
lee PROC. OF THE OKLA. ACAD. OF SCI. FOR 1966

An Empirical Method for the Study of Community Power:

an Examination of Power in Oklahoma City
STANLEY P. WAGNER, WAYNE VINEY,

JUDY McCLUNG and ANDREA LARSON,

Oldahoma City University

The study ot the location and use of power in the community is be
coming a central topic of interest to all of the social sciences. Some of
the theoretical controversies which have developed in this area have,
however, escaped experimental scrutiny because of persistent and difficult
methodological problems. One of the most difficult problems centers
around the question of whether there is or is not a power elite. Much of
the information which has been gathered on this topic since the pUblication
of Hunter's (1963) Oommunity Power Structure has remained shrouded
in a ven of secrecy. The secrecy has, of course, been necessitated by
heavy reliance on studies of individual leaders as indicators of power.

While most community power studies have considered the traditional
sources of power, i.e., economic and organizational, the power weight of
each of these sources has been extrapolated from the power possessed by
leading figures in the community. The designs have been parsimonious
and have much to recommend them, but at the same time they have con
tained one of the moat difficult variables in the total assessment of power,
the aspect of charisma in power. Use of the ranking of individuals as the
technique for the study of community power tends to cause the factor of
personality to obscure the other power sources; this is especially true in
the cue of the power a leader derives from representing an organization.
We have noticed innumerable cases where a presumably powerful figure,
e.g. a mayor, in a few months after the loss of his position is a powerless
nonentity. This also holdB true for figures who have their source of
power based in busine88 organization.

A further methodological problem Is found when interviews are
focused on leading individuals. The respondent is necessarily placed in
a subjective relationship with the power figure. This SUbjectivity may
obscure responses to such an extent that understanding can be achieved
only by the moat hlghly skilled interviewer, and one who perhaps, Uke
Dahl (1911), haa made biB home In the area for BOrne time. It we are to
make power studies in community declslon-maldng a science rather than
an art, the method muat be clearer, more objective, and most of all, feas
ible for the trained outside observer to perfonn.

There is atUl another condition which llmita the utility of the indi
vidual approach. We have in this country an ethic of privacy which
requiree that Identities be veiled In a nonrecognizable form. This, of
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course, makes it difficult for other researchers to repeat experiments.
The data that can be provided on specific individuals tends to be deceptive
regarding the total flow of power in pUblic polley making.

It, therefore, becomes imperative that an approach to community
power structures be found which can circumvent or obviate the restric
tions elicited by the indivldual-eentered study of power and those which
put concentrations of power in an either-or category, e.g., elite vs. pluralist.
We believe this can be done by altering the approach from the more
exciting, but also more restrictive, study of individual ranking to an
Inventory of the influence of vital community organizations on com
munity decisions. This approach does not appear immediately novel since
there have been studies (Zeigler, 1964) on the role of organizations in
public issues. We believe that such studies of organizational influences
have distinct advantages over the attempted ranking of individuals. These
advantages are:

1. More material can be be legitimately published without embar
rassment or violation of privacy of the individual. Thus, more
useful scientific information can result because more can be made
pUblic. In the long run the continuing study of an area becomes
dry without some utilitarian fruits.

2. The people interviewed are more w1lling and more objective in
evaluating an organization than they are in evaluating another
person.

3. The same theory of consequences that has been fruitfUlly derived
from the individual studies can also be applied to the organiza
tional studies. This applies to communities having power elites
as well as to those that have a relative absence of leadership and
organization.

4. Our approach can be used far more frUitfully in inter-eity com
parisons of organizational control. This is especially useful for
a comparative political science since the total political organiza
tion of many communities could be meaningfully viewed and
related to each other.

The following empirical stUdy of power in community decision-making
in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, represents a methodology which has the
aforementioned advantages. In accordance with the theories of Hunter
( 1953 ) and Mills (1959), the following hypothesis was raised:

Organizational influence and control will follow a hierarchical
pattern which will demonstrate itself in a relatively pervuive
and consistent manner from one issue to another.

PRoemUBE

Consistency of organizational lnfluence was tested by isolating four
issues and assessing the relative lnfluence of each of ten organized interest
groups upon these issues. The issues were of considerable interest to
Oklahoma City at the time the data were collected In 1964. The issues
were as follows:

1. Political Reform. This constituted the creation of a nonpartl8an
citizens' reform group, the "Association for Responsible Govern
ment," to elect reform councilmen and mayor. The group wu
highly successful.

2. Civic Improvements. The promotion of a "City Beautiful" organi
zation and its campaign for voluntary pUblic action. There wu
moderate success for this program.
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8. Integration. There was a Negro-white group attempt to bring
about the integration ot publtc taciHties. It appeared highly suc
ceutul on a voluntary ba8is and it finally culminated in a city
ordinance.

4. Bond Drives. Several bond ta8ues were submitted to the city
electorate primarUy tor roads, but also including sewers, court
house and other municipal improvements. These were all sup
ported by large majorities.

Ten groupe were chosen on the basis ot their relative permanence
ot intIuence in city attairs. These were also the groupings we would
expect to tind in any American city with a population of over 20,000.
The "panel ot experts" approach was utilized for the assessment of the
relative lnfluence of the various organizations. Thus, 30 judges were
selected on the basis ot their supposed knowledge of Oklahoma City. cau
tion was taken to assure that no more than three judges held positions in
anyone ot the 10 organizations. Each judge was asked to rank each of
the 10 groups on each of the four issues. For example, the group which
was considered to be most influential on a given issue was assigned a
rank of one. The group considered least influential was assigned a rank
of 10. Thus, each group was assigned a rank from 1 to 10. The mean
rank of a given group consisted of a composite of the opinions of the 30
judges. Thus, we have a 4 x 10 design with each of the 40 cells containing
a mean based on the composite opinion of our panel of 30 experts.

RESULTS

Table I presents the mean ranks of the 10 groups on each of the
tour iuues. A better picture ot the relative influence of each group can
be provided by converting the means in Table I to simple ranks. Thus.
on the reform 188ue, the mayor and his office receives a rank of one since
this group has the lowest mean rank. The Republican Party receives a
rank of 10 since this group had the highest mean rank. Thus, each mean
rank may be converted to a simple rank. Table II contains all of the
conversions from mean rank to simple rank.

A teat of the experimental hypothesis is provided by a measure of
the consistency of ranks across each of the four issues. Kendall's (1955)
Ooellfdetst 0/ Ooncordance W provides such a measure. For the data in
Table n, there is a statistically significant degree (W=0.67, P<0.01) of
concordance ot ranks. Thus, according to the measurement techniques
employed, it would appear that power groupings in Oklahoma City have
a fairly stabilized influence which operates at a significantly consistent
level trom 188ue to issue.

The power hierarchy is flexible enough to permit some variation
from 188ue to lsaue, but there is no great concentration of power in any
one group. In fact the two top interest groups are equal in power. There
Is a hierarchy of leadership led by the news media and governmental
organlzatton, but they are on a par in strength, and the third category is
not far behind. Thus. It appears that community change in Oklahoma
City could not be brought about easUy unless it were in the interest of
the news media. governmental organization, and probably another major
grouping. ConsequenUy, it should not be assumed that the existence of
a hierarchy of power permits the indiscriminate use of that power. In
tact the hierarchy itaelt dictates only such action as is compatible with
the BUrvlval of the hierarchy. Thus the "power elite.. in this case depends
on a stratltlcatton of procedure rather than exercl8e of power by a few
mystical aelf-agrandizlng leaden. Once th18 dt8t1nctton is understood
a great deal of the controversy between elitism and pluralism will be
reeolved.
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TABLE I. MEAN· RANK FOB EACH OF TEN GRoUPS ON EACH OF FoUB
ISSUES

Government Civic
Reform Improvement Inte~r.tlon

Bond
Drivel

Mayor & Council 2.05 1.96 3.00 4.00
Labor Groups 5.70 5.08 5.27 5.6S
Chamber of Commerce 2.75 2.50 6.13 1."
Churches 5.50 5.82 2.30 3.31
Democratic Party 6.33 7.17 6.67 8.1SO
League of Women Voters 4.32 4.23 6.47 5.00
Newspapers, TV, Radio 2.31 2.41 3.48 1.82
NAACP 7.14 7.33 2.74 9.25
Republican Party 8.60 9.00 8.88 9.75
Service Clubs 6.64 4.86 6.92 8.83

·Means are not all based on the same N since some judges disqualified
themselves for jUdging the influence ot some groups.

TABLE II. RANK ORDER OF INFLUENCE OF TEN GROUPS ON EACH OF FoUR
ISSUES

Government Civic
Reform Improvement Inte~r.tloll

Hond
DriVel

Mayor Ie Council
City Manager

Labor Groups
Chamber of Commerce
Churches
Democratic Party
League of Women Voters
Newspapers, TV, & Radio
NAACP
Republican Party
Service Clubs

1
6
3
5
7
4
2
9

10
8

1
6
3
7
8
4
2
9

10
5

3
5
6
1
8
7
4
2

10
9

5
7
1
3
8
6
2
9

10
4

DISCUSSION

The results of the present stUdy seem relevant to two major ques
tions which dominate current attempts to assess community power. The
first question centers around the theoretical dispute as to whether there
is a power elite with pervasive influence or whether power is specialized
to specific issue areas. The second question deals with the problem of
finding a methodology which will provide a definitive answer to the tirst
question. We will direct our discussion first to the question of method
ology, then to the question of theory.

As was pointed out in the introduction, our organization-ranking
approach otters several distinct methodological advantages over the indi
vidual-ranking approach. The judges who participated in this study were
far less hesitant to rank organizations than to rank individuals. In a
number of cases judges completely refused to rank individuals for reasons
that seemed obviously affective in nature. ThUI emotional or affective
dimension did not appear to interfere with the ranking of organizations.
There is, ot course, stUJ a question u to the comparative accuracy ot
individual ranking and organizational ranking, but organizational rank
ing apparently does not produce great ego involvement on the part of
the jUdge, and the results of the ranking do not have to be dlagu1Hd or
pUblished in some vague or obscure fonn. One of the more interesting
possibilities of the organizational ranking method 18 its 8impUctty and ttt
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adaptabWty to a large number of cities for intercity comparisons. With
th18 method it seems feulble that a compa.rl8on could be made of the
relative power poalt1ons of groups which various clties may have in com
mon. We quution, for example, whether other ciUes would have news
media with as high a rank as Oklahoma City does. Relative comparisons
of other groupings would also be of interest since our lnlt1al selection of
these grouplnp wu also with regard to their general exlstence in other
clties. It may, therefore, be poaslble to study power hierarchy from city
to city and make comparative quantitative statements about the relative
hierarchial structure of one city as opposed to another. Such compara
tive analy8i8 would have important Implications for providing a more
concluaJve answer to the theoretical question of whether there 18 or is
not a power e11te.

The results ot the present stUdy lend support to the appositeness of
elite theory for accounting for the power structure of Oklahoma City. It
would, however, be a mlstake to conclude that these results lend general
IUpport to ellte theory. The only permissible generalization is that there
il a perceiVed power el1te in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. General support
for e11te theory would be contingent upon replication ot the present results
in a large number of different communities. Suport for our research will
also depend upon valldation techniques which must demonstrate the judges'
perception ot a hierarchy to be in keeping with the actual situation.

The conclusion that our results lend support to elite theory might be
challenged on the basts that the significant correlation resulted only be
cause ot the interdependence of the chosen issues. Such an argument is
probably untenable in the present case, but it does suggest a crucial
refinement of the present methodology, namely, the development of a
technique to insure that issues chosen are a random sample from a popu
lation of issues facing a given community. The issues in the present
study were not chosen at random and even though the issues have a
certain a priori independence, the present data must be interpreted wIth
caution.

SUMMARY

Organizational power in Oklahoma City was studied by utilizing a
"panel of experts" to assess the relative influence of each of 10 organiza
tions upon each of four community issues. Perceived consistency of organi
zational influence was indicated by a significant coefficient of concordance.

The experimental design is discussed from the standpoint of the ad
vantages It ofters tor replication, intercity comparisons, and publishabiUty
ot results.
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