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How does power manifest itself in everyday life? Using experience-
sampling methodology, we investigated the prevalence, sources,
and correlates of power in people’s natural environments. Partici-
pants experienced power-relevant situations regularly, though not
frequently. High power was not restricted to a limited few: almost
half of the sample reported experiencing high-power positions. Po-
sitional power and subjective feelings of power were strongly re-
lated but had unique relations with several individual difference
measures and independent effects on participants’ affect, cognition,
and interpersonal relations. Subjective feelings of power resulted
more from within-participant situational fluctuation, such as the
social roles participants held at different times, than from stable
differences between people. Our data supported some theoretical
predictions about power’s effects on affect, cognition, and interper-
sonal relations, but qualified others, particularly highlighting the
role of responsibility in power’s effects. Although the power litera-
ture has focused on high power, we found stronger effects of low
power than high power.

positional power | subjective feelings of power | experience sampling |
social roles | ecological setting

Power—asymmetric control over valued resources (1–4)—is a
fundamental feature of human relations (5): individuals detect

power differences quickly, recall them easily, and often prefer
them to equality (6, 7). Although power plays a pivotal role in
many aspects of life, from the workplace (1) to the family (8) to
romantic relationships (9), little is known empirically about the
course of power in everyday life. Without such data, it is unclear
how power is experienced by individuals on a daily basis, including
basic facts such as whether having or lacking power is a regular or
rare occurrence and to what degree individuals fluctuate in their
level of power throughout the day.
Surveying the full array of power experiences occurring in real

life also allows for a robust test of power theories. Most recent
data on the psychological experience of power has focused on
workplace environments and experimental power manipulations
(10). Although such manipulations allow for causal attributions,
the most common ones involve thinking about power (11) or an-
ticipating power differences rather than experiencing them (12).
Even when participants experience low- and high-power roles in
the laboratory, these roles generally do not involve real decisions
or consequential outcomes (13). Because the effects of power are
known to change when power involves meaningful interpersonal
interactions versus hypothetical scenarios or anticipated interac-
tions (14), and when power differences are experienced as ap-
propriate and legitimate versus arbitrarily assigned (15, 16), it is
not a given that theories developed in the experimental laboratory
will generalize to real-world power experiences. Furthermore, if
power operates in aspects of life beyond work, it is important to
determine if theories of power (3, 4) hold true across all these
contexts, such as family relationships involving more complicated
power dynamics (8).
Thus, the present work aimed both to investigate the prevalence

and correlates of power in people’s natural environments, and to
test hypotheses derived from major theories of power (3, 4) in
these settings. To achieve these goals, we used experience sam-
pling (17) to assess people’s power perceptions in daily life. Five

times a day for 3 d, more than 200 participants in the United
States reported how powerless or powerful they felt and whether
they were in a low- or high-power position or no power situation at
all, then answered multiple questions about their situation. With
these data, we addressed several ecological, empirical, and theo-
retical issues regarding power.
First, we tested whether power is experienced as a fundamental

feature of human interactions by measuring how often individuals
reported being in low- and high-power positions. Given that social
hierarchies are pervasive (18), we predicted that most participants
would report experiencing power dynamics in our brief study pe-
riod. Because traditional pyramidal hierarchies broaden from top
to bottom, we also expected low-power positions would be expe-
rienced more frequently than high-power ones.
Second, we explored different types of power. Power may be

construed as both a structural variable reflecting a person’s po-
sition relative to others (4), and a psychological state reflecting a
person’s subjective experience (19). One popular model of power
proposes that a person’s position first affects their subjective
feelings of power, which then influence behavior (2, 20). How-
ever, the consequences of subjective feelings of power may be
distinct from positional power (10, 11, 13). Thus, we tested how
much positional power and subjective feelings of power were
related and whether they had separate, distinguishable effects, or
even interacted to predict behavior (21).
Third, we examined variability in experiences of power. Variance

in subjective feelings of power can be attributed to stable, individ-
ual-difference factors (between-person differences) and to variable,
situation-specific factors (within-person differences). Although
power is predicted by dispositional attributes (22), suggesting
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individual stability (23), it is also defined in relation to particular
relationships, and the attributes leading to power differ across social
contexts (24), suggesting situational variability; therefore, we pre-
dicted both factors would play a role. Thus, we explored both
specific individual differences and situational characteristics.
Fourth, what kinds of people are more likely to be in low- versus

high-power positions, or to feel powerful? Being male (25, 26),
middle-aged (versus younger or older) (26), White (26), and of a
higher social class (27) have all been associated with higher power,
so we collected relevant demographic data. Additionally, we col-
lected three hierarchy-oriented dispositional measures likely to be
related to experiences of power. Individuals with a higher personal
sense of power (PSP) (19) tend to hold higher-power positions.
Having a higher social dominance orientation (SDO) (28), indi-
cated by a preference for group-based dominance and inequality,
has also been associated with holding higher-power positions (29).
Although right-wing authoritarianism (RWA)—a combination of
authoritarian submission, authoritarian aggression, and conven-
tionalism (30)—seems logically related to power, no previous re-
search has explored its association with the experience of power.
Additionally, given our repeated sampling of participants, we
assessed whether the amount of variability in power feelings was
affected by these variables.
Fifth, to explore situational effects, we assessed how different

social roles related to power. Our repeated sampling of partici-
pants allowed us to assess their experience as they held roles with
obvious relations to power (e.g., subordinate colleague), as well
as more ambiguous roles encompassing both low- and high-
power experiences, such as parent or romantic partner (21). Past
research has found that in the latter roles individuals sometimes
report feeling powerless even when by objective measures they
are in a high-power position (5).
Finally, recent psychological theorizing and research on power

has focused on power’s consequences (3, 4, 10) for affect, cogni-
tion, and interpersonal relations, so we tried to replicate these
results in our ecological setting. We tested whether power related
to happiness, overall mood, and stress. The approach-inhibition
theory of power (3) posits that high power leads to more positive
affect, and low power to more negative affect and stress. Evidence
for these effects has been mixed (12, 31) and may depend on
having meaningful interpersonal manifestations of power (14), a
feature of our experience-sampling methodology. For cognition,
we tested whether power related to mental resource depletion.
Although Fiske (32) posited that high power leads to attentional
overload, recent research suggests low power reduces mental ca-
pacity (12), whereas high power improves self-regulation (33, 34),
as predicted by the social distance theory of power (4). Finally, we
tested the interpersonal effects of power by measuring how much
participants felt close to and wanted to interact with these others,
and how much they felt responsible for them. The social distance
theory of power (4) posits that because high-power individuals are
less dependent on low-power individuals than vice versa, high-
power individuals should feel more distant from low-power indi-
viduals and less motivated to affiliate with them (35, 36). The
theory also posits that feelings of responsibility for others may
shrink experienced social distance, and thus alter power’s effects.
We also measured how much participants felt respected by others
to examine the association between power and status, a related but
distinct concept (37).

Results
Because experience-sampling data are nested (observations within
persons), all analyses, except descriptive, Poisson, and contingency
analyses, used multilevel modeling (38) (see SI Results for details).

Both Low- and High-Power Positions Were Common.Out of the 2,502
total responses, 13.7% involved someone else having power over a
participant, and 10.0% involved a participant having power over

someone else. Over the 15 sampling occasions of the 3 study days,
participants reported being more often in a low-power position
(mean = 1.64, SD = 2.21, range 0–13) than in a high-power po-
sition (mean = 1.19, SD = 1.96, range 0–12), t(209) = 2.12, P =
0.035, d = 0.22. An average of 2.82 power-relevant (i.e., low- or
high-power) situations (SD = 2.80, range 0–13) were reported
(Fig. S1). Most participants (82.9%) experienced at least one low-
or high-power position during the 3 d: 27.1% of participants ex-
perienced both low- and high-power positions, 35.2% experienced
only low-power positions, and 20.5% experienced only high-power
positions. Thus, rather than high-power positions being experi-
enced by a select few, almost half of participants (47.6%) reported
being in a high-power position at least once, although low-power
positions were more common.

Positional Power Predicted Feelings of Power Imperfectly. On aver-
age, participants reported feelings of power slightly above the scale
midpoint (mean = 0.56, SD = 1.11). The average within-person SD
for these ratings was 1.08 (SD = 0.50) on a seven-point scale, in-
dicating significant fluctuation across the study period. How much
were these fluctuations related to participants’ positional power? A
multilevel analysis with position as a within-person factor revealed
that position affected feelings of power, F(2, 2,449) = 121.50, P <
0.001. Participants reported the highest average feelings of power
in high-power situations (mean = 1.17, SE = 0.11), and the lowest
in low-power situations (mean = −0.38, SE = 0.10; d = 1.01 for
low–high contrast), with baseline in between but still above zero
(mean = 0.64, SE = 0.07), all pairwise contrast Ps < 0.001. How-
ever, participants in low-power positions (SD = 1.69) had more
variance in feelings of power than participants in high-power po-
sitions (SD = 1.41), according to a multilevel deviance test of
heterogeneity, χ2 (1) = 18.09, P < 0.001 (39). In particular, par-
ticipants in a low-power position were more likely to report rela-
tively high feelings of power, than participants in a high-power
position were to report relatively low feelings of power (Fig. S2).

Feelings of Power Were More About the Situation Than the Person.
Because this study is an intensive repeated measurement of feel-
ings of power, we used unconditional two-level models to estimate
what portion of these feelings could be attributed to stable factors
varying between persons versus situation-specific factors varying
within persons over time, and compared the stability of power
feelings to that of other states assessed, such as happiness (Fig. S3).
Approximately 58% of the variance was estimated to be a result
of situational fluctuation, and 42% of stable individual differ-
ences. Only happiness and perceived control had higher propor-
tions of situational variance. Thus, over half of subjective feelings
of power resulted from situational fluctuation rather than stable
individual differences.

Few Individual Differences Were Consistently Related to Power. We
ran zero-inflated Poisson regression analyses to predict the fre-
quency of low- and high-power positions from the demographic
and dispositional variables (see Table S1 for details). In the full
model, being older was associated with reporting fewer low-power
positions. Race/ethnicity had reliable overall effects for both
positions: Hispanic and Asian participants reported more low-
power positions, and Hispanic participants reported fewer high-
power positions. Education had a reliable overall effect for
low-power positions, but given how few participants had a
high-school education, these results should be interpreted cautiously.
None of the dispositional measures were significantly related to low-
power positions, and only RWA was related to high-power positions:
participants higher in RWA reported more high-power positions.
To test the relationship between subjective feelings of power

and these variables, we ran multilevel multiple regression models
(see Table 1 for details). In the full model, only age, PSP, and
RWA were significantly associated with feelings of power. Thus,
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we found consistent effects of age and RWA for both measures
of power, whereas the relationships between power and educa-
tion, race/ethnicity, and PSP depended on the measure of power.
We also investigated whether the demographic and disposi-

tional variables predicted within-person fluctuations in subjective
feelings of power. None were significantly correlated with the
within-person SD of feelings of power (SI Results).

Some Social Roles Were Systematically Associated with Power. Next,
we investigated whether common social roles were differentially
associated with low- versus high-power positions, and subjective
feelings of power. Across both measures of power (Fig. 1 and
Fig. S4), the roles of subordinate colleague and romantic partner
were associated with relatively lower reported power, and the
roles of superordinate colleague and family member were asso-
ciated with relatively higher power.

Power Affected Affect, Cognition, and Interpersonal Relations. Be-
cause both positional power (Fig. 2) and feelings of power (Table
S2) had similar, significant effects on all state measures of affect,
cognition, and interpersonal relations, we focus on the results for
positional power, as they indicate direction of effects relative to
the baseline condition.
Participants were happier and in a better mood when in high-

power positions, and less happy and in a worse mood when in low-
power positions, compared with baseline, in line with Keltner et al.
(3). Low-power positions were also associated with greater stress
and resource depletion, compared with high-power positions and
baseline situations, which did not differ from each other. The
latter result supports the social distance theory of power’s (4)
hypothesis that high power leads to better self-regulation than low
power. High-power positions were associated with greater per-
ceived control and independence from others than low-power
positions, in line with the social distance theory of power (4).
As for the interpersonal measures, high-power positions were

characterized by more perceived respect than low-power positions,
meaning power and status were positively correlated. However,
contrary to the social distance theory of power’s (4) predictions,
participants in high-power positions both wanted to interact with
the people around them more and felt closer to them than those in
low-power positions. Those in high-power positions also felt more
responsible for the people around them than those in low-power

positions. The social distance theory predicts that feelings of
responsibility should shrink social distance. Indeed, multilevel
mediation analyses confirmed that the effects of both positional
power and feelings of power on wanting to interact and feelings
of closeness were partially mediated by perceived responsibility
(Fig. 3). This finding suggests that the unexpected finding of power
reducing social distance can, in part, be explained by power being
associated with a sense of heightened responsibility.

Positional Power and Feelings of Power Had Independent Effects on
State Measures. Given the similar results for positional power
and subjective feelings of power, we investigated their degree of

Table 1. Level 2 effects on feelings of power, predicted from a multiple multilevel regression
analysis including demographics (model step 1) and demographics plus dispositional measures
(model step 2)

Demographics and dispositional measures

Step 1 Step 2

Coefficient SE P Coefficient SE P

Demographics
Gender −0.10 0.08 0.219 −0.09 0.08 0.272
Age 0.02 0.01 0.006 0.02 0.01 0.050
Education

Completed high school −0.24 0.34 0.486 −0.38 0.33 0.257
Some college 0.13 0.16 0.401 0.15 0.15 0.305
Completed college 0.11 0.15 0.474 0.13 0.15 0.394

Ethnicity
White −0.16 0.13 0.212 −0.10 0.13 0.452
African American 0.16 0.20 0.417 0.00 0.20 0.997
Hispanic −0.51 0.22 0.021 −0.40 0.22 0.063
Asian 0.01 0.18 0.955 −0.04 0.18 0.831

Dispositional measures
Personal sense of power 0.24 0.07 0.001
Social dominance orientation 0.02 0.08 0.828
Right-wing authoritarianism 0.16 0.05 0.002

Gender was coded -1 = male, 1 = female. Dispositional measures were grand-mean centered.
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Fig. 1. Feelings of power as a function of social role. Bars that differ significantly
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redundancy and possible interplay with a series of multilevel
moderated regression analyses predicting the above state mea-
sures from positional power, feelings of power, and their in-
teraction. Positional power had significant independent effects
on all measures except resource depletion and respect, and
feelings of power had significant independent effects on all
measures except responsibility (Table S3). Additionally, posi-
tional power and feelings of power only interacted significantly
to predict happiness and overall mood. Both feelings of power
and positional power were associated with greater happiness and
better moods, but higher feelings of power were particularly
beneficial for participants in low-power positions, suggesting that
feelings of power can buffer individuals from the negative af-
fective consequences of low positional power (Fig. S5).

Discussion
We sought to quantify and understand the everyday experience
of power. First, power was a common, though not constant, ex-
perience: most participants reported being in power-relevant
situations in the 3 study days. Although participants more often
reported being in low-power than high-power positions, high-
power positions were not rare and were experienced by almost
half of participants. This may be because many of the power-
relevant situations occurred outside work. Unlike previous re-
search, we had participants themselves indicate whether their
situation involved power, which allowed us to discover power in
situations not normally considered power-relevant.
Second, positional power and subjective feelings of power

were not interchangeable; rather, the relationship between them
was complex and varied. For example, many participants in low-
power positions reported feeling more powerful than their po-
sition seemingly warranted. They may have misperceived reality
to maintain the illusion that they had control (40, 41), or their
positions may have been low power in a relative, but not abso-
lute, sense (i.e., they had some control but someone else had
more). Future research should include objective measures of
power to distinguish between these possibilities. Furthermore,
several individual difference measures (e.g., PSP) were related to
one aspect of power but not the other, and positional power and
feelings of power had significant independent effects on most of
our state measures of affect, cognition, and interpersonal per-
ceptions. These two aspects of power also interacted to predict

happiness and mood: feeling powerful buffered participants from
the negative effects of a low-power position so they felt just as
positive as those in a high-power position. Thus, our data do not
support models of power that treat positional power as operating
only via its effects on subjective feelings of power (2, 20). These
two types of power may operate independently in part because
feelings of power emerge from multiple sources, such as one’s
disposition (19), not just from the position one holds at the
moment (19, 21). Positional power is also by definition inter-
personal, whereas feelings of power may be mainly or completely
intrapersonal (19), so the two may operate through different
processes (4, 10). This distinction between interpersonal and
intrapersonal power is reflected in feelings of power having no
independent effect, over and above positional power, on feelings
of responsibility (Table S3), a clearly interpersonal measure, as
predicted by Tost (10).
Third, everyday power owes more to the situation than the

person. Although individual differences explained some varia-
tion in subjective feelings of power, most of the variability was
situationally based. Indeed, only a few individual difference
measures were consistently related to both feelings of power
and positions held—age and RWA—and none were related to
within-person variation in feelings of power. Because 96.2% of
participants were age 50 or under, the age results replicate Eaton
et al.’s (26) finding that middle-aged adults have more power
than younger adults. Several individual difference results were
surprising. For example, RWA is associated with deference to
authority (30), yet we found a positive relationship between
RWA and power. It is also notable we found no relation between
power and either gender or SDO, and inconsistent effects of
race/ethnicity and education on power, contrary to previous
findings (25, 26, 29). Our results for gender, SDO, and race/
ethnicity may differ because our participants self-reported their
own power in the moment in a variety of situations, providing
both subjective feelings of power and positional power, whereas
prior research focused on the power associated with an individ-
ual’s occupation (25, 26, 29), a single kind of positional power.
Participants who experienced less power in one context, such as
work, may have actively sought power in other contexts, given the
desirable nature of power (40, 41). Future research should track
individuals over a longer period to explore this possibility. One
result of this greater role of the situation is that high-power
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experiences were not concentrated in a small subset of partici-
pants; instead, almost half reported being in a high-power posi-
tion at least once.
Fourth, social roles mattered. In their daily lives, people switch

among multiple social roles varying in their association with
power. Superordinate roles at work, as expected, were associated
with higher power than subordinate roles. On average the role of
family member was associated with relatively high power, and the
role of romantic partner, surprisingly, with relatively low power.
These differences may be a result of the more symmetric yet
variable distribution of power in romantic versus familial rela-
tionships. Although both roles involve power dynamics with
others (21, 42), certain family roles (e.g., parent) involve great
asymmetries in control (e.g., over basic resources like food and
shelter). Given the age range of our participants, they were likely

more often in the role of the high-power family member than the
low-power one. In contrast, in romantic relationships power
dynamics are both less clearly asymmetric and more variable
because each partner has power but in different domains (43).
Thus, the degree and direction of asymmetry changes with the
context. At first, this would seem to indicate that individuals in
these roles should on average feel power-neutral. However, as
individuals react more strongly to losing power than gaining it
(44), participants may have been more sensitive to the contexts in
which their partner had power over them than vice versa.
Finally, power mattered, affectively, cognitively, and inter-

personally. Low power was related to worse mood, heightened
resource depletion, and more stress, replicating previous re-
search (12, 14, 31). Notably, the effects of low power were, on
average, about 2.5-times stronger (average Cohen’s d to base-
line = 0.48) than the effects of high power (average Cohen’s d to
baseline = 0.19). For resource depletion, this replicated Smith
et al. (12), but other effects were unexpected. This finding is
notable because much of past research and theorizing on power
has emphasized the effects of high, not low, power (2). Similarly,
the difference in subjective feelings of power between low-power
positions and baseline was twice that of the difference between
high-power positions and baseline. However, given the results
when feelings of power and positional power were used as si-
multaneous predictors, differences in subjective feelings cannot
explain the difference in strength of effects between low-power
and high-power positions. Individuals may be more sensitive to
losing power than gaining it (44), leading low-power positions to
be more impactful. When combined with the fact that several
individual difference variables had different relations with low-
versus high-power positions, our results suggest that low power
and high power often have different, rather than merely oppo-
site, effects (3, 4, 45). These findings also highlight the impor-
tance of including baselines to distinguish between effects of
lacking versus having power (3, 4).
The interpersonal effects of power were more complex,

highlighting the multifaceted nature of power in everyday life.
Contrary to the social distance theory of power (4), high power
was associated both with more interest in interacting with the
people around them and greater feelings of closeness to them,
relative to low power. However, high power was also associated
with stronger feelings of responsibility, and these feelings of re-
sponsibility partially explained why power was associated with
reduced social distance. These results may reflect the greater
variety of social roles, most outside the workplace, involved in
our ecological research setting. Prior experimental work on
power and social distance (35, 36) has focused on one-shot in-
teractions where high-power participants would be unlikely to
feel responsible for their partners. These data suggest that in
daily life there may be a higher average level of responsibility
associated with power than previously thought (10), and that this
greater responsibility fundamentally alters the consequences of
power. Further research on real-world power outside the work-
place is necessary to ensure present theories of power generalize
to multiple contexts.
This study is a first step toward quantifying and compre-

hending the power dynamics of everyday life. Furthermore, these
data provide new, real-world evidence relevant for the major
power theories in recent literature (3, 4), supporting some pre-
dictions and suggesting modifications to others. Power dynamics
are an infrequent, yet common and impactful part of the various
roles we play in everyday life, so it is critical to understand them
and to study them where the action occurs.

Methods and Materials
The sample consisted of all individuals who responded to advertisements
posted between July and September 2013 on online sites (e.g., Craigslist,
Backstage) in 12 United States cities and on various subject pool mailing lists,
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Fig. 3. Effects of positional power (Upper two figures) and subjective
feelings of power (Lower two figures) on felt closeness and wanting to in-
teract with one’s interaction partners, as mediated through felt re-
sponsibility, as estimated with Mplus. All indirect effects were significant
and all mediation analyses indicated partial mediation. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01,
***P < 0.001.
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and met our qualifications (over 18 y of age, proficient in English, and having
a smartphone with touchscreen, texting, and data plan). Of 210 total par-
ticipants, demographic information was available for 186 who completed the
intake survey. Mean age was 29.9 y (SD = 9.2; range 18–67 y), and 71.5%
were female. Of participants, 2.7% indicated they had completed high
school, 39.8% had attended some college, 36.6% had completed college,
and 21.0% had completed advanced/postgraduate studies. Of participants,
58.6% were Caucasian, 15.6% Asian, 11.8% African American, 8.6% His-
panic, and 5.4% indicated “other” for race/ethnicity. Thus, although more
highly educated than the United States population, our sample was more
demographically diverse than the standard laboratory sample (46).

Participants were paid $5 for completing the intake survey. For every
completed experience-sampling survey they were paid $0.50 and received
one entry into a raffle for a $200 gift card. Only measures included in the
present analyses are described below (the full list of measures is available
from the authors). The study was approved by the Institutional Review Boards
of the University of Chicago and the University of California, San Diego.

Potential participants completed a screening survey and smartphone
compatibility test (47) to determine eligibility. Eligible participants next
provided informed consent and completed the intake survey, which included
questions about gender, age, race/ethnicity, and highest level of education
(to measure social class) (48), as well as three dispositional measures (see
Table S4 for correlations): personal sense of power (19), social dominance
orientation (28), and right-wing authoritarianism (30).

The experience-sampling phase started 1 d after sign-up. During each of 3
consecutive days between 9:00 AM and 9:00 PM, participants received five
text messages with a link to the experience-sampling survey. On average,

participants replied to 11.9 of the 15 total signals, an 80% response rate, for a
total of 2,502 responses covering 601 participant days.

Each experience-sampling survey (SI Methods and Materials) began by
asking participants how powerful they felt (−3 = very powerless, +3 = very
powerful) to assess subjective feelings of power. They then reported
whether: (i) they were currently in a position of power over somebody else
(i.e., a high-power position), (ii) someone else currently had power over
them (i.e., a low-power position), or (iii) none of the above (i.e., baseline).
This categorical variable measured positional power.

Participants who reported being in a low- or high-power position an-
swered additional questions. Participants selected from a list their current
social role, if any, and reported the sources of power involved (Table S5).
Finally, participants answered four questions about their feelings toward the
people they were interacting with: how much they felt these people
respected them (−3 = very high disrespect, +3 = very high respect), how
much they wanted to interact with them (0 = not at all, 4 = very much), how
close they felt to them (−3 = very distant, +3 = very close), and how re-
sponsible they felt for them (0 = not at all, 4 = very responsible).

Finally, the following variables were assessed in random order on seven-
point scales for all participants: happiness, mood, stress, resource depletion,
perceived control, and dependency.
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