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The Bases of Social Power  “*¥°
"
John R F,. French, Jr. & Bertra é /d o /@ p
The processes of power are pervasive, / ]

complex, and often disguised in our so-
ciety. Accordingly one finds in political
science, in sociclogy, and in social psy-
chology a variety of distinctions among
different rypes 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 produce and the other effects
which accompany the use of power. The
phenomena of power and influence in-
volve a dyadic relation between two
agents which may be viewed from two
points of view: (a) What determines che
behavior of the agent who exerts power!
{b) What determines the reactions of
the tecipient 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 the 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
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other less genotvpic terms.

POWER, INFLUENCE,
AND CHANGE

Psychological Change

Since we shall define power in terms of
influence, and influence in terms of psy-
chological change, we begin with a dis-
cussion of change. We want to define
change at a level of generality which in-
cludes changes in behavior, opinions,
atritudes, goals, needs, values and all
other aspects of the person's psycholog-
ical field. We shall use the word “sys-
tem” to refer to any such part of the life
'space.’ Following Lewin (26, p. 305)
the state of a system at time 1 will be
noted s,{a).

Psychological change is defined as
any alteration of the state of some sys-
tem a over time. The amount of change
is measured by the size of the dif-
ference between the states of the sys-
tem a at time 1 and atr time 2:

ch{a) =s,(a) —s,(a).

‘The word “system” is here used to refer to 2
whole or o a part of the whole.

Source: John R. P. French, Jr., and Bertram Raven, “The Bases of Social Power,"” in Swudies in
Social Power, edited by Dorwin P. Carcwnight (Ann Arbor, MI: Institute for Social Research, The
University of Michigan, 1959), pp. 150-167. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.
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The Bases of Social Power

Change in any psychological system
may be conceptualized in terms of psy-
chological forces. But it is important to
note that the change must be coordi-
nated to the resultant force of all
the forces operating at the moment.
Change in an opinion, for example,
may be derermined jointly by a driving
force induced by another person, a re-
straining force corresponding to anchor-
age in a group opinion, and an own
force stemming from the person's needs.

Scocial Influence

QOur theory of social influence and
power is limited to influence on the per-
son, P, produced by a social agent, O,
where O can be either another person,
a role, a porm, a group or a part of a
group. We do not consider social influ-
ence exerted on a group.

The influence of O on system a in
the life space of P is defined as the re-
sultant force on system a which has its
source in an act of O. This resultant
force induced by O consists of cwo com-
ponents: a force to change the system in
the direction induced by O and an op-
posing resistance set up by the same act
of O.

By this definition the influence of O
does not include P's own forces nor the
forces induced by other social agents.
Accordingly the “influence” of O must
be clearly distinguished from O's “con-
trol” of P (Chapter 11}. O may be able
to induce strong forces on P to carry out
an activity (i.e., O exerts strong influ-
ence on P); but if the opposing forces
induced by another person or by P's own
needs are stronger, then P will locomote
in an opposite direction (i.e., O does
not have contrel over P). Thus psycho-
logical change in P can be taken as an
operational definition of the social in-
fluenice of O on P only when the effects
of other forces have been eliminated.

e

bds

(= N

Commonly social influence rakes
place through an intentional act on the
part of O. However, we do not want to
limit our definition of “act” to such
conscious behavior. Indeed, influence
might result from the passive presence
of O, with no evidence of speech or
gvert movement. A policeman's stand-
ing on a comer may be considered an
act of an agent for the speeding motor-
ist. Such acts of the inducing agent will
vary in strength, for O may not always
utilize all of his power. The policeman,
for example, may merely stand and
watch or act more strongly by blowing
his whistle at the motorist.

The influence exerted by an act need
not be in the direction intended by O.
The direction of the resultant force on
P will depend on the relative magnitude
of the induced force set up by the act of
O and the resisting force in the opposite
direction which is generated by that
same act. In cases where O intends to
influence P in a given direction, a re-
sultant force in the same direction
may be termed positive influence where-
as a resultant force in the opposite di-
rection may be termed negative in-
fluence.
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Social Power

The strength of power of O/P in some
system a is defined as the maximum po-
tential ability of O to influence P in a.

By this definttion influence is kineric
power, just as power is potential influ-
ence. It is assumed that O is capable of
various acts which, because of some
more or less enduring relation to P, are
able o exert influence on P2 O's power
is measured by his maximum possible
influence, though he may often choose
to exert less than his full power.

An equivalent definition of power
may be stated in terms of the tesultant
of two forces set up by the act of O: one
in the direction of O’s influence artempt
and another resisting force in the op-
posite direction. Power is the maximum
resultant of these two forces:

Power of O/P(a) = (f,, —f=)™"

.z

where the source of both forces is an act
of O.

Thus the power of O with respect to
system a of P is equal to the maximum
resultant force of two forces set up by
any possible act of O: (a) the force
which O can set up on the system a 10
change in the direction x, {b) the re-
sisting force,’ in the opposite direction.

'The concept of power has the conceprual
properry of potentiglicy; but 1t seems useful to
restrict this potenual influence to more or less
enduring power relations berween O and P by
excluding from the definition of power those
cases where the potential influence is so
momentary or so changing that it cannot be
predicted from the existing relerionship. Power
is a useful concept for describing social
-srructure only if it has a certain srabilicy over
time; it is useless if every momentary social
suimulus is viewed as actualizing social power.

"WWe define resistance to an attempted
induction as a force in the opposite direction
which 15 set up by che same act of O. It must
be distinguished from opposition which is
defined as existing opposing forces which do
not have their source in the same act of O. For
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Whenever the first component force is
greater than the second, positive power
exists; bur if the second component
force is greater than the first, then O
ower over P.
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For certain purposes it is convenient
to define the range of power as the set
of all systems within which O has power
of strength greater than zero. A husband
may have a broad range of power over
his wife, but a narrow range of power
over his employer. We shall use the
term “magnitude of power” to denote
the summation of O's power over P in
all systems of his range.

example, a boy might resist his mother's order
to eat spinach because of the manner of the
induction attempe, and ar the same ume he
might oppose it because he didn'c like spinach.




The Bases of Social Power

We assume that any change in che
state of a system is produced by a change
in some factor upon which it is func-
tionally dependent. The state of an
opinion, for example, may change be-
cause of a change either in some inter-
nal facror such as a need or in some ex-
ternal factor such as the arguments of
Q. Likewise the maintenance of the
same state of a system is produced by the
stability or lack of change in the inter-
nal and external factors. In general,
then, psychological change and stabilicy
can be conceptualized in terms of dy-
namic dependence. Qur interest is fo-
cused on the special case of dependence
on an external agent, O (31).

In many cases the initial state of the
system has the character of a quasista-
tionary equilibrium with a central force
field around s,(a) (26, p. 106). In such
cases we may derive a tendency toward
retrogression to the original state as
soon as the force induced by O is re-

staft

*Miller (33) assumes thac all living systems

- have this character. However, it may be that
some syscems in the life space do not have this
elascicicy.

Consider the example of three sepa-
rated employees who have been work-
ing at the same steady level of produc-
tion despite normal, small fluctuations
in the work environment. The supervi-
sor orders each to increase his produc-
tion, and the level of each goes up from
100 to 115 pieces per day. After a week
of producing at the new rawe of 115
pieces per day, the supervisor is re-
moved for a week. The production of
employee A immediately returns w 100
but B and C return to only 110 pieces
per day. Other things being equal, we
can infer that A’s new rate was com-
pletely dependent on his supervisor
whereas the new rate of B and C was
dependent on the supervisor only to the
extent of 5 pieces. Let us further assume
that when the supervisor returned, the
production of B and of C returned to
115 without further orders from the su-
pervisor. Now another month goes by
during which B and C maintain a steady
115 pieces per day. However, there is a
difference between them: Bs level of
producrion still depends on O to the ex-
tent of 5 pieces whereas C has come 10
rely on his own sense of obligation to
obey the order of his legitimate super-
visor rather than on the supervisor’s ex-
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ternal pressure for the maintenance of
his 115 pieces per day. Accordingly, the
next time the supervisor departs, B's
production again drops to 110 but C’s
remains at 115 pieces per day. In cases
like employee B, the degree of depen-
dence is contingent on the perceived
probability that O will observe the state
of the system and note P's conformity
(5,6,11, 12, 23}. The level of observ-
"ability will in turn depend on both the
nature of the system (e.g., the differ-
ence between a covert opinion and
overt behavior) and on the environ-

mental barriers to observation (e.g., O

is.too far away from P).|ln oer epse

%, example that o
7z

THE BASES OF POWER

By the basis of power we mean the re-

lationship berween 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
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source. Normally, the relarion between
O and P will be characterized by several
qualitatively different variables which
are bases of power {30, Chapter 11}.
Although there are undoubredly many
possible bases of power which may be
distinguished, we shall here define five
which seem especially common and im-
portant. These five bases of O's power
are: (1) reward power, based on P's per- *
ception that O has the ability ro me-
diate rewards for him; (2) coercive
power, based on P's perception that O
has the ability to mediate punishments
for hum; (3) legitimate power, based on
the perception by P that O has a legiti-
mate right to prescribe behavior for
him; (4) referent power, based on P’s
identification with O; (5) expert power,
based on the perception thar O has

me ial knowledge or expermess.

e

Reward Power

Reward power is defined as power whose
basis is the ability to reward. The
strength of the teward power of O/P in-
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creases with the magnitude of the re-
wards which P perceives that O can me-
diate for him. Reward power depends
on O’s ability to administer positive va-
lences and to remove or decrease nega-
tive valences. The strength of reward
power also depends upon the probability
that O can mediate the reward, as per-
ceived by . A common example of re-
ward power is the addition of a piece-
work 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 pro-
duction) will be highly dependent on
O. Since QO mediates the reward, he
controls the probability that P will re-
ceive it. Thus P’s new rate of production
will be dependent on his subjective
probabilicy that O will reward him for
conformity minus his subjective proba-
bility that O will reward him even if he
returns to his old level. Both probabili-

ties will be greatly affected by the level ‘

of observablllcy of P's behavior.

The utilization of actual rewards {in-
stead 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 indepen-
dent. Neither rewards nor promises will
* arouse resistance in P, provided P con-
siders it legitimate for O to offer re-
wards. )

The range of reward power is specific
to those regions within which O can re-
ward P for conforming. The use of re-
wards to change systems within the
range of reward power tends to increase

b

reward power by increasing the proba-
bility atrached to future promises. How-
ever, unsuccessful attempts to exerrt re-
ward power outside the range of power
would tend to decrease the power; for
example if O offers to reward P for per-
forming an impossible act, this will re-
duce for P the probability of teceiving
future rewards promised by O.

Coercive Power

Coercive power is similar to reward
power in that it also involves C'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
o conform to the influence attempt.
Thus negarive valences 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 nega-
tive valence of the threatened punish-
ment multiplied by the perceived prob- -
abilicy thac P can avoid the punishment
by conformity, i.e., the probability of
punishment for nonconformity minus
the probability of punishment for con-
formity (11). Just as an offer of a piece-
rate bonus in a factory can serve as a
basis for reward power, so the abilicy to
fire a worker if he falls below a given
level of production will result in coer-
cive power.

Coercive power leads to dependent
change also; and the degree of depen-
dence varies with the level of observa-
bility of P’s conformity. An excellent il-
lustration of coercive power leading to
dependent change is provided by a
clothes presser in a factory observed by
Coch and French (3). As her efficien-
cy rating climbed above average for
the group the other workers began to
“scapegoat” her, That the resulting pla-
teau in her production was not indepen-
denr of the group was evident once she
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was removed from the presence of the

other workers. Her production immedi-
5

The distinceion between chese twa
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punishment. in the case of threatened
punishment, there will be a resultant
force on P to leave the field entirely.
Thus, to achieve conformity, QO must
not only place a strong negative valence
in certain regions through threat of
punishment, but O must also introduce
restraining forces, ar other strong va-
lences, so as to prevent P from with-
drawing completely from O's range of
coercive power. Otherwise the proba-
bility of receiving the punishment, if P
does not conform, will be too low to be
effecrive.

types of power is important because the |

dynamics are different. The concept of
“sanctions” sometimes lumps the two
together despite their opposite effects.
While reward power may eventually re-
sult in an independent system, the ef-
fects 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 attrac-
tion (11, 12). The valence of the region
of behavior will become more negative,
acquiring some negative valence from
the threatened punishment. The nega-
tive valence of punishment would also
spread to other regions of the life space.
Lewin (25) has pointed out this distinc-
tion between the effects of rewards and

Though the primary influence of coercive
power is dependentr, it often produces
secondary changes which are independent.
Brainwashing, for example, utilizes coercive
power to produce many primary changes in che
life space of the prisoner, but these dependent
changes can lead to identification with the
aggeessor and hence to secondary changes in
ideclogy which are independent.

Th
gation and speculation about socially
prescribed behavior, particularly that
which is specific to a given role or po-
sition. Linton (29) distinguishes group
norms according to whether they are’
universals for everyone in the culture,
alternatives {the individual having a
choice as to whether or not 10 accept
them), or specialties (specific to given
positions). Whether we speak of inter-
nalized norms, role prescriptions and
expectations (34), or internalized pres-
sures (15), the fact remains that each
individual sees certain regions toward
which he should locomote, some re-
gions toward which he should not lo-
comote, and some regions toward which
he may locomote if they are generally
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 inter-
nalization from his parents, from his
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teachers, from his religion, or may have
been logically developed from some
idiosyncratic system of ethics. He will
speak of such behaviors with expres-
sions like “should,” “ought to," or “has
a right to.” In many cases, the original
source of the requirement is not re-
called.

Though we have oversimplified such
evaluations of behavior with a positive-
neutral-negative trichotomy, the evalu-
ation of behaviors by the person is really
more one of degree. This dimension of
evaluation, we shall call “legicimacy.”
Conceptually, we may think of legiti-
macy as a valence in a region which is
induced by some internalized norm or
value. This value has the same concep-
tual property as power, namely an abil-

ity to induce force fields (26, p. 40-41).

Legitimare power of O/P is here de-
fined as that power which stems from
internalized values in P which dictate

Lon
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that O has a legitimare right ¢o influ-
ence P and that P has an obligation to
accept this influence. We note that le-
gitimate power is very similar to the no-
tion of legitimacy of auchority which
has long been explored by sociologists,
particularly by Weber (42),” and
more recently by Goldhammer and
Shils (14). However, legitimate power
is not always a role relation: P may ac-
cept an induction from O simply be-
cause 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 in-
dividual, by virtue of which the exter-
nal agent can assert his power. We shall
attempt to describe a few of these values
here.

Bases for legitimate power. Cultural
values constitute one common basis
for the legitimate power of one individ-
ual over another. O has characreristics
which are specified by the culture as giv-
ing him the right to prescribe behavior
for P, who may not have these charac-

teristics, These bases, which Weber .

(42) has called the authority of the
“eternal yesterday," include such things
as age, intelligence, caste, and physical
characteristics. In some cultures, the
aged are granted the tight to prescribe
behavior for others in practically all be-
havior areas. In most cultures, there are
certain areas of behavior in which a per-
son of one sex is granted the right to
prescribe behavior for the other sex.
Acceprance of the social structure is
another basis for legitimate power. If P
accepts as right the social structure of
his group, organization, or society, es-
pecially the social structure involving a
hierarchy of authority, P will accept the
legitimate authority of O who occupies
a superior office in the hierarchy. Thus
legitimate power in a formal organiza-
tion is largely a relarionship between of-
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fices rather than between persons. And
the acceptance of an office 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 pre-
scribing religious beliefs, and it is the
management’s prerogative to make cer-
tain decisions (10}, However, lepiti-
mate 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 legitimate
in prescribing behavior for P because he
has been granted such power by a legi-
timizing agent whom P accepts. Thus a
department head may accept the au-
thoricy of his vice-president in a certain
area because that authority has been
specifically delegated by the president.
An election is perhaps the most com-
mon example of a group's serving to leg-
itimize the authority of one individual
or office for other individuals in the
group. The success of such legitimizing
depends upon the acceprance of the leg-
itimizing agent and procedure. In this
case it depends ultimately on certain
dermocratic values concerning election
procedures. The election process is one
of legitimizing a person’s right to an of-
fice 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 activities and also

.designates the person to whom the job-
holder is responsible for che duties de-
scribed. Some bases for legitimace au-
thority carry with them a very broad
range. Culturally derived bases for legit-
imate power are often especially broad.
It is not uncommon o find cultures in
which a member of a given caste can
legitimately prescribe behavior for all

boopre

members of lower castes in practically
all regions. Mare common, however,
are instances of legitimate power where
the range is specifically and narrowly
prescribed. A sergeant in the army is
given a specific set of regions within
which he can legitimately prescribe be-
havior for his men.

The attempted use of legitimate
power which is outside of the range of
legitimate power will decrease the legit-
imate power of the authority figure.
Such use of power which is not legiti-
mate 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 be-

come independent. Here, however, the
degree of dependence is not related to
the level of observability. Since legiti-
mate power is based on P's values, the
source of the forces induced by O in-
clude both these internal values and O.
O's induction serves to activate the val-
ues and to relate them to the system
which is influenced, but theteafter the
new state of the system may become di-
rectly dependent on the values with no
mediation by O. Accordingly this new
state will be relatively stable and consis-
tent across varying environmental situ-
ations since P's values are more stable
than his psycholopical en

ave
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Referent Power

The referent power of O/P has its basis
in the identification of P with O. By
identification, we mean a feeling of
oneness of P with O, or a desire for such
an identiry. If O is a person toward
whom P is highly attracted, P will have
a feeling of membership or a desire to
join. If P is already closely associated
with O he will want to maintain this
relationship (39, 41). P's identification
with O can be established or main-
tained if P behaves, believes, and per-
ceives as O does. Accordingly 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, “I am like O, and therefore |
shall behave or believe as O does,"” or "I
want to be like O, and | 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
Q/P.

We must try to distinguish berween
referent power and other types of power
which might be operative at the same
time. If a member is attracted 1o a group
and he conforms to its norms only be-
cause he fears ridicule or expulsion from
the group for nonconformiry, we would
call this coercive power. On the other
hand if he conforms in order to obtain
praise for conformicy, it is a case of ve-

ward

is sometimes
based on a respect for the collective wis-
dom of the group, in which case it is
exper: power. It is important to distin-
guish these phenomena, all grouped to-
gether elsewhere as “pressures toward
uniformity,” since the type of change
which occurs will be different for differ-
ent 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 associared or identified with O, he
will assume artitudes or beliefs held by
O. Similarly a negative reference group
which O dislikes and evaluates nega-
tively may exert negative influence on
P as a result of negarive referent power.

lt has been demonstrated that the
power which we designate as referent
power is especially great when P is at-

tracted 10 0 (2, 7, 8,9, 13, 23,30). In
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our terms, this would mean that the
greater the attraction, the greater the
identification, and consequently the
greater the referent 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 refer-
ent power over a member regarding
camperaft, but considerably less effect
on other regions (30). However, we hy-
pothesize that the greater the attraction
of P toward O, the broader the range of
referent power of O/

Expert Power

The strength of the expert power of
O/P varies with the extent of the
knowledge or perception which P attri-
butes to O within a given area. Probably
P evaluates O's expertness in relation to
his own knowledge as well as againsc an
absolute standard. In any case expert
power results in primary social influence
on P's cognitive structure and probably
not oh 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 behavior is secondary social influ-
ence. Expert power has been demon-
strated experimentally (8, 33). Accept-
ing an attorney's advice in legal matters
is a common example of expert influ-
ence; but there are many instances
based on much less knowledge, such as
the acceptance by a stranger of direc-
tions given by a native villager.

o
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Expert power, where O need not be
a member of P's group, is called “infor-
mational power™” by Deutsch and Gerard
(4). This type of expert power must be
distinguished from influence based on
the content of communication as de-
scribed by Hovland et al. (17, L8, 23,
24). The influence of the content of a
communication upon an opinion is pre-
sumably a secondaty influence produced
after the primary influence (i.e., the ac-
ceptance of the information). Since
power 15 here defined in terms of the
primary changes, the influence of the
content on a related opinion is not a
case of expert power as we have defined
it, but the initial acceptance of the
validity of the content does seem to
be based on expert power or referent

arher _cases 50~
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nfluence attempt (24).

‘The range of expert power, we as-
sume, is more delimited than that of re-
ferent power. Not only is it restricred to
cognitive systems but the expert is seen
as having superior knowledge or ability
in very specific areas, and his power will
be limited to these areas, though some
“halo effect” might occur. Recently,
some of our renowned physical scien-
tists have found quite painfully that
their expert power in physical sciences
does not extend to regions involving in-
ternational politics. Indeed, there is
some evidence that the attempted ex-
ertion of expert power outside of the
range of expert power will reduce that
expert power. An undermining of con-
fidence seems to take place.
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SUMMARY
We have distinguished five types of

power: referent power, expert power, re-
ward power, coercive power, and legiti-
mate power. These distinctions led to
the following hypotheses.

1. Forall 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, butin
general referent power will have
the broadest range.

3. Any attempt to utilize power out-
side the range of power will tend

. to reduce the power.

4. A new stare of a system pro-
duced by reward power or coer-
cive power will be highly depen-
dent on O, and the more observ-
able 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 depen-
dence.

5. Coercion results in decreased at-
traction 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 tesistance
and decreased ateraction.
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