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Abstract
Here, we look ahead to a psychology of power that is embedded in societal structures,
specifically with regard to the North American context of race, gender, and social class. We
argue that studies of power are limited when decoupled from these societal structures of power
and we make this argument by examining dominant working definitions and links between
power and prosociality. We end with a suggestion that a fully embedded and historical
psychological account of social power will require greater constraints on generality, additional
descriptive work on the experience of power in everyday life, and methods and samples that
bring research on social power out of university spaces and into the places, spaces, and

institutions where that power is intertwined. (120 words)
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A Psychology of Power That is Embedded in Societal Structures

In the psychological study of social power, researchers often ask participants to try to
imagine a time in which they “had power over another individual or individuals” (1-3). An often
used methodology for eliciting the psychological state of having power, this exercise is
complicated by the existence of persistent societal power structures: In the context of one’s
experience in communities of scarce resources—where the experience of power over others is
embedded in control of economic capital to which these communities have been historically
denied access—can a person truly recall an experience where they “controlled the ability of
another person or persons to get something they wanted?” (1). This example raises the possibility
that some participants experience a kind of power, one based on controlling others, for the very
first time in the context of imagining it in one of these experiments.

Here we argue that the experience of psychological power is necessarily defined by
societal structures that manifest, in the North American context, as hierarchies that include race,
gender, and social class (4-7, 8**, 9). Understanding psychological power through the lens of
societal power structures elicits reinterpretations of the very definition and uses of social power
that broaden the construct beyond simply controlling the outcomes experienced by other people.
This embedded perspective also highlights a handful of recommendations for a fully
contextualized and historical psychological science of power for the 21% century—one that has
more constraints on generality, additional descriptive analyses of experiences of power, and a
renewed focus on bringing power out of narrow conceptions of personal control to social
movements and community organizing around societal power structures.

1.1 Misunderstandings of Power: Seeking Power
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The central purpose of this review is to highlight the disconnect between a study of social
power that assesses power as a trait based variable (10) or manipulates power based on subtle
social reorganizations where participants imagine or experience a time they had (lacked) power
(11), and the prevailing power structures (e.g., race, gender, social class) that ripple through
many social situations and institutions in society throughout history (4, 8**, 12, 13, 14**). We
contend that these prevailing structures shape how you define power, who has access to it,
whether people seek it, and how we understand the ways in which power shapes society.

One of the assertions of research on psychological power is, though having it shapes
some of the ways in which people misperceive the world and stereotype others (15-17), that
power holds many benefits to individuals including greater control over resources (18), longevity
(19-20), happiness and positive affect (21), and more abstract thought (2-3, 22). This assertion,
that power benefits individual recipients of it, is based in part on an assumption that individuals
see power as a positive driving force in society’s organization and operation (23*, 24).

An alternative account of power that is embedded in sociohistorical power structures
casts the construct in slightly different terms: Principally as a valued resource used by
traditionally high status groups (8, 25-26) and often martialed as coercion and oppression of low
status groups (27-28). In this light, it is clearer why individuals from lower status groups in
society avoid this kind of personal power in the context of their work lives (29*, 30*), why
organizations erect barriers to achieving power, via discrimination and bias, for people from
these groups (31-34), why subordinates react with heightened hostility to the power of
individuals from groups that traditionally lack this sort of power (35**, 36), and this alternative
account of power likely contributes to the reduced mobility of lower status groups in society,

particularly people of color (29, 37).



An Embedded Psychology of Power 5

Largely missing from some psychological studies of power (e.g., 38), is a
conceptualization of the construct that are based in collaborations within communities of people
struggling to upend larger systems of inequality. It is this sort of collective power that lower
status groups in society prefer (30*), and it is collective power, normally organized through labor
unions, that is both most effective historically in reducing economic inequalities borne from
labor practices (39-40), and most in decline in the US (Figure 1). A psychological study of power
that includes its more collective forms and functions would advance our understanding of
individual power’s relationship to structures of power. The psychological focus on personalized
power promotes only a partial understanding of the construct that might diminish people’s
tendency to think of organizing as central to resisting societal power structures, and ironically,

promote blame of traditionally low status groups for their lack of economic advancement (41).
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Figure 1. The decline of collective power, indexed by union membership as a function of the

total labor force including part-time and full-time workers in the public and private sectors, from
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1983 to 2018. Statistics for the total workforce and union membership were calculated based on

data collected by the Bureau of Labor and Statistics, a division of the US government.

1.2 Misunderstandings of Power: Power and Prosociality

Debates surrounding links between power and prosociality further highlight the need for
a fully embedded structural and historical analysis. Studies have suggested that powerful people
tend to behave more prosocially (42), or more selfishly (43), or both depending on the context
and goals of the situation or the traits of the individuals who attain power (44-46). But that
analysis tends to rely on personalized forms of power measured through proxies (e.g., income),
manipulations of power where people imagine having (lacking) it, or operationalizations of
prosociality (e.g., one-off giving to a stranger) that are limited in how they can be interpreted in
the context of sociohistorical power structures.

But the historical record of societal power structures is far less mixed than our empirical
record, at least in the capitalist context of North America. Across history, people tend to use
power for the consolidation of power rather than for prosocial means (13, 28, 47-48). These
consolidation tactics include subtle patterns of within group resource sharing among the
powerful (48-49), the consistent and systematic mistreatment of the health and safety of workers
(12), particularly workers of color domestically or through colonialism (50), and the
undermining of democratic processes through monied interests (47, 51). Power, with few
exceptions across history, has been used in the service of consolidating wealth and opportunities
in the hands of the few and forcing people from traditionally low status groups to the margins

(13, 52). Studies of power and prosocial behavior conducted in laboratory settings or with
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decontextualized measures and manipulations of power could benefit from interpretations that
take into account this larger context.

A psychological science of power that is embedded in societal structures has tremendous
capacity to inform lay people about the complexities of power, opportunity, and equity in
society. Empirical work on people’s understandings of society suggest that Americans
overestimate equality (53, 54), educational and economic mobility (55, 56), and progress toward
racial equality (57, 58**) by wide margins. These systematic misperceptions are at least partially
derived from a naiveté (or willful ignorance) surrounding how power is typically wielded in
society and across history (13). A psychological science of power embedded in societal
structures could improve lay conceptions of how power is organized along lines of race, gender,
and social class because it would focus on the ways in which relationships between the powerful
and the relatively powerless unfold over time, often to the benefit of the powerful (47). A
structural and historical conception of power would appropriately highlight the significant
challenges to prosocial uses of power faced by people in those positions, allow individuals to
calibrate to the inconsistent pace of societal progress toward equity and justice, and anticipate the
need for collective power and organizing.

1.3 Toward a Structural and Historical Psychology of Power

As we look ahead to a psychology of power for the 21% century, we see greater
opportunity for advancement if the science begins to embed personal power within broader
societal structures. Contextualizing will allow researchers to understand power as it is
experienced in the world, as a psychological process that is grounded in the institutions,

identities, and group dynamics through which much of human behavior is experienced.
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This 21% century study of psychological power we are envisioning will require more
constraints on generality in discussions of the implications of lab-based findings (59).
Researchers will need to explicitly state the ways in which this particular analysis of power is
constrained to these samples, methods, and cultural and structural contexts (23*, 60). Reminders
of constraints on generality can also serve as a means for charting new directions in research on
power by articulating testable predictions about the populations and social contexts that might
moderate associations between power and behavior.

This 21% century psychology of power will require descriptive work on the everyday
experience of power within populations that vary in their social location within societal
structures (61). Sampling will be a key dimension of this descriptive work because, up to this
point, the psychology of power has focused primarily on data collected from online
crowdsourced platforms or university students—an embedded study of power will involve
descriptive work across societal structures.

Finally, this 21% century psychology of power must move outside of the academy and the
laboratory. Paradigms that rely on decontextualized games that heighten or diminish felt personal
power must be paired with studies that are conducted in the field, and critically, must include
more collective forms of organizing. How do our paradigms translate into these spaces and what
boundaries arise from these comparisons? A 21% century study of power is poised to better
understand and link up psychological experiences of power with the structural barriers that

define it.

1.4 Conclusion
All people are not equally able to envision a moment where they have had or will have

personal power over others, and that moment is certainly likely to be embedded in the prevailing
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institutions and historical structures that define power in society and necessitate collective
struggle against such structures. Here we contend that the psychological science of power must
move towards greater historical and structural embeddedness. This embedding holds with it a
number of challenges that include constraints on generality, more diverse study samples, and a
movement toward greater field and less laboratory or online research.

However the promise of a fully historical and structural conception of psychological
power far outweighs these challenges: This conception of power is poised to more clearly define
who is likely to benefit from power, desire it, and attain it in the context of everyday life. And
from this fully embedded conception of power we can see more clearly how progress toward
greater opportunity and reduced inequality requires the consistent and collective struggle against

structures of power and the people who wield that power in the service of the status quo.
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