
          

The Four Kinds of Authority  

   

By Andra Dakota, Business Development Coordinator, Gordon Training International  

This newsletter continues to take a look at how authority as a term and concept is understood 
and how this understanding affects teacher s and parent s relationships with children.  

Dr. Gordon talks about four basic definitions of authority. The first one is authority based on 
expertise. This kind of authority is derived from a person s expertise  his or her knowledge, 
experience, training, skill, wisdom, education. For example, we say, let s rely on the authority of 
the dictionary ; or he is an authority on corporate law ; or she speaks with authority. This is 
often referred to as earned authority. We will call this Authority E, the E standing for expertise.  

In a family, authority E is in operation frequently. For instance, Dr. Gordon would say that he 
would gladly accept the authority of his wife or daughter to influence him to change his shirt or 
pants (or both) if he was told that they don t match. However, he d influence his wife with 
directions driving through a strange city using his navigation skills and good orientation that he 
acquired when serving as an army pilot.   

Anja will often accept her 14 year old son s authority on fixing a frozen computer or finding 
something on the internet quickly. Her son will accept her authority to budget the pocket-money 
spending.  

A second kind of authority is based on position and title or a mutually understood or agreed-
upon job description, which defines a person s duties, functions, and responsibilities. A 
committee chairman is given the authority to open and close its meetings; a policeman has the 
authority to issue a speeding ticket; a teacher has the authority to tell students to take out their 
spelling books; the driver of a car has the authority to tell passengers to fasten their seat belts. 
We will call this Authority J, the J standing for job. It s sometimes also called designated or 
legitimated authority.   



        


