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BACKGROUND
Individuals express their locus of con-

trol (LoC) when they identify whether or not
they are in control of their circumstances. Lo-
cus of Control is a concept important to well-
being, job efficacy and health. No previous
research has explored its behavioral corre-
lates on social media.

1. Externals attribute control to outside
forces and feel controlled by others or
their environment.

2. Internals feel in control of their deci-
sions and their circumstances.

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE
Language-based computational methods

can predict users’ psychological traits from
their social media posts. We test whether
language-based models can also enable:

1. The discovery of trait relationships
2. The inference of unknown user traits

DATA
1. 1.2 million Facebook posts shared af-

ter informed consent by 2348 adults in
the United States who also answered
a Qualtrics survey comprising items
from Centers for Disease Control’s de-
mographic and health, and the MIDUS
Locus of Control Scale.

2. The MyPersonality dataset [2] of
15 million Facebook status updates
shared by over 70000 participants who
also answered the Big Five Personality
survey questionnaire.
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RESOURCES
2000 LDA topics modeled from Facebook
posts are available at
http://www.wwbp.org/data.html

METHOD

1. We build a model that predicts users’ Locus of Control from social media language.
2. We explore how language explains the relationship of LoC with personality traits (con-

sciousness and emotional stability).

(a) We visualize the pattern of differences by coloring topics according to whether they
significantly correlate with internals (blue) or externals (red).

(b) We compare the distributions of internal- and external-LoC topics within interper-
sonally distinct areas of the plot.
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CONCLUSION
1. Data-driven, open vocabulary meth-

ods can help to identify novel behavior
patterns associated with known psy-
chological constructs.

2. We can distinguish the aspects of emo-
tional and cognitive control in LoC
based on other personality dimensions.

  
  

    
     

      
 

1. LoC is a better predictor of
absen-teeism, health and stress than
user de-mographics.

2. Gradient-boosted classification
trained on n-grams and LDA
topics has the best performance.

3. Internals are likely to enjoy
better health and suffer less stress at
work

4. Externals are more likely to fall
sick, miss work and experience
high levels of stress.

1. The language of internals dominates
the upper right hand quadrant (higher
cognitive control)

2. The language of externals dominates
the bottom two quadrants (lower emo-
tional and cognitive control).

3. Some social media topics are more
characteristic of cognitive control (rela-
tionships, positive affect, socializing)

4. Others signify low emotional control
(confusion, helplessness, loneliness).
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Figure 1: Locus of Control-linked language topics correlated with emotional 
stability and conscientiousness. Larger words are more frequent; darker words 
have a higher Pearson’s correlation with internal (blue) or external (red) LoC.




