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Abstract 

Our study sought to reveal whether social power affects Facebook behaviour in a similar 

manner that it affects behaviour in the real world. We predicted that participants in the high 

power condition would be more active on Facebook compared to both low power and control 

conditions, while low power participants would be less active on Facebook. Participants in the 

experimental condition went through a double manipulation of heightened or lowered social 

power and were instructed to login on Facebook and use it for five minutes afterwards. A self-

report questionnaire was presented after the Facebook task in order to measure the amount of 

messages, comments, posts, reactions, and shares participants made on Facebook. The total 

amount of Facebook activity was compared between the groups, however, no significant re-

sults were discovered. Methodological limitations and suggestions for future research are dis-

cussed. 

 Keywords: power, social psychology, social media, behavioural activation, facebook 
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How Does the Experience of Social Power Affect the Amount of Facebook Activity? 

“The FAKE NEWS media (failing @nytimes, @NBCNews, @ABC, @CBS, @CNN) is 

not my enemy, it is the enemy of the American People!” 

  - Donald J. Trump (2017) 

 The current president of the United States has an active presence on the social media 

platform Twitter. Whether or not his sources or tweets reflect reality is an issue on its own, 

however, one may ask how does his powerful position influence what he says on social me-

dia? Social power makes people approach, behave in a disinhibited manner, pay more atten-

tion to rewards, and feel good. Powerful people disregard rules, act inappropriately, treat peo-

ple as means to their own ends, and all in all, walk to the beat of their own drum. A plethora 

of evidence (see for example Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003) backs up these brash 

claims about people with power that many may have felt are entirely accurate but have not 

had the means to prove. In everyday life one may notice bosses and informal leaders carry 

themselves in a different manner, speak directly, and act more liberally in their social envi-

ronment - sometimes to the dissatisfaction of other people. What powerful people gain in con-

fidence and effortless decision-making, they lose in understanding other people’s perspec-

tives. They may act out in their self-interest and later discover that other people do not share 

their sentiment. While power makes people take more for themselves, it also makes them con-

tribute more to common goals. Power has many consequences - some good, some bad. What 

characterises power fundamentally however, is that it makes people act. 

 In our current times, people are increasingly engaged in social media with a projected 

one third of the population using social media worldwide by the end of the year 2016 (eMar-

keter.com, 2016). People holding powerful positions in office, as leaders of corporations, and 

as widely followed celebrities are a part of this shift towards social media presence. They are 

active on twitter, Facebook, and a multitude of other social media platforms, communicating 

directly and indirectly to millions of people worldwide. While their vast following arguably 

affects what they communicate, how does their prior sense of power affect what they post and 

how often? Much of real life human behaviour translates to behaviour online in different 

ways, as we come to witness shortly, giving us an exciting predicament on how power affects 

http://eMarketer.com/
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behaviour on social media. Given how power makes people disinhibited, tend to approach, 

and take action, we investigate how it might impact social media behaviour through the use of 

previously used methods of manipulating the experience of power and measuring its effect on 

self-reported Facebook behaviour during the experiment. The main research question we seek 

to answer is does the experience of social power increase engagement in social media be-

haviour, Facebook in our specific scope. 

Theoretical Background 

 Facebook Behaviour. The study of social media behaviour is relatively new, seeing 

that the emergence of social media has only been evident within the past decade. According to 

Boyd and Ellison (2007), a social network site, such as Facebook, is characterised by profiles, 

identifying other users, and being able to make connections. They further argue that social 

network sites “mirror, support, and alter known everyday practices” (Boyd & Ellison, 2007). 

Of various social network sites, Facebook remains the largest in most of the world (eMar-

keter.com, 2016). Studies on the relation of Facebook and cultural differences (Brailovskaia 

& Bierhoff, 2016; Vasalou, Joinson, & Courvoisier, 2010), personality factors (Ross et al., 

2009; Weiqin et al., 2016), self-esteem and narcissism (Brailovskaia & Bierhoff, 2016; 

Christofides et al., 2009; Gonzales & Hancock, 2011; Mehdizadeh, 2010), and social connect-

edness (Sheldon, Abad, & Hinsch, 2011) have been previously researched, giving us insight 

on the methodology and past findings in the field. We will shortly discuss some of these find-

ings in relation to our present research. 

 As a preface to the motivations behind Facebook use, Nadkarni and Hofmann (2012) 

constructed a literature review based model to explain what drives people to use Facebook. 

They proposed Facebook use is determined by the need to belong and the need for self-repre-

sentation, mediated by a number of personality, demographic, and cultural factors. Karapanos, 

Teixeira, and Gouveia (2016) further studied the need fulfilment of different social media 

platforms, Facebook and WhatsApp. They prompted participants to recall a recent experience 

- either satisfying or unsatisfying - on one of the assigned platforms. Afterwards, the partici-

pants were asked to rate how they experienced the fulfilment of the specific needs, namely, 

competence, relatedness, pleasure, security, self-esteem, and popularity. Finally, they were 

asked to rate their intensity of use of the platform in question. From the quantitative and qual-
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itative results of these measures, their main findings were that Facebook users’ most satisfy-

ing aspects of the platform were its capabilities for expressing one’s self, while WhatsApp 

was related to more intimate conversations. 

 Culture and demographical differences in Facebook use were studied by Vasalou, 

Joinson, and Courvoisier (2010). They drew comparisons between American, British, Italian, 

Greek, and French Facebook users and discovered that for example, French Facebook users 

used the social media platform the least out of the groups, as well as deeming status updates 

and photos as less important for themselves. British users valued photographs the most out of 

the groups and Italians preferred games the most in comparison to the other nationalities. 

These findings suggest that culture plays a role in the way people people choose to use social 

media, as well as demonstrating methods of studying preferences in Facebook behaviour. 

 Ross and his colleagues (2009) found support for the positive relation between extra-

version and Facebook use. Further research by Weiqin and his colleagues (2016) studied the 

relation of extraversion and social capital on Facebook. They used an earlier definition of so-

cial capital from Woolcock (2001), which essentially described it as a social resource of vari-

ous benefits that people can obtain from relationships. They sought to uncover if extraversion 

is related to gaining social capital on Facebook and how online communication behaviour 

mediate the pattern in question. Their most important finding showed that extraversion was 

positively correlated with maintaining behaviours, which in turn were greatly related to both 

bridging and bonding social capital. The way extraversion is evident in social interaction out-

side social media seems to show similar patterns on Facebook as well, according to past re-

search. 

 Christofides and her colleagues (2009) found a relation between the desire for popu-

larity and Facebook use. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Mehdizadeh (2010) discovered that high 

levels of narcissism and low levels of self-esteem were also related to increased Facebook 

use. Gonzales and Hancock (2011) on the other hand found that looking at and modifying 

one’s own profile on Facebook enhances self-esteem. Bridging together cross-cultural Face-

book behaviour and narcissism, Brailovskaia and Bierhoff (2016) showed that open and 

covert narcissism were related to increased self-presentation on Facebook, in both German 

and Russian participants. The general finding seems thusly, that the need for attention and 
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self-representation evident in narcissism manifests itself in Facebook behaviour. This further 

suggests that certain real life psychological phenomena translate to social media behaviour. 

 In sum, past research on Facebook has displayed certain patterns and relations that re-

flect real life behaviour. While these results are not directly related to power, they shed light 

on past methodology in studying Facebook behaviour and most importantly, that some of the 

individual differences in real life reflect in differences in Facebook behaviour as well. Exper-

imental studies on the direct effects of psychological manipulations on Facebook behaviour 

have been sparse, however, given the evidence for various psychological phenomena exhibit-

ing themselves in social media, we may expect that certain manipulations could have a direct 

impact on immediate Facebook behaviour. Facebook offers various different types of com-

munication, ranging from private messages to public status updates, giving us a larger palette 

to measure different behaviours. For our purposes, we constructed a short self-report survey 

to measure the frequency of Facebook activity that participants engage in after the power ma-

nipulation, the details of which are discussed shortly. 

 The Experience of Power. For the sake of our research, social power is defined as an 

individual’s comparatively advantageous capability to control other individuals’ states 

through control over resources or through punishments. This definition has been used in past 

research by Keltner, Gruenfeld, and Anderson (2003) and it is in line with earlier definitions 

of power (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). The experience of power - when an individual feels they 

have relative power over their environment and other individuals - has been shown to have an 

impact on individuals. Past research has argued that power changes the affect, cognition, and 

behaviour of an individual (Keltner et al., 2003). One of the early studies on power by Kipnis 

(1972) showed that when given power, people perceive their subordinates as objectified 

means to one’s own end. For example, researchers have discovered in experimental settings 

that people who have been induced with the experience of power are more likely to turn off 

an annoying fan in a waiting room (Galinsky et al. 2003), that people with power are more 

prone to stereotype people (Fiske, 1993) and even perceive their subordinates as having sexu-

al desires towards them (Kunstman, J. & Maner, J., 2011). 

 Power makes people approach. The behavioural approach system (BAS) has been a 

speculated basis of certain approach-related behavioural characteristics held by an individual 

(DePue, 1995). When the system is activated, people are more likely to approach other people 
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and objects in their environment. The existence of the behavioural approach system and its 

complement, the behavioural inhibition (BIS) system has a neurological basis (Depue, 1995; 

Sutton & Davidson, 1997). Anderson and Berdahl (2002) showed empirical evidence to the 

claims on the impact of power on approach and inhibition tendencies. They demonstrated that 

power made participants disinhibited in expressing their true attitudes, more likely to pay at-

tention rewards, and more likely to try and influence other people. Keltner and his colleagues 

(2003) suggested that the BAS translates to action and the framework was later applied by 

Galinsky and his colleagues in their studies of power and action (Galinsky et al., 2003). Re-

latedly, the behavioural inhibition system is proposed to be activated when an individual ex-

periences powerlessness. This inhibition was proposed to cause individuals to refrain from 

taking action and this preference for inaction was confirmed by Galinsky et al. (2003) as well. 

The behavioural approach system serves as a basis for the behavioural aspects of the experi-

ence of power. 

 Power makes people take action. In their research, Galinsky and his colleagues argued 

that the underlying cause for their proposed action tendency caused by power stems from the 

independence from others and the freedom to act without restrictions, along with the underly-

ing behavioural approach system (Galinsky et al. 2003). They conducted a series of studies 

and confirmed that participants assigned to the high power condition were more likely to take 

action compared to low power and control participants. Participants induced with a sense of 

power were more likely to take another card in a game of Blackjack, when the hand was at 16 

- also showing evidence for power making people more prone to risk-taking. In another ex-

periment in the same study, they further displayed that participants going through a high pow-

er priming manipulation were more likely to turn off an annoying fan that was present in the 

experimental setting. In addition to the action-taking tendency, high power participants were 

shown to both contribute resources and withdraw more resources from a common goods pool 

compared to low power and control participants. Galinsky and his colleagues’ work on the 

behavioural aspects of power serves as a fundamental basis for our research as well. 

 Power makes people feel more positive. The positive affect that was proposed to be 

related to power has been studied by Anderson and Berdahl (2002), who discovered that par-

ticipants who were higher in social dominance experienced more positive, rather than nega-

tive emotions, paid more attention to rewards, and were disinhibited in expressing their atti-
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tudes. In their study, participants answered a questionnaire measuring their predisposed social 

dominance which correlated with the amount of influence they had in a dyadic resource allo-

cation task, the absence of negative emotions, and disinhibition of expression of attitudes. 

They also confirmed the same effects for participants who were assigned to a higher power 

status in another experiment included in the same paper. This shows that positive emotions 

are not only more common in people higher in social dominance but also with people who 

have temporarily gained social power. Additionally, their study sheds light on the approach 

and disinhibition tendencies related to power, seeing as participants with power were more 

likely to express their true attitudes. 

 Power makes people engage in automatic cognition. Fiske (1993) proposed that 

heightened power is related to stereotyping. She reviewed a variety of research in support of 

her claims and indeed most notably a study by Goodwin and Fiske (1993) displayed that dom-

inant people engaged in more stereotyping and paid less attention to disconfirming informa-

tion. These findings have been further expanded to abstract processing caused by power. In a 

series of experiments, Smith and Trope (2006) showed that priming participants with power 

made them think more abstractly compared to priming participants with low power. The ab-

stract processing of the high power participants was prevalent both in tasks where it lead to a 

better performance and a weaker performance, suggesting that the effect was not due to any 

possible performance enhancing factors caused by a power prime. They also revealed that a 

high power prime resulted in more activation on the right hemisphere, which has been linked 

to more abstract processing of stimuli (Fink et al., 1996). To sum up the research we have pre-

sented here, power has been shown to have activating effects on behaviour, elevating effects 

on affect, and automating effects on thinking. 

 Manipulating the Sense of Power. The experience of power has been manipulated 

through power priming (Galinsky et al., 2003; Smith & Trope, 2006;), assigning participants 

to powerful or powerless roles, for example that of a manager or an employee (Anderson & 

Berdahl, 2002; Galinsky et al., 2003; Kipnis, 1972; Scholl & Sassenberg, 2014), and as a 

combination of both (Galinsky et al., 2003). Power priming in previous research has been 

conducted by having participants write about an event when they had power over other people 

or alternatively when other people have had power over them. Control participants have been 

commonly writing about an event without a power-loaded theme, such as the previous day. In 
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past research, blind judges have evaluated the content of the writing tasks and consistently 

rated the high power prime participants as describing having more power in their stories, 

whereas the low power prime participants have been rated as being powerless relative to the 

high power participants (Galinsky et al., 2003; Smith & Trope, 2006;). Power priming had an 

effect on the various tasks measuring abstract and automatic cognition in Smith and Trope’s 

(2006) series of experiments, as well as on participants’ tendency to act on the annoying fan 

in Galinsky and colleagues’ (2003) work. 

 Assigning participants to a position of power or that of a subordinate as a means of 

inducing a sense of power has shown effective results. In Kipnis’ (1972) early works, partici-

pants were assigned to the position of a supervisor in charge of a team of workers. The super-

visors were told that they were being kept separate from the workers to prevent arguments, 

however, in reality the workers were imaginary and their behaviour was decided prior to the 

research setting. The supposed behaviour was reported by an assistant arriving from the 

mock-up workers’ quarters. Participants in the high power condition were given “a range of 

institutional powers with which to influence their workers” (Kipnis, 1972), whereas in the no-

power condition participants did not receive these. The majority of participants with power 

reported feeling they had authority. In a similar fashion, Anderson and Berdahl (2002) - later 

Galinsky and his colleagues (2003) and Scholl and Sassenberg (2014) - assigned participants 

in supervisory or subordinate positions in dyadic tasks. Participants filled a leadership ques-

tionnaire, which was told to assign them to the role that would fit them best. In reality, the as-

signment was random. The power manipulation resulted in high power participants having 

more influence in the tasks regardless of their prior social dominance (Anderson & Berdahl, 

2002). In other applications of the position manipulation, high power participants reported 

feeling in charge of their subordinates (Galinsky et al., 2003) and low power participants re-

ported having less power in comparison to the high power participants (Scholl & Sassenberg, 

2014), displaying evidence that the manipulations worked. 

 Galinsky and his colleagues (2003) further enforced the power priming manipulation 

by combining it with the assignment to a position of power in their second experiment of their 

series of studies on power and action. In essence, the power priming essay, where participants 

wrote about an experience where they either held power or someone had power over them, 

was completed first. This was then followed up by the bogus leadership questionnaire adapted 
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from Anderson and Berdahl’s (2002) work and the associated assignment to the position of a 

leader or a follower, depending on the experimental condition. Blind judges as well as the 

high participants themselves rated the holding more power based on the essays compared to 

the low power participants. As a result, high power participants were more likely to take ac-

tion on an annoying fan in a room that was videotaped by the researchers. 

 Social Power and Online Behaviour. Limited research has been conducted on the 

consequences of power on online behaviour, however, one study that stands out investigated 

the impact of power on deliberation when writing e-mails. Scholl and Sassenberg (2014) as-

signed participants in a role of a manager or an employee for a bogus dyadic creativity task to 

manipulate the experience of power and gave each of the experimental groups an “unrelated” 

task to compose business e-mails. They discovered that individuals in the high power condi-

tion would deliberate significantly less than individuals in the low power condition when typ-

ing the e-mails. The findings were measured by a deliberation index consisting of factors re-

lated to time spent before starting to type and time spent on typing rather than not typing. As 

an additional curiosity, high and low power participants did not differ significantly in the po-

liteness of the messages. These discoveries are in line with the premises of earlier research 

about the action tendency and the disinhibition that are related to increased sense of power. 

Further, they show that some of the effects of power on real world behaviour also translate to 

online behaviour what comes to deliberation and action tendency. 

The Present Study 

 In our current research we seek to investigate how the effects of power we have dis-

cussed translate to a social media environment. Power has various effects on individuals, af-

fecting cognition, behaviour, and emotion. While cognition and affect would be interesting 

fields of study, in our research we have chosen to study the behavioural effects of power on 

social media usage. The reason for choosing behavioural effects stems first and foremost, 

from the perceived accuracy of measurement. Quantifying the frequency of activity on Face-

book, we predict manipulating individuals with power will affect the amount of activity on 

various Facebook behaviours, as per the activating effects of power. Power has been shown to 

make people take action and deliberate less in online behaviour, which is why we predict that 

elevated power results in more Facebook activity. 
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 Judging by the results of past research, we arrived at the decision to use a double ma-

nipulation with power priming essays combined with the assignment to a supervisory or a 

subordinate role with modifications to accommodate to our ethical guidelines and the design 

of our study. That is, we combine the power priming essays with role assignment to a role of a 

supervisor or a follower, adapted from past research (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Galinsky et 

al., 2003). In detail, high power participants write about a powerful experience and later get 

assigned to a role of a supervisor, whereas low power participants write about a powerless 

experience combined with the role of a subordinate. We then instruct the participants to use 

Facebook and afterwards complete a self-report questionnaire to measure what they did on 

Facebook, e.g. how many messages, comments, updates, shares, and reactions they made. We 

also ask participants to report on their average Facebook use, in order to control for a possible 

confounding factor affecting their activity during the experiment. 

 Our hypotheses are that participants undergoing the high power manipulation would 

be the most active on Facebook during the task and that participants in the low power manipu-

lation would be the least active. In detail, we predict that participants in the high power condi-

tion would report most actions taken during the Facebook task compared to the low power 

and control groups, as determined by the self-report measures of reactions, comments, mes-

sages, posts, and shares made during the Facebook task in the experiment. Conversely, we 

predicted that participants in the low power condition would report the least amount of activi-

ty during the task compared to either high power or control conditions. Control condition was 

predicted to act as a baseline between the two experimental conditions. To sum up, our hy-

potheses are as follows: 

Hypothesis 1: High power participants make more Facebook comments, messages, 

reactions, posts, and shares during the experiment than control or low power partici-

pants.

Hypothesis 2: Low power participants make less Facebook comments, messages, reac-

tions, posts, and shares during the experiment than control or high power partici-

pants. 
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Method 

Participants  

 Participants were 70 Facebook users (32 male, 37 female, 1 other) recruited via a vari-

ety of channels on the internet. The age of the participants ranged from 18 to 60 (M = 27.0 SD 

= 1.1). The effect size for the power calculation was set at 0.2 for a relatively small effect, 

however, this estimation was based on what the effect size had been in past research on power 

(see e.g. Galinsky et al., 2003). The initial power calculation showed that in order to have 

80% power to detect the allotted effect size, the sample size would have to be at least 98. 

However, due to time constraints and poor turnover we made the decision to stop data collec-

tion at 70 participants, having 66% power to detect the effect size of 0.2. 

Materials 

 The experiment directly implemented a power priming task used in previous research 

by Galinsky et al. (2003). In the power priming task participants were asked to recall and 

elaborate on an experience from their past when they had held power over other people, 

where someone held power over them, or about their previous day, depending on the condi-

tion (see Appendix 1 for full details). Additionally, the study implemented a resource alloca-

tion task, adapted with modifications from previous research (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; 

Galinsky et al. 2003; Scholl & Sassenberg, 2014). Instead of using the incentive of real mon-

ey due to ethical issues, high power participants were placed in the role of a supervisor who 

would decide how to split an imaginary €750 worth of bonus money among themselves and 

their subordinate team member. Low power participants in turn were instructed to estimate 

how their supervisors would divide this sum of money (see Appendix 2). Control participants 

were exempt from this task. A five minute timer (LeMieux, D. & Lew, B., 2014) was imple-

mented in conjunction with the Facebook activity task, where participants received instruc-

tions to start the timer, open and use Facebook how they like, and return to the study after the 

timer alarms them. Lastly, a self-report survey was included, asking about the participants’ 

Facebook activities during the five minute period on Facebook and the frequency of their 

Facebook usage. 

Design  

 The study applied a three independent samples experimental design with two experi-

mental conditions, high power and low power, and a control condition. The independent vari-
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able was the power manipulation condition and the dependent variables were the amount of 

reported Facebook comments, messages, reactions, posts, and shares. Later, the groups would 

be compared against each other to discover differences in frequency of Facebook activity. 

Participants were assigned to either high power, low power, or the control condition through a 

link to a html-coded website that redirected them to a random version of the experiment. 

Procedure 

 The study took place online in order to reach a wider, more relevant audience. The 

link to draw participants was posted on Facebook, reddit, and swapsurvey.com. Forms of in-

formed consent and a brief introduction to the experiment were presented at the first screen 

and prior to the actual experiment. The screen gave a detailed overview of the experiment, 

and stated that it consisted of two studies, one studying how individuals work in a resource 

allocation task and the other on how individuals behave on social media. It also reminded the 

user that in order to participate in the experiment, the participant has to be a Facebook user. 

Participants were asked to provide brief demographics, gender and age. Second, the partici-

pants were presented with the power priming task consistent with their randomly assigned 

condition. After the power priming, participants moved forward to the resource allocation task 

with the corresponding experimental group assignment. 

 After the resource allocation section, participants were thanked for their participation 

in the first study and instructed to proceed to the second study. In the following screen, partic-

ipants were asked to spend five minutes on Facebook. Following the Facebook task, partici-

pants were presented with a survey asking about their Facebook activities in the five minute 

time period and about their usual frequency of Facebook usage. After the last questionnaire, 

participants were brought to a debriefing screen, where the goals and manipulations of the 

study were described. 

Ethical Issues 

 The most obvious ethical consideration of the experiment was the power manipula-

tion. Participants in the low power condition were faced with past experiences where they 

were not in control of the interaction, which in turn could lead to some negative emotions. 

While we cannot control how people perceive their own past experiences, in the debriefing 

we addressed the task and ensured the participant of the intentions of the research and the 

purpose of recalling a possibly negative memory. Further, low power participants undertook a 
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task where they again, are placed in the position of a follower. On the other side, being put in 

a position of heightened power may also cause some people to abuse that power. However, in 

the current study the amount of power individuals were allowed to have is retained at a mini-

mum - that is, they are only in control of a fictional sum of money - in order to for the indi-

viduals to have a sense of power without causing irrevocable harm to any of the other partici-

pants, nor themselves. 

 The part of the study where participants were asked to use Facebook and later respond 

to questions about their Facebook usage could pose ethical issues in terms of privacy. The 

study sought to gain knowledge about the Facebook usage of the participants, which often-

times contained personal and private information. To ensure that no identifying, personal or 

private information that the participants would not consent to was withdrawn, participants 

were not monitored during their Facebook usage period and they were explicitly told so. Fur-

ther, participants were not asked to elaborate further on their activities, outside of the frequen-

cy of their engagement. By not implementing Facebook activity monitoring algorithms in the 

study, nor asking for any potentially identifying information, we ensured that participants 

Facebook profiles would not be linked to their responses in the study and that any information 

that they would not want to disclose about their Facebook profiles or behaviour, was not re-

tained. Finally, participants received a debriefing form to explain the purposes and goals of 

the experiment. 
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Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

 Analysis of the content of the stories produced by the participants showed that most 

participants described situations and events relating to the instructions. Low power partici-

pants described situations where someone had control over their desired outcomes, whether in 

a professional or a private setting. One low power participant reported never having experi-

enced anyone having power over them. For the high power participants, most described situa-

tions where they had power over other people, while three participants reported not having 

experienced a situation where they had power over someone else. Control participants did not 

elaborate on situations where social power had any role, as was expected. Main analyses were 

conducted both including all the participants and excluding the participants who reported not 

having experienced the prompted situations, the results of which are described along with the 

main findings. 

 Distribution and trends were analysed for the resource allocation tasks to determine 

how much the low power participants would estimate their supervisors would differ from an 

equal allocation of resources and how much the high power participants would keep for them-

selves. Low power participants consistently estimated that their supervisors would keep more 

than half of the allotted money for themselves (M = 445.43, SD = 140.09), while high power 

participants decided to keep a slightly more equally divided portion of the money (M = 

403.36, SD = 60.95). The data for the resource allocation task barely passed the normality as-

sumptions for the low power condition (Shapiro-Wilk, F(23) = 0.909, p = 0.060) but not for 

the high power condition (Shapiro-Wilk, F(22) = 0.909, p < 0.05). A one-sample t-test 

showed that the upwards estimation of low power participants on how much the supervisor 

would keep for themselves was significantly different from an equal division (€375) of the 

resources (t(19) = 4.534, p < 0.001). High power participants’ allocation differed from and 

equal distribution significantly as well (Z = 164.50, p < 0.05), according to a Wilcoxon signed 

rank test. These findings suggest that low power participants expected their supervisors to 

hold on to more power over them through majority control of resources and that high power 

participants tended to exert their power to keep the majority of the resources for themselves, 

in line with expectations of the power manipulation. 
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Main Results 

 Our hypotheses were that high power participants would report the most activity on 

Facebook and that low power participants would report the least. The data for the dependent 

variables (reactions, comments, messages, shares, and posts) did not pass normality assump-

tions (see Table 1). 

Table 1  

Normality tests for the dependent variables 

In addition, the data tended to skew towards zero in all of the measures (see e.g. Fig-

ure 1 for Reactions, Appendix E for all variables). The descriptive statistics for the measures 

are seen in Table 2. Due to normality violations, a non-parametric Kruskal-Wallis test was 

conducted to determine if the conditions differed from each other in reported Facebook activi-

ty. The results were not significant for any of the dependent variables (see Table 3) and the 

null hypotheses were retained. Another set of tests were run, excluding the participants who 

reported never having experienced the prompted power-related situations. The normality as-

sumptions for the dataset where these participants were excluded were violated as well and a 

Kruskal-Wallis test showed that excluding the participants had no difference on the overall 

results either (see Table 4). Analysing the distribution of the data for high power and low 

power participants in Reactions (Figure 1) and Messages (Appendix E), it seemed there was a 

rather noticeable difference between the groups, high power participants displaying less Face-

book activity than the low power participants. The two groups were compared with a Mann-

Tests of Normality b,c,d

Shapiro-Wilk
Condition

Control (df=25)
Low Power 

(df=23)
High Power  

(df=22)
Statistic Statistic Statistic

Reactions 0.743** 0.766** 0.626**
Messages 0.517** 0.534** 0.642**
Comments 0.520** 0.538** 0.221**

Shares 0.308**
Posts 0.203** 0.221**
b. Shares is constant when Condition = Low Power. It has been omitted.
c. Shares is constant when Condition = High Power. It has been omitted.
d. Posts is constant when Condition = Low Power. It has been omitted. 

** Significant at p < 0.001
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Whitney U-test for two independent variables, however, the results were not significant for 

Reactions, U = 194.5, p = 0.137, nor Messages, U = 238.0, p = 0.669. Neither of the two hy-

potheses could be confirmed. 

Figure 1. The Distribution of the Amount of Facebook Reactions Across Conditions.
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Table 2  

Descriptive Statistics for Facebook Reactions Across Conditions. 

Table 3 

Kruskal-Wallis Test for Between-Groups Differences

Table 4 

Kruskal-Wallis Test for Between-Groups Differences Excluding Non-reporting Power Prime 

Participants

Case Summariesª
Condition

Control Low Power High Power Total
Total Total Total Me

an SD
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Reactions 0.84 1.106 1.13 1.486 0.55 0.963 0.84 1.211
Messages 0.48 1.085 0.43 0.945 0.45 0.739 0.46 0.928
Comments 0.24 0.523 0.30 0.635 0.05 0.213 0.20 0.499
Shares 0.08 0.277 0.00 0.000 0.00 0.000 0.03 0.168
Posts 0.04 0.200 0.00 0.000 0.05 0.213 0.03 0.168
a. Limited to first 100 cases.

Test Statisticsᵃ ᵇ

Reactions Messages Comments Shares Posts

Chi-Square 2.221 0.463 3.117 3.653 1.005
df 2 2 2 2 2
Asymp. Sig. 0.329 0.793 0.210 0.161 0.605
a. Kruskal Wallis Test
b. Grouping Variable: Condition

Test Statistics a,b

Reactions Messages Comments Shares Posts

Chi-Square 2.213 0.960 2.646 3.331 1.073
df 2 2 2 2 2
Asymp. Sig. 0.331 0.619 0.266 0.189 0.585
a. Kruskal Wallis Test
b. Grouping Variable: Condition
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Discussion 

 We predicted that inducing participants with the experience of power would increase 

their activity on Facebook and in addition that inducing participants with the experience of 

powerlessness would in turn decrease the amount of Facebook activity. In detail, our first hy-

pothesis was that high power participants would report more activity on Facebook than either 

control or low power participants. Our second hypothesis was that low power participants 

would report the least amount of activity on Facebook out of all the conditions. Our predic-

tions were based on the previous findings that power increases action taking, disinhibition, 

and approaching, while powerlessness has the opposite effect. However, our results showed 

that the implemented power manipulation had no effect on the amount of reported Facebook 

activity. This could be due to a number of reasons. While a manipulation check was not im-

plemented, in the assumption that the double manipulation would be sufficient as has been 

demonstrated by past research, it can be difficult to determine whether the lack of discovered 

effects was due to lack of statistical power, a failed manipulation, an inaccurate measurement 

instrument on Facebook activity or because the experience of power had no significant effect 

on Facebook behaviour. Future research should address these issues in order to reveal any 

possible effects. 

Limitations 

 Statistical Power. The statistical power was less than optimal, giving us reduced con-

fidence that our results - had they been significant - would have been correct. According to 

our initial power calculations with the estimated effect size we chose, we would have reached 

adequate but not good statistical power. Increasing the sample size would arguably ameliorate 

the issue or at least aid in narrowing down the reasons for no apparent effects. However, our 

data collection with regards to attracting participants turned out to be a problematic task. Par-

ticipant turnover was reasonable, however, the dropout rate was rather sobering. It is under 

speculation whether or not it was the writing task that made participants quit the study prema-

turely or if it was the Facebook task that made participants sufficiently distracted to not return 

to the study after using Facebook. The experiment had known issues on mobile devices, 

which was mentioned in the first page of the experiment along with the informed consent, 

however, there’s no telling if some participants glossed over it and tried to complete the ex-

periment on mobile, resulting in dropouts. 
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 Another issue concerning the statistical power was that the resulting effect sizes were 

smaller than predicted when the initial calculations for an adequate sample size were made. 

While a larger sample size could have helped in discovering significant results, another factor 

influencing the results would be a better measurement instrument - after all, most participants 

reported no activity at all. The fact that most participants did not report any activity does 

make the data much more skewed and further decreases the effect size as well. Whereas re-

sults where most people would have reported activity could have resulted in clearer differ-

ences between the means of the different conditions and thus a larger effect size, the data we 

have is different from what we expected it to be. This has an impact on how feasible our ini-

tial power estimations are to the end result of our study. A better measurement instrument 

could more accurately track differences in Facebook activity and ultimately show whether or 

not there is an effect to speak of. 

 The Facebook Task. One of the major methodological limitations was the implemen-

tation of the Facebook task. Due to ethical considerations, participants’ Facebook behaviour 

was not tracked directly during the task so that their anonymity would be ensured. Instead, 

participants were instructed to open Facebook and report their behaviour after the timer had 

alerted them of its expiration. There was no failsafe way to control whether or not the partici-

pants actually used Facebook during the allotted time or if they even used Facebook at all. 

Future research on the topic should develop methods to more accurately measure Facebook 

activity within the appropriate ethical guidelines. 

 An additional potential limitation of the task was the allotted time. It could be that five 

minutes was not a large enough time window to accurately witness any change. Had the 

Facebook task been longer, participants might have been more active during the task and dis-

played more variance between the experimental conditions. All of the reported Facebook ac-

tivity was skewed towards zero, violating normality and most other common distributions. 

Given more time for the task, we could have witnessed more variance in the reported activity. 

It should also be noted that while in past research on the experience of power the effects have 

been immediate or near immediate, Facebook behaviour could differ in that sense. However, 

the reason for the chosen short time window for the Facebook task in our study was because it 

was predicted that a longer experiment would reduce turnover and completion of the task.  
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 Thirdly, the self-report measure that was implemented did not guarantee that the par-

ticipants accurately reported their activities. They might have downplayed, exaggerated, or 

forgotten their amount of activity during the task. Our instruments did not track the partici-

pants’ Facebook behaviour during the task due to ethical concerns, which is the reason we 

opted for a self-report measure after the task. This may have produced additional noise to the 

measurement. To eliminate the noise and to better measure the amount of activity, a live 

tracker should be implemented with the consent of the participants. The tracker would track 

all of the participants’ actions on Facebook during the experiment, which would have the ad-

ditional advantage of analysing the content of their activities. An important consideration here 

is that participants might not act in a way they normally would, since Facebook usage is per-

sonal and private. However, being tracked could also have no effect, seeing as Facebook al-

ready keeps track of the users’ data. A means to go around this would be to not tell the partici-

pants that they were being tracked during the experiment but this is yet another ethical issue. 

 The Experience of Power. Another explanation to the lack of discovered effects is 

that there was no effect. It is entirely in the world of possibilities that power does not affect 

Facebook behaviour. While power has been demonstrated to induce behavioural activation 

and result in action in real world situations, perhaps the activation of the behavioural ap-

proach system does not translate to social media behaviour in a similar manner. Individuals 

might be more inclined to act in the real world and disregard Facebook when they have been 

induced with the experience of power. Being active on Facebook may be experienced as not 

being active in the real world. This would explain the low reported average Facebook activity 

for high power participants in the experiment, however insignificant. 

 Alternatively, the experience of power may indeed increase activity on Facebook, 

however, the extent of the effect might be overshadowed by other variables. A person might 

feel powerful and want to engage on Facebook but the people they oftentimes engage with 

might not be present at that current moment. It could also be that the content they see on 

Facebook discourages from posting or engaging conversation. Although power has been 

shown to make people disinhibited, perhaps the extent of disinhibition caused by power is not 

enough in the social media context, which arguably is an abnormal representation of human 

interaction. Conversely, feeling less powerful might originally discourage people from engag-
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ing in Facebook activities but encountering certain social stimulus might override the feeling 

and instead encourage people to take action. 

 In addition to the possibility that there was no effect and to the possibility that the ef-

fect was overshadowed by other factors, we must consider if the manipulation simply was not 

strong enough. Participants differed from equally distributing or estimating an equal distribu-

tion of the resources in the allocation task, suggesting that they would assume a role-specific 

position in terms of power dynamics. However, this alone does not adequately tell whether or 

not the participants felt truly powerful or powerless. While the manipulations we applied had 

a successful track record in past research, it could be that it simply did not work in our study. 

One possible explanation would be that the participants did not feel that there were any con-

sequences for the resource allocation. In past research, participants had been for example told 

that the division of the raffle tickets to win $500 between the low power and the high power 

participant would be final and up to the high power participant to decide (Anderson & 

Berdahl, 2002). This imagined real control over the outcomes might be the crucial factor that 

was missing in our research due to ethical concerns about deception in an online study. 

Future Research 

 Future research should address all the limitations we have discussed. Firstly, an appro-

priately sized sample should be obtained to ensure sufficient statistical power. In addition, the 

instruments for gathering data about the participants’ Facebook usage after the manipulation 

should be developed further, as there are several concerns about the effectiveness of the in-

struments used in the current research. Related to the instruments, ethical approval should be 

ensured for the implementation of future instruments, as it was one of the most limiting fac-

tors in deciding on the measurement instruments in the experiment. Elements of deception 

may have been crucial for the effectiveness of the manipulations in past research, where par-

ticipants were lead to believe they were assigned to a powerful position because of their sup-

posed leadership qualities. However, since our research took place online, concerns were 

raised about proper debriefing of the participants about the deception, leading us to choose a 

non-deceptive method. Finally, controlling for possible noise resulting from normal Facebook 

usage at a given time, that might confound the effects of the induction of social power, is 

strongly advised. 
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 Another curiosity that future research might want to address is other effects of power 

on social media behaviour. It could be that power does not make people more active on Face-

book because the action tendency would make them focus on something in the real world in-

stead of on Facebook. However, for example the disinhibition of Facebook behaviour could 

be studied, where participants would be tasked to write a Facebook update, which would later 

be analysed for its content. Another interesting approach would be to measure how individu-

als’ predisposed social dominance orientation is related to their Facebook behaviours. 

Conclusion 

 Our experiment sought to discover the effects of the experience of social power on the 

frequency of Facebook activity. The experience of social power was inducted by two power 

manipulations, one by priming and the other by a decision-making task. The effect of the 

power manipulations on the amount of Facebook activity were measured by a self-report 

questionnaire filled by participants after having been instructed to use Facebook for five min-

utes. We could not find significant results for our claims. A variety of factors possibly influ-

encing the lack of results were discussed, namely the lack of statistical power and adequate 

sample size, inaccuracy of measurement instruments, noise produced by other variables, and 

simply, the lack of effects.
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A. Power Priming Task. 

(High power condition) 
Please recall an incident from your past in which you had power over another individual or individu-
als. By power, we mean a situation in which you controlled the ability of another person or persons to 
get something they wanted, or were in a position to evaluate those individuals. Please describe this 
situation in which you had power— what happened, how you felt, etc.  

(Low power condition) 

Please recall an incident from your past in which someone else had power over you. By power, we 
mean a situation in which someone had control over your ability to get something you wanted, or was 
in a position to evaluate you. Please describe this situation in which you did not have power—what 
happened, how you felt, etc.  

(Control condition) 
Please recall yesterday. Describe your experiences of the previous day, what happened, how you felt, 
and so forth. 
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Appendix B. The Resource Allocation Task. 

(High power condition) 

In the next task you will be assigned to the role of a supervisor. 

Read the following instructions carefully: 

You are the newly assigned senior consultant on a creativity based team project. Your team consists of 
you and your subordinate. Before starting on the task, the allotted bonus money for the completion of 
the project is decided. As the supervisor of your team, you get to decide how the allotted bonus for 
your team's performance in the task is divided between you and your project partner. The allotted 
bonus is €750. 

In the section below, you decide how to divide the bonus between yourself and your subordinate co-
worker. Use the slider to determine how much of the bonus money you want to keep for yourself. Your 
partner receives the amount that remains from your share. 

(Low power condition) 

In the next task you will be assigned to the role of a follower. 

Read the following instructions carefully: 

You are the newly assigned junior consultant on a creativity based team project. Your team consists of 
you and your supervisor. Before starting on the task, the allotted bonus money for the completion of 
the project is decided. Your supervisor will decide how the allotted bonus for your team's performance 
in the task is divided between you and your supervisor. The allotted bonus is €750. 

Your supervisor decides how much to keep from the bonus money for themselves. You will receive the 
remaining amount from that. Use the slider to estimate how much of the bonus money your supervisor 
decides to keep for themselves. 
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Appendix C. Facebook Task. 

In this study you are asked to spend 5 minutes on your own Facebook account. Feel free to do as you 
like during these 5 minutes on Facebook. Your Facebook activities will not be monitored during this 
period. A short questionnaire about your activities is presented afterwards. Before proceeding, read 
the instructions carefully. 

Step 1: Activate the timer by clicking on the link Start timer [hyperlink] 

Step 2: After you have activated the timer, open Facebook in a new tab by clicking the link Facebook 
[hyperlink] 

Step 3: Return to this page after spending 5 minutes on Facebook. The timer will alert you when the 
time is up. 

Step 4: Tick the box below and move on to the next section. 

Note: The time spent in completing the study is automatically recorded in the experiment. Responses 
recorded with less than the requested 5 minutes are discarded. The timer is implemented to help you 
keep track of time. 

[ ] Facebook task completed 
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Appendix D. Facebook Survey.

In this part you are asked to fill a short questionnaire about your activities in the previous Facebook 
task during the 5 minutes. 

How many reactions (Likes, Hearts, etc.) did you make during the past 5 minutes?* 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 or more 

How many people did you message during the past 5 minutes?*  
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 or more 

How many comments did you post during the past 5 minutes?*  
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 or more 

How many posts did you share during the past 5 minutes?*  
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 or more 

How many posts (Status Updates, Picture Uploads, Check-ins, etc.) did you make during the past 5 
minutes?*  
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 or more 

On average, how much do you use Facebook per day?* 
__ hours  
__ minutes 

On average, how many times do you check Facebook per day?* 
__ 



SOCIAL POWER AND FACEBOOK          28

Appendix E. Box-plot Distributions of Facebook Activity Across Conditions
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