I
CONTEMPORAR Y CONCEPTS OF P OWER AND
AD LER'S VIEWS

,1
I)

HENRY L. MINTON
Miami University, Oxford, Ohio

One of Adler's most basic concep ts is "s triving for success." 1n
one of his last papers he referred to th e striving toward a subj ectiv ely
conceived goal of success as being inh erent in the "very structure
of life" (J) .
As Ansbacher (3) points out, however, Adler first conceived of
striving for success as a compensat ion for feelings of inferio rity.
T his deficiency basis of motiva tion was eventua lly repl aced by a
growth basis of motivation, with success-striving as the cen tr al
motive. Inferiority feelings were now seen as concomi tant with th e
frustration of no t being able to achieve an ideal state of perfection.
Ad ler's use of th e term power was within the contex t of striving
for success. I n his earl ier concep tua lization t he "wi ll to power," for
which he credited N ietzsche, was a com pensatory striving for feelings
of powerlessness or in feriority. More specifically, power was equa ted
with masculinity, and alt hough the striving for masculinity as power,
the masculine protest, was thought to be more pro nou nced in wome n,
it was to be found in all individuals as a response to feelings of inferiority. I n Adler's later interpretation of success striving, power
was viewed as personal power an d a goal for individu als who had an
un derd eveloped disposition of social interest.
Ansbacher (4) clarifies Adler's final theo ry by pointi ng ou t t ha t
striving for perfection, grow th, or success initially represents "ethically neu tral dynamics." E t hical aspec ts ar e in trodu ced by one 's
conception of success as this is reflect ed in one's actua l or inferre d
goal of suc cess and m anifested by th e conseq uences of striving.
According to Ad ler : "T he strivi ng of each act ively movin g ind ividu al
is towards ov ercom ing, not towards power. Strivi ng for power, for
personal power, repr esen ts only one of a thousa nd types, all of which
seek perfecti on, a securi ty-g iving plu s situation" (5, p. J 14). It is
in mature individuals, in th e sense of favorab le development, tha t
th e goal is informed by social interest and is one of power over
general difficulties; it is in un favor able developm ent tha t the goal
is one of personal power. Attitudes of social interes t and personal
power reflect vary ing levels of development of the inna te pot entiality of social interest or cooper ative social living. Consiste nt wit h
th is assumption Adler (2) believed th at if person al power exist ed as
46

CONTEMPORARY CONCEPTS

or

POWER AND ADLER'S VIEWS

47

an ideal for an individual or for a group it could be replaced by a
more mature and constructive ideal of social interest.
1t is the intent of this paper to review several contemporary
approaches which appear to parallel Adler's final conceptualizations
regarding power and social interest, to review certain relevant
research findings, and to draw some implications.
CONTEMPORARY CONCEPTS

White (35, 36) uses the term "competence" to refer to an individual's capacity to interact effectively with his environment.
White's concept of "effectance" refers to the motivating state underlying activities in the service of competence. While effecrance would
seem equivalent to striving for success, competence would seem
equivalent to power or success in the ethically neutral sense. White
introduces another term, "efficacy," for the attitudinal dimension.
Efficacy is a feeling of being active, of doing something, of having
an influence on something; hence, an attitude which accompanies
the satisfaction of the effectance motive or striving for success.
Piaget (23) also uses the term efficacy in a similar manner. Adler's
corresponding terms were : feelings of significance, strength, dominance, superiority, powerfulness, feeling worthwhile, self-esteem, and
others.
Minton (20), drawing upon Bertrand Russell's (26) definition of
power as the production of intended effects, and upon Heider's (13)
discussion of the meaning of power, defines the concept as the ability
to cause environmental change so as to obtain an intended effect.
Minton makes a distinction between manifest and latent power; the
former referring to objective behavioral effectiveness and influence,
the latter to power as a subjective attitude of how powerful one feels
and believes himself to be and how set one is to implement power
at the manifest level. Latent power can therefore be conceived as
varying along a dimension of powerfulness-powerlessness.
As indicated in a more complete review (20) the most direct
approaches to the concept of latent power are those of Heider,
Thibaut and Kelley, and Rotter. All of these approaches have been
influenced by Lewin's (19) field theory. The Lewinian equivalent
of power, at both the latent and manifest levels, is space of free
movement. This consists of those regions within an individual's
life space which are accessible to one's abilities. A general theoretical
accord between Lewin and Adler is noted by Ansbacher and Ans-
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bacher (5). Lefcourt (16) also indicates that Rotter credits Adler
as well as Lewin as a major contributor to his theoretical position.
Heider's (13) concept of power is viewed within the context of
a naive analysis of action. Pow er represents the non-motivational
factor contributed by the person in effecting environmental change.
T he effectiveness of the person is a result of the com bination of a
motivational factor, labeled "trying," and a power factor. The
outcome of a given action is a function of the effective force of the
person and the effective force of the environment. Heider points out
that in a naive psychol ogy a per son trying to do something is significantly different from a person having the power or ability to
accomplish something. He, therefore, introduces the concept of
"c an" to refer to the power of the person in relation to the strength
of the environmental forces.
The feeling or attitude of power that accompanies an action
ou tcome is developed according to the causal locus attributed to
th e event. The locus may be attributed to the person, the environmen t, or a com bination of the two. T hus, in an action outcome of
success an attitude of powerfulness is consistent with a personal
locus of causality. An attitude of powerlessness is consistent with an
environmental locus of cau sality. I n an action outcome of failure
the above relationship would be reversed. H eider points out that
there are several conditions which can determine the direction of
cau sality or attribution. P ersonal characteristics such as ability,
skill, or strength would lead to the person as the causal source;
wher eas, variable environmen tal factors such as luck or opportunity
would lead to the environment as the causal source. Piaget (22) and
Wern er (34) theorize in a similar vein about the causal relationships
the per son attributes to events.
Thibaut and Kelle y's (33) concept of power is also viewed as a
product of the person-environment interaction. As in Heider's
approach, power as an attitude is developed on the basis of the level
and source of outcomes that result from performing an act. Thibaut
and Kelley, however, place more emphasis on the development of
expec tancies for what is sat isfying and un satisfying in the level of
outcomes. They introduce the concept of "comparison level" (CL)
to represent a zero or neu tral point on a scale of outcomes. This
concept is very similar to H elsori's (14) adaptation level. The CL
or neutral point will shift according to the outcomes which are salient
at a given time. On this basis a generalized CL is developed across
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situa tions. T hus, an indi vidual wit h a relatively consisten t high CL
will tend to emphasize rewards and ha ve an attitude of optimism
and powerfulness. Whereas, an indi vidual with a relatively consistent
low CL will tend to emphasize costs and have an attitude of pessimism and powerlessness.
There is an interestin g rela tion ship between T hibaut and Kelley 's
comparison level and Adl er's fictional goal. Adler emphasized the
subjective basis for each individual's goal of success. T he CL refers
to the subj ective basis for successful or satisfying feedback .
Rotter, Seeman, and Liverant (25) define in ternal versus external
control of reinforcement as the degree of personal responsibility
accepted for a given event. Intern al control represents the attribution of cau salit y to per sonal fact ors. External control repre sents
the attribu tion of cau sality to environm ent al factors. Minton (20)
points out th at although Ro tter does no t use the term power, his
conceptualization of the control dimension appears to be highly
consist ent with the concept of power as used by Heider and T hibaut
and Kelley. Seeman (27) in discussing the various meanings of
alienation refer s to one of th ese as a feeling of powerlessness which
he equates with external control.
The analyses of a power or control dim ension by H eider, Thibau t
and Kelley, and Ro t ter appear to be in close agreement with one
another, as well as consistent with the Adlerian view of power and
social interest attitu des. Lefcourt (16) has also pointed to a similarity bet ween Rotter's belief in personal control and Adler's striving
TAB LE 1.

PO W E R-R E LAT ED P R OCE SSE S A CCOR DING T O VARI O U S T HEORIES

T heo ry
Adler ( 5)
White (3 5, 36)
M in to n (20)
L ewin (19)
H eid er ( 13)

Thib aut and
Kelley ( 33)
R otter (25)

Subj ective
M oti va tion
Striving for
success
E ffecta nce

"Try ing"

Fe eling

Feelin g of significanc e; self-esteem
E fficacy
L atent powe r
F re e movem ent
F eeling of po wer ;
causal locu s in th e
per son
Attitude of powe rfuln ess; op timism
Intern al contr ol
of reinforc em ent

Obj ecti ve
M an ifestat ion
Overcoming
Competence
Manifes t powe r
Free movem ent
"Can" pe!son
effect envi ronm ental ch ange
Envir onm ental
effective ness
Be havior leading
to reinfor cem ent
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for superiority. Belief in internal control parallels the feelings of
powerfulness, superiority, success, self-esteem, security, being-athome-in-the-world, etc. Belief in external control parallels feelings
of powerlessness, inferiority, failure, worthlessness, insecurity,
being-as-if-in-enemy-country, etc.
A summary of this section is presented in the form of Table 1.
RESEARCH ON INTERNAL-ExTERNAL CONTROL

Neither Heider's nor Thibaut and Kelley's approach to latent
power has led to direct empirical test. However, Rotter's analysis
of a parallel concept of internal-external control has led to considerable empirical investigation (17, 20, 24). The most commonly
used measure of consistent attitudes of internal-external control is
the Internal-External Control (I-E) Scale. This consists of 23
forced-choice items in the form of expectancies rather than behavioral
preferences) and scored in the direction of external control.
Lefcourt (16) in a brief overview of the research findings relevant
to the control dimension points out that there have been two major
approaches. One deals with situation-specific expectancies usually
based on task orientation. The other focuses on generalized expectancies. Regarding the former Lefcourt writes:
Generally speaking, when given tasks are described to Ss as requiring skill, which
implies that the outcomes are personally controllable, Ss are found to behave in
a more adaptive, achievant fashion than when the task is described as requiring
luck or some other external factors. When Ss believe that tasks demand skill,
they make predictions about future successes more on the basis of previous experience than when they believe that the tasks are externally controlled . . .
When people believe that a given success is related to a given behavior on their
part they perform and make estimates of their performance more adequately in
that situation, than otherwise; there is more self-monitoring or evaluation (16,
p. 186- 18 7).

Regarding generalized expectancies as measured by the I-E Scale
comparative group findings indicate that Negroes and lower class
individuals generally score more externally than whites and middle
class individuals (6, 18, 3 2 ) . These results are consistent with the
theoretical expectation that individuals who are restricted by environmental barriers would develop "external" attitudes, i.e., would
consider themselves more controlled by external forces. Other
comparisons show that schizophrenics (10) and retardates (7) score
more "externally" than groups of normal subjects.
Several investigations have supported the hypothesis that individuals who are more "internal" will demonstrate more initiative
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and effort in controlling their environment. This is exemplified in
findings that "internals" learn more about their environmental
settings (28, 29), and are more willing to commit themselves to
social action behavior (r i , 31) . Significant correlations (20) have
been found between internal control and need for achievement.
The internally-controlled individual is actively engaged in trying
to implement his intentions according to what is provided by the
environmental conditions with which he is interacting. He has a
feeling of powerfulness, whereas the believer in external control
has a feeling of powerlessness. This dimension is paralleled by one of
activeness-passiveness, respectively.
IMPLICATIONS

Empirical Referents jar Adler's Typology
In his later writings Adler added the variable, degree of activity,
to the analysis of social interest (5, pp. J63-171). A typology based
on the two variables was developed. In addition, Adler introduced
the concept of "courage" which referred to activity consistent with
an orientation of social interest. A high degree of social interest
combined with a high degree of activity represents the socially useful
type. The ruling type corresponds to a low degree of social interest
combined with a high degree of activity in the form of attempting
to dominate others. The getting type reflecting attempts at utilizing
the resources of others corresponds to low social interest and a moderate degree of activity. Low social interest and low activity is
represented by the avoiding type.
The results of studies investigating the internal-external control
dimension provide some empirical referents for Adler's typology.
Belief in one's internal control is generally related to attempts at
effecting environmental change and more specifically to social action
commitmen t (11, 31). Thus, internal control would be characteristic
of Adler's socially useful type. The ruling, getting, and avoiding
types all reflect a low degree of social interest and an attitude of
external control. Distinctions among these three types are on the
basis of the degree of activity. Empirical referents for this distinction are provided by Minton (20) who suggests that the dimensions of Machiavellianism and need for control are related to internalexternal con trol. The rationale is that the need to control other
people or things is a compensatory drive to reduce feelings of being
externally controlled.
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Machiavellianism has been measured by several forms of a scale
consisting of items adapted from Machiavelli's writings (8). Individuals who score high on the Mach scale endorse items indicative
of a cynical outlook, interpersonal detachment, and manipulativeness. Minton (~20) hypothesized a relationship between Machiavellianism and external control. This was empirically supported by a
significant correlation of .38 (p < .01) for a sample of 54 Peace
Corps trainees.' However, Minton suggests that there are some
" extern als" who tend to be Machiavellian, i.e., engage in disguised
ways of manipulating others, some who overtly tend to expres s a
desire for control, and some whose attitudes are primarily passive
regarding any wish to manipulate others.
Adler's three categories reflecting low social interest appear to
be analogous to the above trichotomy. Machiavellianism would seem
to correspond most closely with the getting type; need for controlling
others, with the ruling type; and passivity, with the avoiding type.
Neither Adler nor Minton consider these as discrete typologies but
as conceptual schernatizations.
In summary, there is empirical support for Adler's socially useful
type in terms of the relationship between an attitude of internal
control and an action mode of pro-social behavior. General empirical
suppor t is found for Adler's low social interest types in terms of the
inverse relationship between external control and pro-social behavior.
Minimal empirical support exists concerning the positive relationship between specific asocial and antisocial action modes and external
control. However, some suggestion of such a relationship comes
from analyses of actual social situations as well as from a theoretical
context. An example of the former would be the Negro American 's
attempts at reducing the pervasive feeling of powerlessness that has
been continually reinforced by objective conditions (9, 21, 30).

Personality Change and Social Interest
The integration of contemporary and Adlerian theorizing about
power leads to implications for the dynamics of change. A major
goal in Adlerian psychotherapy is to activate social interest in the
patient and bring it to a stage of adequate development (5, pp.
340-343). Since courage represents activity plus social interest, this
process of activating social interest is referred to as encouragement.
'RoBERT E. LEE III, p erson al communication, April, 1967.
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In contrast, a barrier to the development of social interest would
represent a situation of discouragement. As Lefcourt (16) points
out, encouragement as a therapeutic process would often involve
the creation of an internal-control situ ation for th e discour aged or
externally-controlled patien r,
Harvey, Hun t, and Schroder (12) in their recent theory of the
level s of conceptual dev elopment, consistent with Piager (22) and
Wern er (34), hypothesized a pro gression from external to internal
cau sality with increasing conceptual differentiation and integration.
More specifically, intern al control would be consiste nt with conceptual flexibilit y, while extern al control would be consistent with
conceptual rigidit y. A generalized power expectancy or feeling of
internal-external control is developed on the basis of th e kinds of
training conditions one has been exposed to . An individual who has
been continuall y exposed to training agents of complete or nearl y
complete control, tends to develop an orien tation of extern al causality.
In contrast, the highly conceptually developed individu al is one
who has been exposed to training condition s which emphasize rewards for exploration and initiative, and so dev elops an orient ation
of intern al cau sality. In Adleri an terms, one 's generalized feeling
of internal-extern al cau sality would reflect how much encouragement one has received across training situations.
Hunt and Hardt (1 5) in an assessment of summer Upward
Bound programs found a general change towa rd greater internal
control. However, the greatest changes in internal control occurred
in programs that had environments closely matching the conceptual
levels of the students, i.e., a stru cture d environmen t for low conceptual level students, an d a flexible environmen t for high conceptual students. This study represents the only field inv esti gation
of methods for changing an extern al-control attitude. Some laboratory
studies of attempts to change external-control related behavior are
reported by Lefcourt (16).
Investigations of the environmental conditions which might be
conducive to developing greater feelings of internal con trol or power
should provide a better underst anding of how social action or prosocial beh avior can be developed as a replacement for asocial and
antisocial behavior.
In conclusion, suc h investig ations are concerned with more
explicit dimensions of the pr ocesses of personality developm ent to
which Adler referred more va guely . In the application of these
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theories to personality change, there is a striking similari ty between
the goal of achieving greater internal control as a result of summer
Upward Bound programs in the 1960's, and Adler's attempts in the
j 930's of introducing experimen tal schools for the purpose of creating
an environment conducive to the development of social interest.
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The approaches of White, Minton, Lewin, Heider, Thibaut and
Kelley, and Rotter to the concept of power were considered in
comparison with Adler's concept. Three lines of research reviewed,
using the In ternal-External Con trol Scale as a measure of a feeling
of power, permit the following conclusions:
1.
When people believe they are personally responsible for the
results of their actions, they manifest more activeness and effectiveness in general than when they consider themselves powerless.
2. Adler's ruling, getting, and avoiding types appear to reflect
a low degree of social interest and an attitude of external control.
3. One's generalized feeling of internal-external causality
(control) is related to encouragement received. There are indications
that pro-social behavior can be developed to the extent that feelings
of internal control or causality can be instilled.
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