarian. But
he admitted that egalitarianism does not have to apply
to all members of these communities uniformly (fairly)
(Boehm 2001; Boehm 1993). In fact, certain elements
of behaviour related to the hierarchical organization
of society also appear in contemporary Euro-American
so-called westernized societies (e.g. (Pratto et al. 2006)).

Redhead and Power stressed that social hierarchies
in humans 1) may not be based only on dominance,
2) there are multiple social hierarchies in society and,
3) overlapping social network do exist. The rank of an
individual depending on his/her individual attributes
represents the micro-level. The macro-level is defined
by status hierarchies based on conventions and/or
providing benefits to others. Interpersonal relationships
create social network, i.e., mezzo-level. The dynamic
and feedback between the grades contributes to the
final arrangement (Redhead & Power 2022).

Both dominance and prestige can contribute
to attaining the high status in social hierarchy in
humans. While dominance means the aspect of the
social hierarchy determined by aggression, threats or
intimidation, prestige is derived from access to infor-
mation, knowledge and skills. Dominance is character-
ized by feelings of fear or a need to avoid higher-ranking
individuals. The ability to use the dominance strategy
evolves from the early childhood (2-6 years). Prestige
brings admiration and respect. The increasing impor-
tance of prestige strategy occurs in the middle child-
hood (Zeng et al. 2022).

The prestige, social norms, and cultural products (i.e.
language) mitigate differences in dominance hierarchy.
There is a leverage whereby subordinates can withhold
cooperative benefits from higher-ranking individuals or
even resort to ostracism of the higher-ranking to make
the hierarchy more egalitarian (Zeng et al. 2022).

Despite these mechanisms, dominance “continues
to contribute pervasively to status asymmetries in
humans”(Zeng et al. 2022).

Dominant hierarchies represent an old and well-
developed concept (Hobson, 2022; Strauss et al.
2022). This concept provides simple information that
helps to read the behaviour. Although the structure
of human society is complex (Strauss & Shizuka 2022),
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monitoring dominant hierarchies enables to quickly
locate vulnerable individuals, and to understand their
situation.

Here we explain the function and evolutionary back-
ground of dominance hierarchy in animals and char-
acterize features of dominance hierarchy in humans
in contemporary westernized societies. We also give
examples of how dominance rank affects the life and
behaviour of an individual, and draw attention to some
of the risks caused by dominance hierarchy in families
and society.

DEFINITION AND CONCEPTION
OF DOMINANCE HIERARCHY IN ANIMAL
BEHAVIOUR

The basic concept of dominance hierarchy was defined,
explained, and elaborated in detail by classical behav-
ioural sciences such as ethology and behavioural
ecology (Alcock 2013; Manning & Dawkins 2009;
McFarland 1981; Veselovsky 2005; Hobson 2022).
Dominance hierarchy (social dominance hierarchy,
social hierarchy) is the way in which the society or
the family is organized (Veselovsky 2005; McFarland
1981; Manning & Dawkins 2009). Dominance hier-
archy is a feature of a society or a family in which 1)
the number of conflicts between individuals decreases
because 2) some people give way to others and let them
have resources without fighting (mostly based on their
experiences from previous agonistic interactions), and
3) the higher-ranking individuals restrict the lower-
ranking ones (Veselovsky 2005; Manning & Dawkins
2009; Alcock 2013; McFarland 1981).

Several species adapt to environmental conditions
by living in societies. The form of a society (number
of members, ratio of males to females, and social struc-
ture, including dominance hierarchy) reflects the envi-
ronmental conditions (Davies et al. 2012).

Dominance hierarchy enables its members to avoid
repeated conflicts in society (Dwortz et al. 2022). Thus,
individuals save their energy and decrease their chances
of being injured by society members (Tibbetts et al.
2022). They remember which members they have lost
to so they can therefore judge who is able to beat them.
They retreat towards stronger members (Manning
& Dawkins 2009). Usually more powerful members,
such as bigger ones, stronger ones or those who display
strength (Hamilton & Benincasa 2022; Dehnen ef al.
2022), as well as those who have the support of commu-
nity members, restrict others by means of threats. The
lower-ranking individuals display a submissive posture
to stop or slow down the aggression of the higher-
ranking ones (McFarland 1981). Or, the lower-ranking
individual uses appeasement behaviour to shift the
aggressive behaviour of the higher-ranking one through
sexual or parental behaviour (e.g., the lower-ranking
one offers sex or behaves in a puppy-like manner)
(Veselovsky 2005).
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In many socially living species, the lone individual
has little or even no chance of surviving and reproducing
outside of society. On account of this, lower-ranking
individuals remain in societies despite having to yield
resources (usually food, sexual partners, safe places,
territories, etc.) to higher-ranking ones. The higher-
ranking individuals have a higher number of offspring
because of privileged access to resources and mating
partners. Their offspring are stronger, more numerous,
and survive better, owing to their preferential access
to high quality partners, food and other resources. On
the other hand, the lower-ranking individuals might
not even reproduce at all. However, they can either help
their relatives to reproduce, or simply wait for changes
in their hierarchical status so that they could also
transfer their genes to the next generations (McFarland
1981; Manning & Dawkins 2009; Veselovsky 2005;
Davies et al. 2012; Jozifkova 2014). Frequently, only
the higher-ranking individuals reproduce; in this way
a pack society is protected from overpopulation (Davies
et al. 2012; Veselovsky 2005).

The dominance hierarchical rank of an individual is
determined by features which help to win the interac-
tion (fight or ritualized fight). The important factors are
body size, condition (health, pregnancy, age), gender,
experiences, hierarchical rank of parents (some animals
inherit their rank from their mother), family or clan,
partnership (having a partner), rank of partner, ability
to change the behaviour of other members (manipu-
lation and cooperation), and personality, including
aggression) and an inherited tendency to dominate or
be subordinate (character dominance) (Borries et al.
1991; Veselovsky 2005; Kim & Zuk 2000; Engh et al.
2000; Engh et al. 2009; Poisbleau et al. 2006; Lemmon
et al. 1997; Colleter & Brown 2011; Feder et al. 2010;
Lewis 2022; Strauss et al. 2022).

The rank of the individual living in society changes
as the characteristics listed above change during his or
her life. Once the individual reaches a high rank (one is
rarely born with a specific hierarchical rank), one has
to defend it, which can be costly.

The dominance hierarchical rank of the individual
in society depends primarily on his ability to fight
and/or to be supported by those who are able to fight.
Less often, rank is maintained via positive interactions
(grooming) (Manning & Dawkins 2009).

Dominance hierarchy may be linear with the most
dominant animal (alpha), the second higher-ranking
(beta), etc.(McFarland 1981). It may be angular or
circular where the alpha rank is higher than the beta,
and the beta dominates the gamma, but the alpha does
not dominate the gamma (Franck 1996; Nakamichi &
Koyama 1997; Manning & Dawkins 2009).The higher
individuals often form a coalition to control the society
accordingly, as has been observed in chimpanzees
(Veselovsky 2005; Franck 1996). Dominance hierarchy
either includes all members of the society or there is
a separate hierarchy for males and females (Veselovsky

2005; Vervaecke et al. 2010). The hierarchy is divided
if males and females compete for different resources.
Moreover, all adult females may rank higher than males
or, the adult males may rank higher than females in
some species.

The higher-ranking individual often does not
control everything all the time. A herd likes to follow
the most experienced animal instead of the higher-
ranking one (Thl & Bowyer 2011; Jacobs et al. 2011).
The leader could, for example, be the most experienced
middle-ranking female.

The dominance hierarchical rank impacts the
probability of an individual’s survival and reproduc-
tion (Tibbetts et al. 2022; Milewski et al. 2022). The
likelihood of getting food, space to rest or hide from
predators, the chance to mate or the quality of a sexual
partner - all these factors depend on hierarchical rank
(Milewski et al. 2022). Also, the ways and options as
to how the individual can behave in a society or family
are influenced or even determined by his or her hierar-
chical rank. De Waal uses the term “social cage” when
describing this everyday reality in chimpanzees (De
Waal 1997).Nevertheless, dominance hierarchical rank
has a significant impact on the life of an individual in
human societies, too.

DOMINANCE HIERARCHY IN HUMANS

Human society is organized as a dominance hierarchy
in which the members of some groups possess a higher
social status and more power than members of other
groups (Pratto et al. 2006). Dominance hierarchies may
differ according to their adaptation to local ecological
conditions. Again, dominance hierarchy is defined by
both the mating systems (polygyny versus monogamy)
and social systems (matriarchy versus patriarchy).

The current vociferous call for equality in modern
society is expected to temper or displace some of the
following patterns. But many patterns tend to persist.
They are listed here as published in the past expert
studies which were focused on features of modern Euro-
American societies. Future research will show how far
striving for improvement will be successful. There were
certain features of modern Euro-American societies:

1) The males and the females are not separated in
the dominance hierarchy. The male rank is slightly
higher than that of a female with the same charac-
teristics (Sidanius et al. 2006; Carli 2001; Fontaine &
Vorauer 2019) , which is the subject of criticism. The
adults have more power than children (Pratto ef al.
2006).

2) There are also dominant hierarchies in smaller
subgroups (family, residence, workplace, interest
group, hobby group, hospital) (Rubin 2000). The
individual enters some of these subgroups voluntarily.
The ranks of the individual in different subgroups
may be partially independent. These types of domi-
nance hierarchy are unique. In the subgroups, the
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individuals form coalitions. Similar dominance hier-
archies arise even in cyberspace (Warren et al. 2012).

3) There are groups with a specific characteristic; these
groups rank higher due to this characteristic: for
example, rich persons rank higher, while those with
mental illnesses rank lower (Pratto et al. 2006). Now
many efforts are being made to make this feature
visible and to improve the status of affected groups.

4) Societies which contain a large number of members
within an incomplete hierarchy (such as citizens
of a metropolis in a public transport system) are
typical for humans. Moreover, larger groups formed
of very similar individuals (a school class of same-
age children) may show an incomplete hierarchy, too.
These groups are likely to be forced or artificial; i.e.
different from the formations which occurred at the
time of human origin (Rubin 2000).

5) There is a varying degree of steepness in human
hierarchy. The hierarchical disparity between the
lower-ranking and the higher-ranking individual
could be either severe or mild. Steepness exists not
only within a group but also between groups of indi-
viduals. The terms “steepness of the hierarchy” and
‘dominance gradient” were used for this phenom-
enon in animals (Vervaecke et al. 2010; Jacobs et al.
2011). Ethologists discriminated between “tolerant”
and “despotic” species. In humans, not only popula-
tions but also smaller groups (subpopulations) may
differ in steepness.

6) Some individuals prefer a certain rank within a small
group. They can prefer either a higher or lower rank
by virtue of their inclination to dominate (domi-
nance as a feature of personality) (Mast et al. 2010).

7) A reverse dominance hierarchy may show up tempo-
rarily. Boehm defined this term for a situation where
lower-ranking members of a society band together
to rule the higher-ranking ones through social pres-
sure (Boehm 2001; Boehm 1993). Reverse dominance
hierarchy was documented in hunters/gatherers and
certain tribal societies (Boehm 2001). Contemporary
examples of this behaviour include petitions, waves
of criticism, acceptance/nonacceptance on social
networks, and other means of expressing agreement
or disagreement among multiple people. Individuals
frequently gather to achieve their goals using these
means.

HOW IS RANK IN HUMANS DETERMINED?

In humans, dominance hierarchical rank is determined
by age, gender, health, physical condition, sexual attrac-
tiveness (in women), rank of one’s parents, partner’s
rank, membership of a certain clan, ability to control
resources and/or territory, as well as the behaviour
of others (cooperation and/or manipulation), experi-
ences, and the tendency to dominate or be subordinate
as a feature of the individual’s personality (Jozitkova
2014). Besides, other personality features may affect the
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status. A significant influence on the status has his or
her prestige, as we mentioned in the introduction.

Men mostly ranked higher than women, while people
suffering from mental health problems and sexual
minorities ranked lower than others (Sidanius et al.
1994; Evans-Lacko et al. 2012; Ortiz-Hernandez 2005;
Smith et al. 2017; Mason & Lewis 2019). At present, the
impact of factors such as these is being suppressed by
directly supporting disadvantaged subpopulations in
modern societies. It was observed that women consid-
ered themselves less powerful than men when thinking
about being in a lower-power position but they felt as
powerful as men when they imagined having higher
power. Such difference may be driven by an equaliza-
tion effect (Fontaine & Vorauer 2019).

Features which are linked to higher social status
increase the attractiveness of males (Evans et al. 2008).
On the other hand, attractiveness increases the rank
of women (Haas & Gregory 2005). However, this
gender-dependent pattern may become weaker in
future egalitarian societies (Fontaine & Vorauer 2019).

Hierarchical rank reflects physical attributes such as
height, strength, facial features, voice, race, and attrac-
tiveness. The taller the person in good physical condi-
tion, the higher he or she is ranked (von Rueden et al.
2008; Buunk et al. 2021). Physically strong men are
expected to have a higher rank in organizational status
(Lukaszewski et al. 2016). Therefore, men with strong
masculine facial features as well as those with a deeper
voice are perceived as more dominant (Gangestad
et al. 2004; Wolff & Puts 2010). It has been observed
that African Americans with darker skin tones had
lower socioeconomic status and lower prestige when
compared to African American with lighter skin tones
(Hochschild & Weaver 2007). Correction of phenomena
similar to the latter is now in the spotlight (Puckett et al.
2020).

Also, a child’s level of education is impacted by the
socioeconomic status of their parents (Korupp et al.
2002). Unsurprisingly, men of a higher socioeconomic
status are preferred by women as partners for long-term
relationships (Gueguen & Lamy 2012). These women
often improve their socioeconomic status by choosing
such a man. Again, such preferences might be weak-
ening in society when the differences between the status
of men and women decrease.

The ability to gain access to and control scarce
resources falls under the term “socioeconomic status”
Socioeconomic status is commonly used to describe the
rank within a human society and refers to the economic
and social position of an individual or family in rela-
tions to others. It is usually based on income, education,
employment or having a prestigious job, and property.
Owning land may serve as both territory and resource
(Voland et al. 1991). Frequently, cattle ownership is
considered a resource (Guliye et al. 2007).

In Tsimane, men who have significant community
support are also considered respected authorities (von
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Rueden et al. 2008). Individuals who are prone to domi-
nate (as a feature of their personality, the characteristic
of dominance) are often considered authorities and can
control a group because their behaviour makes them
look competent, even if they lack the required abilities
(Anderson & Kilduff 2009).

DOMINANCE HIERARCHICAL RANK
CONTROLS THE LIFE OF AN INDIVIDUAL

There are several examples of the way in which hier-
archical rank controls human life: higher-ranking
Tsimane males in Amazonia showed markers of better
nutrition; in Nepal, the youngest daughters-in-law
deferred to other family members, cooked later and
ate less than the rest of family; in India, higher-ranking
people had better access to medical care; low-income
and ethnic minority autistic youth had fewer chances
of reaching postsecondary education, employment,
and of participating in social activities; in Japan, elderly
people (older than 64 years) were found to have a higher
probability of surviving the next 1,064 days if they had
higher socioeconomic status; black men had a shorter
average life expectancy in the U.S.; persons of lower
socioeconomic status were more likely to die as a result
of hot weather in Hong Kong (Reyes-Garcia et al. 2008;
Morrison et al. 2018; Maharani & Rahardjo 2012;
Eilenberg et al. 2019; Hasegawa et al. 2011; Barrett et al.
2002; Bond & Herman 2016; Chan et al. 2012).

Both higher-ranking members of a church and men
with a higher-ranking at university had more children
(Mealey 1985; Fieder et al. 2005). Men who were in
top positions in the Mormon Church had more wives

(Mealey 1985). Male employees in leading positions
at universities had more children than other male
university employees (Fieder et al. 2005). In rural
Ethiopia, the first wife ranked higher than the second
and third wives. Children of first wives in plural
marriages were likely to be heavier (in proportion
to their height) than children of second and third wives
(Gibson & Mace 2007).

REPRODUCTION

From the evolutionary-biological point of view, the rank
of higher dominance is connected with gene quality,
measured by means of facial symmetry (Roberts &
Little 2008) and greater resistance to diseases, and
access to resources (Thornhill & Gangestad 1993;
Akkerhuis & Damgaard 1999). Thus, rank substantially
impacts reproductive success (Deruiter & vanHooff
1993; von Rueden & Jaeggi 2016; Havlicek et al. 2005).
A study based on phylogenetic multilevel meta-analysis
of 33 nonindustrial societies has shown that the hierar-
chical status of men was connected with their reproduc-
tive success (von Rueden & Jaeggi 2016). Authors of the
study have observed differences in marital systems. The
social status of men has been found to be associated
with lower mortality of offspring in polygynous soci-
eties and with higher “wife quality” (defined by authors
as “wife’s age or interbirth interval, wife’s productivity”)
in monogamous societies (von Rueden & Jaeggi 2016).
Women are attracted to male features that demon-
strate an increased rank, such as high social status,
a dominant looking face, physical dominance, a mascu-
line voice, and a dominant male odor (Fieder et al.
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2005; Mealey 1985; Mueller & Mazur 1997; Wolff &
Puts 2010; Feinberg et al. 2006; Havlicek et al. 2005).
However, a proportion of woman prefer submissive
males, while a proportion of men are sexually aroused
by dominant personas (Jozifkova 2018). Individuals
may increase their fitness even by preferring a lower
rank, when the submissive one is paired with a domi-
nant partner. Strikingly, such pairs have a higher
reproductive success, regardless of the gender of the
higher-ranking person in European urban populations
(Jozifkova et al. 2014).

Higher status males have a higher frequency
of copulation (Perusse 1993). They have more attrac-
tive women (e.g., more fertile because attractiveness is
linked to fertility and/or genetic quality from the evolu-
tionary biological point of view) (Buss & Shackelford
2008). When unable to compete with higher-ranking
males, a lower-ranking male can use alternative repro-
duction tactics that range from socially acceptable
activities to crimes such as rape (Davies et al. 2012;
Diamond et al. 2011; Jozifkova et al. 2012; Jozifkova
2013; Thornhill & Palmer 2000).

COURTSHIP AND SEXUAL AROUSAL

The importance of hierarchical rank in reproduction
explains why a specific behaviour indicating hier-
archical rank is used during courtship in humans.
Researchers observed markers of dominant behaviour
in men during their courtship while women showed
submission (Henley 1977; Moore 2010). These studies
preceded societal changes during the last decades. In
view of increasing gender equality, gender-specific
distinctions in signals may be weakening in modern
society (Fontaine & Vorauer 2019).

But even today, approximately half the population
(or even more) has been found to be sexually excited
by their partner’s submission or their own submission
(Jozitkova 2018; De Neef et al. 2019). A strong prefer-
ence for hierarchical disparity has been found in 8.2%
of them. Although the majority of men prefer submis-
sive women and the majority of women prefer domi-
nant men, a proportion of women (3.4%) is attracted
to submissive males, while a proportion of men (6.1%)
is sexually aroused by dominant females (Jozifkova
2018).

STRESS, VIOLENCE AND SUICIDE

After achieving a high hierarchical position, the indi-
vidual is stressed by defending this position (Sapolsky
2005a). On the other hand, lower-ranking individuals
are stressed by repeated attacks from higher-ranking
ones (Sapolsky 2005a). Hormonal changes and even
the health of the individual reflect hierarchical status
within dominance hierarchy and changes in dominance
hierarchy. It was observed that higher-ranking soldiers
had higher cortisol levels than the lower-ranking ones
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when they believed that the lower-ranking colleague
did not willingly relieve them when on guard (Siart
etal. 2016).

In the experiment, experimenters manipulated
the social rank of the participant and the degree
of dominant behaviour of the participant’s opponent.
Participants with a low rank showed a greater increase
in blood pressure. Participants who had to interact
with a more dominant partner had higher systolic
blood pressure, heart rate, and greater changes in
cardiac activity. These findings supported the existence
of a link between dominance hierarchy and cardio-
vascular diseases (Cundiff et al. 2016). Another study
found that subjective social status was associated with
health problems in workers in Sweden (Miyakawa ef al.
2012).

In addition, there is another phenomenon
to mention: the connection between a low position
in a social hierarchy and increased stress in relation
to the number of individuals in a group. The higher
the number of high-ranking individuals, the more
stressed the lower-ranking individuals (omegas) are.
Lower relative income (compared to the median) was
linked to higher mortality in people living in areas with
populations of over 20,000 inhabitants in Norway, but
no such connection was found in smaller cities (Elstad
et al. 2006). The lower-ranking ones may suffer from
stress-related health problems simply due to their lower
rank. The phenomenon has been termed the “socioeco-
nomic gradient” (Sapolsky 2005b).

In simple terms, lower-ranking individuals lose out
in interactions with higher-ranking ones, resulting
in hormonal changes, such as an increase in the level
of cortisol. These changes have a negative impact
on human health (Finn 2007). Moreover, cardiovas-
cular disorders seem to be linked to hierarchical rank
(Cundiff et al. 2016).

A decrease in hierarchical rank is linked to feelings
of depression (Rohde 2001). Subordinate individuals
and those who have lost their higher rank have a higher
chance of becoming ill than higher-ranking individuals
and those who win in social interaction (Gilbert &
Allan 1998). A drop in hierarchical rank can even lead
to suicidal tendencies, as has been observed in cases
of sexual minorities or other excluded groups. The
decrease in hierarchical rank of victims of domestic
violence or bullying is evident (ncdsv.org ; Beck et al.
2011). An extreme decrease in rank limits the behaviour
of victims, which is difficult to understand for those
who lack this personal experience. Submissive behav-
iour in humans is related to their feelings of guilt, while
angry people are perceived as more dominant (Hareli
et al. 2009; O'Connor et al. 2000; Gilbert & Miles 2000).

Individuals who are excluded from society or
who live alone are extremely stressed. This may
lead to health problems and depressive symptoms
(Finn 2007; Abe et al. 2012; Kelley-Moore et al. 2016;
Forkmann et al. 2012; Holt-Lunstad et al. 2015; Calati
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Tab. 1. Features of dominance hierarchy in modern Euro-American
societies

1 Influence of gender and age

Several subgroups for one person, partially voluntarily

2 entered

Modification by specific character of subgroup

4 Incomplete hierarchy in larger societies

Varying degree of hierarchical steepness

Individual differences in preferences to dominate
(personality)

7 Reverse dominance hierarchy may appear

et al. 2019). Moreover, loneliness is connected with
death and suicide (Holt-Lunstad et al. 2015; Calati et al.
2019). Therefore, self-isolation from a hostile society is
not the solution.

On the other hand, some communities try to reduce
the aforementioned risks by supporting endangered
persons, preventing isolation and exclusion, and by
moderating hierarchical disparity (Castillo et al. 2019;
Trinh et al. 2019).

TRANSFER OF INFORMATION

A submissive individual (a person of a lower rank and/
or somebody who is submissive as a feature of his/her
personality) often agrees, does not oppose, does not
insist on his or her opinion, does not express negative
opinions, changes his/her opinion as well as his/her
point of view, attitude and behaviour under pressure
(Buss & Craik 1980; Goldberg 1999). A dominant indi-
vidual (a higher-ranking one and/or somebody who
has a dominant personality) often disagrees, contra-
dicts, does not make concessions, stands up for his/her
opinion, pressurizes others, does not change his/her
opinion or point of view and attitude under pressure
(Buss & Craik 1980; Goldberg 1999).

The dominant individual sets the course of commu-
nication: he/she more frequently starts and ends the
conversation, dictates the length of the communication
as well as the topics, and the volume of the communica-
tion (Henley 1977; Buss & Craik 1980; Goldberg 1999).
This individual also asks questions, or even asks them
repeatedly, interrupts others, and requires information.
The submissive individual tends to give the dominant
individual more information than is necessary. The
dominant individual tends to hide information from
others (Maner & Mead 2010).

Submissive individuals do not advance their own
interests at all or at least not as much as dominant
individuals, who often enforce their own interests,
regardless of the interests of others (Buss & Craik 1980;
Goldberg 1999; Maner & Mead 2010).

The quality of information crucially changes
depending on the flow of information; whether it goes

from the lower-ranking to the higher-ranking indi-
vidual, or vice versa. For example, the lower-ranking
one is likely to agree that he or she made a mistake,
despite the fact that he or she did not (Buss & Craik
1980). In accordance with natural human behaviour,
a third person considers any information from a domi-
nant individual more valid and of higher importance
than information from a submissive individual. This
may worsen the situation for those who have their rank
decreased (victims of violence, etc.).

COMMON FEATURES IN HUMAN
BEHAVIOUR

Dominant individuals set rules, make decisions, and
protect their interests regardless of others (Goldberg
1999; Freeman et al. 2009; Maner & Mead 2010).
Submissive individuals often do not dare to protect
themselves. It is typical for them to neglect their
needs in favour of others, to comply with the requests
of others; they are ready to please other people, avoid
conflict or mitigate it, seek to appease aggression, and
adapt to circumstances (Buss & Craik 1980; Henley
1977; Gilbert et al. 2003; Goldberg 1999).

Dominance hierarchy affects fairness. In an army
experiment, the lower-ranking soldiers were found
to remain on guard longer than their higher-ranking
colleagues (Siart et al. 2016). The higher-ranking indi-
viduals were less empathetic (Sherman et al. 2015).
Persons with high testosterone and low cortisol prob-
ably attain higher status in the social hierarchy, as has
been observed in the “dove-hawk game” in which indi-
viduals with higher basal testosterone as well as those
with an acute decrease in cortisol made more hawk-
like decisions (Sherman et al. 2016; Mehta et al. 2017).
Moreover, dominant men made decisions faster than
low social-dominance men. Fast decision making was
connected to higher activity in specific brain areas (da
Cruz et al. 2018).

SUMMARY

Dominance hierarchy has evolved in order to decrease
the number of conflicts between members of society
(Veselovsky 2005; Manning & Dawkins 2009; Alcock
2013; McFarland 1981). While establishing a hierarchical
order, individuals gain experience as to whether they
would win or lose with others. They act based on their
previous experience and thus the number of conflicts
decreases (Veselovsky 2005; Manning & Dawkins
2009; Alcock 2013; McFarland 1981). Theoretically,
the number of conflicts between members of society
may increase in hierarchically unordered gatherings.
Individuals who are of similar rank fight more vigor-
ously which has been observed even in humans (Wright
et al. 2019; Stulp et al. 2012).

In spite of the shift to equality, some elements
of behaviour related to the hierarchical organization
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of society are also evident in contemporary Euro-
American so-called westernized societies (Table 1).

Humans naturally form dominance hierarchies;
this feature complicates or may even block attempts
of equality. It is important to monitor the steepness
of the dominance hierarchy closely. The steep hier-
archy may harm the lower-ranking ones, thus flat-
tening the steepness by decreasing disparity could be
beneficial. Feelings of guilt, fear, and stress can be used
as markers of a harmful disparity. Warning sign is the
lack of supportive interpersonal relationships, prestige,
social norms, and cultural products that could mitigate
the hierarchical difference.

Hierarchical order influences access to resources
(Davies et al. 2012). The existence of hierarchically orga-
nized ranks may cause suffering among lower ranking
individuals when resources are scarce (Jozifkovd &
Kol4ckova 2020). Both resources and information are
shared unequally in society. In humans, the hierarchical
rank of an individual may limit his/her access to medical
care, food, and a safe place to live (Reyes-Garcia et al.
2008; Morrison et al. 2018; Maharani & Rahardjo 2012;
Eilenberg et al. 2019; Hasegawa et al. 2011; Barrett
et al. 2002; Bond & Herman 2016; Chan et al. 2012).
Moreover, lower status is a prediction of poorer health
(Miyakawa et al. 2012).

Hierarchical rank plays a key role in the choice
of partners. The higher-ranking can have more partners
and higher quality partners which leads to increased
fitness. This effect seems to be weaker in modern soci-
eties where the number of offspring per persona is low
(Redhead & Power 2022). But regardless of this fact,
the existence of the hierarchical rank, either the actual
or the virtual, is so important that this phenomenon
is connected to sexual arousal in a substantial portion
of the recent human population.

Higher-ranking individuals protect a group that
primarily includes their sexual partners and offspring.
This is the way in which they increase their fitness
and secure resources for their partners and offspring.
Therefore, lower-ranking individuals may reach higher
reproductive success when mating with higher-ranking
ones.

Dominance hierarchy limits or even determines
human behaviour regardless of whether or not we are
aware of it (Figure 1). Rank predicts the main pres-
sures that form his or her behaviour, including ways
of solving interpersonal the problems and risks which
the individual has to face. Depending on their hierar-
chical rank, individuals may respond completely differ-
ently to the same stimuli (Milewski et al. 2022).

They are likely to be deeply influenced by their rank
in small local sub-groups (family, office, class) which
is hidden from the observer. One should consider
dominance hierarchy within a group as well as between
groups of individuals, because it helps to predict several
factors, such as the hierarchical status of a given person,
the main pressures that form his or her behaviour, and
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also the access to information and health risks which
the individual has to face.

Evolutionary causations may complicate estab-
lishment of equality in modern societies. Numerous
features are still hierarchized despite the existence
of a strong general support for ideas of fairness and
equity. But there is an important step that can be realis-
tically achieved: the diminution of the great hierarchical
differences associated with negative phenomena.

PRESS RELEASE

Dominance hierarchy enables individuals to stay
together without repeated fighting. Access to resources
is provided by individual rank. In modern human soci-
eties, certain patterns of hierarchy still persist while the
new ones are evolving. Hierarchy influences individual
lives in a predictable way which permits us to provide
effective help.
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