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Social facilitation is the tendency for people to perform better on simple and familiar tasks in the presence of other 
people.  Past research suggests that social facilitation can enhance one’s performance.  Moreover, male behavior and 
performance may be influenced by both social facilitation and an evolutionary inclination to perform well in the 
presence of females in order to increase their chances of mating.  This study attempted to determine whether male 
college students would display greater strength in the presence of females than in the presence of males or when 
alone.  The participants were asked to test their strength using a force grip meter and to record measurements in 
three different trials: alone, with a male confederate, and with a female confederate.  The measurements did not 
differ significantly across the three conditions, suggesting that social facilitation does not affect the overall 
performances of college students in this type of task.   
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Humans are social beings in a world where they are 
constantly interacting with each other.  Therefore, as a result it 
is not surprising that the majority of people encounter some 
type of social influence in which their emotions, opinions, or 
behaviors are affected by others through peer pressure, 
conformity, persuasion, or various leadership styles among 
other factors (Guadagno, Muscanell, Rice, & Roberts, 2013).   

Interestingly, just the mere presence of others can 
have an effect on humans.  When such influence positively 
affects one’s ability to perform, we refer to this as social 
facilitation.  Blascovich, Mendes, Hunter, and Salomon (1999) 
found that social facilitation can help people improve their 
performance when working on familiar tasks.  Furthermore, 
one’s individual performance can be greatly enhanced when 
performing    alongside    a    superior   performer   (Flynn   & 
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Amanatullah, 2012).  Thus, social facilitation may occur due to 
the possibility that improved performance in front of an 
audience could stand to increase social approval, praise or a 
boost in status for the individual. 

Allen, Chango, Szwedo, Schad, and Marston (2012) 
note that peer influence can have an especially strong effect on 
some teenagers.  This may be due to the fact that adolescents 
generally have less developed social identities than fully 
matured adults.  As part of their identity development many 
adolescents desire to gain social approval from their peers; and 
therefore it is not uncommon for such adolescents to have 
social facilitation expectancies.  Smith, Goldman, Greenbaum, 
and Christiansen (1995) describe such expectation as being 
admired when excelling at a task in front of their peers.  
Becoming the star athlete or the life of the party are examples 
of the types of social images many adolescents desire to obtain 
through social facilitation expectancy.  Adolescents with high 
social facilitation expectancies that were exposed to high levels 
of peer influence were more likely to begin drinking at an early 
age.  Moreover, these adolescents were also more likely to 
drink more heavily and frequently than their peers who did not 
have high social facilitation expectancies with respect to alcohol 
consumption (Smith et al., 1995).  Therefore, as for 
adolescents, social facilitation expectancies may provide a basis 
to encourage positive or negative behaviors in college students 
who are entering young adulthood but not fully matured.       

The extent of social influence and facilitation on an 
individual may be swayed by biological and evolutionary 
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causes, though mediated by differences in age and sex.  In a 
study examining student dominance behavior in female and 
male professors’ classrooms, Brooks (1982) found that male 
students displayed more aggressive behavior in classes taught 
by female professors than male professors.  In contrast, female 
students displayed less overall aggressive behavior than the 
males and were relatively constant in their levels of such 
behavior in both classroom settings.  Interestingly, in student-
to-student interactions between males and females, both showed 
similar levels of aggressive behavior towards the other sex.  
These finding suggest that the level of males’ aggressive 
behavior towards their female professors may be the result of 
age differences between the sexes, i.e., a dissonance in gender 
dominance dynamics that is not present when in the presence of 
female peers (Brooks 1982).  

In our study, we aim to better understand the effects of 
social facilitation between males and females.  Pinxten, de 
Ridder, and Eens (2003) examined the interactions of European 
starlings and found that male birds specifically underwent a 
physiological increase in testosterone levels and displayed an 
increase in externalized mating behavior, e.g., increased 
singing and nesting activities, when in the presence of a 
female.  This suggests that when males and females of similar 
age come into contact with each other, social facilitation plays 
more of a biological, evolutionary role of mate selection and of 
increasing reproduction possibilities in addition, to a general 
improvement in performance.          

Moreover, according to Kirkpatrick and Barton 
(1997), it appears that selection of a male mate by a female 
may be influenced by an evolutionary genetic predisposition to 
select a physically fit mate.  This suggests that a male would be 
at an advantage to exhibit physical prowess and strength when 
in the presence of a female for the purpose of successful mate 
selection and procreative engagement.     

Despite previous animal research, there is a lack of 
prior research addressing human male performance when 
influenced by a female peer presence.  Therefore, we are 
interested in studying the effects of social facilitation in the 
form of displayed physical strength by males in the presence of 
a female confederate.  We believed that men would tend to 
demonstrate greater physical strength when a woman is present 
due to the effects of social facilitation and an evolutionary 
motivation to impress her for possible mating purposes. 

We sampled a group of college-aged men for our 
study.  Each participant underwent several trials to measure 
their strength using a force grip.  In the first trial the 
participant recorded his first measurement by himself.  In the 
second and third trials, a female and male confederate 
(counterbalancing was used) entered into and remained in the 
room when the participant recorded his subsequent 
measurements.  We employed deception in our experiment so 
that the participant would not guess our true hypothesis.  Our 
confederates told the participant that they had to recalibrate the 
force grip between trials so as to conceal the true reason for 
their presence in the room.  All participants were debriefed 
after their participation concluded.   

 
 

FIGURE 1.  Force grip meter. 

 
We hypothesized that the participants would perform 

significantly better on the force grip in the presence of the 
female due to both social facilitation and evolutionary 
motivations compared to when they were alone.  Furthermore, 
we also hypothesized that in general, when a peer—regardless 
of gender—was present, the participant would perform better 
than in the alone condition, due to social facilitation.  
 

METHOD 
 
Participants  

Participants (N = 18) were recruited through a 
convenience sample—through email invites sent to three 
University of Minnesota fraternity houses (Sigma Pi, Delta Tau 
Delta, and Delta Chi), passersby in Blegen Hall near the testing 
room, and male students from a research methods course.  All 
participants were male university students between the ages of 
18 and 29 (M = 22.44, SD = 3.22).  Of the participants, 15 
identified themselves as Caucasian (83.3%) and 3 were Asian 
(16.7%).  All participants volunteered their participation and 
no remuneration was provided.              
 
Materials 

One male (Condition 2) and one female (Condition 3) 
confederate remained in the room with the participant while he 
recorded grip strength measurements for the respective 
conditions.  A force grip meter (Figure 1) on loan from the 
anthropology department was used to measure the participants’ 
grip strength in kilograms (dependent variable).  Participants 
were also given the use of pen and paper to record their race, 
age and grip strength measurements.            
 
Procedure 

Male students who were interested in participation 
were asked to participate immediately following a lecture (in 
the case of the research methods students), to respond to the 
researchers’ “request for participation” email with their 
availability to schedule a test session (fraternity members), or 
were recruited by the researchers in the hallway near the 
testing room (passersby).  Each participant was read an 
informed consent script individually prior to the 
commencement of the experiment.  Then the participants were 
asked if they had any questions and were told that they could 
withdraw their participation or contact a professor in charge 
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with any questions.  Deception was employed so that the 
participants would not guess the hypothesis of the study.  
Researchers informed the participants that they were 
participating in an experiment to find a relationship between 
forearm length and grip strength.    

To begin, a researcher informed the participant that 
the research group would be measuring his grip strength three 
times with the use of a force grip that would be recalibrated 
between each trial.  The participant was briefly shown how to 
use the force grip, explained how to determine measurements, 
and asked to record each of the three measurements himself on 
the paper provided.  After the first trial, the participant was 
instructed to shout “done.”  Then, a researcher would return to 
the participant informing him that s/he would recalibrate the 
force grip for the next trial.  However, no such “recalibration” 
was ever done.     

In the first trial, as a baseline measurement, the 
participant recorded his force grip measurement alone 
(Condition 1).  In the second and third trials, the male 
(Condition 2) and female (Condition 3) confederates entered the 
room, took the force grip, and left the room.  Counterbalancing 
of Conditions 2 and 3 was used.  A few seconds later, the 
confederate reappeared with the “recalibrated” force grip.  The 
confederate then stayed in the room, standing in front of the 
participant at a close proximity (~2 feet) while he proceeded 
to record the second measurement.  The procedure was 
repeated for the third measurement, with the exception that the 
opposite sex confederate was present.    

Following the three grip strength testing trials, the 
participant was thanked and told to go to another room down 
the hall in which another researcher would take a measurement 
of his forearm and then do a final verbal debriefing.  At this 
point the participant was informed of the true nature of the 
study and asked if he had any questions or if he would like the 
contact information of the professor in charge.  He was then 
thanked for volunteering his time to contribute to psychological 
research.  
 

RESULTS 
 

One independent variable measured in three conditions 
was separately assessed in this study, participant’s grip strength 
measurement: when alone (Condition 1), in the presence of a 
male confederate (Condition 2), and in the presence of a female 
confederate (Condition 3).  The measurements were recorded 
(in kilograms) by the participant himself in each of the three 
trials.  A repeated-measures ANOVA was performed on the 
independent variable to test whether the presence of 
confederates had an effect on the participants’ display of 
strength. 

Analyses showed that there was not a significant effect 
from the presence of a member of the opposite sex nor a 
general social facilitation effect of the presence of a same-sex 
peer on the participants’ displayed grip strength, F(2,51) = 
0.31, p = 0.74.  Thus, participants’ grip strength 
measurements were not significantly different when in the alone  
 

 
 

FIGURE 2.  Mean force grip measurements for the participants in the 
three conditions: solo, with male confederate, with female confederate.  
Error bars represent standard deviations. 

 
condition (M = 33.67, SD = 8.05), in the presence of a male 
(M = 34.28, SD = 8.16) nor in the presence of a female (M = 
35.78, SD = 8.75). The graph in Figure 2 illustrates the 
similarity in scores across conditions.   

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The results of this experiment did not support our 

hypothesis that participants would perform significantly better 
on the force grip in the presence of a female compared to when 
they were alone due to social facilitation and evolutionary 
motivations.  Further, the experiment did not support our 
general hypothesis that when a peer, regardless of gender, is 
present the participant would perform better than in the alone 
condition due to social facilitation.   

Several methodological problems exist in this study 
that may have contributed to the lack of significant results.  In 
the study by Blascovich et al. (1999), the participants that 
performed better due to social facilitation had first mastered the 
task that they later performed better in front of peers.  In our 
study, the use of the force grip was new and unfamiliar to the 
participants.  Even though they took their first measurements 
alone, they were not given time to practice using the force grip.  
Therefore, as the first trial was very brief it was likely 
insufficient to give them any level of familiarity with it so that 
they would be able to perform significantly and confidently 
better in the second and third trials in the presence of 
confederates.   

Additionally, when recruiting participants we had a 
mix of men that we had invited from fraternities, fellow 
research method students, and passersby near the testing room.  
In the latter case, we employed tactics in which our male 
researcher said statements such as, "Hey you look pretty 
strong," in order to appeal to the masculine inclinations of the 
passersby.  It is possible that such statements had unintended 
effects on the performance of these participants, e.g., they may 
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have felt more compelled to prove their strength in front of the 
familiar male confederate than the unfamiliar female 
confederate.  

Further, our sample size was small (N = 18).  To 
improve this experiment in the future, we would obtain a 
larger, more representative sample of the male college 
population. It is possible that there was an effect of social 
facilitation, but that our sample was too small to detect it. 

Future studies examining this topic would need to 
consider using alternative means of measuring displayed 
strength.  Perhaps the force grip was awkward for some 
participants or a fatigue effect was a confounding variable for 
those participants who fared worse in the conditions with 
confederates.  Moreover, due to ethical considerations, we did 
not ask the participants about their sexual orientation.  
However, depending on the participants' sexual orientation, 
they may have desired to perform better in front of the male 
confederate.  Therefore, the results would not have yielded 
supporting evidence of our hypothesis that a female presence 
would most significantly affect the males’ display of strength.      

Though additional research is necessary to determine 
more conclusively if social facilitation and opposite sex 
influence effects exist on males’ display of strength, it is 
possible that the non-significant results of this study accurately 
reflect the general state of male university students’ behavior.  
It is possible that fluctuations in performance in all three 
conditions were due to a vast array of influences that we were 
not fully aware of nor able to control, e.g., a recent injury, 
inability to focus on the task because of test anxiety, lack of 
interest in the study topic, or a host of other reasons.  
Therefore,  any  replication of this study should  be  done  in  a  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

more controlled environment so as to eliminate as many 
confounding variables as possible.  Lastly, a larger, more 
representative sample size should be used so that the study’s 
findings could be better generalized to the male population. 
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