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Alternate Example 
The acceptance of hierarchy 
and power is almost 
automatic in most situations. 
A professor who had been a 
lieutenant colonel in the 
military had a difficult time 
adjusting to a nonmilitary 
way of life. For example, he 
automatically stood up 
when the dean of the college 
entered a faculty meeting.  
 
 
Power 
The ability to influence 
another person. 
 
Influence 
The process of affecting the 
thoughts, behavior, and 
feelings of another person. 
 
Authority 
The right to influence 
another person. 
 
 
Zone of indifference 
The range in which attempts 
to influence a person will be 
perceived as legitimate and 
will be acted on without a 
great deal of thought. 
 
Discussion Consideration 
Ask students to differentiate 
between power and 
authority, and between 
power and influence. 
 
Points to Emphasize 
Often there are people in 
organizations that have 
tremendous power, yet they 
have no authority.  
 
 
Points to Emphasize 
French and Raven point out 
that in any situation where 
power is being exerted, it is 
likely that more than one 
type of power is usually at 
work. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
        
The Concept of Power 
■  Power is the ability to influence someone else. As an exchange relationship, it 
occurs in transactions between an agent and a target. The agent is the person using 
the power, and the target is the recipient of the attempt to use power.2 

Because power is an ability, individuals can learn to use it effectively. 
Influence is the process of affecting the thoughts, behavior, and feelings of 
another person. Authority is the right to influence another person.3 It is important 
to understand the subtle differences among these terms. For instance, a manager 
may have authority but no power. She may have the right, by virtue of her 
position as a boss, to tell someone what to do. But she may not have the skill or 
ability to influence other people. 

In a relationship between the agent and the target, there are many influence 
attempts that the target considers legitimate. Working forty hours per week, 
greeting custormers, solving problems, and collecting bills are actions that, when 
requested by the manager, are considered legitimate by a customer service 
representative. Requests such as these fall within the employee’s zone of 
indifference—the rage in which attempts to influence the employee are perceived 
as legitimate and are acted on without a great deal of thought.4 The employee 
accepts that the manager has the authority to request such behaviors and complies 
with the requests. Some requests, however, fall outside the zone of indifference. 
Enlarging the zone is accomplished with power (an ability) rather than with 
authority (a right). 

Suppose the manager asks the employee to purchase a birthday gift for the 
manager’s wife or to overcharge a customer for a service call. The employee may 
think that the manager has no right to ask these things. These request fall outside 
the zone of indifference; they’re viewed as extraordinary, and the manager has to 
operate from outside the authority base to induce the employee to fulfill them. In 
some cases, no power base is enough to induce the employee to comply, 
especially if the behaviors requested by the manager are considered unethical by 
the employee.  

Failures to understand power and politics can be costly, as seen in the 
Organization Realty feature. Managers must learn as much as possible about 
power and politics to be able to use them effectively, and to manage the inevitable 
political behavior in organizations. 
 
          
Forms and Sources of Power in Organizations 
■  Individuals have many forms of power to use in their work settings. Some of 
them are interpersonal-used in interactions with others. One of the earliest and 
most influential theories of power comes from French and Raven, who tried to 
determine the sources of a power a manager uses to influence other people. 
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A Great Moment 
in Career Suicide 

 
 
 
 
Interpersonal Forms of Power 
French and Raven identified five forms of interpersonal power that managers use. 
They are reward, coercive, legitimate, referent, and expert power.5

Reward power is power based on the agent’s ability to control rewards that a 
target wants. For example, managers control the rewards of salary increases, 
bonuses, and promotions. Reward power can lead to better performance, but only 
as long as the employee sees a clear and strong link between performance and 
rewards. To use reward power effectively, then, the manager should be explicit 
about the behavior being rewarded and should make the connection between the 
behavior and the reward clear. 

Coercive power is power that is based on the agent’s ability to cause the 
target to have an unpleasant experience. To coerce someone into doing something 
means to force the person to do it, often with threats of punishment. Mangers 
using coercive power may verbally abuse employees or withhold support form 
them.  

Legitimate power, which is similar to authority, is power that is based on 
position and mutual agreement. The agent and target agree that the agent has the 
right to influence the target. It doesn’t matter that a manager thinks he has the 
right to influence his employees; for legitimate power to be effective, the 
employees must also believe the manager has the right to tell them what to do. In 
Native American societies, the chieftain has legitimate power; tribe members 
believe in his right to influence the decisions in their lives.  

Referent power is an elusive power that is based on interpersonal attraction. 
The agent has referent power over the target because the target identifies with or 
wants to be like the agent. Charismatic individuals are often thought to have 
referent power. Interestingly, the agent need not be superior to the target in any 
way. People who use referent power well are most often individualistic and 
respected by the target.  

Expert power is the power that exists when the agent has information or 
knowledge that the target needs. For expert power to work, three conditions must 
be in place. First, the target must trust that the information given is accurate. 
Second, the information involved must be relevant and useful to the target. Third, 
the target’s perception of the agent as an expert is crucial. As a manager, you may 
believe you are an expert, but if your employees do not share this view, then your 
expert power will not be effective. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Organizational Reality 
 
Chairman Jack Wlch of GE often spoke passionately about a company without  
boundaries, but one engineer became a little too inspired by this vision. The engi- 
neer decided that GE really needed a Department of Creativity and Innovation that 
would function to solicit suggestions from employees. 

The engineer’s supervisors rejected his proposal, so he went to GE’s annual Board 
 of directors’ meeting and nominated himself to the board. Referring to Jack Welch 
 as “the naked emperor,” the engineer claimed to be “a dumb lieutenant who will be able 
 to tell (Welch) when he is naked.” He failed in his attempt to be elected to the board. 

Undaunted, the engineer went back to his office and circulated a survey, via e-mail, 
asking 5400 employees to evaluate GE’s employee innovation initiatives. “I thought the  
guys at the top would see that this guy was pushing and pushing, and they would let me 
make a real presentation to them,” the engineer said. But GE had heard enough … 
and pushed  the engineer out of the door for a huge unauthorized use of e-mail.■ 
     
SOURCE: T. Carvell, “Great Moments in Career Suicide,” Fortune (January 15, 1996): 40. 
© 1996 Time Inc. All rights reserved. 

 
Reward power 
Power based on an agent’s 
ability to control rewards 
that a target wants. 
 
 
Coercive power 
Power that is based on an 
agent’s ability to cause an 
unpleasant experience for a 
target. 
 
Legitimate power 
Power that is based on 
position and mutual 
agreement; agent and target 
agree that the agent has the 
right to influence the target. 
 
 
Referent power 
An elusive power that is 
based on interpersonal 
attraction. 
 
 
Expert power 
The power that exists when 
an agent has information or 
knowledge that the target 
needs. 
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Magic Johnson uses his 
referent power for a very 
worthy cause. His charisma 
has helped him educate 
thousands of young people 
about AIDS prevention. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Discussion Consideration 
Does power reside in the 
agent or the perceiver? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Points to Emphasize 
Power is a potential that 
does not have to be 
actualized in order to have 
an effect. 
 
Alternative Example 
Power can also be 
understood as function of 
dependency. The more 
dependent an individual, A, 
is on another person, B, the 
more power B will have 
over A. 
 
Discussion Consideration 
Is it possible for a 
subordinate to have power 
over his or her manager? 
How? 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Which type of interpersonal power is most effective? This is the question that 

research has focused on since French and Raven introduced their five forms of 
power. Some of the results are surprising. Reward power and coercive power have 
similar effects.6 Both lead to compliance. That is, employees will do what the 
manager asks them to, at least temporarily, if the manager offers a reward or 
threatens them with punishment. However, reliance on these sources of power is 
dangerous because it may require the manager to be physically present and 
watchful in order to apply rewards or punishment when the behavior occurs. 
Constant surveillance creates an uncomfortable situation for managers and 
employees and eventually results in a dependency relationship. Employees will 
not work unless the manager is present. 

Legitimate power also leas to compliance. When told “Do this because I’m 
your boss,” most employees will comply. However, the use of legitimate power 
has not been linked to organizational effectiveness or to employee sataisfcation.7 
In organizations where managers rely heavily on legitimate power, organizational 
goals are not necessarily met.  

Referent power is linked with organizational effectiveness. However, it is the 
most dangerous power because it can be too expensive and intensive in altering 
the behavior of others. Charismatic leaders need an accompanying sense of 
responsibility for others. Magic Johnson’s referent power has made him a 
powerful spokesman for AIDS prevention, especially among young people. 

Expert power has been called the power of the future.8 Of the five forms of 
power, it has the strongest relationship with performance and satisfaction. It is 
through expert power that vital skill, abilities, and knowledge are passed on within 
the organization. Employees internalize what they observe and learn from 
mangers they perceive to be experts.  

The results of the effectiveness of these five forms of power pose a challenge 
in organizations. The least effective power base—legitimate, reward, and 
coercive—are the ones most likely to be used by managers.9 Managers inherit 
these power bases when they take a supervisory job, and they are part of the 
position. In contrast, the most effective power bases—referent and expert—are 
ones that must be developed and strengthened through interpersonal relationships 
with employees.  
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Using Power Ethically 
 
Managers can work at developing all five of these forms of power for future use. 
The key to using them well is using them ethically, as Table 11.1 shows. Coercive 
power, for example, requires careful administration if it is to be used in an ethical 
manner. Employees should be informed of the rules in advance, and any 
punishment should be used consistently, uniformly, and privately. The key to 
using all five types of interpersonal power ethically is to be sensitive to 
employees’ concerns and to communicate well. 

Determining whether a power-related behavior is ethical is complex. Another 
way to look at the ethics surrounding the use of power is to ask three questions 
that show the criteria for examining power-related behaviors:10

1. Does the behavior produce a good outcome for people both inside and 
outside the organization? This question represents the criterion of 
utilitarian outcomes. The behavior should result in the greatest good for 
the greatest number of people. If the power-related behavior serves only 
the individual’s self-interest and fails to help the organization reach its 
goals, it is considered unethical.  

■ Table 11.1 
Guidelines for the Ethical Use of Power 
FORM OF POWER GUIDELINES FOR USE 
Reward power Verify compliance. 

Make feasible, reasonable requests. 
Make only ethical requests. 
Offer rewards desired by subordinates. 
Offer only credible rewards. 

Coercive power Inform subordinates of rules and penalties. 
Warn before punishing. 
Administer punishment consistently and uniformly. 
Understand the situation before acting. 
Maintain credibility. 
Fir punishment to the infraction. 
Punish in private. 

Legitimate power Be cordial and polite. 
Be confident. 
Be clear and follow up to verify understanding. 
Make sure request is appropriate. 
Explain reasons for request. 
Follow proper channels. 
Exercise power consistently.  
Enforce compliance. 
Be sensitive to subordinates’ concerns. 

Referent Power Treat subordinates fairly. 
Defend subordinates’ interests. 
Be sensitive to subordinates’ needs and feelings.  
Select subordinates similar to oneself. 
Engage in role modeling. 

Expert power Maintain credibility. 
Act confident and decisive. 
Keep informed. 
Recognize employee concerns. 
Avoid threatening subordinates’ self-esteem. 

SOURCE: Gary A. Yukl, Leadership in Organizations, Copyright 1981, pp. 45-
58, adapted by permission of Prentice Hall, Englewood Cliffs, NJ. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Discussion Consideration 
Ask students to identify the 
types of power associated 
with famous individuals 
such as Michael Jordan.  
 


