Power Actors and Social Change
Part 11

RONALD C. POWERS

Key individuals in a community power structure can signifi
affect community decisions and subsequent social actions. If an
educator is to enlist the cooperation of these “power actors,” he
first identify them. Such an identification technique is presented in
article. The author briefly reviews and appraises the various m
used to determine community power actors, and presents a m
technique that Extension personnel can use to identify power act
their communities.

COMMUNITY decisions and subsequent social actions
significantly affected by the actions of a numerical minority of
zens. These persons, referred to variously as decision m
power actors, key influentials, and legitimizers, possess and e
social power. They may act in concert on major community &
or through “linked” cliques of individuals who specialize by
areas. Individuals in the community power structure frequen
termine which issues will be brought before the public—if
participation is needed or required.

Generalizations which can be derived from social power r
were discussed in some detail in Part I of this article.” One g
zation suggested that power actors frequently are not those i
uals incumbent in formal positions of authority, such as cou
city officials, agency administrators, and local voluntary as
officers. This does not mean that persons holding formal
can or should be ignored in the initiation of social action.
imply that legitimation or sanction that can be given by th
sons is a necessary but not sufficient condition for legitimi
cial action.

The need for seeking the legitimation and sanction of i
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ers, or persons of substantial influence, suggests the need for an
ification technique. Moreover, the technique must be fairly
e, reasonably accurate, quick, and acceptable to interviewers
interviewees alike, if it is to be useful to Extension staff mem-

e main purposes of this discussion are to: (1) briefly review
appraise the various techniques used to identify community
er actors, and (2) present and illustrate a modified technique
Extension staff members can use to identify community power

s,

QUES OF IDENTIFICATION

ree major techniques have been used to identify community
er actors.” In several instances these have been used indepen-
7. More recently, two or three techniques are combined:
Positional technique: This requires identifying those individ-
in the community who are in a position to exercise power. In
gice this amounts to listing the persons in formal positions—
ially public offices. A substantial amount of research has dem-
ated, however, that this technique does not identify all the per-
most influential in community affairs, that is, those able to
it the outcome of most community issues.

. Decisional technigue: This technique, most often used by po-
scientists, is sometimes referred to as event analysis. Basical-
e researcher determines the persons actually involved in sever-
mmunity issues that have occurred recently—or preferably are
ocess at the time of the research. Persons “involved” are those
ing public statements, voting to do something, attending meet-
and the like. The major shortcoming of the technique is that it
not search out persons acting “behind the scenes.” In addition,
ppportunity to observe several community issues covering a
range of interests is difficult to come by—even for the re-
cher with time, energy, and money. Furthermore, such a proce-
would tend to reveal more implementors of decisions than ini-
of decisions. While implementors are important to the ulti-
outcome, they do not play the key role of legitimation.
Reputational technique: In this approach, most often used by
plogists, a list of community power actors is obtained by asking
mber of knowledgeable community residents to name and rank

Wendell Bell, Richard J. Hill, and Charles R. Wright, Public Leadership
Francisco, California: Chandler Publishing Co., 1960), for a more com-
iscussion of the identification technique.
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those persons reputed (perceived) to have the most social p
Usually information is sought on several issues (such as h
education, and industrial development) which may have
within the last two to five years.

The reputational approach usually involves two major steps.
first step is to interview several knowledgeables (sometimes ¢
panel), obtaining their perceptions of who are the influential
sons in the community. These data are then summarized and
second step, all the persons who have been named two or
times, for example, are interviewed to obtain their ranking
persons already named. Each is given the opportunity to add
they perceive to have equal or greater social power than they
Social scientists have labeled this two-step procedure and vari
of it the “snowball” or “cobweb” technique. The study of
power by this reputational technique may identify past, pre
anticipated power.

The validity of these last two techniques—the decision
reputational—has been the subject of much controversy amos
cial scientists. The general tenor of discussion now is that the
both methods, along with data from the positional appr
most satisfactory for research purposes.®

A TECHNIQUE FOR EXTENSION AGENTS

Community change agents, such as Extension staff m
welfare workers, and school administrators, are generally a
the need for legltm:uzln proposed courses of change with
influentials. These change agents are less aware of the v
which may prevail in community power structures, such
different persons who may play key roles as issues change.

Furthermore, most change agents are not familiar wi
niques they can use to identify these key people. Research w
the field of community power research generally have been
assistance. To begin with, they rarely publish the ques
used in their research. And many questions of interest to
searcher are inappropriate for the change agent seeking to
power actors.

What, then, are the requirements of an identification t

See particularly Robert Presthus, Men at the Top (New York:
versity Press, 1964 ), for a discussion on the use of techniques in combi
also Baha Abu-Laban, “The Reputational Approach in the Study of
Power,” Pacific Sociological Review, VIII (Spring, 1965), 35-42, for a
defense of the reputational approach.
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.an be used by the Extension worker who is characterized by:
Jittle if any background in either sociology or social science
h procedures; (2) a continuing contact and relationship
the very people being questioned and identified (i.e., he lives
community); and (3) a minimum of time for data collec-

a minimum, the technique should fulfill the following condi-

should be limited in scope to the areas of information useful
the ongoing extension program and not elaborate enough to
1l basic research objectives.
he technique should be reasonably reliable and valid, that is,
scurate in identifying the power actors.
e method must be straightforward in the steps required for
thering data, formulating questions, summarizing the informa-
n, and interpreting the findings.
re are some minimums which an Extension staff member can
» increase his knowledge of his community. First, armed with
encralizations discussed in Part I, he can attempt to systemati-
observe who the decision makers are for various issue areas.
requires access to the real decision-making arenas of the com-
ity. Many Extension workers do not have such access.
cond, a staff member can identify all the formal position lead-
the community in civic and social agencies and in organiza-
related to education, health, government, business, religion,
solitics. Persons in formal authority positions are important to
sunity action and usually must be approached at a fairly early
: of a social action project. Research data show, however, that
suld be an error to assume that these are the most important
e in legitimizing major community projects.
ird, a staff member can prepare a set of specific questions
i at identifying power actors, but instead of using a written
sonnaire to interview a limited and selected number of com-
gty knowledgeables, he can informally ask such questions of
y persons in the community and record the data after the infor-
Sinterview.” Much useful data can be gathered in this manner
staff member asks the same questions from several people in a
fively short time and accurately records the data, and if some
fon is made regarding the “position” of each respondent so
<ome estimate of his community knowledge can be made. It is
important that persons using this approach write down the
they secure. Otherwise, the selective perception process of the
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staff member will overestimate the number of times some people
named and underestimate the number of times that others are s
gested.

Fourth, a written questionnaire using one or two questions &
be used. For example, “Who are the ten most influential people
this community?” and “What are the most serious problems
community faces today?” Such an approach is useful in acquain®
the staff member with knowledgeables and possible power acton
his community. Since power actors tend to specialize by issue @
this technique is less than satisfactory for determining who runs
community. This two-question method may be important and us
in making contacts and starting to sound out people about theif
sponse to such proposals as resource development. It does not §
stitute for the information that can be gathered by a techni
which will be suggested later.

All of the above techniques are possibilities for gaining addits
al insight into the dynamics of a community and its decision-
ing processes. They are not likely to be sufficient in providings
kind of “hard” data needed for a wide range of community iss
In each case there are several opportunities for staff biases to be
inforced. The technique which follows has been field tested by
eral Extension staff members with satisfactory results to date

IDENTIFICATION OF POWER ACTORS

The first step in identifying power actors is to determine the
vant geographical area (the area in which the issues to be st
will be resolved). Usually this is a community, which normall
cludes the population center and a surrounding rural area &
mined by the primary retail trade area. The trade area is app
mated by noting where farm people stop coming to the popul
center under study and start going to another. Other boung
could be the school district or the area in which people go to ck

There may be several population centers within a county. E
rience to date would show that if an Extension worker wants a
picture of the power structure in his county, he has to study e:
the community centers, since power structures focus upon cc
nity centers and not the county line. The only aspect of
power which tends to correspond to county lines is that of pe
parties, since political parties historically have organized them
by county lines. The past history of cooperation or conflict be
communities will determine to some extent whether or ne
power actors in the respective communities have been and
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ication with each other and know each person’s role in the
mmunity.

Issue Area

second step in identifying power actors is to define the issue
to be studied. “Issue areas” are those areas of interest or con-
such as health, education, industrial development, recreation,
; income. To keep the identification technique within
, it is suggested that no more than four different issues be
at one time in a community. Consequently—as will be elab-
later—we would ask a question regarding persons most
tial in general community affairs, followed by no more than
cific issue areas. These issue areas may be stated in terms of
range of projects and programs, such as health, or of a
program or project, such as a hospital bond issue.

Questionnaire

third step is to develop the questionnaire. The first part of
tionnaire is what might be called the “approach” to the per-
o will be interviewed. This would include introduction of
self and position, the rationale for asking these questions, in-
use of the data obtained, and a query as to whether the re-
nt has any questions. The following method, in outline style,
be used to approach the person to be interviewed:

Introduce self, explain affiliation with Extension Service and the

‘state university.

State reasons for the study:

= Knowledge of leadership patterns useful in Extension education.

» Successful comnunity action depends upon involvement of key
people.

* Main purpose—to improve understanding of community leader-
ship and organizations.

Give reasons for interview:

» Believe that your position (occupation, experience) in the com-
munity provides the opportunity to observe community leaders.

State use of information:

» The information you provide will not be reported to others in
any way to identify you as the source.

» The information obtained from respondents will increase my
understanding of community leadership.

Ask if there are any questions before proceeding.
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The second task is to formulate the specific questions to
asked. Experience has shown that a good place to begin the in
view is by asking the individual to indicate his knowledge and
ception about those community organizations and groups whi
play a major role in community affairs. This begins to set a fr
of reference for the respondent and starts him thinking about
way things get done in his community. Also, it does not require
to immediately name individuals. Such a question might be st
as follows:

As T indicated, I would like to ask several questions about
munity leaders and groups. Just so we understand what we are t
about, “community” means this town plus the surrounding area
which people come to purchase groceries, repairs, fertilizer, and
like, as well as go to church or school. There are many organi
and groups that exist in a community.

* In your opinion, which are the five most influential grou
organizations in this community?

* In your opinion, who are the two most influential people in e
the groups you have named?

Then a set of questions must be designed to obtain infor
regarding the respondent’s perception of persons he believes
most influential in getting things done in that community.
ample of how this might be approached follows:

There are many individuals who play an important role in
munity decisions and issues. Some people can influence co
members to support a project, while others may be able to i
people to reject a proposal. Considering the general affairs
community (industrial development, hospital expansion, sc
organization, recreation programs, Community Chest, etc.):

* Who are the five people you believe are most influential (¢
most weight) in this community; that is, who can make the
go or, if opposed, probably stop it?

* How would you rank them?

* What are their occupations?

* What is the major reason you have named each person?

The precise phrasing of every question must be adapted
locality in which the agent lives. Phrases and terminology v
one locality to another.

One criticism directed at the research and techniques for
fying power actors is the inattention given to identifying
who play a role in community affairs. Nearly all communi
research substantiates the generalization that those percei
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influential are predominately men. This fact notwithstanding, it
seem relevant in the process of identifying key people to deter-
if possible, what women do play a major role in community
. A suggested question would be as follows:

:

Considering women only, in regard to the general affairs of this
munity:

Who are the five most influential women in the community?

In what area are they most influential (health, education, culture,

welfare, business, etc.)?
What offices or positions do they hold in organizations or groups of

the community?

estions must then be formulated for whatever issue areas are
ost concern to the Extension staff member. He must phrase the
ion in terms understood by respondents in his community. The
at is the same as suggested for the previous questions. For ex-
. if we are interested in determining which persons are most
ntial in the issue area of education, we might ask:

Considering a more specific community issue such as education
hool reorganization, bond issues, special educational facilities, and
like):

Who are the five persons you believe to be most influential in this
community in such programs or projects?

How would you rank them?

What is the major reason you named each of these people?

general, it is also important to record a few facts about the
n who provides the data. Such facts will help the interviewer
stand whether or not the persons selected as knowledgeables
in as good a position to know and see the community in action
d been expected. Information might include: name, occupa-
address, sex (male, female), years lived in community, years

al education (8 or less, 9-12, 13-16, 17 or more), organiza-
| history (organizations belonged to, per cent attendance,
s held, number of years), and any other pertinent interviewer

lecting the Knowledgeables

e fourth step in the identification procedure is to select a num-
of knowledgeables to be interviewed. It is important to inter-
individuals who by virtue of their occupations are likely to
an opportunity to see, hear, and know a good deal about the
unity. Knowledgeables should be selected from different com-
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munity sectors such as business, government, education, religio
and politics. In addition, at least two should be women.

The number of knowledgeables to be interviewed depends som
what on the size of community studied. As a working guideline
can use the following:

Size of Community Number of Knowledgeables to Intervi
250- 1,000 5
1,001- 2,500 £t
2.501- 5,000 8
5,001- 10,000 10
10,001-100,000 15

If the list of persons named as power actors is not duplicated
eral times after the suggested number of knowledgeables have
interviewed, it may be necessary to select and interview
knowledgeables. The likelihood of this occurring is fairly sm
the original knowledgeables have been chosen with care (i
they actually are knowledgeables). An exception would be in
case of communities characterized by segmented power struc
such as those divided along the lines of labor/managem
Protestant/Catholic. Whenever such splits occur, it is neces
add knowledgeables until the names mentioned definitely ¢
around the dimensions of the split, such as one cluster for li
and another for conservatives.

Agent’s Perception

After developing the questionnaire and selecting kno
ables, the staff member should first fill out the questionnai
self. By so doing, he increases the number of questionnaires

uts down his own perceptions before he has a chance to be
and “pretests” the questionnaire. Wherever more than o
member is involved in identifying power actors, each int
should fill out a questionnaire before talking to others.
would like to get a feel of the interview situation, he could
interview another staff member.

Interviewing the Knowledgeables

The staff member should call and arrange for a specifie
interview the person. The “approach” or introduction
carlier can be used to set up the interview by telephone or i
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ace situation. It is important not to underestimate the amount of
se necessary to complete the questionnaire. Experience has
own that most respondents become so interested in the questions
ing asked that they themselves will extend the interview. How-
ar, as a matter of good relations, it is important to honestly admit
it may take a half hour or an hour, rather than suggesting only
§ minutes when this will definitely not be the case.

In small communities, it is quite likely that some of the knowl-
Jgeables interviewed are also power actors. Such overlap is un-
sidable. It does not constitute any major problem. One technique
sommended in such cases is to inquire of every knowledgeable as
whether he believes that he would also be included among those
ons he has named as influential, unless he has already named
elf.

Summarizing the Data

After all the knowledgeables have been interviewed, a summary
made of the names of persons mentioned as power actors for each
- area, including general affairs. The number of mentions for
h person is recorded. The “pool of power actors” is made up of
bse individuals named several times. For example, if we inter-
swed five to eight knowledgeables, we would probably retain the
mes of all persons named two or more times for each issue area.
¢ interviewed a greater number, we might retain as our pool of
er actors only those persons named three or more times. We
me that the individuals with the most “votes” in each issue area
s the top power actors for that area. Such a procedure does not
sblish a breaking point between those persons who have power
i those who do not. It simply identifies those persons perceived
most influential by knowledgeables in that community. In the
scution of various social action projects, it is likely that not only
Bl the top power actors be involved in legitimizing the project, but
t many of those persons named only a few times can become ac-
participants in executing such a project.

Checking Reliability

Once the data have been summarized, it is necessary to check the
ability of the list. One method is to interview the two or three
sons named most frequently, asking the same questions that
. been asked of the knowledgeables. If the information from the
ledgeables has been reasonably accurate, the answers obtained
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from these persons should closely duplicate the list already o
tained. If additional names are suggested by more than one of th
persons, we include the names in the power pool, particularly
they have been previously mentioned by at least one knowledg
able.

SUMMARY

At this point we will have identified the power actors, i.e.,
community power pool. If we have collected information on sev
issue areas, the results will indicate the degree to which there is s
cialization by issue area in the community.

If a summary of the data from knowledgeables shows that no
dividuals are named significantly more times than others, we w
normally interview additional knowledgeables to see whether or
we could change this situation. If not, there may be unique fac
in the community which suggest that the power structure is not
alesced to the degree that it is identifiable by knowledgeables.
such cases, it is suggested that the staff member seek advice fr
person who may be familiar with this field of research.

Since the “membership” of the community power structure is
namic, it will be necessary to update the list every two to five y:
If completely different issues arise from those studied, it may
be necessary to supplement one’s knowledge with a special or s
form study.

Finally, the technique outlined above only identifies the
actors. It does not indicate the power structure, i.e., the intera
pattern which exists. These data can be filled in by the
through observations and judicious questioning in informal
tions.

PossSIBLY THE GREATEST SERVICE a university can perform for
ciety is to make that society humbly aware of how inadequate
university education really is; that the pursuit of education is
a never-ceasing process of which the traditional collegiate period &
simply an early segment in the continuum; that the real bounds
education are coterminous with life itself. In brief, we must rid o
selves of what John Mason Brown declares is part of the Ameri
myth by which “We expect the skin of a dead sheep to keep the mi
alive forever.” —LowELL EKLU



