Advances in Social Sciences Research Journal - Vol. 12, No. 09
Publication Date: September 06, 2025
DOI:10.14738/assrj.1209.19332.

Volk, A. A., Dane, A. V., Craig, W., Spadafora, N., Andrews, N. C. Z., Vitoroulis, 1., Farrell, A. H., & Lambe, L. J. (2025). Cooperative
versus Coercive Social Power in Adolescence. Advances in Social Sciences Research Journal, 12(09). 08-30.

N2

SERVICES FOR SCIENCE
AND EDUCATION

Cooperative versus Coercive Social Power in Adolescence

Anthony A. Volk
Department of Child and Youth Studies, Brock University
and Department of Psychology, Brock University

Andrew V. Dane
Department of Psychology, Brock University

Wendy Craig
Department of Psychology, Queen’s Psychology

Natalie Spadafora
Department of Child and Youth Studies, Brock University

Naomi C. Z. Andrews
Department of Child and Youth Studies, Brock University

Irene Vitoroulis
School of Psychology, University of Ottawa

Ann H. Farrell
Department of Child and Youth Studies, Brock University

Laura J. Lambe
Department of Psychology, St. Francis Xavier University

ABSTRACT

There are two fundamental forms of social power: cooperative (where individuals
mutually benefit) and coercive (where the more powerful gains at the expense of
the other). Each is composed of two separate aspects: power holding (e.g., being
popular) and power-enhancing(e.g., using force). Research has generally studied
these two forms of social power in a single measure and without consideration of
their combined effect nor examined their combined influence or associations with
peer reactions. We therefore used a measure that captured both aspects and forms
of adolescent social power as well as to determine their associations with positive
and aggressive peer responses. Based on a sample of 559 adolescents, our
confirmatory factor analysis demonstrated that adolescents viewed each form of
social power as being distinct from each other and composed of both power-holding
and power-enhancing aspects. We then ran structural equation models that showed
cooperative social power was associated with numerous positive peer responses
(e.g., friendship, respect) while coercive social power was associated with fewer
positive peer responses (e.g., attractiveness, support in a conflict) as well as more
aggressive peer responses (e.g., bullying and victimization). Our longitudinal data
(collected 6 months later) showed even clearer separation of these associations of
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these two forms of social power. Overall, our results suggest that researchers
should use measures that capture both aspects of social power and that each form
of social power has a distinct pattern of associations with peer responses.

Keywords: social power, cooperative social power, coercive social power, adolescence.

COOPERATIVE VERSUS COERCIVE SOCIAL POWER IN ADOLESCENCE

In the social sciences, social power has long been recognized as a central concept in many facets
of human interactions!!! including such diverse domains as aggression and bullying(?], dating(3],
and politics[*l. Social power is typically defined as the ability to influence or change the beliefs,
attitudes, or behavior of othersl>l. Not everyone seeks to obtain or maintain social power, but
for those who do, there is a rich historylél. across a variety of disciplines have shown that there
are two fundamental pathways for doing so. One form of social power derives from building
cooperative relationships and displaying valued characteristics that garner attention, respect,
and social influence - this has been variously called prestigel”], social attention holding
powerl®l, soft powerl®], and enduring power[10. Another type of social power, called
dominancel!l], harsh powerl®], absolute powerl10], and resource holding power(!2], achieves
deference that benefits the wielder through force or intimidation.

Despite the use of many different terms, there are effectively two distinct forms of social power
- producing either non-zero-sum mutual benefits or zero-sum gains that unfairly benefit those
with power. This fundamental division mirrors the reality that all relationships can be
categorized either as synergistic and mutually beneficial or exploitative in which one party
benefits at the expense of the otherfl0 13I, Therefore, we have labelled these two forms
cooperative and coercive social power, to emphasize non-zero-sum synergies and mutual
benefits versus unequal zero-sum gains, respectively. We know from the social psychology
power literaturelll that adults broadly view power as having these two general forms, but what
about adolescents? Do adolescents view social power as coming from two distinct categories,
with mutualistic versus zero-sum costs and benefits? Given that cooperative social power
emphasizes the synergy of non-zero-sum gains and mutual benefits, does it relate more
strongly to positive peer regard among adolescents (e.g., respect, attractiveness, interest in
friendships)? In contrast, does the emphasis on achieving individual gain through coercion in
coercive social power result in a higher level of conflict with adolescents’ peers (e.g., bullying,
victimization)? Finally, given that adolescent peer relationships are not static, but rather a
reflection of a dynamic developmental stage of life[14], do the relationships among the two forms
of social power and peer reactions change over time? Our goal was to answer these questions
using a measure aimed at capturing and integrating both cooperative and coercive forms of
social power: power-enhancing processes and power-holding characteristics. Equipped with
that new measure, we examined peers’ reactions to each form of social power (cooperative
versus coercive) with respect to positive peer regard (e.g., friendship, respect) as well as peer
conflict (e.g., aggression and victimization), by examining both concurrent and six-month
longitudinal data to test for the stability of these relationships over adolescence.

Cooperative and Coercive Power

Social power can be fundamentally viewed in terms of either non-zero-sum or zero-sum gains.
This distinction has a longstanding history, as evolutionary theory identifies that most forms of
animal social behavior can been characterized as either selfish behavior or mutually beneficial
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behavior(15 161, Cooperative and coercive forms of social power are in turn each composed of
two different aspects of social power: power-enhancing processes that are strategies or
mechanisms that have been associated with gains in power (that may or may not imply motives
or the intention to seek power) and power-holding characteristics that reflect the possession of
social power (e.g., popularity, likeability or dominance) that can be wielded to influence the
behavior of others (see Figure 1). Power-enhancing processes refer to behavior or
characteristics that tend to increase or maintain social power (e.g., coercing others or
negotiating a mutual agreement), but in contrast to power-holding characteristics, they do not
speak to actually having a particular kind of power. We argue that a comprehensive measure of
total social power requires both power-enhancing and power-holding aspects (Figure 1), yet
the two are often measured separatelyl17l without consideration of their combined influence.
For example, conceptualizations and predictions regarding dominance or prestige often
assume that they are attained through coercive and cooperative means, respectivelyl”], but
measures of these power-holding characteristics seldom refer to the power-enhancing
processes that may have been used to obtain this power(18l. These measures therefore overlook
the possibility that power-enhancing and power-holding aspects can reinforce each other. For
example, the inclination towards one form of power reinforces the ability to hold that power
and vice-versall7.19]. This is an important distinction that has often been overlooked by power
researchers[20l.

Power-
Enhancing
Processes

Cooperative
Social Power
Non-zero-sum,
voluntary

Power
Holding
Aspects

Total Social
Power
Ability to
influence
others

Power-
Enhancing
Processes
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involuntary

Power
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Figure 1: Aspects of Social Power

Cooperative social power is based on the ability to persuade others to engage in mutually
beneficial, non-zero-sum interactions. This can be achieved and manifested through two
separate aspects of social power. The first aspect involves the power-enhancing processes of
mutually beneficial cooperation and prosocial behavior, such as kindness, helpfulness,
generosity, reciprocity, humility, and persuasion/8 10l. Theoretically!®! and empirically(21],
cooperative relationships provide mutually beneficial social and coalitional support that
synergistically increases access to resources. Classic evolutionary research based on the
Prisoner’s Dilemmal22]l shows that, under conditions of repeated interactions, a cooperative
approach of reciprocal altruism maximizes the long-term benefits for both parties(13l.
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The second aspect of cooperative social power is possessing and communally deploying peer-
valued characteristics and/or high levels of competency that inspire respect and benefit
others[20]. Peers seek to affiliate with these individuals and freely grant them social attention
and deference, which in turn provides a platform that could persuade and influence others
towards mutualistic behavior(1?l. Critically, we differ from other evolutionary theories[11. 23] in
that we argue that peer-valued characteristics are not valued for their own sake. Rather, it is
their ability to be employed for mutualistic, non-zero-sum gains that generates prestige. This
means that cooperative power is based not only on possessing peer-valued characteristics, but
in one’s capacity to generate mutually beneficial, non-zero sum prosocial behavior, that is in
turn enhanced by peer-valued characteristics. Peer-valued traits thus serve as a moderator of
cooperative social power but may not be a uniquely fundamental aspect of it as suggested by
some theories of prestige [11. 23], As a result, the benefits of cooperative social power may last
longer than those gained through coercion as they promote prolonged mutual benefit(10.13],

In contrast, coercive power-enhancing processes involve the use of threats and intimidation,
with a focus on self-interest and individual gains rather than the mutual well-beingl”. 8. This
need not involve direct force, it can also include a limitation of response choices or a restriction
of the behavioral options available to the targetl?4. The power-holding characteristics of
coercive social power has been described as dominancel2%, distinguished by the ability to
control social and material resources. In contrast to being liked (an aspect of cooperative
power), being popular is another indicator of holding coercive power, as it involves obtaining
an elevated spot in a zero-sum ranking among peers[2>l. The mechanism of coercive social
influence works through direct or indirect coercion, with deference often being given to avoid
harm rather than receiving benefits [111. This differs from cooperation wherein the other party
retains a degree of control and influence over the interaction and the outcomes(20l. Perhaps not
surprisingly then, benefits of coercive social power tend to be more short-termf[10. 201,

Coercive social power also may attract relationship partners through different mechanisms
than cooperative social power. In this vein, bullies (i.e., coercive aggressors) tend to be assisted
and reinforced by bystanders![26l. Despite engagement in exploitative rather than cooperative
behavior, coercive social power may afford positive externalities [27], in which a powerful peer
provides incidental benefits, such as protection and access to popular social networks, to those
with whom they affiliatel20l. For example, aggression has been associated with attracting and
maintaining sexual partners[28], presumably due to related displays of formidability and
resource holding potential.

Cooperative and Coercive Power in Adolescence

Adolescence is likely to be a salient period for the expression of social power for two reasons.
First, adolescence is a significant period of developmental change from childhood to adulthood
where many important traits and forms of behavior emerge, are modified, and/or become
increasingly entrenched with the onset of adulthood [29 301, Second, during adolescence social
relationships take on an enhanced importance, especially with regards to peer relationships({14.
These relationships, and their outcomes, can be highly influenced by social power, leading
adolescents to be keenly aware of the use (and abuse) of social power [2 31l Importantly,
adolescents can be strongly motivated towards adopting one form of power over the other,
suggesting that they are indeed separate processes in need of study [321.
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The aspects of social power may vary by developmental period, particularly during adolescence
[331. For example, younger adolescents have a difficult time differentiating between power-
holding characteristics of coercive power such as popularity from power-holding aspects of
cooperative power such as likeability [34l. In contrast, older adolescents view popularity and
being liked as related, but separate aspects of social power B4l Although conceptualizations of
coercive and cooperative social power tend to integrate power-enhancing processes and
power-holding characteristics, research on adolescent social power tends to measure and
analyze the two aspects separately. There is relatively little evidence about whether
adolescents view social power as having cooperative and coercive forms of power-enhancing
strategies and power-holding characteristics. Most developmental researchers have avoided
directly studying the strategies associated with social power and instead have studied factors
associated with holding social power, including popularity, and likeability [34] (see [48 for an
exception).

In contrast, resource control theory (RCT), has examined the use of coercive and prosocial
strategies to achieve social dominance, a broad construct that does not differentiate dominance
from implicit or softer forms of power such as likeability or prestige nor does it emphasize non-
competitive functions of prosocial strategies such as generating mutual benefits [33. 351, This
research has shown that a combination of coercive and prosocial strategies was most strongly
associated with perceived popularity, dominance, and resource control, but also with being less
socially preferred (i.e., more rejected than liked) by peers and having more enemies and
conflictual friendships(3¢ 37.38]. RCT has been supported by some of the ensuing research on
adolescent social power strategies [39], but remains unconfirmed in other studies, that failed to
replicate [401. Adolescent research thus remains unclear as to how the two combined aspects of
social power relate to peer reactions.

Peer Reactions to Forms of Adolescent Social Power

Cooperative and coercive power involve different power-enhancing processes, different
power-holding attributes, and thus different theoretical mechanisms. For these reasons, they
should also evoke different reactions from peers. While some of these reactions have been
studied in adults 1, much less is known about their association with peer relations in
adolescence. Given the prominence of peer influence in adolescencell4], the response of peers
to each form of social power is likely to play a central role in defining each form’s costs and
benefits that are in turn critical for determining when and how they are expressed.

Positive Peer Regard and Adolescent Social Power

We begin by looking at peers’ reaction to elements of the two forms of social power by exploring
reactions related to positive peer regard including perceived attractiveness, positive
reputations, friendships, and social network placement. The argument between whether “nice
guys/girls” are more attractive than “bad boys/girls” has received a lot of attention in scientific
and popular literatures [36 42, Evidence suggests that this may be because both forms of social
power are associated with attractiveness as potential dating partners, desire the beneficent
traits associated with cooperative social power, as well as the dominant traits associated with
coercive social power [43, 44, 45,46,47]_Similarly, peers might respect (perhaps fearfully) coercive
social power due to the formidability of its wielder [35 48], while on the other hand, they might
respect the mutualistic approach of cooperative social powerl”l. Data on civility is clearer, as it
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is positively related to aspects of cooperative social power and negatively related to aspects of
coercive social power[49l,

The data for friendships also are more one-sided. In friendships, the focus is often on reciprocity
and mutual benefit, which are essential qualities of friendships[>%l. Cooperative social power
(i.e, its likeability aspect) is positively associated with friendships and influence over friends
[51,52,53] unlike coercive social power (i.e., its popularity aspect). In contrast, more basic social
alliances (e.g., siding with someone) can be less intimate and more transactional than
friendships[>4 and these alliances appear to be influenced by both the prospect of reciprocal
assistance and the incidental benefits of positive externalities (e.g., protection and access to
popular groups) that can result from affiliating with coercively powerful peers. Thus, both
forms of social power can be associated with alliance formation.

In contrast to aspects of social power such as likeability or popularity, which are reputation-
based, social network measures of individuals’ social status reflect actual relationships and
represent an individual’s position within the structure of the peer group. Adolescents high in
social network prestige (who used cooperative strategies) were those who had closer
friendship connections to youth who themselves have many close connections (i.e., they were
closely connected to many others within the overall peer group; [551. In contrast, adolescents
high in social network centrality who were more aggressive and powerful (i.e., coercive social
power) showed a greater number of social connections and those connections were to highly
connected peers[>3l, Thus, each form of social power appears to relate to a different pattern of
social relationships within adolescent social networks suggesting that each form of social
power has a different pattern of positive social regard.

Peer Conflict and Adolescent Social Power

Given that social power is defined as the ability to change others, there is little surprise that it
can relate to peer conflict, especially in its coercive form. Conflicts are present in many
adolescent social relationships'4l, making the links between both forms of social power and
different dimensions of conflict a key attribute for both forms of social power. As noted above,
cooperative power is based on forming mutually beneficial relationships. One would thus
expect that it would be negatively related to bullying, which is fundamentally about selfishly
exploiting individuals with less power [5¢l. One might well expect victimization would be
negatively associated with cooperative social power both because it is not provocative (e.g., less
associated with disliking and enmity; [37.38] and because potential aggressors might fear losing
peer esteem by attacking someone who is highly regarded [>71.

In contrast, coercive social power appears to be strongly related to the perpetration of
aggressive behavior38l, particularly aggression that involves a power imbalance in favor of the
perpetrator (i.e., bullying) [58]. Intimidation from coercive social power can deter victimization
[59], as it is associated with a willingness to engage in coercive and aggressive behavior[38l. On
the flipside, the use of coercive competition could encourage victimization as individuals target
other high-status competitors[®0l. Using coercive, non-zero-sum tactics to rise in the social
hierarchy likely creates victims and/or enemies who would return that hostility by victimizing
the original perpetrator, even if they held high statusl6ll. Similarly, mixed results might be
expected with respect to two other important roles in conflict - defending, and being defended
by, others. Evidence suggests that defending is associated with overt popularityl®2], a power-
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holding characteristic of coercive social power, which might provide the power to defend
successfully, and signal one’s ability to coercively interfere with coercive peer relations by
preventing others from using aggression to benefit themselvesl63 64, Aggressive forms of
defending are also associated with coercive power-enhancing processes such as bullying[¢4]. On
the other hand, defending is theoretically and empirically related to prosocial behavior, a
power-enhancing strategy of cooperative social power [64]. The reciprocal nature of cooperative
social power should make it positively associated with being defended, but the same will not
be true for coercive power whose selfish nature might deter defending that may not be
reciprocated.

Current Study

To address the relationships between the two forms of adolescent social power and peer
responses, our study examined whether adolescents’ perceptions of their peers’ power-
enhancing strategies and power-holding characteristics were grouped into coherent,
independent cooperative versus coercive forms of social power. We examined this idea with
peer-reported data as they likely represent the most valid form of information about social (as
opposed to individual) powerl65l. We then used our measure to explore the links between the
two forms of social power and two categories of peer responses: positive regard and conflict.
Our predictions can be seen in Table 1. To examine whether these links persist over time, we
used longitudinal data collected 6 months later. As these longitudinal data are more
exploratory, we do not have strong a priori predictions for changes in relationships over time,
other than that they will generally be smaller in size than the cross-sectional results. Beyond
the positive regard and conflict relationships described above, we also controlled for age and
gender. Some evidence suggests that older adolescents are more likely to pursue popularity
versus likeability aspects of social power than younger adolescents![®6l. With regards to gender,
evidence suggests that boys and girls are relatively equal in terms of competitiveness[é7], but
that girls tend to be more altruisticl®8] and boys tend to be more coercivel6l,

Table 1: Predicted Relationships between Peer Factors and the Two Forms of Social
Power

Peer Positive Regard Factors | Cooperative Social Power | Coercive Social Power

Attractive + +

Civil

Friends

Respect

Side With

Social Network Centrality

Social Network Prestige +

Bullying Perpetration -

Aggression Perpetration -

Bullying Victimization -

Aggression Victimization -

Defended

Defender

Age -

Gender (girls high) + -

Note. “+” indicates positive associations are predicted and “-“ indicates negative associations are predicted.

+
+
+
+

+

+

4|+ [+ [+ |+
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METHODS

Participants

The sample for the current study was 559 adolescents (53.5% boys; 42.4% girls; 1.6% other;
2.5% prefer not to say) between the ages of 12 and 18 years old (M = 14.88 years; SD = 1.42).
Self-reported race was 55.6% White, 9.5% Asian, 8.1% Black, 9.1% Latin, 4.1% Other, and
13.6% Mixed. Compared to the average Canadian, 49.2% said their family was “about the same”
in wealth. Of these participants, 435 also had data at the second time point, resulting in a
participation rate of 78% in the two timepoint analyses.

Procedure

Data for the current study were from an on-going, longitudinal study on adolescent
relationships. As part of the larger study, Grade 8 students from five elementary schools, and
Grades 9-12 students at one high school in southern Ontario (assigned to us by the local school
board) were invited to participate. Parental consent and student assent were provided for
Grade 8 students, while passive (opt-out) consent was used for high school students. For Time
1, the Grade 8 sample had a returned consent rate of 86.6% (with 90% of those being positive
consent). For high school, the overall consent rate was 98%, with a participation rate of 87%.
At Time 2, 89.3% of Grade 8 students returned their consent form (with 89% of those being
positive consent). High school students had a 96% consent rate and 85% participation rate. The
data for the current study was collected in Fall 2022 and 6 months later in Spring 2023; the
same procedures were used for both waves. All methods and procedures were approved by
both the University and school board Research Ethics Boards.

At each timepoint, participants completed both self-report and peer nomination surveys on
electronic tablets, using Qualtrics, an online survey platform. The surveys took approximately
one hour to complete, and trained research assistants were available to answer questions or
assist students who had reading difficulties. For peer nominations, Grade 8 students were
provided a list of students in their grade level who had parental consent to participate in the
study and were able to select as many students as they wanted that fit each description. High
school students were given spaces to type in the names (using autocomplete) of up to 7
students in their grade (except for those that had opted out from the study). In both cases,
students could select “no one” if they felt that no one fit the description. Elementary schools
were compensated $5 for every returned consent form (positive or negative), and high schools
were compensated $5 for every student who was eligible to participate in the study. Students
were entered into gift card draws for $100, with 1 gift card awarded for every 10 students. All
peer nomination variables used in the current study were based on the received number of
nominations for each question (e.g., the number of peers who nominated the individual for the
item). All variables were standardized within grade prior to analyses.

Measures
Demographics:
Participants self-reported their age, gender, race, and their relative socioeconomic status.

Adolescent Social Power Scale:

To create our Adolescent Social Power Scale (ASPS), we drew upon inspiration from previous
research [6.34.37.69] that incorporated both aspects of social power across the two forms of social
power. There were 4 items tapping power seeking: Who usually helps and cooperates with
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others? (Cooperate); Who leads the group in a fair way? (Fair) Who is best at getting what they
want? (Getting Want); Who forces, threatens or tricks others to get their way? (Force). Another
4 items tapped power holding: Who is kind to others? (Kind); Who do you like (is nice) in your
grade? (Like); Who are the most popular people in your grade? (Popular); Who usually gets
others to do what they say? (Do Say). When calculated as a scale (i.e., asummed), the internal
consistency of each aspect was a = .90 for cooperative and o = .89 for coercive.

Positive Peer Regard:

In our study, positive peer regard includes being esteemed (e.g., as attractive, respected, and
civil) and perceived as a desirable partner for friendships, alliances, and social networks.
Participants were asked a number of questions to indicate how they viewed their peers at Time
1 and Time 2. These included: Who is civil (i.e., polite, courteous)? (Civil); Who are your best or
closest friends? (Friends); Who is good looking? (Attractive); Who do others look up to and
respect? (Respect); When there’s a conflict in the group, who do people usually side with? (Side
With).

Peer nominations (based on the question “Who are your best/closest friends?”) were also used
to calculate two indices of social network position: social network centrality and social network
prestige. Within a social network, individuals are referred to as “nodes,” and relations between
nodes (here representing friendship nominations) are referred to as “ties.” Because
nominations were made at the grade level, the sample comprised 9 grade-level friendship
networks (each with consent rates of over 80%), which were then used to calculate each
individual’s position within their network. Social network centrality (Centrality) was computed
as Bonacich Centrality [70l. Bonacich centrality considers an individual’s position within the
overall network by weighting their centrality (based on the number of friendship ties they send
to others) by the centrality of those they are connected to (i.e., the number of friends their
friends have, and so on). It is a reflection of the extent to which an individual and the peers that
they are connected to (based on their outgoing ties) are located centrally within a network!70l,
Bonacich centrality is calculated as: X (o, B) = a*(I - f*X)-1X1, where X represents the total
friendship network, a represents a scaling factor, and 3 represents the degree to which an

individual’s centrality increases when weighted by their connections’ centralities (here set to
1) [55,70],

Social Network Prestige was computed as proximity prestige, a measure that represents the
potential for influence over others within the overall social network [71. 721, This measure takes
into account both the number of peers connected to each node in the network (based on
incoming ties) and the distance between the friendship ties, again accounting for connections
across the entire networkl!72l. The equation for proximity prestige was: PP(ni) = [li/(g-1)/[X.d
(ni,nj)/Ii], where Ii is the number of peers who can reach i, g is the number of individuals in the
network X, and d (ni, nj) is the length of the shortest distance (i.e., the number of friendship
ties) between individuals j and I [72].

Peer Conflict:

Participants were asked questions about perpetration, victimization, and defending of
aggressive behavior. Bullying Perpetration: Two items assessed involvement in bullying
perpetration. Specifically, participants were asked to nominate peers who are “MORE popular
or stronger than you, who has DONE THESE THINGS TO YOU? Based on direct, including
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physical (hitting, kicking, shoving, using physical force), and verbal (threatening or saying mean
things), and indirect, consisting of relational (spreading negative rumours, leaving you out of a
group activity), and cyber (using a cell phone or internet to send or post hurtful or
embarrassing things to someone, or about someone) forms of aggression. Aggression
Perpetration: Participants were then asked to nominate peers who perpetrated non-bullying
aggressive behavior using the same two items discussed above, by selecting peers who are
“EQUALLY OR LESS popular or strong than you, who has DONE THESE THINGS TO YOU?”
Standardized received nominations of the two items were averaged for perpetration of both
bullying and aggression.

Bullying Victimization: Similar to perpetration, two items (one focused on direct bullying, the
other on indirect bullying actions) assessed bullying victimization. Participants were asked to
nominate peers who were “LESS popular or strong than you, who YOU HAVE DONE THESE
THINGS TO?” Aggression Victimization: Participants selected peers who had engaged in non-
bullying aggressive behavior by selecting “Who is someone who is EQUALLY OR MORE popular
or strong than you, who YOU HAVE DONE THESE THINGS TO?”

Defending (Defended): Adolescents responded to one item where they were asked to think
about a time they were a victim to bullying, and select peers in their grade “who defended or
stuck up for you when these things were done to you?” (e.g., physical: hitting, kicking, shoving
or using physical force; verbal: threatening or saying mean things; relational: spreading
negative rumours, leaving you out of a group activity), cyber (using a cell phone or internet to
send or post hurtful or embarrassing things to someone, or about someone). Defender:
Participants also selected peers who they had defended or stuck up for when they had
witnessed any of the actions listed above done to someone else.

All measures completed by participants are available in Appendix A. Due to ethical restrictions
against sharing the data of minors our data are not available. However, Mplus syntax for all
primary analyses are available in Appendix B.

RESULTS

Statistical Analysis

We utilized Mplus version 7.2[73] to conduct structural equation modelling (SEM) using a two-
step approachl74l. First, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis to determine if the
proposed measurement models for cooperative and coercive social power had acceptable fit.
Specifically, this included four items loading on a cooperative factor (Cooperate, Fair, Kind,
Like) and four items loading on a coercive factor (Popular, Getting Want, Do Say, Force). The
latent factors were scaled by fixing one of each one’s indicator paths to 1.0. Latent factors were
allowed to correlate with one another. To assess model fit, we used the following fit indices
guidelines: a comparative fit index (CFI) greater than .95, a root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) less that .06, and a standardized root mean square residual (SRMR)
less than .08 [75]. For a poor fitting model, modification indices were examined and residual
variances were specified to correlate (should they make theoretical sense).

Next, we ran a series of structural equation models to test the direct paths from the latent
factors to a variety of outcome variables. In all models, we estimated direct effects using robust
maximum likelihood (MLR) to account for the non-normal distribution of some of the variables.
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The first two models tested concurrent associations between cooperative and coercive
approaches to social power, and social outcomes, with the first model examining positive peer
regard (attractive, civil, friends, respect, side with, social network centrality, social network
prestige), and the second model examining peer conflict (bullying and aggression perpetration,
bullying and aggression victimization, defending and being defended by others to bullying). All
direct paths were included and both models controlled for age and gender. For paths that were
significant for both cooperative and coercive modes of social power, we constrained the paths
using a Wald test to determine if the associations were significantly different from one another.
Finally, we individually tested associations across time between the latent factors and each of
the outcomes, controlling for baseline levels of the outcome (with age and gender). Table 2
displays all descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations.

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations between Cooperative and
Coercive Modes of Power and Study Variables

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12. 13. 14. 15. 16. 17.
1. Cooperative - 32%* .69** .58** .39%* .56%* 52%* .30%* .07 13* .05 -.07 13* 37 46**
2. Coercive - - 13* .28% 47 443 67+ -01 A7 .64** 34 .01 34 21%* 44
3. Civil .84** .10* - .56%* 31 .50%* .38** 27%* .05 .09* .04 -.08* .10%* 32% 42%* .03 7%
4. Friends .66** .28** .39%* - 41%* 59%* 54%* .30%* 19%* 25% 22%* .06 22%* A46%* .58** .01 .02
5. Attractive 50% 56% 28* 33* - 49 47 2% .09 29%* .18** .01 21% 31 44 .02 11*
6. Respect 75%* .58** 47 40%* .50%* - .63** .20%* 14%* 7% .02 .08 1% 22% .35%* 11 .03
7. Side With 53* 72x 30% 443 .55* .60** - 2% 19** 49** 25 .07 34 .35%* 56%* .02 -01
8. Centrality 37 A1* 26% 23% A1 .18** 14 - -.08 -.04 -01 -.06 .00 13 3% -.09 -.04
9. Prestige .08 .07 .02 29%* .03 .08 A1 -.07 - 13* .01 -.03 .07 .05 .10 -36** -10
10. Bullying Perp. .05 .64+ .01 A7 36% 29 48* .08* -.08 - AT 19 57 27 33 .03 -01
11. Aggression Perp. .03 37 -.03 Q1% 16%* 16%* 23 -.03 -11* 43%* - 44%* 48** .30%* 24%* .01 .03
12. Bullying Vic. -01 25% -01 .09* 2% 2% 23% -01 -01 32 45 - 33 A1 .05 .01 -.08
13. Aggression Vic. .08 48* .03 A7 33% 20 36% .10* -.05 58* 45 37 - 23% 23%* .03 -01
14. Defended .38** 41%* .25%* 37%* 40%* .35%* 40** 1% .01 31%* 26%* .28** 30%* - 51%* -.02 .05
15. Defender .58* 39* 39% 53* 43% 48* 49* 19** 1% 27 A7 19 27 53* - 02 .07
16. Age .06 .01 .04 .03 .03 .03 -.58** .04 .07 .07 .05 .04 .02 - -01
17. Gender 13 .02 .02 .03 -.02 -01 -.09 .02 -.03 -.03 .05 .01 .06 -01 -
Mean T1 N/A N/A .05 .02 .03 .04 .04 .80 27 .02 .02 .01 .02 .04 .05 15.25 1.44
Mean T2 .05 .09 .05 .07 .05 .76 .26 .03 .03 .02 .02 .06 .06 N/A N/A
SDT1 N/A N/A 1.01 .99 1.01 1.01 1.01 .63 13 91 .84 .84 .86 1.01 1.01 1.42 .50
SD T2 1.02 .10 1.03 1.02 1.02 .69 14 .87 .70 .89 74 1.02 1.02

Note. **p<.01; *p<.05. Bivariate correlations below the diagonal are Time 1, while above are Time 2. Gender was
coded as 1 = boy; 2 = girl. Age was reported at the first timepoint. Cooperative = Cooperative social power.
Coercive = Coercive social power. Both were measured at Time 1. Perp = perpetration. Vic = Victimization.

Centrality = Social network centrality. Prestige = Social network prestige.

Measurement Model

The initial confirmatory factor analysis indicated poor fit (x2(26) = 288.83, p <.001; CFI = .89;
RMSEA = .12; 90%CI [.11, .14]; SRMR = .09). Upon examining modification indices, we
correlated residuals that made theoretical sense. In our final model, we added correlations
between “Cooperate” and “Fair” and with “Like” and “Kind.” We also added correlations
between “Popular” and “Getting Want” and with “Do Say” and “Force”. In the final model, all
indicators were positive and significant and model fit was acceptable (x2(15) =100.82, p <.001;
CFI=.96; RMSEA =.09; 90%CI [.08, .11]; SRMR =.06). The correlation between the two factors
was .24 (p <.001). See Figure 2 for final latent factor model.
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Figure 2: CFA Results of Cooperative and Coercive Modes of Social Power
Note. Standardized betas of significant paths are presented in diagram.

Structural Models

Positive Peer Regard and Adolescent Social Power:

Model fit was acceptable x%(73) = 262.20, p < .001; CFI = .94; RMSEA =.07; 90%CI [.06, .08];
SRMR = .06. All significant effects are presented in Figure 3. There were significant positive
effects such that cooperative social power was associated with being rated by peers as more
attractive, civil, and respected, as a friend, as someone people side with, as well as higher social
network centrality and social network prestige. Coercive social power was positively
associated with peer ratings of being attractive, being respected, and being someone people
sided with, and negatively associated with received nominations for being civil. Wald test
analyses revealed that there was no difference in the relationship between cooperative and
coercive modes of social power and attractiveness (Wald test, W(1) = .06, p = .80), but the
association with respect was stronger for cooperative ( =.62) than coercive (3 =.35; Wald
test, W(1) = 11.31, p < .001), while the effect with who people side with was stronger for
coercive ([ =.61) than cooperative (f =.31; Wald test, W(1) =5.57, p <.05).

2 Attractive

Cooperative

Coercive

Social Network
Prestige

Figure 3: Positive Peer Regard and Adolescent Social Power Model Results (Concurrent)
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Note. Standardized betas of significant paths are presented in diagram. Model controlled for age and gender but
was removed from diagram for ease of presentation. Indicators for latent factors are not shown for ease of
presentation.

Peer Conflict and Adolescent Social Power:

The fit for this model was also acceptable (x%(67) = 200.39, p <.001; CFI =.95; RMSEA = .06;
90%CI [.05, .07]; SRMR = .05). Cooperative social power was negatively associated with
perpetration of both bullying and aggression, while coercive was positively associated with
both bullying perpetration and aggression. Victimization by both bullying and aggression was
positively and significantly associated with coercive social power. There were significant
positive associations between cooperative and coercive social power and both defending
others and being defended by others against aggressive behavior. Wald tests revealed that
cooperative social power (3 = .51) was more strongly associated with being a defender of
aggression than coercive social power (3 =.22; Wald test, W(1) = 12.47, p <.001), while there
was no significant difference for being defended (W(1) = .001, p = .97). See Figure 4 for all
significant path results.

Bully Perp

Aggression Perp
Bully Vic

Aggression Vic

Defended

Figure 4: Peer Conflict and Adolescent Social Power Model Results (Concurrent)
Note. Standardized betas of significant paths are presented in diagram. Model controlled for
age and gender but was removed from diagram for ease of presentation. Indicators for latent
factors are not shown for ease of presentation. Perp = perpetration. Vic = Victimization.

Cooperative

Longitudinal Models

There were significant across time positive effects with cooperative social power and being
nominated as civil, someone’s friend, respected, someone people side with, social network
centrality, and someone who is both defended and a defender of bullying. Coercive social power
was positively associated with being attractive, someone people side with, social network
prestige, bullying and aggression perpetration, and being a defender (Table 3).

Table 3: Associations between Cooperative and Coercive Modes of Social Control Across

Time
Time 2 Outcomes Time 1 Cooperative Time 1 Coercive
B B S.E. 95% CI B B S.E. 95% CI
Attractive 0.07 | 01 |0.07 |[-.03,.17] ] 0.11 | 0.1 | 0.04 | [.04,19]
Civil 0.36 | 0.48 | 0.12 | [.19,.52] | -0.01 | -0.01 | 0.03 | [-.07,.05]
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Friends 0.31 | 0.44 [ 0.11 | [.22,.66] | 0.06 | 0.05 [ 0.03 [ [-.01,.11]
Respect 0.3 | 0.44 | 0.12 | [.16,.45] | 0.12 | 0.12 | 0.08 | [-.03, .27]
Side With 0.28 | 0.37 | 0.08 | [.21,.53] | 0.41 | 0.38 | 0.08 | [.21,.55]

Social Network Centrality | 0.19 | 0.2 | 0.07 | [.07,.33] | -0.08 | -0.05 | 0.04 | [-.13,.02]
Social Network Prestige | -0.02 | -0.01 | 0.01 | [-10,.07] | 0.14 | 0.02 | 0.01 | [.05,.23]

Bullying Perpetration -0.04 | -0.06 | 0.08 | [-.16,.07] | 0.5 | 0.51 | 0.14 | [.31,.70]
Aggression Perpetration | -0.04 | -0.04 | 0.06 | [-.15,.07] | 0.25 | 0.19 | 0.08 | [.03,.35]
Bullying Victimization -0.05 | -0.06 | 0.07 | [-.19,.07] | -0.01 | -0.01 | 0.02 | [-.05,.04]
Aggression Victimization | 0.08 | 0.08 | 0.06 | [-.05,.20] | 0.13 | 0.09 | 0.05 | [-.01,.20]
Defended 0.26 | 0.38 | 0.1 | [.15,.38] | 0.04 | 0.03 | 0.04 | [-.04,.11]
Defender 0.24 | 0.37 | 0.11 | [.13,.35] | 0.24 | 0.25 | 0.08 | [.10,.37]

Note. All analyses controlled for age, gender, and baseline level of received nominations at Time 1. Power was
assessed at Time 1. Peer nominations were assessed 6 months later at Time 2. All significant effects are bolded;
95% confidence intervals that did not cross over zero were used to determine significant effects.

DISCUSSION
Overall, our results demonstrate that adolescents have independent conceptions of the two
forms of social power, cooperative and coercive, and that each are composed of both power
seeking and power holding aspects. As captured by our measure of social power these two
forms also had distinct patterns of associations with positive peer regard and peer conflict that
largely supported our predictions (see Table 1). These relationships were somewhat
attenuated, but otherwise generally persisted, across a 6-month timespan. The two forms of
power were modestly related to each other, suggesting that some individuals use a combination
of the two strategies. This agrees with centuries-old views arguing that the pursuit of power
can involve both cooperative and coercive methods!®l.

Starting with our measure, our univariate correlations showed a distinct pattern of
relationships for each form of social power. Broadly speaking, as predicted, cooperative social
power was more positively related to prosocial outcomes, while the reverse was true for
coercive social power. These differences were reinforced by our confirmatory factor analysis
that showed high loadings of the four intended items on each form of social power. These
loadings agree with the existing adolescent [3476] as well as adult(1% literatures about the dual
nature of social power. Where our measure differs from previous measures is its integration of
both power-enhancing and power-holding items. The strong loadings for both forms of power
argue that the literature should consider measures that incorporate both aspects when trying
to capture social power. They also reinforce the idea that power-enhancing processes and
power-holding characteristics are strongly related to each other. Interestingly, cooperative
social power was most strongly associated with the aspects of cooperation and fairness (power-
enhancing aspects), while coercive social power was strongly related to the aspects of getting
what one wanted and being popular (power-holding aspects). As we did not statistically test or
theoretically predict this, we suggest that this differential weighting of aspects for each form is
something that future research might wish to explore in greater depth. Beyond its theoretical
value, our measure appears to have reasonable preliminary psychometrics in terms of its
reliability and validity.

Concurrent Associations with Positive Peer Regard
As predicted, both forms of social power were positively related to peers’ ratings of
attractiveness. Thus, the expected “good guy/girl” versus “bad guy/girl” links to attractiveness
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were both supported, explaining the enduring comparison of the two types in popular culture
and suggesting that both cooperation and dominance can be attractive to potential partners. It
would be interesting for future research to determine if there are different audience
characteristics associated with being attracted to cooperative versus coercive social power.

In contrast to their joint relationship with attractiveness, as expected, civility was very strongly
positively related to cooperative social power and weakly negatively related to coercive social
power (see Figure 3). These findings suggest that peers view the expression of cooperative
power as strongly aligning with civil, polite behavior while (to a lesser degree) the opposite is
true for coercive social power. It would appear that the mutualistic sharing of power is
associated with investing the time and energy required to be polite and courteous, presumably
as a means of securing mutualistic relationshipsl’l. In contrast, coercive social power may
benefit from doing away with that investment of time and energy at the expense of being
perceived by peers as being rude and uncivil. The exceptionally strong links between civility
and cooperative power raise the possibility that civility is in fact an aspect of that form of social
power and not its outcome. This is a plausible explanation that should be tested in future
models as it suggests that part of being cooperative is displaying a willingness to incur the costs
associated with generating socially acceptable behavior(77l.

Also as predicted, friendship nominations were associated with cooperative, but not coercive,
social power. This result fits with the reciprocal nature of the former and the lack of reciprocity
in the latter, as reciprocity lies at the heart of children’s developing concept of friendship[78l and
is essential to ensuring mutual benefits in cooperative relationships(22l. This is a clear benefit
of cooperative power, but it is worth noting that coercive social power wasn’t negatively related
to having friends, so it doesn’t appear to exert a significant cost on friendships. Rather, it
appears to lack the benefits of cooperative social power.

The fact that some people are still interested in forming social alliances with coercive social
power users is demonstrated by our data on respect and siding/allying with someone. As
expected, peers strongly respected the cooperative use of power compared to modest
associations with coercive power. This finding supports the idea that while coercion can inspire
a fearful kind of respectl?4], true cooperation promotes a deeper level of admiration and
prestigel’]l. Somewhat surprisingly then, the reverse was true of the links to peer nominations
of who would the peer group form alliances with. While one might think that the reciprocity
inherent in cooperative power would engender more support[7?], our data suggest that the
ability to selfishly exploit power for one’s own benefit might trigger people to want to be on the
same winning side of a conflict or to benefit with the positive externalities associated with
coercive social powerl2%. This differs from previous research linking prosocial strategies to
alliances!>4], possibly because our current data capture not just power-enhancing processes,
but also power-holding aspects of coercive social power. This juxtaposition is perhaps even
more interesting given that cooperative social power (alone) was associated with social
network centrality and prestige. As with the finding for friendship nominations, this suggests
that cooperation is more effective in building concurrent friendly coalitions, even if the general
peer group views more coercive individuals as being sided with more often. It may be that
coercive individuals are more likely to use their social networks to engage in conflicts and thus
peers witness coercive individuals being sided with in conflict more often than cooperative
social power users who might avoid conflict more broadly.
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Concurrent Associations with Peer Conflict

Consistent with our predictions, the avoidance of conflict is reflected in the negative association
between cooperative social power and bullying (see Figure 4). There was a small, unexpected,
positive association between cooperative power and non-bullying aggression, suggesting that
cooperative coalitional aggression, near-peer rivalry, or even aggression against more powerful
opponents, may be associated with cooperative power. These explanations are supported by
our data showing a strong link between cooperative power and defending others, as defending
can involve direct confrontations!é4l. Interestingly, the lack of reported victimization did not
preclude peers saying that they helped defend cooperative power users, perhaps as an
expression of the general reciprocity and solidarity that underlies cooperation. Overall,
cooperative social power seems to be mostly associated with primarily defensive behavior with
the possible exception of non-bullying aggression.

In contrast, coercive social power was very strongly associated with bullying perpetration and
strongly associated with non-bullying aggression (see Figure 4), suggesting that competition
often requires the use of force to get others to change their behavior. Bullying, in particular,
appears to be a key behavior associated with coercive social power, likely due to its focus on
exploiting power for individual gainl5¢l. The aggressive nature of coercive power may explain
why coercive power also was associated with bullying and non-bullying victimization. High-
powered individuals can be targets if they are engaging in competition with and/or alienating
others through their own aggression(t0], so coercive social power’s association with aggression
appears to be double-edged. While aggression (and bullying in particular) may offer benefits to
the perpetrator, it also comes with costs[8%, while victimization almost certainly entails further
costs to coercive strategies!8ll. There also were modest associations between coercive social
power and both defending others and being defended. As noted earlier, while defending
behavior is a prosocial behavior (as per its association with cooperative social power), it can
also represent a coercive attempt to control the social group(3l and it is associated with
popularity and aggressive defending [62 64l. Similarly, being defended may not reflect a
voluntary sacrifice, but rather peers defending a coercive social power user could be the result
of desiring the benefits of associating with a powerful victim and/or avoiding potential
punishment should they not come to the aid of /side with the coercive social power wielder(35l.

Peer Positive Regard and Conflict Associations Over Six Months

With regards to longer-term outcomes, perhaps the most interesting overall observation from
our data (see Table 3) is that our peer-nominated associations became more uniquely
associated with one form of social power versus the other. Civility, friendship, respect, social
network centrality, and being defended remained associated with cooperative social power six
months later, reinforcing the reciprocity and mutual benefits that underlie cooperative social
power. In contrast, attractiveness, and especially bullying and general aggression, remained
associated with coercive social power, highlighting the competitive nature of coercive power,
its potential appeal to sexual partners, and its usefulness in denigrating competitors [43. 541,
Interestingly, social network prestige switched from being associated with cooperative to being
associated with coercive power. Perhaps this reflects an underlying desire associated with
coercive power to seek out powerful connections or for peers to side with coercive social power
users as a means of avoiding their aggressive behavior or benefitting from their positive
externalities[®?]. Also interesting was that both forms of social power were moderately
associated with defending others. In the case of cooperative social power this likely reflects a
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reciprocal commitment to helping allies, whereas for coercive social power it more likely
reflects a desire to gain or maintain status by controlling the social group(64.

The final longer-term result was a moderate and a moderate-large association between
cooperative and coercive social power respectively and peer nominations of others siding with
them in a conflict. It seems that both types of social power represent viable pathways to
securing group support. Coercive social power may be associated with more individualistic
gains (e.g., attractiveness), while cooperative social power may be associated with more
communal gains (e.g., friendships and respect), yet both forms offer some kind of
evolutionarily-meaningful peer-supported benefits. This highlights how both forms could have
both evolved and been maintained over evolutionary history- they offer some similar, but
mostly different, benefits that are likely to be more or less valuable based on different
individual and environmental contexts. In some contexts (e.g., shorter-term horizons; zero-sum
competitions), coercive power may be more adaptive than cooperative power and vice-versa.
Thus, the expression of adolescent social power is likely to be the result of a complex interplay
of individual and environmental factors that alter the capacity of an individual to hold social
power as well as the costs and benefits of expressing that social power. In this way, both RCT
strategy theoristsl’¢l and power-holding theorists [34] were partly correct, they simply lacked
an integrated measure of both aspects of social power.

An intriguing side-note is that both forms of social power appeared to have potential drawbacks
(e.g., being involved with aggression, getting respect versus being supported). These mixed
outcomes may explain why some adolescents appear to choose to eschew either form of social
powerl76]. Being agnostic with respect to social power may be adaptive in that it saves time and
energy pursuing social power while also avoiding any of the negative associations with social
power. If the actual (rather than peer-perceived) benefits of either form are small, then it may
pay off to refrain from pursuing either. This is a possibility that warrants further attention from
the literature.

LIMITATIONS, FUTURE DIRECTIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS

There are several limitations to our study that lessen its generalizability to broader populations
and stronger conclusions. To begin with, our data are correlational and thus it is difficult to say
whether the associations between social power and peer outcomes were due to the expression
of social power or social network conditions set up by peers. Ideally, experimental work should
supplement adolescent reports to better understand causal certainty. Additionally, while we
offer data over time, it may be that some of the costs and benefits associated with each form of
social power take longer than six months to emerge. For example, the benefits of maintaining a
strong and cohesive group of friends for many years is a potential benefit of cooperative social
power that we could not analyze. Furthermore, with only two times points were not able to
look at developmental trends. Also, while we controlled for gender and age in our analyses, we
lacked the sample size necessary to separately analyse our data according to gender and age.
Further, future studies could aim to explore other potential associations with each form of
power (e.g., whether civility is an aspect, or an outcome, or cooperative power). Lastly our
sample was drawn from a relatively homogenous sample of adolescents. Caution is warranted
in extending our results to forensic or clinical samples, older or younger samples, individuals
in targeted minority groups, and particularly samples from countries with different cultural
norms and values.
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Adolescents appear to view social power as having two aspects and two forms. Similarly, for
the most case, peer outcomes were clearly differentiated between the two forms of power,
especially data over six months. Our data thus suggest that adolescents are not only aware of
the separate nature of each form of social power, they are equally aware of what peer factors
they relate to. As one would expect from an evolutionary perspective, our data also support that
both factors appear to offer a viable combination of costs and benefits that could be adaptive
under varying circumstances. We therefore urge further work to better understand the
cooperative and coercive nature of social power in adolescence and its implications for theory,
research, and applied practice.
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