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Abstract

We argue that the often-used critique of social media activism as merely a feel-good’ mechanism can be countered
by conceptualizing social media activism as a necessary type of collective action (i.e.,, consensus mobilization),
incorporating theory on the benefits of positive feelings for activism, and by examining how power may affect these
relationships. Women from two different samples (MTurk and university) were randomly assigned to recall a high-
versus low-power experience, view real-world events of sexism, and then complete questionnaires assessing
endorsement of social media activism, positive affect, and collective action intentions. A dual moderated mediation
analyses at the second stage of mediation showed equivalency across two samples, at which point the single
moderated mediation model was tested on the combined sample. The model was significant, such that among
those in the high-power condition, endorsing social media activism was associated with greater positive affect,
which in turn predicted greater collective action intentions. Among those in the low-power condition, however, this
indirect effect was not significant. This study provides counter-evidence to the ‘slacktivism’ critique, contributes to
theories of collective action, power and their integration, and identifies a possible intervention to enhance the
effectiveness of social media activism.

Keywords: Social media; collective action; slacktivism; power; activism; sexism

Introduction

"Slacktivism" (Mozorov, 2009), "armchair activism" (Gladwell, 2010), and "hashtag activism" (Augenbran, 2011) are
labels reflecting initial criticisms of social media activism. These criticisms continue even after the visibility and
impact of hashtags such as #BlackLivesMatter, #MeToo and #NeverAgain. Articles on blogs (e.g. Feldman, 2017)
and traditional media outlets (e.g., Funnell, 2017; Willingham, 2018) demonstrate the discourse that continues to
be presented by the general public, and for the general public's consumption whereby behaviors like the click of
a'like’ button (e.g., Feldman, 2017; Willingham, 2018), joining a Facebook group (e.g., Mozorov, 2009) or re-tweeting
ahashtag (e.g., Augenbran, 2011; Gladwell, 2010) are denounced. These criticisms assert that social media activism
is ineffective for social change, and instead serves only to make us feel good. Inherent in this argument are several
assumptions: (1) social media activism is understood only as the click of a button; (2) as such a small action, it must
be ineffective; and, (3) that ‘feeling good’ does not play a role in activism. In contrast, we argue that (1) social media
activism can be conceptualized as a necessary type of collective action, namely consensus mobilization, and as
such, need not be discounted as effective activism, (2) positive feelings have an important role in promoting
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activism, and (3) there are conditions under which the positive feelings that result from social media activism may
be more likely to promote future activism.

Defining Social Media Activism

Perhaps one reason social media activism has been considered ineffective is that often, the first thing people
envision when they hear about activism is a large protest in response to social injustice (e.g., the 2017 Women's
March). Indeed, one the most famous criticisms of social media activism contrasted it with a group-based, high-
risk action such as sitting at the Woolworth's counter to protest racial segregation in 1960 (Gladwell, 2010). Not
surprisingly, clicking a ‘like’ button or re-tweeting a hashtag seems to pale in contrast to such a notable collective
action. However, theorists broadly define collective action as intent-based, rather than merely one form of action;
it is any action that serves to benefit group status, whether that action is taken individually or with a group
(Lalonde, Stroink, & Aleem, 2002; Wright, 2009; Wright, Taylor, & Moghaddam, 1990). Individual behaviours can be
considered collective action if they are collectively intended, and/or if thoughts/actions are guided by group rather
than personal interests (Louis, 2009; van Zomeren & lyer, 2009). As such, operational definitions of offline
collective action have traditionally included not only high risk, high effort, and group-based behaviors such as
protest, but also low risk and effort individual behaviors such as signing a petition, writing a parliamentarian or
voting (e.g., Foster & Matheson, 1995; Kelly & Breinlinger, 1995; Louis, 2009). By considering the wider range of
collective actions that exist, and further recognizing that some of those types of collective actions have social
media counterparts (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012; Brunsting & Postmes, 2002; Foster, 2015; Halupka, 2016; Postmes
& Brunsting, 2002), then their similarities become more apparent, and the potential effectiveness of social media
activism comes into view.

In particular, we focus on consensus mobilization types of actions that occur when “a social movement tries to
obtain support for its point of view. It is directed towards influencing knowledge, beliefs and attitudes” (P. G.
Klandermans, 1984, p. 107). When individuals attempt to inform others that ‘a certain state of affairs is
unacceptable and can be changed’ (B. Klandermans & Oegema, 1987, p. 519), they are participating in consensus
mobilization. Consensus mobilization is referred to as the necessary first step in the participation process (B.
Klandermans & Oegema, 1987; P. G. Klandermans, 1984; Snow, Rochford, Worden, & Benford, 1986); an individual
will not likely participate in a social movement without at least agreeing the movement'’s goals are worthy and
achievable. Pre-internet forms of consensus mobilization have included letter-writing (Foster & Matheson, 1995;
B. Klandermans, 1997) and signing a petition (Kelly & Breinlinger, 1995; Louis, 2009). Before the appearance of
social media sites such as Facebook and Twitter, Postmes and Brunsting (2002; see also Brunsting & Postmes,
2002) argued that the Internet was well-suited for these "persuasive actions" such as emailing others and online
petitions. With the incarnation of social media, this form of activism has been most recently conceptualized as
"information activism," which specifies increasing degrees of engagement: information gathering and spreading,
providing solidarity and then assistance to protestors, and influencing others' opinions (Halupka, 2016). Various
social media campaigns have been used in these ways. For example, the global hashtag, #MeToo, called attention
to and gathered support for victims of sexual assault (King, 2018), akin to Halupka's (2016) information activism
techniques of spreading information and providing solidarity. Thus, if social media activism is viewed as a technical
variation of consensus mobilization, it can also be considered an essential first step in mobilization of future action.

Indeed, there is cumulating evidence to support the effectiveness of various types of social media activism. For
example, activists and non-activists consider both online and offline forms of activism to be equally effective
(Brunsting & Postmes, 2002; Postmes & Brunsting, 2002). Consistent with this idea, MiloSevi¢-Dordevi¢ and ZeZel
(2017) tested whether online and offline actions would be represented by a one- or two-dimensional model and
found that a unidimensional model of activism better fit the data, suggesting that online and offline activism are
not distinct concepts. Moreover, accumulating research shows that more online activism predicts more offline
activism (e.g., Boulianne, 2009; Conroy, Feezell, & Guerrero, 2012; Fatkin & Lansdown, 2015; Lee & Hsieh, 2013,
Vaccari et al., 2015; Vitak et al., 2011). Together, these studies support the notion that social media activism can
promote larger scale collective actions.

However, the above studies have not examined these issues within a specific context of women acting against
sexism. Indeed, while men's participation in activism for women's rights is important for ultimate changes in
attitudes and the status quo, this research focuses on women alone. There are several reasons why there is merit



in studying women in and of themselves. First, one of the unique experiences for women is that they can
experience discrimination from a wide variety of sources, some of which are often unexpected. Not only does
discrimination against women endure on an economic basis (e.g., women still earn .87 cents on the male dollar;
Statistics Canada, 2018), but women often live with and love (fathers, sons, romantic partners) members of the
group that have historically discriminated against their own group, thereby experiencing discrimination from
trusted individuals with whom they have intimate relationships (e.g., Ayres, Friedman, & Leaper, 2009; Foster,
2013). Moreover, compared to women, men are more often the perpetrators of gender discrimination (Brinkman
& Rickard, 2009; Glick et al., 2000; Gruber, 1998) and less likely to participate in offline activism on behalf of women
(Radke, Hornsey, & Barlow, 2018; Stake, 2007; White, 2006; R. Williams & Wittig, 1997). Thus, if women are the
targets of pervasive discrimination, and less likely to be helped by men to change this, it is especially important to
understand the conditions under which the targets of discrimination (in this case, women) will act for themselves.

Granted, men do indeed act as outgroup allies of women's rights. For example, bystander programs that teach
men to speak up against sexual violence are beneficial for reducing male rape myth acceptance (Baynard,
Moynihan, & Plante, 2007; A. L. Stewart, 2014). At the same time however, research has also shown that
participation by outgroup allies can nevertheless lower the disadvantaged group member's participation in
activism, because it reduces the perceived inequality of status, and legitimacy of taking action (Becker, Wright,
Lubensky, & Zhou, 2013; Droogendyk, Wright, Lubensky, & Louis, 2016; Wright & Lubensky, 2009); if two groups
are working together and getting along, the very reason for activism may indeed appear unnecessary. As such, if
outgroup allies can potentially undermine the disadvantaged group's activism, it is also important to understand
the processes, conditions and spaces in which the disadvantaged group (in this research, women) will feel
empowered to act by and for themselves.

In fact, one of these spaces is social media; it has been described as a "counter-space" for women (e.g., Case &
Hunter, 2012; S. Williams, 2015). The term counterspace had originally been in reference to university students
facing racial discrimination; they created safe spaces for themselves to function without fear and anticipation of
stereotypes and racism, in contrast to what they faced in traditional spaces (e.g., classroom, dorms, traditional
fraternities/sororities) (Solérzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000). Counter-spaces have also been studied among multiple
marginalized groups (see Case & Hunter, 2012 for a review) and feminist scholars have described social media in
particular as a counter-space for activism among women. Using social media for information activism allows
women to call attention to issues that traditional media and hierarchical structures have historically disregarded
(Eagle, 2015; Jackson, 2018; Linder, Myers, Riggle, & Lacy, 2016; S. Williams, 2015). To that end, women have utilized
information activism to such an extent that it is referred to as "hashtag feminism" (Clark, 2016; Conley, in press;
Mendes, Ringrose, & Keller, 2018). Since Arab Spring, when women began to utilize Facebook and Twitter for
passing on information about protests, more so than men (Tufekci & Wilson, 2012), women's global use of hashtag
feminism has exploded. In India, #BoardtheBus was used by women to call attention to lack of safety on public
buses (Eagle, 2015). In the United Kingdom, #EverydaySexism, was used for women to report their experiences
with sexism in the public spaces they navigate every day (e.g., walking down the street, parks, transit etc.) (Bates,
2014). Among the most popular, #MeToo began in the United States, whereby women attempted gather the
support they could not receive from traditional structures (the legal system, employers, etc.), regarding issues of
sexual assault (Mendes et al., 2018). Online and social media outlets have continued to be an activist platform of
choice for women more so than men (Duggan & Brenner, 2013; Murthy, Gross, & Mensavalle 2016; Pew Research
Center, 2014; Sutton & Pollock, 2000; Twenge, 2017).

At the same time however, the digital space can be a paradoxical experience for women; cyberbullying is
perpetrated against girls and women more often than boys and men in the United States (Duggan, 2014), Canada
(Hango, 2016) and the European Union (European Institute for Gender Equality, EIGE, 2019). Moreover,
cyberbullying has different consequences for girls versus boys; recognizing the digital space as unsafe can result
in girls and women limiting their own participation online (Jackson, 2018; EIGE, 2019; Mendes et al., 2018) whereas
boys tend to ignore their own experiences with cyberbullying (EIGE, 2019). This suggests a difficult cycle for
women: silencing from public spaces and traditional structures led to the use of counter-spaces, but backlash in
these counter-spaces can result in the very silencing they were meant to reduce. As such, it is crucial to understand
how women navigate social media activism and the conditions under which it can predict future collective action
intentions within a context of everyday sexism.



Hypothesis 1: It was expected that the more women endorse engaging in information activism responses on
social media, the higher future collective action intentions they will report.

Positive Affect and Activism

A second purpose of this paper is to address the role that positive emotions play in explaining the relationship
between social media activism and collective action. Inherent in the criticisms that social media activism serves
only to make us feel good, is the notion that 'feeling good' serves no purpose in motivating activism. However,
from a psychological perspective, there is theoretical support for those positive feelings as a means of enhancing
activism. For example, it is well-established within learning theory (Skinner, 1971) that behaviors followed by
positive consequences are repeated, whereas those followed by negative consequences are avoided. As such, it
would be expected that if people feel good after participating in social media activism (positive consequence), then
intentions to participate in other forms of activism would be more likely.

More specific to activism, recent theoretical extensions of social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), namely the
elaborated social identity model (ESIM; Drury & Reicher, 1999) and the dynamic dual pathway model (DDPM; van
Zomeren, Leach, & Spears, 2012) focus on the dynamic nature of activism, whereby feedback loops exist between
collective action and its antecedents and consequences. One of these loops is between the individual's cost-benefit
analysis of whether activism will be beneficial to them as individuals; and, positive affect is one of these benefits
(van Zomeren et al., 2012). If people feel good after activism, this individual benefit would feed back into
deliberations about whether to participate in future action. Theoretically then, if people feel positive after
participating in social media activism, these positive consequences may push the cost-benefit analysis to the 'plus
side,' enhancing the likelihood of engaging in future, more effortful, larger-scale activism.

Research on the role of positive emotions in the effectiveness of social media activism is mixed. Schumann and
Klein (2015) showed that online actions could derail offline actions, but not because participants were simply
satisfied by feeling good about themselves. Instead, offline actions decreased because participants believed their
actions were effective in enhancing the group's success, thereby negating the need for future action. Schumann,
Klein and Douglas (2012) showed that participants who used the Internet to share information about improving
the environment and how to get involved, reported feeling more personally empowered to impact collective
actions for the environment (e.g., "My impact on what happens during this action is large", p. 83), which in turn,
increased their willingness to participate in future offline actions such as a demonstrations. Thus, although these
studies did not directly examine how feeling good about oneself (versus the group) after social media activism
may play a role in promoting larger-scale collective actions, Schumann and colleagues' work suggests that feeling
positively may in part explain the relationship between social media activism and offline activism. One study
(Foster, 2015) did examine positive feelings about oneself, showing that tweeting a collective response after being
exposed to sexism increased psychological well-being and decreased negative affect. However, whether these
positive feelings would in turn, predict offline collective actions was not addressed. Thus, a second purpose of this
paper is to examine whether positive emotions following social media activism would mediate the relationship
between social media activism and future collective action intentions.

Hypothesis 2: It was hypothesized that the relationship between social media activism and collective action
(Hypothesis 1) would be at least partially mediated by positive feelings, such that, the more women endorse
engaging in social media activism, the more positive affect they would report, which in turn would predict greater
collective action intentions.

Power and Collective Action

Finally, even if social media activism increases the likelihood of future collective actions through positive feelings,
there are likely to be conditions under which these relationships are strengthened or weakened. This study
focused on power, given one of the most consistent predictors of collective action is a sense of group efficacy, or
collective power, namely the belief that the group's action can impact social change (Cohen-Chen & van Zomeren,
2018; Hornsey et al., 2006; Mummendey, Kessler, Klink, & Mielke, 1999; van Zomeren et al., 2012; van Zomeren,
Postmes, & Spears, 2008). However, group efficacy is still only a moderate predictor of collective action intentions
and behaviour (van Zomeren et al., 2008). This leaves open the possibility that other aspects of efficacy/power,



such as individual-level beliefs about how powerful one is, may also play a role. Indeed, it is the individual who
ultimately makes the decision to participate in the action. Although individual-level variables as predictors of
collective action have received criticism (Schrager, 1985), ignoring individual psychological motivations of collective
action may not be appropriate either (Duncan, 1999; Duncan & Stewart, 2007), especially given that digital forms
of collective action can now be taken individually and privately. As such, a third purpose of this paper was to
examine an individual-level conceptualization of power.

Although definitions of power differ depending on the discipline and/or the research question (see Keltner,
Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003 for a review), we focused on the definition of power as one's ability to control
resources (Galinsky, Gruenfeld, & Magee, 2003; Keltner et al., 2003). This definition was chosen since it is consistent
with previously predominant theories of activism that argued collective action will occur when the necessary
psychological, social, or tangible resources are present (McCall, 1970; McCarthy & Zald, 1977; Olson, 1965; Smelser,
1964; Tilly, 1978). One's ability to control resources enhances a variety of approach-based cognitions, feelings and
behaviors that stimulate action (e.g., approach goals, increased heart rate), whereas without the resources to act,
people's behavioral repertoire resembles inhibition (Keltner et al., 2003). Interestingly, research shows the impact
of power is not on affect, but on action (e.g., Fast, Gruenfeld, Sivanathan, & Galinsky, 2009; Galinsky et al., 2003;
Weick & Guinote, 2008). That is, the ability of power to enhance action is not because feeling powerful makes us
feel good, but because it directly impacts action. Under this logic, it is less likely that feeling powerful would
strengthen the ability of social media activism to increase positive feelings, but rather, strengthen the ability of
positive affect to promote greater collective action.

Hypothesis 3a: It was expected that the indirect effect of social media activism on collective action intentions
through positive affect (Hypothesis 2) would be moderated by power, such that the indirect effect would be
strongest among those in the high-power condition, versus those in the low-power condition.

Hypothesis 3b: It was further expected that power would moderate the indirect effect at the second stage of
mediation (between positive affect and action), rather than at the first stage of mediation (between social media
activism and positive affect) (See Figure 1).

Power

Positive affect

Social media activism Collective action intentions

Figure 1. Hypothesized moderated-mediating model at the second stage of mediation.

Method

Participants

To assess the generalizability of the hypothesized model, participants were recruited from both a non-
undergraduate sample and an undergraduate sample. The non-undergraduate sample was recruited from
Amazon's Mechanical Turk (MTurk) for payment of $.50. Using TurkPrime, adults (18+) who had completed at least
100 surveys in the past with an 80% acceptance rate were recruited. Data from 200 heterosexual women were
collected,” and the final MTurk sample (Mage = 39.2, SD = 14.3) was 128, due to failure of three of the four attention



checks. There was no relationship between being excluded from the study, and the experimental condition, x*2)
= .131, p = .94. Self-reported race/ethnicity was 78.9% White/Caucasian, 7%/ Black/African-American, 4.7%
Asian/Asian-American, 3.9% Latino/Latina/Hispanic, 3.9% Biracial, .8% Middle Eastern, and .8% Native American.

The second sample consisting of undergraduate women was collected using Wilfrid Laurier University's
undergraduate psychology participant pool (N = 181). The mean age was 20 years (SD = 3.4). Self-reported
race/ethnicity was 66.9% White/Caucasian, 8.3% South Asian, 5.5% Chinese, 9.7% Multi-racial, 2.8% Black, 1.7%
Arab, 1.7% Korean, 1.7% South East Asian, 1.1% Hispanic, and .6% West Indian. Race/ethnicity categories differed
across the two samples as the MTurk questionnaire followed American norms, whereas the university
questionnaire followed Canadian norms. All data were collected from 2015-2017.

Procedure

To reduce demand characteristics, the study was vaguely described as a questionnaire on how beliefs about power
and fairness are different when referring to the self, versus our social groups, as well as past versus future.
Participants completed age and ethnicity demographics, and then were randomly assigned to either high or low-
power conditions, whereby they were asked to recall and write about a situation in which they had power over
others, (“[wherebyl]...you controlled the ability of another person or persons to get something they wanted, or
were in a position to evaluate those individuals”; Galinsky et al., 2003, p. 458) or where others had power over
them (“[whereby]...someone had control over your ability to get something you wanted, or was in a position to
evaluate you"; p. 458). This manipulation of power was chosen as it has been successfully used in past work
(Galinsky et al., 2003; Galinsky, Magee, Inesi, & Gruenfeld, 2006) and can influence actions unrelated to the power
instructions, such as turning off an annoying fan (Galinsky et al., 2003) and intentions to vote (Fast et al., 2009). As
such, it was expected to impact another unrelated context, that is, sexism.

Following the power manipulation, participants read four scenarios of sexism (see Appendix) to enhance
measurement precision (DeVellis, 2017). Participants were asked to put themselves into the shoes of a fictional
woman "Jenna"; however, these scenarios were based on real-world events. The first was based on the experience
of a young rape victim (A. W. Stewart, 2014). The second was based on Nobel Prize winner Dr. Tim Hunt's sexist
remarks about women in science (Shaw, 2015). The third was based on a request by a student to not work with
women, that was honored by a Canadian university (Teitel, 2014). The final scenario was based on the
#CoverTheAthlete social media campaign that highlighted sexism in sport (Ferraras, 2015).

After each scenario, participants reported their perceptions of sexism regarding Jenna’s situation and how likely
they would be, if in her shoes, to respond with three social media responses. They then completed measures of
positive affect and collective action intentions. Upon completion, participants were debriefed.

Measures

Perceived sexism. To assess whether participants were perceiving enough sexism to warrant intentions of
activism (van Zomeren et al., 2008), they responded to: "How fairly is Jenna being treated?"; "How justifiable is
Jenna's treatment?"; "How sexist is Jenna's treatment?" using a scale ranging from "not at all" (1) to "extremely"
(5). ltems were recoded so that higher scores represented higher perceived sexism. The mean across all 12 items
(three for each scenario) was used as the overall score (a =.77).

Social media activism. To assess social media activism, participants were asked to put themselves in Jenna's
position and to indicate how likely they would be to respond to each scenario with three actions: "use social media
(Twitter/Instagram etc.) to spread the word about these kind of issues"; "use social media (Twitter/Instagram etc.)
to call the guy out or get back at him"; and, "block/unfollow him in all my social media accounts." Each action was
created to reflect a digital form of consensus mobilization. Specifically, the ‘spreading the word on social media’
item can be seen in movements such as #MeToo, which sought to call attention and gather support regarding
issues of sexual assault (King, 2018) and is one of the most common uses for engaging in activism on social media
(Halupka, 2016).



The 'calling the guy out' item is another form of consensus mobilization, akin trying to influence others’ opinions
(Halupka, 2016). This kind of social media activism can be seen in movements such as #DistractinglySexy, whereby
thousands of female scientists demonstrated collective outrage by posting job-related photos of themselves
accompanied by comments to counter Tim Hunt's depiction of women as distracting and emotional in labs (Shaw,
2015).

Finally, ‘unfollowing/unfriending’, was chosen as a digital form of boycotting, which has been classified among the
range of collective actions (B. Klandermans, van der Toorn, & van Stekelenburg, 2008), and can be conceptualized
as another way to express displeasure and influence others’ opinions (Garrett, 1987). Unfollowing/unfriending has
become a popular means of conveying disagreement with others' political beliefs (John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015;
Rainie & Smith, 2012) and is perceived as negative by those being unfriended (Bevan, Pfyl, & Barclay, 2012; Sibona,
2014).

Items were rated on a scale ranging from "not at all likely" (1) to "extremely likely" (5). The mean across all 12 items
(three per scenario) was used as the overall social media activism score (a = .85).

Positive affect. Using the positive affect sub-scale from the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule-Expanded Form
(Watson & Clark, 1994), participants were asked to think about what their mood would be like after performing
those behaviors, by responding to nine adjectives on a 5-point scale from “not at all (1) to “extremely” (5). The
average of all nine items (i.e., active, attentive, alert, determined, enthusiastic, excited, inspired, interested, proud)
was used as the overall positive affect score (a = .85).

Collective action intentions. Using a scale ranging from "not at all likely" (1) to "extremely likely” (5), participants
indicated how likely they would be to perform 25 collective actions (Foster & Matheson, 1995). Three items from
the original scale were updated (a = .96) to reflect social media forms of collective action (i.e., "l will follow people
who talk aboutwomen's issues on social media"; "l will pass on information on women's issues using social media";
"l will express myself on social media when something about women's issues upsets me"). However, because
these three items potentially shared variance with the social media activism scale, they were deleted, and the
analysis was performed on the average of the remaining 22 items measuring offline collective action (a = .95) for
the most conservative estimate of the model.

Results
Sexism Check

For sexism to have been adequately portrayed, women should report scores above the midpoint of the scale (i.e.,
3), and perceive sexism equally across the samples and conditions. A one sample t-test showed that, overall,
women rated Jenna's treatment (M = 4.43, SD = 0.51) as significantly higher than the midpoint, indicating perceived
sexism, t(306) =49.19, 95% Clwmean difference [1.37, 1.48]. To assess whether sexism was perceived equally across cells,
a 2(Sample; MTurk, University) X 2(Condition; Low-power, High-power) ANOVA was conducted. There was no effect
of sample, F(1,303) = 0.04, p = .85, or condition, F(1,303) = 3.08, p = .08, on perceived sexism, but there was a
significant interaction, albeit with a very small partial n? of .02. To investigate what was driving this interaction,
simple effects analyses were conducted. The only difference was a significant simple effect of condition on
perceived sexism within the university sample, F(1,303) = 10.17, p = .002, such that those in the low-power
condition reported slightly more perceived sexism (M = 4.54, SE = 0.05) than those in the high-power condition (M
= 4.30, SE = 0.05), albeit again with a small partial n? of .03. Nevertheless, perceived sexism was therefore used as
a covariate in the main model.

Power Manipulation Check

Language, by definition, conveys meaning. As such, the words individuals choose to convey their meanings can
provide valuable information about psychological processes (Pennebaker & Chung, 2007). A particular benefit of
using language to measure psychological constructs is that it is considered a more unobtrusive means of
examination compared to other forms of measurement (Salicru, 2018; Wolf, Sedway, Bulik, & Kordy, 2007). For
example, one of its strengths over other forms of content analysis is that it relies less on the researcher's



idiosyncratic perspective to examine content themes, and/or on the subjective opinions of judges to rate those
themes. One of its strengths over surveys is that it is less subject to demand characteristics and biases such as
social desirability. Moreover, there is accumulating research supporting the use of linguistic markers to predict a
variety of psychological constructs (see Tausczik & Pennebaker, 2010 for a review) such as personality traits
(Yarkoni, 2010), well-being (Schwartz et al., 2016), and childhood sexual abuse (Stanton, Meston, & Boyd, 2017).

As such, to assess the effectiveness of the power manipulation in an unobtrusive manner, women's text responses
to the manipulation were analyzed using Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count software (LIWC2015; Pennebaker,
Booth, Boyd, & Francis, 2015), a text analysis program that calculates the percentage of the total number of words
for particular word categories. Three different word categories were examined, given empirical support of their
relationship to power. Specifically, "Clout” is a summary category, comprised of a variety of word categories
produced by LIWC2015 (Pennebaker et al.,, 2015) whereby higher numbers indicate greater expertise and
confidence. "I" words (reflecting self-focused, tentative language) predict low status, whereas "we" words predict
high status (Kacewicz, Pennebaker, Davis, Jeon, & Graesser, 2014).

For the manipulation to have been successful, those in the high-power condition should use more ‘clout’ and ‘we’
words, and fewer ‘I’ words than those in the low-power condition. This would indicate the high-power condition
was using more power words in their language, suggesting we successfully manipulated perceptions of power.
However, there should be no differences between samples, or any interaction; this would ensure that perceptions
of power were perceived equally across the two samples. This was assessed using a 2(Sample; MTurk, University)
x 2(Power; Low, High) MANOVA on the ‘clout,’ ‘I and ‘we’ word categories. The multivariate F's for sample, A(3,301)
= 1.31, p = .27 and the interaction, f(3,301) = 0.87, p = .46 were not significant, but as expected, the effect of
condition was significant, £(3,301) = 12.20, p <.001. Both univariate F's for ‘clout, f(1,303) = 25.97, p <.001, partial
n%=.079, and 'I'words, F(1,303) = 12.22, p <.001, partial n* =.065 were significant, such that the those in the high-
power condition reported more ‘clout’ words (M = 39.75, SE = 2.16) and fewer ‘I'words (M = 10.32, SE = 0.41) than
those in the low-power condition (Mdour = 24.50, SE = 2.10; M; = 12.94, SE = 0.39). There were no significant
differences in the use of ‘we’ words across the high (M = 0.39, SE = 0.10) and low-power (M = 0.42, SE = 0.10)
conditions, F(1,303) = 0.05, p = .82. Given the success of this power manipulation in other research (e.g., Galinsky
et al., 2003; 2006), and the majority of supported manipulation checks in this study, the power manipulation was
considered successful.

Data Analysis Plan

To test hypotheses, Hayes' Process (2018a) custom dialog for SPSS was used. Process provides various pre-
programmed statistical models labelled with model numbers (e.g., “Model 1” tests simple moderation). We tested
4 models (Model 18, Model 14, Model 11, Model 7).

Step 1. Because it was of interest to test whether the hypothesized relationships could be generalized beyond a
university sample, the first analysis was a test of the equivalency of the theoretical model (Figure 1) across the two
samples. This was done using Hayes’' Model 18, which is a model of dual moderated mediation at the second stage
of mediation. This model tests whether the indirect effect that is moderated by one independent variable (in this
case, power) is further moderated by a second independent variable (in this case, sample). (see Figure 2).

This model produces an “index of moderated moderated mediation” (Hayes, 2018b, p. 20), which, if significant,
indicates if power's moderation of the indirect effect of social media activism on collective action intentions
through positive affect differs across samples. If the index is not significant, then the moderation of the mediation
model by power does not differ across the two samples. As such, it is not appropriate to further probe the two
samples separately (Hayes, 2018b), and they can be combined for further testing.

Step 2. This further testing utilized Model 14, which is a model of moderated mediation at the second stage of
mediation. This model tests the hypothesis that power moderates the indirect effect of social media activism on
collective action intentions through positive affect at the path between positive affect and collective action
intentions (Figure 1). This model produces an “index of moderated mediation” (Hayes, 2015); if significant, it
indicates that power moderates the mediation model at the second stage of mediation, in which case, the model
can be further probed to assess the conditional indirect effects.



Power (Low, High)

Positive feelings

Sample (MTurk, University)

Social media activism Collective action intentions

Figure 2. Hypothesized dual moderated mediation model at the second stage of mediation.

Step 3. Because the power manipulation occurred at the beginning of the experiment, it was also necessary to
rule out possible competing models, namely that moderation is occurring at the first stage of mediation (between
social media activism and positive affect). To do so, steps 1 and 2 of the data analysis plan were repeated, but
using Hayes's Models 11 and 7; instead, these models test dual moderated mediation and moderated mediation
at the first stage of mediation, respectively (see Figure 3).

Power
(Low, High)
Power
N (Low, High)
Positive Positive
Sample affect affect
(MTurk,
University)

Social media Collective Social media Collective
activism action activism action

Figure 3. Competing Models: Panel 1 represents Model 11, Dual Moderated Mediation at the first stage of
mediation. Panel 2 represents Model 7, Moderated Mediation at the first stage of mediation.

For all models, age and perceived sexism were included as covariates, variables were mean-centered, and
unstandardized coefficients are reported. The MTurk sample was coded as 1 and the university sample was coded
as 2; the low-power condition was coded as 1 and the high-power condition was coded as 2.

Main Analysis

Model 18 (see Table 1). The "index of moderated moderated mediation" (Hayes, 2018b), which is the test of
whether the moderation of the indirect effect of social media activism by power is further moderated by sample,
was tested using a bias-corrected 95% bootstrap confidence interval based on 5000 samples. The index (.06, SE =
.06), was not significant as the confidence interval contained zero, [-.05, .20]. As such, the moderation of the



indirect effect of social media activism by power did not differ across the MTurk and university samples. Given this
equivalence, the samples were combined to test the hypothesized model.

Table 1. Summary of Dual Moderated Mediation at the Second Stage of Mediation (Model 18).

Predictor B SE cl

Outcome: Mediator (Positive Feelings)
Social Media Activism 0.27*%* .05 [0.160,0.373]
Age 0.00 .00 [-0.003, 0.010]
Perceived Sexism -0.01 .09 [-0.179, 0.158]

Outcome: Collective Action Intentions
Age -0.02** .00 [-0.026, -0.009]
Perceived Sexism 0.20* .08 [0.036, 0.364]
Positive Feelings 0.27** .05 [0.160, 0.382]
Social Media Activism 0.34** .05 [0.229, 0.443]
Power Condition 0.26*%* .08 [0.093,0.423]
Sample Type -0.16 12 [-0.392, 0.075]
Positive Feelings X Power Condition 0.29*%* .08 [0.079, 0.505]
Positive Feelings X Sample Type -0.09 A1 [-0.304, 0.121]
Power X Sample Type 0.18 17 [-0.150, 0.518]

Positive Feelings X Power Condition X Sample Type  0.20 .22 [-0.208, 0.640]
Note. *p < .05, **p < .01. Age and perceived sexism are covariates.

Model 14 (see Table 2). The "index of moderated mediation" (Hayes, 2015), which is the test of whether the indirect
effect varies across the power conditions, was tested using a bias-corrected 95% bootstrap confidence interval
based on 5000 samples. The index was .08 (SE = .04), and the Cl did not contain zero [.02, .14], indicating significant
moderated mediation, such that the indirect effect increased with power. To probe the moderated mediation (akin
to testing simple effects when probing a significant interaction), the conditional indirect effects were also tested
with a bias-corrected 95% bootstrap confidence interval based on 5000 samples. The conditional indirect effect
for the low-power condition (.03, SE = .03) was not significant, 95% Cl [-.01, .09]. However, the index was significant
for the high-power condition (.11, SE = .03), 95% CI [.06, .18], indicating that among those in the high-power
condition, the more women endorsed social media activism, the more positive affect they reported (B = 0.27, SE =
.06, 95% CI [.16, .371), which in turn, predicted stronger collective action intentions (B = 0.41, 95% Cl = [.26, .57]).

Table 2. Summary of Moderated Mediation at the Second Stage of Mediation (Model 14).

Predictor B SE cl
Outcome: Mediator (Positive Feelings)
Social Media Activism 0.27%* .05 [0.160, 0.373]
Age 0.00 .00 [-0.003, 0.010]
Perceived Sexism -0.01 .09 [-0.179, 0.158]
Outcome: Collective Action Intentions
Age -0.01%* .00 [-0.019, -0.007]
Perceived Sexism 0.18* .08 [0.020, 0.343]
Positive Feelings 0.27%* .05 [0.160, 0.382]
Social Media Activism 0.34%* .05 [0.238, 0.449]
Power Condition 0.25%* .08 [0.089, 0.418]
Positive Feelings X Power Condition 0.29%* a1 [0.075, 0.497]

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01. Age and perceived sexism are covariates. The values for the relationships
between the predictors and positive feelings are the same as in Table 1 because moderation is
occurring at the second stage of mediation.



Competing models. Neither the dual moderated mediated model (Model 11; see Table 3), nor the moderated
mediation model (Model 7; see Table 4) at the first stage of mediation was significant, as indicated by non-
significant indices of moderated moderated mediation (.06, SE = .07, 95% Cl [-.05, .21] and moderated mediation
(.05, SE=.03,95% CI[-.01,.11], respectively. Thus, neither power condition nor sample type moderated the indirect
effect at the first stage of mediation.

Table 3. Summary of Competing Model of Dual Moderated Mediation (Model 11).

B SE (o]
Outcome: Positive Feelings
Age 0.01 .00 [-0.002, 0.015]
Perceived Sexism 0.05 .09 [-0.124, 0.230]
Social Media Activism 0.27** .05 [0.164,0.375]
Power Condition 0.22** .09 [0.044, 0.388]
Sample Type 0.10 12 [-0.142, 0.339]
Social Media Activism X Power Condition 0.15 .11 [-0.058, 0.364]
Social Media Activism X Sample Type 0.15 .11 [-0.065, 0.372]
Power Condition X Sample Type -0.05 .18  [-0.400, 0.298]

Social Media Activism X Power Condition X Sample Type 0.22 .22 [-0.211, 0.649]
Outcome: Collective Action Intentions

Age -0.01** .00 [-0.020, -0.008]
Perceived Sexism 0.16 .08 [-0.006, 0.321]
Social Media Activism 0.35** .05 [0.241, 0.455]
Positive Feelings 0.29*%* 05 [0.177,0.400]

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01. Age and perceived sexism are covariates.

Table 4. Summary of Competing Models of Moderated Mediation (Model 7).

B SE cl
Outcome: Positive Feelings
Age 0.00 .00 [-0.002, 0.010]
Perceived Sexism 0.02 .09 [-0.144, 0.193]
Social Media Activism 0.27%*% .05 [0.161, 0.375]
Power Condition 0.21%* .09 [0.034, 0.375]
Social Media Activism X Power Condition 0.16 a1 [-0.058, 0.364]
Social Media Activism X Sample Type 0.15 11 [-0.044, 0.373]
Outcome: Collective Action Intentions
Age -0.01** .00 [-0.020, -0.008]
Perceived Sexism 0.16 .08 [-0.006, 0.321]
Social Media Activism 0.35%* .05 [0.241, 0.455]
Positive Feelings 0.29%* .05 [0.177, 0.400]

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01. Age and perceived sexism are covariates. The values for the relationships
between the predictors and collective action intentions are the same as in Table 3 because moderation
is occurring at the first stage of mediation.

Discussion

This study tested whether the effect of social media activism on collective action intentions was mediated by
positive affect, and whether this indirect effect was moderated by experimentally manipulated perceived power
differences. As expected, this study showed that among those in the high-power condition, the more women
endorsed social media activism in response to reading about sexism, the more positive affect they reported, which



in turn predicted greater collective action intentions. Among those in the low power condition however, the
indirect effect was not present.

The fact that the power condition moderated the indirect effect of social media activism on collective action
intentions through positive affect is consistent with the literature showing that perceived power stimulates
approach-based thoughts and behaviours (e.g., Keltner et al., 2003), and as such, has several theoretical and
practical implications. From a theoretical perspective, this finding supports the integration of an individual-level
definition of perceived power (having the resources to control outcomes for someone else) with an intergroup
phenomenon (collective action). In particular, it suggests another facet that could be introduced into the feedback
loops theorized by the DDPM (van Zomeren et al., 2012). As previously noted, the model argues that there are
various feedback loops that exist between collective action and its antecedents and consequences; one of these
being the degree to which an individual feels they have the resources to cope. The more people feel they have the
resources to cope, the more likely they will believe that they can have an impact, which in turn reinforces future
collective action (van Zomeren et al., 2012). In line with this, the current study suggests that perceived power may
be a useful coping resource that could be incorporated into that feedback loop; those with greater individual
feelings of power may feel they have the resources to turn positive post-social media activism feelings into future
action.

Moreover, the indirect effect through positive feelings supports the notion that, in contrast to what critics of social
media activism argue (e.g., Morozov, 2009), positive feelings do play a role in promoting collective action.
Consistent with psychological theories, both about the role of positive affect in general behavior (Skinner, 1971)
and collective action specifically (e.g., van Zomeren et al., 2012), feeling good after indicating a willingness to
perform low-effort, small-scale action promoted intentions to participate in future, high-effort, larger-scale
collective actions. This finding provides empirical support for the potential of social media activism to create larger
social change. Anecdotally, several journalists have characterized the #MeToo social media movement as the
impetus for a cultural shift, as well as for larger-scale actions such as the Time's Up Now organization (a legal
defense fund to help victims of sexual assault and abuse in the workplace) and Anita Hill's commission on sexual
harassment in Hollywood (e.g., Felsenthal, 2018; Garber, 2018; Lin, 2017). Whether or not that is in fact the case,
this research provides empirical support for such speculation—under the right conditions (i.e., in this case,
perceiving higher power), social media activism can make women feel good, which in turn, may spark larger
collective actions. As such, criticisms of social media activism as merely ‘feel-good’ mechanisms may be less well-
founded than first thought.

From a practical perspective, the effectiveness of the power manipulation (Galinsky et al., 2003) in a context of
discrimination and activism is consistent with literature showing that thinking about power can have wide-
reaching effects in unrelated contexts (Fast et al., 2009; Galinsky et al., 2003). Further, the fact that the power
manipulation moderated the mediation model equally across the two samples highlights its generalizability
outside a university sample, and may have various applications. As this study suggests, it could be a simple yet
effective intervention to enhance the outcomes of social media activism—by asking people to envision themselves
in a powerful situation, feeling good after social media activism may propel them toward future collective action.
It could also be a way of enhancing the extent to which social media activism is positively received by its audience.
Research shows that people attribute more positive qualities to powerful people (Georgesen & Harris, 1998;
Humphrey, 1985) and to those with powerful speech styles (Adkins & Brashers, 1995; Bradac & Mulac, 1984;
Haleta, 1996). As such, asking individuals to recall a high-power situation may positively impact the quality of their
social media responses. For example, our current ongoing research is examining whether recalling a high-power
experience before constructing a tweet intended to mobilize consensus results in better reception by its audience
than a tweet created by those recalling a low-power experience. If so, a more supported tweet may enhance one's
sense of group efficacy, another factor that can enhance future collective action (van Zomeren et al., 2012).

Limitations of this study include the lack of additional mediators and moderators. Consistent with the ESIM (Drury
& Reicher, 1999), endorsing social media activism may have also enhanced social identity, which in turn may have
promoted greater collective action intentions. For example, when women were asked to tweet about real-world
sexist events, with no limitations placed on the content of those tweets, the vast majority of those tweets were
focused on collective intent (Foster, 2015). Moreover, online activism enhances the relationship between social



identity and well-being (Foster, 2019). Thus, consistent with the relationship between offline activism and identity
(Drury, Cocking, Beale, Hanson, & Rapley, 2005; Evripidou & Drury, 2013), using social media activism may also
solidify gender identity, which in turn could enhance collective action intentions. It is equally feasible that social
identity could moderate these relationships, however, we did not measure this construct. Given the research on
social identity as a buffer for the negative well-being effects of discrimination (e.g., Jetten, Haslam, & Haslam, 2012),
social identity may be another resource that allows individuals to progress social media activism into future
collective action, through positive affect.

Another limitation is that this research used collective action intentions as a proxy for performed collective action.
Indeed, while it will be invaluable to also examine actual collective action in future research, the use of action
intentions does not necessarily discount the potential contribution of findings. According to the theory of reasoned
action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), intentions are the proximate precursor of action, making
intentions an important aspect of behavior. Since the theory was posed, research has found intentions to be a
consistent predictor of action, across a variety of contexts (e.g., health behaviors: Davis, Jackson, Kronenfeld, &
Blair, 1984; everyday behaviours: Madden, Ellen, & Ajzen, 1992; diet: McDermott et al., 2015; alcohol abuse:
Moreno, Mercer, Young, Cox, & Kerr, 2019; see also Webb & Sheeran, 2006 for a review of the experimental effects
of intentions on action). Even within the context of collective action, intentions to participate predict actual
participation (De Weerd & B. Klandermans, 1999; Kelly & Breinlinger, 1995; B. Klandermans, 1997), suggesting that
intentions are an appropriate proxy for performed behaviour. Moreover, the theory of reasoned action states that
perceived behavioral control (i.e., having the necessary resources to enact that behaviour; Ajzen, 1985) has a direct
effect on action, as well as an indirect effect on action through behavioral intentions. Several meta-analytic reviews
support this hypothesis (Armitage & Conner, 2001; Godin & Kok, 1996; Hausenblas, Carron, & Mack, 1997). As
such, given behavioral control and the power manipulation are similar constructs, the patterns observed in this
study may be applicable to performed action as well. Nevertheless, future research would be strengthened by
also measuring performed collective action.

Future research will also be strengthened by examining additional social groups, given the current study examined
only women. For example, because men are less likely to take collective action on behalf of women (e.g., Stake,
2007), and because gender equity would be benefitted if they did so, understanding their relationship with social
media and offline activism is also necessary. However, different moderators of this relationship may be relevant
for different groups. Feeling powerful may not enhance the relationship between social media activism and offline
activism among men as it did for women in this study. Feelings of power have been shown to reduce perspective-
taking and empathy (Galinsky et al., 2006; van Kleef et al., 2008), and men exposed to the same power
manipulation used in the current study report higher benevolent sexism than women (Vial & Napier, 2017). If men
who feel powerful are more sexist than women, and less empathetic, they may also be unlikely to act for women.
Thus, future research will need to examine other potential motivators for advantaged group members to act on
behalf of disadvantaged group members.

Finally, this research operationally defined social media activism as a particular type of activism, namely consensus
mobilization techniques occurring in a digital space rather than a physical one. Because consensus mobilization is
viewed as a precursor to participation in social movements (e.g., B. Klandermans & Oegema, 1987; Snow et al.,
1986), this may explain why these particular social media actions indirectly predicted future collective action
intentions. It remains to be seen whether other forms of social media activism, such as, joining a Facebook group
will have the same positive benefits.

Despite limitations however, this research is a first step in showing that the ‘slacktivism’ criticism may not
necessarily be justified. Instead, feeling good after social media activism is not necessarily an end, but a means to
an end. And perceived power, which can be used for good, may be simple way to help people increase the
effectiveness of their social media activism.

Footnotes

1. To make data collection for student projects easier, this study (focused on gender discrimination) was
combined with separate student project with a distinct theoretical focus (sexual minorities), different
questions and scenarios. Qualtrics, the survey software, was programmed to assign the gender discrimination



questionnaires to heterosexual women, and the other questionnaire to sexual minority women and men,
based on self-identification. The data on sexual minorities was passed along to the student, and as such, only
the data from the heterosexual women was analyzed for this study.
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Appendix
Sexism Scenarios

1. Jenna has been dating a guy for a few months. They're at the point now where she really trusts him and feels
comfortable with him. So, when he asks her for some sexy pictures to take with him on holiday, she thinks its
sweet that he's going to miss her so much, and sends them. The next day, she wakes up to naked pictures of her
all over Twitter and Instagram.

2. Jenna is studying Health Sciences, a gateway to medical school. She and her workgroup are studying for the
MCAT (a standardized test necessary for medical school) and they're all discussing what kind of medicine they'd
like to pursue. Jenna says she's interested in Neurology and a male group member responds, “Yeah right, this isn't
‘Grey's Anatomy’ Jenna! Patients like their women doctors doing what they know best—lady parts!” The rest of the
group laughs along.

3.Jennais taking a course in which group work is required. However, a male in the group has requested that Jenna
be put into another group because talking to women is against his religion.


https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.132.2.249
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.132.2.249
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.94.6.956
https://doi.org/10.1177/0095798406292469
https://doi.org/10.1080/14680777.2015.1008744
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02936345
https://www.cnn.com/2018/03/25/us/march-for-our-lives-slacktivism-trnd/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2018/03/25/us/march-for-our-lives-slacktivism-trnd/index.html
https://doi.org/10.1002/eat.20445
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.2009.01628.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.58.6.994
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2010.04.001

4. Jenna is playing a pick-up basketball game with a bunch of guys; she is the only female on the team. The guys
wouldn't pass the ball to her or even look at her. Someone yells, “Get the girl off the court!”
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