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: ! Y he processes of power are pervasive, complex,
and often disguised in our society. Accordingly,
one finds in political science, in sociology, and in

social psychology a variety of distinctions among differ-
ent types of social power or among qualitatively different
processes of social influence (1, 6, 14, 20, 23, 29, 30, 38,
41). Our main purpose is to identify the major types of
power and to define them systematically so that we may
compare them according to the changes which they pro-
duce and the other effects which accompany the use of
power. The phenomena of power and influence involve a
dyadic relation between two agents which may be viewed
from two points of view: (a) What determines the behav-
ior of the agent who exerts power? (b) What determines
the reactions of the recipient of this behavior? We take
this second point of view and formulate our theory in
terms of the life space of P, the person upon whom power
is exerted. In this way we hope to define basic concepts of
power which will be adequate to explain many of the phe-
nomena of social influence, including some which have
been described in other less genotypic terms.

Recent empirical work, especially on small groups, has
demonstrated the necessity of distinguishing different
types of power in order to account for the different effects
found in studies of social influence. Yet there is no doubt
that more empirical knowledge will be needed to make
final decisions concerning the necessary differentiations,
but this knowledge will be obtained only by research
based on some preliminary theoretical distinctions. We
present such preliminary concepts and some of the hy-
potheses they suggest.

Power, Influence, and Change

Psychological Change

Since we shall define power in terms of influence, and in-
fluence in terms of psychological change, we begin with a
discussion of change. We want to define change at a level
of generality which includes changes in behavior, opin-
ions, attitudes, goals, needs, values, and all other aspects
of the person’s psychological field. We shall use the word
system to refer to any such part of the life space. Follow-
ing Lewin (286, p. 305), the state of a system at time 1 will
be denoted s;(a).

Psychological change is defined as any alteration of the
state of some system a over time. The amount of change is
measured by the size of the difference between the states
of the system at time 1 and at time 2: ch(a) = sx(a)-s,(a).

Change in any psychological system may be conceptu-
alized in terms of psychological forces. But it is important
to note that the change must be coordinated to the resul-
tant force of all the forces operating at the moment.
Change in an opinion, for example, may be determined
jointly by a driving force induced by ancther person, a re-
straining force corresponding to anchorage in a group
opinion, and an own force stemming from the person’s
needs. ...

The Bases of Power

By the basis of power, we mean the relationship between
O and P, which is the source of that power. It is rare that
we can say with certainty that a given empirical case of
power is limited to one source. Normally, the relation be-
tween O and P will be characterized by several qualita-
tively different variables which are bases of power (30,
Chapter 11). Although there are undoubtedly many pos-
sible bases of power which may be distinguished, we
shall here define five which seem especially common and
important. These five bases of O's power are: (1) reward
power, based on P’s perception that O has the ability to
mediate rewards for him; (2) coercive power, based on P’s
perception that O has the ability to mediate punishments
for him; (3) legitimate power, based on the perception by
P that O has a legitimate right to prescribe behavior for
him; (4) referent power, based on P’s identification with
0; and (5) expert power, based on the perception that O
has some special knowledge or expertness. . ..

Reward Power

Reward power is defined as power whose basis is the
ability to reward. The strength of the reward power of
O/P increases with the magnitude of the rewards which P
perceives that O can mediate for him. Reward power dé-
pends on O’s ability to administer positive valences and
to remove or decrease negative valences. The strength of
reward power also depends upon the probability that O
can mediate the reward, as perceived by P. A common

Source: Edited and reprinted with permission from D. Cartwright, Studies in Social Power (Ann Arbor, ML: Institute for Social
Research, University of Michigan, 1959), pp. 150-67. Author affiliation may have changed since article was first published.
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example of reward power is the addition of a piecework
rate in the factory as an incentive to increase production.

The new state of the system induced by a promise of
reward (for example the factory worker’s increased level
of production) will be highly dependent on O. Since O me-
diates the reward, he controls the probability that P will
receive it. Thus P’s new rate of production will be depen-
dent on his subjective probability that O will reward him
for conformity minus his subjective probability that O
wil] reward him even if he returns to his old level. Both
probabilities will be greatly affected by the level of ob-
servability of P’s behavior. Incidentally, a piece rate often
seems to have more effect on production than a merit rat-
ing system because it yields a higher probability of re-
ward for conformity and a much lower probability of re-
ward for nonconformity.

The utilization of actual rewards (instead of promises)
by O will tend over time to increase the attraction of P to-
ward O and therefore the referent power of O over P. As
we shall note later, such referent power will permit O to
induce changes which are relatively independent. Neither
rewards nor promises will arouse resistance in P, pro-
vided P considers it legitimate for O to offer rewards.

The range of reward power is specific to those regions
within which O can reward P for conforming. The use of
rewards to change systems within the range of reward
power tends to increase reward power by increasing the
probability attached to future promises. However, unsuc-
cessful attempts to exert reward power outside the range
of power would tend to decrease the power; for example if
O offers to reward P for performing an impossible act,
this will reduce for P the probability of receiving future
rewards promised by O.

Coercive Power

Coercive power is similar to reward power in that it also
involves O’s ability to manipulate the attainment of va-
lences. Coercive power of O/P stems from the expectation
on the part of P that he will be punished by O if he fails
to conform to the influence attempt. Thus negative va-
lences will exist in given regions of P’s life space, corre-
sponding to the threatened punishment by O. The
strength of coercive power depends on the magnitude of
the negative valence of the threalened punishment mul-
tiplied by the perceived probability that P can avoid the
punishment by conformity, i.e., the probability of punish-
ment for nonconformity minus the probability of punish-
ment for conformity (11). Just as an offer of a piece-rate
bonus in a factory can serve as a basis for reward power,
so the ability to fire a worker if he falls below a given
level of production will result in coercive power.

Coercive power leads to dependent change also; and the
degree of dependence varies with the level of observability
of P’s conformity. An excellent illustration of coercive
power leading to dependent change is provided by a clothes
presser in a factory observed by Coch and French (3). As
her efficiency rating climbed above average for the group
the other workers began to “scapegoat™ her. That the re-
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sulting plateau in her preoduction was not independent of
the group was evident once she was removed from the
presence of the other workers. Her production immediately
climbed to new heights.!

At times, there is some difficulty in distinguishing be-
tween reward power and coercive power. Is the withhold-
ing of a reward really equivalent to a punishment? Is the
withdrawal of punishment equivalent to a reward? The
answer must be a psychological one—it depends upon the
situation as it exists for P. But ordinarily we would an-
swer these questions in the affirmative; for P, receiving a
reward is a positive valence as is the relief of suffering.
There is some evidence that conformity to group norms in
order to gain acceptance (reward power) should be distin-
guished from conformity as a means of forestalling rejec-
tion (coercive power) (5).

The distinction between these two types of power is
important because the dynamics are different. The con-
cept of “sanctions” sometimes lumps the two together de-
spite their opposite effects. While reward power may
eventually result in an independent system, the effects of
coercive power will continue to be dependent. Reward
power will tend to increase the attraction of P toward O;
coercive power will decrease this attraction (11, 12). The
valence of the region of behavior will become more nega-
tive, acquiring some negative valence from the threat-
ened punishment. The negative valence of punishment
would also spread to other regions of the life space.
Lewin (25) has pointed out this distinction between the
effects of rewards and punishment. In the case of threat-
ened punishment, there will be a resultant force on P to
leave the field entirely. Thus, to achieve conformity, O
must not only place a strong negative valence in certain
regions through threat of punishment, but O must also
introduce restraining forces, or other strong valences, so
as to prevent P from withdrawing completely from O’s
range of coercive power. Otherwise the probability of re-
ceiving the punishment, if P does not conform, will be too
low to be effective.

Legitimate Power

Legitimate power is probably the most complex of those
treated here, embodying notions from the structural soci-
ologist, the group-norm and role-oriented social psycholo-
gist, and the clinical psychologist.

There have been considerable investigation and specu-
lation about socially prescribed behavior, particularly
that which is specific to a given role or position. Linton
(29) distinguishes group norms according to whether
they are universals for everyone in the culture, alterna-
tives (the individual having a choice as to whether or not
to accept them), or specialties (specific to given positions).
Whether we speak of internalized norms, role prescrip-
tions and expectations (34), or internalized pressures
(15), the fact remains that each individual sees certain
regions toward which he should locomote, some regions
toward which he should not locomote, and some regions
toward which he may locomote if they are generally
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attractive for him. This applies to specific behaviors in
which he may, should, or should not engage; it applies to
certain attitudes or beliefs which he may, should, or
should not hold. The feeling of “oughtness” may be an in-
ternalization from his parents, from his teachers, from
his religion, or may have been logically developed from
some idiosyncratic system of ethics. He will speak of such
behaviors with expressions like “should,” “ought to,” or
~has a right to.” In many cases, the original source of the
requirement is not recalled.

Though we have oversimplified such evaluations of be-
havior with a positive-neutral-negative trichotomy, the
evaluation of behaviors by the person is really more one
of degree. This dimension of evaluation, we shall call “le-
gitimacy.” Conceptually, we may think of legitimacy as a
valence in a region which is induced by some internalized
norm or value. This value has the same conceptual prop-
erty as power, namely an ability to induce force fields
(26, p. 40—41). It may or may not be correct that values
(or the superego) are internalized parents, but at least
they can set up force fields which have a phenomenal
“oughtness” similar to a parent’s prescription. Like a
value, a need can also induce valences (i.e., force fields)
in P's psychological environment, but these valences have
more the phenomenal character of noxious or attractive
properties of the object or activity. When a need induces
a valence in P—for example, when a need makes an ob-
ject attractive to P—this attraction applies to P but not to
other persons. When a value induces a valence, on the
other hand, it not only sets up forces on P to engage in
the activity, but P may feel that all others ought to be-
have in the same way. Among other things, this evalua-
tion applies to the legitimate right of some other individ-
ual or group to prescribe behavior or beliefs for a person
even though the other cannot apply sanctions.

Legitimate power of O/P is here defined as that power
which stems from internalized values in P which dictate
that O has a legitimate right to influence P and that P
has an obligation to accept this influence. We note that le-
gitimate power is very similar to the notion of legitimacy
of authority, which has long been explored by sociologists,
particularly by Weber (42), and more recently by Gold-
hammer and Shils (14). However, legitimate power is not
always a role relation: P may accept an induction from O
simply because he had previously promised to help O and
he values his word too much to break the promise. In all
cases, the notion of legitimacy involves some sort of code
or standard accepted by the individual by virtue of which
the external agent can assert his power. We shall attempt
to describe a few of these values here.

Bases for Legitimate Power. Cultural values consti-
tute one common basis for the legitimate power of one in-
dividual over another. O has characteristics which are
specified by the culture as giving him the right to pre-
scribe behavior for P, who may not have these character-
istics. These bases, which Weber (42) has cailed the au-
thority of the “eternal yesterday,” include some things as
age, intelligence, caste, and physical characteristics. In
some cultures, the aged are granted the right to prescribe
behavior for others in practically all behavior areas. In

most cultures, there are certain areas of behavior in
which a person of one sex is granted the right to pre-
scribe behavior for the other sex.

Acceptance of the social structure is another basis for
legitimate power. If P accepts as right the social structure
of his group, organization, or society, especially the social
structure involving a hierarchy of authority, P will accept
the legitimate authority of O who occupies a superior of-
fice in the hierarchy. Thus legitimate power in a formal
organization is largely a relationship between offices
rather than between persons. And the acceptance of an of-
fice as right is a basis for legitimate power—a judge has a
right to levy fines; a foreman should assign work; a priest
is justified in prescribing religious beliefs; and it is the
management’s prerogative to make certain decisions (10).
However, legitimate power also involves the perceived
right of the person to hold the office.

Designation by a legitimizing agent is a third basis for
legitimate power. An influencer O may be seen as legiti-
mate in prescribing behavior for P because he has been
granted such power by a legitimizing agent whom P ac-
cepts. Thus, a department head may accept the authority
of his vice president in a certain area because that au-

_thority has been specifically delegated by the president.

An election is perhaps the most common example of a
group’s serving to legitimize the authority of one individ-
ual or office for other individuals in the group. The suc-
cess of such legitimizing depends upon the acceptance of
the legitimizing agent and procedure. In this case it de-
pends ultimately on certain democratic values concerning
election procedures. The election process is one of legit-
imizing a person’s right to an office which already has a
legitimate range of power associated with it.

Range of Legitimate Power of O/P. The areas in
which legitimate power may be exercised are generally
specified along with the designation of that power. A job
description, for example, usually specifies supervisory ac-
tivities and also designates the person to whom the job-
holder is responsible for the duties described. Some bases
for legitimate authority carry with them a very broad
range. Culturally derived bases for legitimate power are
often especially broad. It is not uncommon to find cul-
tures in which a member of a given caste can legitimately
prescribe behavior for all members of lower castes in
practically all regions. More common, however, are in-
stances of legitimate power where the range is specifi-
cally and narrowly prescribed. A sergeant in the army is
given a specific set of regions within which he can legiti-
mately prescribe behavior for his men.

The attempted use of legitimate power which is out-
side of the range of legitimate power will decrease the le-
gitimate power of the autherity figure. Such use of power
which is not legitimate will also decrease the attractive-
ness of O (11, 12, 36).

Legitimate Power and Influence. The new state of
the system which results from legitimate power usually
has high dependence on O though it may become inde-
pendent. Here, however, the degree of dependence is not
related to the level of observability. Since legitimate
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power is based on P’s values, the source of the forces in-
duced by O include both these internal values and O. O’s
induction serves to activate the values and to relate them
to the system which is influenced, but thereafter the new
state of the system may become directly dependent on
the values with no mediation by O. Accordingly, this new
state will be relatively stable and consistent across vary-
ing environmental situations, since P’s values are more
stable than his psychological environment.

We have used the term legitimate not only as a basis for
the power of an agent, but also to describe the general be-
haviors of a person. Thus, the individual P may also con-
sider the legitimacy of the attempts to use other types of
power by O. In certain cases, P will consider that O has a
legitimate right to threaten punishment for nonconformity;
in other cases, such use of coercion would not be seen as le-
gitimate. P might change in response to coercive power of
0, but it will make a considerable difference in his attitude
and conformity if O is not seen as having a legitimate right
to use such coercion. In such cases, the attraction of P for
O will be particularly diminished, and the influence at-
tempt will arouse more resistance (11). Similarly the uti-
lization of reward power may vary in legitimacy; the word
bribe, for example, denotes an illegitimate reward.

Referent Power

The referent power of O/P has its basis in the identifica-
tion of P with O. By identification, we mean a feeling of
oneness of P with O, or a desire for such an identity. If O
is a person toward whom P is highly attracted, P will
have a desire to become closely associated with O. If O is
an attractive group, P will have a feeling of membership
or a desire to join. If P is already closely associated with
0, he will want to maintain this relationship (39, 41). P’s
identification with O can be established or maintained if
P behaves, believes, and perceives as O does. Accord-
ingly, O has the ability to influence P, even though P may
be unaware of this referent power. A verbalization of
such power by P might be, “l am like O, and therefore 1
shall behave or believe as O does,” or “I want to be like O,
and I will be more like O if | behave or believe as O does.”
The stronger the identification of P with O the greater
the referent power of O/P.

Similar types of power have already been investigated
under a number of different formulations. Festinger (7)
points out that in an ambiguous situation, the individual
seeks some sort of “social reality” and may adopt the cog-
nitive structure of the individual or group with which he
identifies. In such a case, the lack of clear structure may
be threatening to the individual, and the agreement of
his beliefs with those of a reference group will both sat-
isfy his need for structure and give him added security
through increased identification with his group (16, 19).

We must try to distinguish between referent power
and other types of power which might be operative at the
same time. If a member is attracted to a group and he
conforms to its norms only because he fears ridicule or ex-
pulsion from the group for nonconformity, we would call
this coercive power. On the other hand, if he conforms in
order to obtain praise for conformity, it is a case of reward
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power. The basic criterion for distinguishing referent
power from both coercive and reward power is the media-
tion of the punishment and the reward by O: To the ex-
tent that O mediates the sanctions (i.e., has means con-
trol over P), we are dealing with coercive and reward
power; but to the extent that P avoids discomfort or gains
satisfaction by conformity based on identification, regard-
less of O’s responses, we are dealing with referent power.
Conformity with majority opinion is sometimes based on a
respect for the collective wisdom of the group, in which
case it is expert power. It is important to distinguish
these phenomena, all grouped together elsewhere as
“pressures toward uniformity,” since the type of change
which occurs will be different for different bases of power.

The concepts of “reference group” (40) and “prestige
suggestion” may be treated as instances of referent
power. In this case, O, the prestigeful person or group, is
valued by P; because P desires to be associated or identi-
fied with O, he will assume attitudes or beliefs held by O.
Similarly a negative reference group which O dislikes
and evaluates negatively may exert negative influence on
P as a result of negative referent power.

It has been demonstrated that the power which we
designate as referent power is especially great when P is
attracted to O (2, 7, 8, 9, 13, 23, 30). In our terms, this
would mean that the greater the attraction, the greater
the identification, and consequently the greater the refer-
ent power. In some cases, attraction or prestige may have
a specific basis, and the range of referent power will be
limited accordingly: A group of campers may have great
referent power over a member regarding campcraft, but
considerably less effect on other regions (30). However,
we hypothesize that the greater the attraction of P to-
ward O, the broader the range of referent power of O/P.

The new state of a system produced by referent power
may be dependent on or independent of O; but the degree
of dependence is not affected by the level of observability
to O (6, 23). In fact, P is often not consciously aware of
the referent power which O exerts over him. There is
probably a tendency for some of these dependent changes
to become independent of O quite rapidly.

Expert Power

The strength of the expert power of O/P varies with the
extent of the knowledge or perception which P attributes
to O within a given area. Probably P evaluates O’s expert-
ness in relation to his own knowledge as well as against
an absolute standard. In any case expert power results in
primary social influence on P’s cognitive structure and
probably not on other types of systems. Of course changes
in the cognitive structure can change the direction of
forces and hence of locomotion, but such a change of be-
havior is secondary social influence. Expert power has
been demonstrated experimentally (8, 33). Accepting an
attorney’s advice in legal matters is a common example of
expert influence; but there are many instances based on
much less knowledge, such as the acceptance by a
stranger of directions given by a native villager.

Expert power, where O need not be a member of P's
group, is called “informational power” by Deutsch and
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Gerard (4). This type of expert power must be distin-
guished from influence based on the content of communi-
cation as described by Hovland et al. (17, 18, 23, 24). The
influence of the content of a communication upon an
opinion is presumably a secondary influence produced
after the primary influence (i.e., the acceptance of the in-
formation). Since power is here defined in terms of the
primary changes, the influence of the content on a re-
lated opinion is not a case of expert power as we have de-
fined it, but the initial acceptance of the validity of the
content does seem to be based on expert power or refer-
ent power. In other cases, however, so-called facts may be
accepted as self-evident because they fit into P’s cognitive
structure; if this impersonal acceptance of the truth of
the fact is independent of the more or less enduring rela-
tionship between O and P, then P’s acceptance of the fact
is not an actualization of expert power. Thus we distin-
guish between expert power based on the credibility of O
and informational influence which is based on character-
istics of the stimulus such as the logic of the argument or
the “self-evident facts.”

Wherever expert influence occurs, it seems to be nec-
essary both for P to think that O knows and for P to
trust that O is telling the truth (rather than trying to de-
ceive him).

Expert power will produce a new cognitive structure
which is initially relatively dependent on O, but informa-
tional influence will produce a more independent struc-
ture. The former is likely to become more independent
with the passage of time. In both cases the degree of de-
pendence on O is not affected by the level of observability.

The “sleeper effect” (18, 24) is an interesting case of a
change in the degree of dependence of an opinion on O.
An unreliable O (who probably had negative referent
power but some positive expert power) presented “facts”
which were accepted by the subjects and which would
normally produce secondary influence on their opinions
and beliefs. However, the negative referent power
aroused resistance and resulted in negative social influ-
ence on their beliefs (i.e., set up a force in the direction
oppeosite to the influence attempt), so that there was little
change in the subjects’ opinions. With the passage of
time, however, the subjects tended to forget the identity
of the negative communicator faster than they forgot the
contents of his communication, so there was a weakening
of the negative referent influence and a consequent de-

Notes

layed positive change in the subjects' beliefs in the direc-
tion of the influence attempt (“sleeper effect”). Later,
when the identity of the negative communicator was ex-
perimentally reinstated, these resisting forces were rein-
stated, and there was another negative change in belief
in a direction opposite to the influence attempt (24).

The range of expert power, we assume, is more delim-
ited than that of referent power. Not only is it restricted
to cognitive systems, but the expert is seen as having su-
perior knowledge or ability in very specific areas, and his
power will be limited to these areas, though some “halo ef-
fect” might occur. Recently, some of our renowned physi-
cal scientists have found quite painfully that their expert
power in physical sciences does not extend to regions in-
volving international politics. Indeed, there is some evi-
dence that the attempted exertion of expert power outside
of the range of expert power will reduce that expert
power. An undermining of confidence seems to take place.

Summary

We have distinguished five types of power: referent
power, expert power, reward power, coercive power, and
legitimate power. These distinctions led to the following
hypotheses.

1. For all five types, the stronger the basis of power, the
greater the power.

2. For any type of power, the size of the range may vary
greatly, but, in general, referent power will have the
broadest range.

3. Any attempt to utilize power outside the range of
power will tend to reduce the power.

4. A new state of a system produced by reward power or
coercive power will be highly dependent on O, and the
more observable P’s conformity, the more dependent
the state. For the other three types of power, the new
state is usually dependent, at least in the beginning,
but in any case the level of observability has no effect
on the degree of dependence.

5. Coercion results in decreased attraction of P toward
O and high resistance; reward power results in
increased attraction and low resistance.

6. The more legitimate the coercion, the less it will
produce registance and decreased attraction.

! Though the primary influence of coercive
power is dependent, it often produces secondary
changes which are independent. Brainwashing,
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