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Open any management book or examine the syllabus of
any leadership course, and it quickly becomes apparent
that to be a successful manager or leader requires a host of
interpersonal capacities, from understanding what drives
customers and employees to negotiating with clients and
vendors to managing diversity to minimizing the conflict
that might arise in and among these relationships. This is
an incredibly daunting list and highlights the difficulty of
becoming a successful manager and leader. In the current
review, we consider how perspective-taking might be a

promising psychological process that can help managers
navigate these varied organizational challenges.

Perspective-taking has long been studied in develop-
mental and social psychology, with more recent work
conducted within the management literature. Despite the
abundant evidence on what perspective-taking is, how it
functions, and its consequences, much of this research
exists in disciplinary silos. In particular, a significant
amount of research relevant to managers and organizations
has been conducted by social psychologists who focus less
on organizational relevance and practical impact. Similarly,
perspective-taking research by management scholars may
not have fully integrated the theoretical and methodologi-
cal advances garnered in social psychology.
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A B S T R A C T

Successful managers and leaders need to effectively navigate their organizational worlds,

from motivating customers and employees to managing diversity to preventing and

resolving conflicts. Perspective-taking is a psychological process that is particularly

relevant to each of these activities. The current review critically examines perspective-

taking research conducted by both management scholars and social psychologists and

specifies perspective-taking’s antecedents, consequences, mechanisms, and moderators,

as well as identifies theoretical and/or empirical shortfalls. Our summary of the current

state of perspective-taking research offers three important contributions. First, we offer a

new definition of perspective-taking: the active cognitive process of imagining the world

from another’s vantage point or imagining oneself in another’s shoes to understand their

visual viewpoint, thoughts, motivations, intentions, and/or emotions. Second, we highlight

that although perspective-taking has many positive benefits for managers and leaders, it

also carries with it the potential for perverse effects. Third, we argue that previous

theoretical lenses to understand perspective-taking’s goal are insufficient in light of all the

available evidence. Instead, we offer a new theoretical proposition to capture the full range

of perspective-taking’s positive and negative effects: perspective-taking helps individuals

effectively navigate a world filled with mixed-motive social interactions. Our mixed-

motive model of perspective-taking not only captures the current findings but also offers

new directions for future research.
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We critically review the current state of perspective-
taking research across the social psychological and
management traditions and integrate these disparate
findings into an organizing framework (see Fig. 1) that
captures the antecedents, consequences, mechanisms, and
moderators of perspective-taking. We also highlight
theoretical and empirical gaps in the literature. In so
doing, our discussion provides a synthesis of current
organizationally-relevant perspective-taking research and
highlights that perspective-taking carries hidden costs, i.e.,
it can have perverse consequences that harm the self and/
or others.

Based on our review, we offer an updated definition of
perspective-taking and also suggest that previous theoret-
ical lenses cannot explain the full range of perspective-
taking’s effects. For instance, although Galinsky, Ku, and
Wang (2005) suggest that perspective-taking is geared
toward creating, maintaining, and strengthening social
bonds, this theoretical lens does not capture many recent
findings where perspective-taking results in other-harm-
ing effects. To account for emerging findings that demon-
strate both the promises and perversities of perspective-
taking, we offer a new theortical proposition: the mixed-
motive model of perspective-taking. This new model
specifies that perspective-taking is a tool designed to
facilitate navigation across a mixed-motive world. We
believe our mixed-motive account more accurately cap-
tures perspective-taking’s diverse effects, conceptualizes
what perspective-taking is, and provides a more unifiying
compass for future research.

We begin with a definition of perspective-taking,
distinguishing it from related constructs. Second, we
present different perspective-taking measures and

operationalizations to provide a more complete under-
standing of how researchers can empirically examine
perspective-taking. Third, we discuss antecedents that
encourage or prevent perspective-taking. Fourth, we
examine the range of positive consequences that perspec-
tive-taking produces, while discussing the mechanisms for
these effects. Fifth, we consider moderating factors that
turn perspective-taking from a beneficial tool into one that
can be detrimental. Finally, based on our review, we
update our definition of perspective-taking and discuss our
new theoretical lens.

1. Defining and differentiating perspective-taking

Perspective-taking has been defined as ‘‘the process of
imagining the world from another’s vantage point or
imagining oneself in another’s shoes’’ (Galinsky et al., 2005,
p. 110). Parker, Atkins, and Axtell (2008) offer another
definition: perspective-taking is an active process that
‘‘occurs when an observer tries to understand, in a non-
judgmental way, the thoughts, motives, and/or feelings of a
target, as well as why they think and/or feel the way they
do’’ (p. 151).

A key element of perspective-taking is that it involves an
active, cognitive process—perspective-takers mentally
simulate what it would be like to be someone else and to
see the world from that person’s viewpoint. This emphasis
on cognition is consistent with how perspective-taking has
been discussed since the 18th century: philosopher Smith
(1759) and sociologist Spencer (1870) considered perspec-
tive-taking an individual’s cognitive, intellectual reaction
to another’s experiences, i.e., their ability to understand the
other. Similarly, Piaget (1932) viewed perspective-taking

Antecedents
Cognitive  capacity  factors 
• Cogniti ve comple xity  (+) 
• Emotion regulation (+) 
• Working memory (+) 
• Anxiety (-) 
• Ti me pressure (-) 
• Cog nitive  load (- ) 
Motivational factor s 
• Inte rdependent s elf-

construals/pro-so cial  
motivations/interpersonal
sensitivity/emotional
intelli gence  (+ ) 

• Liking (+) 
• Flexibility in role orientation 

(+)
• Guilt -pron eness (+)  
•

Clos eness/i nte racti on 
frequency/similarity (+  and -) 

•
Incentives (+) 

•
Accountability (+) 

• Power (+ and -) 

Consequences
Fundamental effects
• Liking (+) 
• Psychological and cognitive 

closeness (+) 
• Cogniti ve comple xity  (+) 
Interperso nal rel ation s 
• Approach (+) 
• Coordination (+) 
• Helping (+)  
Intergroup  relations 
• Stereotyping/prejudice  (-) 
• Discri minatory views (-) 
Negotiations
• Distributive  ne gotiations (+) 
• Inte grati ve negoti ati ons (+) 
• Impasses and arbitration (-) 
Groups
• Group processes (+) 
• Cooperation (+) 
• Tea m creati vity (+)  
Ethical judgments  and 
behavior (+)

Mechanisms
Affecti ve  
• Liking and empathy (+) 
Cognitive
• Cognitive closeness or 

bi-direction al sel f-other  
overlap (+) 

• Cogniti ve comple xity  (+) 

Moderators 
Perspective-taker  factors  
• Self-esteem
• Prejudice
Target factors 
• Stereotype ambiguity 
• Stereotype valence 
• Target attributions 
• Type of  mimicry and behavioral 

coordination
• Subsequent interaction  partner
Relati onsh ip factor s 
• Cooperative versus  co mpetitive   
• In-group identification 

Perspective-
Taking  

Fig. 1. Organizing framework for the antecedents, consequences, mechanisms, and moderators of perspective-taking. Parenthetical signs (+/�) indicate the

direction of effects.
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