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N NURSING administration research

the concept of power is definitely
understudied. A review of the nursing
literature revealed not one empirical study
of power in nursing administration. Only
articles lamenting nursing’s lack of power,
the need for a systematic study of power,
and the methods for obtaining power are
currently being published in nursing jour-
nals.'” A reversal of this present trend is
essential if nursing administrators are to
acquire and utilize power effectively.

Basic to this much needed research is
the crucial step of formulating a clear
conceptualization of power and its differ-
entiation from closely allied concepts such
as influence and authority. To expedite the
research process and increase the signifi-
cance of the findings, a second essential
step must be undertaken before nurses
delve unprepared into power research.
Much can be learned from a thorough,
systematic review of academic power
research from other disciplines. Nurse
researchers can save valuable time by
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avoiding the pitfalls that power researchers
in other fields have already painfully expe-
rienced. The findings and suggestions for
further research provided by these power
researchers in other disciplines can supply
nursing with a foundation and starting
point from which to initiate their own
research in this neglected area.

POWER DIFFERENTIATED

Confusion exists among power theorists
as to the meaning of authority, influence,
and power. Some theorists, for example,
view authority as a type of power,"
whereas others contend that authority is
not power but the legitimized right to use
power.”® Dahlstrom complicates matters
by equating power with influence” An
individual has power, according to Dahl-
strom, to the extent that one is able to
influence the actions of others. Pichler
defines influence as power based on
personal resources.’” Claus and Bailey do
not equate power and influence, but
instead view influence as the result of the
use of power.” They assert that power is
the source of influence. Still yet another
view on this power versus influence debate
is provided by Bachrach and Baratz.’ They
argue that the threat to invoke sanctions is
what differentiates power from influence.

To prevent confusion, power must be
distinguished from authority and in-
fluence. Power can be viewed as the super-
ordinate concept under which authority
and influence are subsumed. Authority
and influence can then be regarded as
types of power. Authority is legitimate
power that has a limited range. Influence is
not a result of power; it is a type of power

that does not utilize sanctions but depends
on personal resources. Influence has a
persuasive connotation to it and not a
forceful one.

POWER CONCEPTUALIZED

Total agreement among the definers of
power is nonexistent. A wide spectrum of
definitions of power is apparent in the
literature. Some definitions view power as
the potential to act, whereas some define
power as the act itself. In some definitions
power is perceived as producing only
intended effects, whereas in others unin-
tended effects are also included. In many
definitions, power is conceived of as a
relationship and not just as an attribute of
a person. Some power theorists stress the
asymmetrical nature of power. The
obvious disagreement among power theo-
rists does serve to identify many of the
parameters that need to be addressed in
conceptualizing power.

Intention

One such controversy that exists is over
the inclusion or exclusion of the word
“intended” in the conceptualization of
power. Wrong purports that the concept
of power should be restricted to the exer-
cise of intentional control of influence.”
Power, according to Wrong, should not
be equated with both unintended and
intended influence. Support for Wrong's
position is provided by Burns in his asser-
tion that the role of intent or purpose must
be included in the concept of power."
Power involves the purpose or intention of
both the influencer and the influencee.

The problem with the conceptualization



of power as only intentional is that this
omits the rule of anticipated reactions. In
the rule of anticipated reactions, a time lag
does not exist between the actions of the
person exerting the power and the actions
of the respondent.”*®®* It is impossible
to measure the separate actions of the
influencer and the influencee. For exam-
ple, the faculty in a university are on strike.
One faculty member in the school of
nursing anticipates that if she walks in the
picket line her dean will disapprove, so she
decides not to actively participate in the
strike. In this situation the dean did not
even have to communicate her position on
the faculty’s active participation in the
strike. That particular faculty member
anticipated her dean’s negative viewpoint
on this matter and decided not to walk in
the picket line.

Relationship or attribute

Power as a relationship versus an attri-
bute of an actor is a second controversial
issue surrounding power. Emerson asserts
that power is not an attribute of an indi-
vidual or group but on the contrary power
is a property of a social relation."” Support
is present in the literature for this view of
power as a relationship."*> Mechanic, on
the other hand, defines power as a force
and not as a relationship. Mechanic postu-
lates that power is “any force that results in
behavior that would not have occurred if
force had not been present.”'%'*

Bierstedt’s following definition of
power illustrates a third controversial issue
of power. Should power be conceptualized
as a potential influence? Bierstedt asserts
that “power is the ability to employ force,
not its actual employment, the ability to

CONCEPTUALIZATION OF POWER

apply sanctions, not their actual applica-
tion.”"”» He maintains a strong position
that power is always potential and when a
person uses power, it no longer is power.
Power is then - transformed either into
authority or force. Emerson is another
proponent of power being conceptualized
as a potential influence.”

The balance of power is yet another area
of contention among power theorists. A
balance of power occurs when the power
of person A over person B is met with an
equal amount of opposing power of
person B over person A. Emerson
contends that when power is balanced, it is
not removed from the relationship.”
Power is not neutralized when a balance
occurs, since both persons can still exert
control over each other. Blau asserts that
when there is an equal amount of
influence on both sides of a relationship,
this indicates a lack of power."” Power for
Blau rests on an individual's ability to
either supply punishments or withhold
rewards from another person. Power is
perceived of as a social exchange relation-
ship in which power is inherently asym-
metrical.

Another debatable parameter of power
is whether or not power is a fixed quantity.
Power has been conceptualized as a fixed
quantity in any organization.” If this view

If power is a fixed quantity . . . then
any increase in power by one person
must result in a decrease in power by
some other person. If it is not, a
person can increase in power without
another’s decrease.
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of power is accepted, it results in what has
been termed the zero sum problem. If
power is a fixed quantity in a system, then
any increase in power by one person must
result in a decrease in power by some other
person. The opposing view holds that
power is not a fixed quantity because a
person in an organization can increase his
or her power without other individuals
experiencing a decrease in their net power.

Causation

The most recent debate over the
conceptualization of power is provided by
the political theorists—power as causation.
Followers of this power approach argue
that power refers to a causal relationship
among individuals. Power, according to
McFarland, denotes intended social causa-
tion. McFarland asserts that social causa-
tion occurs when "C’s behavior influences
R’s behavior if and only if C's behavior
causes changes in R's behavior.”**™ When
power is viewed as causation, emphasis is
placed on intended influence that causes
changes in another person’s behavior. The
major problem with the definition of
power as causation is that it does not allow
for the inclusion of the rule of anticipated
reactions, since “intended influence” is
absolute.

Hagel has attempted to remedy this
deficic in the conceptualization of power
as causation. Nagel instead defines power
as causation by preferences. A power rela-
tion according to Nagel is "a potential or
actual causal relation between preferences
of an actor regarding an outcome.”*'®" [f
an individual does not have a preference
regarding an outcome, then he or she does
not have any power over it. In this concep-

tion of power, the influence attempt is
viewed as caused by a preference. It is a
person’s preference, a disposition to make
certain choices, and not the behavior or
action itself that is considered the cause. A
person’s preference can then be viewed as
an indirect cause of another person’s
change of behavior. Within this concep-
tualization of power, the rule of antic-
ipated reactions can be included.

Each of these controversial issues must
be seriously considered by a researcher
before a decision can be made about how
power is to be conceptualized in any given
research endeavor. An example of a
researcher’s conceptualization of power
could be as follows: Power is a relation-
ship among persons that results in the
production of intended and/or unintended
effects. Power is not totally asymmetrical.
A balance of power can exist wherein one
person or group is the power holder in
issues A, B, C and the other person or
group becomes the power holder in issues
D, E, F. Power is not a fixed quantity. It is
quite possible that individuals in relation-
ships can obtain more power without
other persons losing any of their net
power.

ACADEMIC POWER RESEARCH

Elitists versus pluralists

Researchers in the area of academic
power are beginning to apply the assump-
tions and methodologies of community
power theorists in their own research.
Researchers in community power are
primarily divided into two groups: the
elitists and the pluralists. Each group holds
a different set of assumptions about power



that has important implications for the
direction and findings of their research. A
basic assumption of the elitists is that
power in communities is highly central-
ized.”” Another closely tied elitist assump-
tion is that over time a power structure has
a tendency to remain stable. Power is not
tied to issues.

Elitists are interested in reputational
power. In reputational research, power is
equated with a person’s reputation for
being influential. Power is measured by
rankings of the individual according to
how much general power he or she is
perceived to possess in relation to other
members within an organization. For the
elitists, reputed power is equated with
actual power. The first question an elitist
researcher asks is, “Who runs this commu-
nity?"* Elitists concentrate on categoriz-
ing power sources or bases and are not
interested in the actual exercise of power.”
Reputational researchers such as Hunter
focus on formulating power rankings of
individuals according to the amount of
general power each possesses.” When
engaged in research, elitists do not collect
data on actual behavior in concrete deci-
sions.

The pluralists hold a set of power
assumptions totally opposite to the elitists.
As a result the pluralists utilize a
completely different research approach to
the study of power. The pluralists’ basic
assumption is that power is widely
diffused in a community. No one group
necessarily dominates within a community.
A second, important pluralist assumption
is that power may be tied to issues, and
issues can be either short-lived or long
lasting. The first question a pluralist
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researcher asks is, “Does anyone at all run
this community?"*

Pluralist researchers are not interested in
reputed power. The power exercise itself is
the research focus of the pluralists. Data
are collected on specific outcomes in
concrete issue areas to determine who
exercises power in community decision
making. Pluralist researchers are careful,
however, to collect data in more than one
issue area because of another critical
assumption that a similar decision-making
pattern will probably not reproduce itself
in more than one issue area.

Criticisms have been lodged against
both the elitists’ and the pluralists’ research
methodologies. The elitists have been criti-
cized in that their general power rankings
are misleading because they assume the
overall power of the individuals they
ranked to be the same for all the issues in
the community. Bachrach and Baratz criti-
cize the pluralists for not taking into
account the less apparent face of power.”
This hidden face of power rests on the
assumption that power is not totally
reflected in concrete decisions. A person
or group can exercise power by preventing
policy issues from coming into the fore-
front and being publicly debated. Power is
exercised in this instance by restricting the
scope of acceptable decision-making
issues. Policy conflicts are prevented from
arising on key issues important to the
individual or group.

It appears that a combination of both
the elitists’ and pluralists’ research method-
ologies would yield more fruitful findings
in the study of power. The pluralists are
correct in their assumption that power is
tied to issues, but this belief does not rule
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out the possibility of the existence of a
power elite within certain organizations. A
major drawback of the pluralists’ power
research is their exclusion of the ability of
a person or group to prevent policy issues
from coming into the forefront as a type
of power. The elitists’ power research also
has a major drawback in that their findings
are more likely to be contaminated by the
respondents’ subjectivity than the plural-
ists' findings. Reputed power is frequently
equated with actual power by reputational-
ists. Reputed power is not actual power. It
should be viewed as potential power.

Trends in academic power research

Power researchers of educational organi-
zations heavily favor the reputational
method for studying power, even though
they do not specifically identify their rela-
tionship with the elitists. Perceived power
is what is commonly researched. The
observation of specific power decisions,
which the pluralists argue must be studied,
is not a commonly used data collection
technique in researching academic power.

Power perception has been researched
from the following approaches: vertical,
horizontal, interpersonal, and subunit
power.” Interpersonal power is the use of
power by one person over another. Sub-
unit power is the exertion of power by
subunits within an organization to obtain
the critical resources of the organization
for their own departments. Vertical power
is the use of power in a superior-subordi-
nate relationship. Finally, horizontal power
is the exercise of power among peers
within an organization to obtain benefits
for themselves. Greater emphasis has been
placed on vertical and interpersonal power

by power researchers than on horizontal
and subunit power. Power perception
research has depended either on a single
information source or else on the differ-
ences between two or more power holders.
This latter type of power perception study
has not been utilized as frequently as the
single information source design.

Measurement of the overall power struc-
ture in universities has been researched on
a continuum from a nationwide study to a
one-university in-depth case study. The
majority of empirical research on the
measurement of the bases of power is
derived from the work of French and
Raven.” They developed five bases of
social power: reward, coercive, expert,
referent, and legitimate power. Reward
and coercive power stem from the ability
of the influencer to mediate rewards and
punishments for the influencee. Expert
power stems from the influencer’s posses-
sion of superior knowledge needed by the
influencee. Referent power has its basis in
the identification of the influencee with
the influencer. The fifth basis of power is
legitimate power, which is based on the
perception of a person that the influencer
has a legitimate right to influence one’s
actions and that there is an obligation to
obey.

In the past Emerson’s power-balancing
styles have not been utilized often by
power theorists, but this trend is currently
being reversed. Emerson has formulated
four power-balancing styles that persons in
low-power positions can utilize to help
equalize their power relationships with
persons in high-power positions." Style I is
the independent person who tries to
decrease one’s own demand by reducing



motivational interest in the goals of the
person in the high-power position. Style I
is the outside interest person, who
attempts to increase alternative sources of
gratification of goals outside the organiza-
tion. The organizational person is Emer-
son’s third power-balancing style. This
person is a hard worker who strives to
become indispensible to the organization.
Finally is the collegial style person, who
seeks to form coalitions with other low-
power persons in the organization.

For the most part measurement tools
utilized in educational power research have
been designed to collect information on
reputational power. Measurement tools of
self-perceived power have received less
attention by academic researchers. The
subjectivity of the respondents is a
confounding factor that is involved in the
measurement of perceived power. A
review of the literature revealed that the
reliability of perceived power measure-
ment tools is rarely addressed by academic
power researchers. Power measurement
instruments are at an embryonic stage of
development in academic power research.
The majority of tools have been utilized
once or twice.

Political scientists have begun to design
instruments to objectively measure power
in a committee system.” Academic power
researchers have concentrated heavily on
perceived power and need to follow the
lead of political scientists and begin to
design objective measurement tools of
power. Statistical analysis of power is
another area in which political scientists
are more advanced than academic power
researchers. Political scientists researching
power are beginning to include path analy-
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sis in their designs.” Academic power
researchers have yet to attempt this.

A final trend in academic power
research that is of particular importance to
nursing is the sorely neglected area of
female power in educational institutions.
Not one study, for example, was found
that attempted to differentiate between

The research question of whether or
not women in academic
administrative positions are equally,
more, or less powerful than their
male counter parts remains
unstudied.

male and female perceptions of power on
the university level. The research question
of whether or not women in academic
administrative positions are equally, more,
or less powerful than their male counter-
parts remains unstudied.

Empirical studies in academic power

The researchers of academic power, as
illustrated by the studies included in Table
1, are guilty of contributing to the confu-
sion that exists over the conceptualization
of power and its differentiation from the
related concepts of authority and in-
fluence. Most researchers did identify the
theoretical orientation of power they were
utilizing in their studies, for example,
French and Raven’s bases of power. The
majority of these theorists, however, failed
first to provide their readers with the
theoretical definition of power that they
were using. Second, they did not make
clear the relationship of power to authority
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and influence as it pertained to their stud-
ies. In only two out of the seven studies
included in Table 1 were theoretical defini-
tions of power stated.”” Hill and French
were the only researchers to even hint at
how their conceptualization of power
related to authority and influence.”

Power structures

Measurement of the amount of vertical
power that members on one hierarchical
level are perceived to have by members on
another hierarchical level is a popular
research design. Vertical interpersonal
power is the power of a superior over a
subordinate within an organization.”® The
perception of the power of department
chairman by professors is one such study.”
Hill and French’s power measurement tool
is the only instrument out of the seven
reviewed that had a reliability check
performed on it.

Perrow has directed power researchers’
attention to their neglect of subunit or
departmental power and also horizontal
power.” One example of what research has
been done in this neglected area of subunit
horizontal power occurred in a large
research-oriented university.”

Most power perception studies depend
on only a single information source to
explore power relationships in universities.
Most often the one-source analysis of
academic power perceptions is based on
faculty or chairpersons. Neumann argues
that differences in power perceptions of
power holders in various hierarchical levels
within a university have been under-
studied.” Neumann questions the legiti-
macy and generalizability of one-source
power studies. To help correct this defi-

CONCEPTUALIZATION OF POWER

ciency, Neumann studied the differences
in power perceptions between faculty and
chairpersons in university departments.

University as community

Research directed at obtaining an over-
all power structure of universities is a type
of power research design frequently
encountered in the literature. Gross and
Grambsch’s study on university goals and
power is an example of this research
design.”” Baldridge contends that the
methodology of community power studies
is indeed useful for researching the politi-
cal university.* Community power re-
searchers have dealt with the nature of
power, the role of interest groups, and
goal-setting activities in goal-diffused
communities. Baldridge likens a university
to a goal-diffuse local community.
Baldridge's power research is an in-depth
case study of one university. In his study
of conflict at New York University,
Baldridge is one of the few university
power researchers to study specific power
decisions. He utilized a combination
elitist-pluralist approach. Baldridge's pow-
er-ranking approach provides more infor-
mation than Gross and Grambsch’s
approach because power holders were
ranked on 10 specific issues, not just on
overall power. Baldridge’s findings did not
clearly support either the pluralist or the
elitist power models, but rather suggest a
combination of these two models within
the university. There was no one dominant
power elite. Instead more of a pluralistic
atmosphere existed, with several small
power blocs or elites, each dominating in
specific issues.

Most of the empirical research on the

13
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measurement of the bases of power is
derived from the work of French and
Raven. An example of this research is
Bachman's study of the bases of academic
deans’ influence over faculty and the
faculty’s satisfaction with their deans’
bases of influence.” A major criticism of
Bachman’s questionnaire design is that
only one question was devoted to the
faculty's general perception of their deans’
bases of power. The internal validity of
this tool would be increased if more ques-
tions had been designed which asked
faculty how they perceived their deans’
bases of power in specific areas.

The final type of power research design
to be discussed is based on Emerson’s
power dependency theory. Cotton hy-
pothesized that faculty in universities
would prefer one of Emerson's power-
balancing styles.*® Cotton’s research design
contained two different measures of
power-balancing styles, but neglected to
address the reliability of the measurement
tools. An interrater reliability check, for
example, of the panel of raters would have
been an appropriate test for Cotton to
have performed.

IMPLICATIONS FOR NURSING

Power of nurse administrators

The lack of nurse administrators who
are knowledgeable in the use of power as a
political tool is the most critical adminis-
trative problem facing nursing today.”
Deans of schools of nursing are accused of
being ignorant of both informal and
formal power games and strategies operat-
ing within universities.* Rarely is a female
administrator of a school of nursing more

than a token member of a male-dominated
committee. Nursing deans are likened to
pawns of powerful men in universities.
Female nursing administrators are also
accused of behaving in a wifelike manner
toward male university administrators.”
Cleland likens deans to housewives asking
their husbands for grocery money. In addi-
tion, she labels nursing educational admin-
istrators as “female Uncle Toms™ who in
reality possess no power except over
powerless women.”

The discussion leveled against nursing
deans may be correct, but it is not
supported by empirical research. Nurses
need to start conducting power research to
discover whether or not nursing deans are
as powerless as current literature portrays
them. If research findings reveal the
powerlessness of deans of schools of nurs-
ing, further research will need to be
conducted on the acquisition and effective
use of power as a political tool.

As women, deans of schools of nursing
as well as nursing service directors are
definitely in the minority in high academic
administrative positions within today’s
male-dominated universities. Because of
this, nursing educational administrators are
at a definite disadvantage in acquiring
power and in competing for scarce univer-
sity resources. To obtain their equal share
of resources within the university system,
deans of schools of nursing need to
concentrate on learning to acquire and
utilize power. Power research can provide
nursing deans with this valuable informa-
tion.

The meager information available per-
taining to nurses’ reactions to potential
and actual power confrontations has not



been provided by nurse researchers. It has
been discovered that women in the semi-
professions (nursing, teaching, and social
work) place a higher priority on friendly,
personal relationships with their co-work-
ers than on conflict that leads to acquiring
power within organizations.” One step
that nursing deans need to take is to
change these priorities if they are to
possess academic power and overcome
their handicap as women administrators in
male-dominated universities.

Strategies for obtaining power

Until nursing researchers begin to study
female power in universities, nursing
educational administrators will have to rely
on the findings and hypotheses of power
theorists in other disciplines. These power
researchers can provide nursing deans with
valuable information related to strategies
that lower ranking individuals can utilize
to obtain power in a relationship.
Mechanic has posited some hypotheses on
how lower ranking persons can obtain
power which nursing deans should be
aware of.' Despite the fact that these
hypotheses have not been empirically
tested, there is no reason why deans of
schools of nursing cannot try out some of
the approaches within their educational
institutions.

Mechanic's first hypothesis states that
the less time and effort a high-ranking
person is willing to invest in an area or
task, the more likely it is that low-ranking
persons in an organization will command
the power specific to this task. The second
hypothesis declares that the more effort an
individual is willing to invest in an area,
the more power that person will obtain.

CONCEPTUALIZATION OF POWER

Combining these two hypotheses, nurs-
ing deans should first identify areas and
issues within their universities where high-
ranking administrators do not invest a
large amount of their time. Next nursing
deans should concentrate their energies on
obtaining this unclaimed power attached
to these lower priority issues.

When nursing deans find themselves as
the dependent persons in power relation-
ships, Emerson provides them with four
possible retaliatory actions: withdrawal,
extension of a power network, coalition
formation, and emergence of status.” Two

of Emerson’s power-balancing operations,

Being in the minority among their
administrative peers, nursing deans
need to assert themselves and extend
their relationships to include, for
example, the deans of the schools of
law and education.

extension of a power network and coali-
tion formation, have particular importance
for nursing deans. Being in the minority
among their administrative peers, nursing
deans need to assert themselves and
extend their relationships to include, for
example, the deans of the schools of law
and education. Deans of schools of nurs-
ing must come out of their safe cocoons
where they are surrounded only by other
female nurses.

Use of power bases

Nursing deans should take heed of
French and Raven's warnings concerning
the use of power bases.”” These warnings

15
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are in the form of hypotheses. First,
attempts by a power holder to use power
outside one's ordinary range will tend to
decrease the power. The use of coercive
power will result in increased resistance
and decreased attraction of the weaker
person toward the power holder. The
more legitimate the coercive power is,
however, the less resistance will occur. The
last two hypotheses that have implications
for nursing deans are not in the form of
warnings. First, the use of reward power
will result in an increased attraction and
decreased resistance of the dependent
person toward the power holder. Second,
referent power has the broadest range of
all five of French and Raven's bases of
power. If nursing educational administra-
tors are as powerless as the literature
portrays them to be, they certainly will not
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