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nChapter 4

Power: The Structure of Conflict

The stick, the carrot and the hug may all be necessary, but the greatest of these is the hug.
—Kenneth Boulding, Three Faces of Power

nWhat Is Power?
Just as energy is a fundamental concept in physics, power is a fundamental concept in
conflict theory. In interpersonal and all other conflicts, perceptions of power are at the
heart of any analysis. Hundreds of definitions of power tend to fall into three camps.
Power is seen as (1) designated (power given by your position), (2) distributive (either/or
power), or (3) integrative (both/and power). Designated power comes from your position,
such as being a manager, the mother or father of a family, or the leader of a team. Your
power is conferred by the position you hold.

Distributive power comes from your ability to achieve your objective “over the resist-
ance of another . . .” (Dahl 1957, p. 3). Distributive power focuses on power over or against
the other party. For example, if you see dominance as the key to power, you see power as
distributive. You would see the situation as either “I dominate you or you dominate me”
(Burgoon, Johnson, and Koch 1998).

Integrative definitions of power highlight power with the other. Integrative views
stress “joining forces with someone else to achieve mutually acceptable goals” (Lilly
1989, 281). Integrative definitions focus on “both/and”—both parties have to achieve
something in the relationship. As we shall see, it is not what outsiders say about
power, but the views the conflict parties have that determine the outcomes of their
conflicts.

This chapter examines the role of power in conflict by examining common
assumptions people have about power. We then further develop orientations to power,
analyze currencies or resources that lead to power, and propose a relational theory of
power. We conclude with ways to assess power, and give ideas about how to rebalance
power so constructive conflict can take place. Sometimes all we can do in conflicts is
keep the destruction from spiraling out of control, or negotiate an uneasy “balance of
terror.” Often, thankfully, alternatives to the top-down exercise of power emerge when
people commit themselves to finding them. Constructive use of power solves prob-
lems, enhances relationships, and balances power, at least during interaction. When
that happens, the hard work that goes into learning about conflict management is
worth it!
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nOrientations to Power

Power is the ability to achieve a purpose. Whether . . . it is good or bad depends upon the purpose.
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

In chapter 1, we outlined the lens model of conflict. You learned that your particular
views of self, other, and relationship are the key ingredients in a conflict (along with the
other’s perceptions of these). When a dispute occurs between two people, they often talk
about power, and their perspectives will predispose them to engage in certain commu-
nicative moves. People feel passionately about power—who has it, who ought to have
more or less, how people misuse power, and how justified they feel in trying to gain more
power for themselves. This orientation toward power seems to be true for many reasons.

We each need enough power to live the life we want. We want to influence events
that matter to us. We want to have our voices heard, and make a difference. We want
to protect ourselves against perceived harm. We want to hold in high esteem ourselves
and those we care about. We do not want to be victimized, misused, or demeaned. No
one can escape feeling the effects of power—whether we have too much or too little.

When people struggle with each other, they almost never agree on anything hav-
ing to do with power. For example, if you are a student intern in a real estate firm and
you feel that brokers have all the power, you are likely to keep silent even when you
disagree—giving the impression that you agree when you don’t. If, on the other hand,
you feel that both you and the brokers have sources of power, you will be more likely
to engage in discussion to work through issues. As an intern, you may have sources of
power such as your close connection to others in the office, your ability to help the bro-
kers do their jobs, and your knowledge of the real estate business you gained working
last summer. If you think of yourself, however, as “just a lowly intern,” you may miss
many opportunities to be a team member because you have assessed your power incor-
rectly. We will discuss these issues later in this chapter.

You probably have an emotional response when you hear the word power. Kipnis notes,
“Like love, we know that power exists, but we cannot agree on a description of it” (1976, 8).
The following exercise will help you think about how you respond to the idea of power.

104 Part 1 Conflict Components

Meaning of “Power”

Respond quickly to the word power, as you did with the word conflict in chapter 2. What
comes to mind? The following are common associations: Mark the ones that fit for you,
and add connotations of your own:

power play power source power corrupts

high powered power behind the throne devious

bullheaded run over authority

power politics powerhouse overpower

low powered sneaky strong-arm

bulldozed powerful influence

Application 4.1

(continued)
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As reflected by this list, people have different views of power, some positive and
some negative. One group of researchers (Cavanaugh et al. 1981a, 1981b; Goldberg,
Cavanaugh, and Larson 1983) classified views of power. Using samples of salespeople,
government employees, corporate executives, and law enforcement personnel, they con-
cluded that the prime orientations toward power were varied. Some people viewed power
as good—that the responsibility and challenge of power are exciting and that they would
like to be powerful. Others saw power as instinctive—something we all possess innately.
Still others saw power as consisting of valued resources, such as political skill; as a charis-
matic thing that people have within themselves; or as being reflected in control over
others and autonomy of the self. We respond to conflict differently based, in part, on
our different orientations to what power itself consists of, and whether it is a positive,
negative, or benign characteristic.

Either/Or Power
Take a look at the list of words associated with power—most show an either/or asso-
ciation. You have power in order to move others against their will; it becomes a con-
test of the wills when you are in a “power struggle.” When you examine typical
newspaper stories about power, you read about the either/or (distributive) notions of
power. In fact, it is difficult to even find examples of any other orientation toward
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Meaning of “Power”

Discuss what you were taught about the use of power. List three explicit or implicit
“learnings” about power from your personal history, then discuss these with your small
group. Some examples from students include

“When people gang up on you, there’s nothing to do but get away. You can’t go up
against a group.”

“The most important kind of power is your own character.”

“Stay connected to people in power; they can help you.”

“Using power with those you care about is despicable.”

“We don’t talk about power. Power isn’t nice.”

“Your father/mother has the say around here. Don’t cross him/her.”

“It’s safest to get in a coalition with someone older and stronger.”

“I learned to gain power by manipulation, deception, sneaking, or lying.”

“As a pretty young girl I learned to gain power by flirting and playing with boys 
and men.”

Application 4.1

John P. Kotter

Most of us, to be blunt, are remarkably naive when it comes to understanding power
dynamics in complex organizations.
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power in the popular press. Many people think that power is only “force”—pushing
others around against their will. When you read about nations using military might
against other nations, you see either/or power in operation.

Once a relationship begins to go downhill, concerns with power increase. As any
relationship deteriorates, the parties shift to a more overt focus on power—and this shift
is reflected in their discourse (Beck 1988). In fact, a characteristic of destructive con-
flict is that parties start thinking and talking about power. Almost no one thinks that
he or she has more power than the other, at least when emotions run very high. We
think the other has more power, which then justifies dirty tricks and our own attempt
to gain more power. We often see ourselves as blameless victims of the other’s abuse of
power. When partners are caught in this destructive cycle of either/or power, their com-
municative interactions show a lot of “one up” responses, or attempts to demonstrate
conversational power over each other (Sabourin and Stamp 1995). Partners might say,
“She is just trying to control me,” or “I’m not going to let him push me around.” Peo-
ple, whether married couples or work colleagues, try to “keep score”— watching the
“points” they have vis-à-vis the other party (Ross and Holmberg 1992). When partners
develop an overt concern with power, their struggles over power are directly related to
relationship satisfaction (Kurdek 1994). Figure 4.1 demonstrates how concerns rank in
a distressed relationship.

As Ury, Brett, and Goldberg (1988) so aptly note, the focus for a dispute becomes
power—who has the right to move the other. The teenager who says, “You can’t boss
me around,” the spouse who shouts, “Just who do you think you are?” and the co-worker
who states, “Well, we’ll see who the boss is around here!” are all highlighting power
and giving it center stage in the dispute. These struggles often escalate. Dissatisfied
couples are more than three times as likely to escalate episodes and focus on power
than satisfied couples (Alberts and Driscoll 1992). Using the terms we developed in
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Figure 4.1 Power Emphasized in a Distressed System

Source: From William Ury, Jeanne M. Brett, and Stephen B. Goldberg, Getting Disputes Resolved: Designing Sys-
tems to Cut the Costs of Conflict. Copyright © 1988 Jossey-Bass Inc., Publishers, San Francisco, California.
Reprinted by permission.
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chapter 3, power becomes the overriding relationship concern. Getting more power
becomes the overriding relationship issue. We are not suggesting that power shouldn’t
be an issue. Rather, we suggest that when power itself becomes the main focus of think-
ing and discussion, parties are likely to be involved in an escalating power struggle,
and may well have temporarily lost sight of their original interests.

Notice in figure 4.1 that disputes also involve “rights” and “interests.” Rights, sim-
ilar to our idea of core concerns, include not being discriminated against, being free
from physical harm, and other constitutional and legal guarantees we have as citizens.
Sometimes it is more appropriate that disputes get settled on the basis of rights rather
than power or interests. For example, if the famous Brown v. Board of Education case in
1954 outlawing segregation in public schools had been settled on the basis of power, it
would have resulted in a struggle in the streets. If, on the other hand, it had been set-
tled on the basis of interests, Brown might have negotiated her way into school, but the
country’s social policy would not have changed. 

When we solve a dispute based on interests, the goals and desires of the parties are
the key elements. For instance, if you don’t want your teenage son to use the car, you
can (1) tell him it is not OK as long as you pay the bills in the house (power); (2) let
him know that you own the car (rights); or (3) let him know that you are dissatisfied
with how he drives, and until you are convinced he will be safe, you will not lend the
car (interests). Thus, disputes can occur on any one of the three levels. When power
becomes the only personal goal, the dispute is harder to resolve.

Figure 4.2 illustrates an effective system in which the emphasis is on interests with
rights and power playing smaller but still important roles. As you can see by compar-
ing figure 4.1 with figure 4.2, an overemphasis on power is symptomatic of a distressed
system.
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Figure 4.2 Power De-emphasized in an Effective System

Source: From William Ury, Jeanne M. Brett, and Stephen B. Goldberg, Getting Disputes Resolved: Designing Sys-
tems to Cut the Costs of Conflict. Copyright © 1988 Jossey-Bass Inc., Publishers, San Francisco, California. Reprinted
by permission.
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Both/And Power
Rather than always seeing power as distributive, you can view it as “both/and.” Bould-
ing (1989) notes that “the great fallacy, especially of political thinking in regard to
power, is to elevate threat power to the position of dominance” (10). Interpersonal rela-
tionships reflect the same fallacy—many people just can’t envision power in terms other
than “either/or,” or “win/lose.” Yet a study of the dynamics of successful disputes and
ongoing relationships reveals that power functions on a broader basis than either/or
thinking. Disputes become power struggles if the parties allow them to be defined as
such. Conceptually, the alternative to framing disputes as power struggles is to place
power in a position subordinate to rights and needs.

To help us understand the cultural basis of our assumptions, Augsburger (1992)
details the lack of verbal fighting in some other cultures. In these cultures, power is acti-
vated as both/and or designated power, discussed in the next section. In Japanese and
Javanese cultures, for instance, to name two obvious examples, harmony and coopera-
tion are basic values, and verbal contradiction is not the automatic first choice in con-
flict. A more accepted process is to affirm the strengths of each other’s position, let them
stand without attack, and then join in exploring other options. Both parties search for
superior options (59).

Both/and power is often the first choice of women in our culture. Researchers at the
Jean Baker Miller Center at Wellesley have spent three decades explicating “relational the-
ory” in an attempt to balance the traditional male orientation that permeates United States
culture. In their view, relational theory is a belief system that describes how growth and
effectiveness occur (Fletcher 1999). Masculine theories, which until the last 20 years or so
have been accepted as the only psychologically sound theories, often assumed that matu-
rity and competence depend on autonomy, or separation from constraints, other people,
and group identity. Boys, for instance, learn to relate to power through games and compe-
tition more than girls do. Boys learn to be comfortable with the hierarchy of teams, cap-
tains, coaches, and bosses. Girls learn to play with less focus on hierarchy. Many girls’ games
are cooperative in nature, with girls taking roles to play out, after discussing together what
to do. As Heim and Galant (1993) note, “There’s no boss in dolls.” For boys, conflict means
competition, which often enhances relationships. For girls, competition is often painful and
damages relationships. Girls often prefer to look for a win/win situation (Heim and Galant,
1993, 27).

Relational theory and practice offer the idea that maturity and competence depend
on growth-in-connection and mutuality. The ability to develop relationally depends on
mutual empathy, mutual empowerment, responsibility to both oneself and others, and the
ability to experience and express emotion, to experience and learn from vulnerability, to
participate in the development of another, and to enhance each other’s efforts (Fletcher
1999; Jordan et al. 1991). This approach does not need to be seen strictly as a female
approach. Weeks, for example, calls it “share positive power” (1992). Many effective forms
of conflict resolution depend on a relational approach. Some situations in which power is
heavily unbalanced also require a level of competition and assertiveness that does not
come naturally for many women. If competition remains the dominant approach, how-
ever, constructive conflict resolution is unlikely to occur, except temporarily.

For instance, when people work in teams, a major skill required is the ability to use
the kind of mutual power described above. Making the project work, moving toward
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mutual goals, and getting a new effort up and running require skills very different from
those used with either/or power. Yet, this kind of mutuality often is not valued as much
as the more masculine either/or power. Fletcher (1999) explains how relational work dis-
appears in organizations since it is not categorized as “real work.” For instance, prevent-
ing problems is not seen as being as important as solving problems in some work
environments. Mothers who coordinate highly complex family activities sometimes are
seen as “not working” because their efforts involve interaction among all the family mem-
bers instead of major attention being given to their own schedules and needs. Fletcher’s
(1999) research with engineering firms showed that in a culture of independence and self-
promotion, which prizes individual achievement and winning at competition—coming out
on top—voluntarily helping others was seen as naïve and powerless (95). The following
case illustrates the difference between either/or and both/and power.
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The Case of Lynn and Daniel

Lynn and Daniel are a married couple in their 30s. Daniel is employed as a smoke jumper
supervisor. This work requires him to be ready literally at a moment’s notice to get in a
plane and direct safety activities for firefighters from various regions when a fire breaks
out. Lynn and Daniel have two small children, ages two and four. They have decided that
for now, the family needs are best served by Lynn’s being the primary parent, and taking
care of the children, especially since Daniel is sometimes gone for weeks during fire
season. Here’s where the problem comes in. Daniel was raised in a family in which the
person making the money had the power. He believes that since Lynn is not making much
money (she works part-time as a piano teacher), she should not make major purchases
without his permission. He expects Lynn to pay the necessary bills, but to ask him for
money, when she needs it, for household expenses. Lynn is angry and sometimes feels
defeated since, in her view, Daniel does not know the needs of the household. She thinks
she should be able to make expenditures as she sees fit. When she wants to plan a trip,
or buy something out of the ordinary, Daniel says, “Make the money, then. I’m working as
hard as I can.” Lynn believes that Daniel completely devalues her work at home.

Application 4.2

How Might Lynn and Daniel Talk About Their Conflict?

What Lynn Feels and Thinks Lynn feels furious some of the time; she often feels mis-
understood and devalued. She sees herself as extremely careful with household expenses.
She shops when needed items are on sale, watches for good grocery values, and buys
the kids’ clothes at consignment shops. She swaps clothes and toys with other mothers
of young children. Lynn often feels competent and powerful in her role. She loves her
children, is glad to be home with them, and experiences her mothering as a chosen job.
Truth be told, she is often glad when Daniel is gone on a fire, because she can make
decisions without “going through Daniel.” She loves Daniel, but is often angry with him,
and feels sad because her affection diminishes when they fight.

Lynn grew up in a family in which money was always very tight, and she is proud
of her skills at stretching a small budget. Her mother did the same kind of good job that
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Lynn does, and her father appreciated her efforts. Her father worked as the manager of
a small town store, so he was present in the home and often complimented Lynn’s Mom
on her homemaking skills.

Lynn has a college degree in communication with a minor in child development.
She is upset that she and Daniel have not been able to solve their chronic, ongoing
conflict about expenses. Lynn now sees Daniel as “just wanting to have all the power”
and lording it over her since she doesn’t make money. Lynn sees herself as making money
by saving the family money.

Then a trigger event arises. Daniel is gone for six weeks on a major fire. During
that time, Lynn’s mother develops breast cancer. Daniel is out of cell phone contact
much of the time. Lynn decides to fly herself and the kids to the Midwest to be with
her mother for the period when Mom is deciding what kind of treatment to pursue.
Lynn puts the tickets on their credit card.

“Nothing is more important than being with my family at this time,” Lynn thinks.
“Daniel will be upset, but he has to understand my values. I’ll let him know how impor-
tant this is to me and Morn. She hasn’t seen the kids in over a year and it’s the right
thing to do.”

What Daniel Thinks and Feels Daniel agrees that it is important for Lynn to be home
with the young kids. He agrees that she should go to graduate school, if she wants to,
when the kids are in school. He loves Lynn and feels fortunate to have found her. He
thinks she is an excellent mother. Daniel is very concerned about his job. His major
concern is his safety, and the safety of his crew. He has to make very tough judgment
calls that affect their safety. He has a degree in forestry and resource management. While
he has had a chance to move out of active firefighting, since he trains and supervises
during non–fire seasons, he likes the challenge of making good judgment calls. He is
popular with his crew. They trust him and like working on his crew, because he is skilled
and fair. He is a quick thinker, a no-nonsense leader, who nevertheless feels his respon-
sibilities deeply.

At home, Daniel loves to be a father to his kids. He misses them when he is gone,
as he misses Lynn. Daniel worries about money since he is, for now, the sole earner. His
ability to earn extra money depends on his hardship pay, which means being gone for
more than a few days. His father and mother argued about money. His father made most
of the money, while his mother worked part-time while raising five children. His father
was a school administrator who was an alcoholic, although most of the people in their
community did not know it. He was occasionally abusive to the kids, and demeaning
to their mother. Daniel made a decision when he first left home never to be abusive,
as his father was. He has made his own peace with his father, who admires Daniel’s
work. He is close to his mother.

Daniel thinks he and Lynn are doing a good job of raising their children and get-
ting along as young parents. However, Daniel becomes angry when Lynn spends more
than a budgeted amount of money without checking with him. He does not see it as
“Lynn has to ask me.” Rather, he feels it is a matter of respect. He is not interested in
what he considers “frills,” and disagrees with Lynn’s choices about some of the ways to
spend money, especially on trips, vacations, and family visits. He thinks those expendi-
tures can wait until they are both working. He has not seen his parents and younger
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siblings in three years; they communicate infrequently, although he calls his mother
often when he comes back from a fire since she worries about him.

When Daniel was able to call Lynn he found out that she was leaving the next day
to see her mother. He was furious and told Lynn he wanted her to cancel her plans.

The Communication Possibilities Lynn and Daniel will not be able to see each other
for at least two weeks. They have never been more at odds with each other in their
eight-year marriage.

Here are some ineffective ways for Lynn to begin resolving their conflict.

Lynn’s Ineffective Communication Strategies

• “We may not have the money in the bank, but that’s what emergency credit
cards are for. We can deal with the expenses later.”

• “You cannot tell me when to see my own mother when she is scared and sick.”

• “Sure. You couldn’t possibly understand a normal relationship with a parent,
given how sick your family is.”

• “If you try to stop me, I’ll go any way and maybe I won’t come home.”

• “My Dad sent the money.” (This is not true. She thinks she’ll deal with the
problem later.)

• “You are breaking my heart. I’ll never, forgive you.”

• “I’ve already told the kids we are going to see Grandma.”

• “You can’t possibly understand how I feel.”

Daniel’s Ineffective Communication Strategies

• “You do not have the right to make this decision without me.”

• “You care nothing for how hard I am working. It will take a year to pay off this trip.”

• “Can’t you talk to her on the phone every day?”

• “Leave the kids with your friend. She owes you some babysitting time.”

• “You are being unreasonable. Wait until you know what is going to happen, then
maybe we can work out a trip.”

• “Don’t you care what I think? Is this all up to you?”

• “You have no sense of what the limits are to what I make. If you want to go, get
a part-time job.”

In small groups, (1) identify what’s wrong with these approaches; (2) specify ways that
might work to open up communication. Role play some of the best ideas you have
learned so far, without “caving in.” Lynn and Daniel both have reasons for their opin-
ions and feelings. Identify your biases, and use the best communication skills you can—
without abandoning the issues and concerns under this power struggle. The class should
give feedback on how realistically the “Lynn team” and “Daniel team” play their roles.
During the role play, class members can come up and give new suggestions about what
might work. Remember that Lynn and Daniel are interdependent; they love each other,
and a lot is at stake.
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Designated Power
The third kind of power is designated power, giving power to some other group or entity.
In earlier editions of this book, we referred to this kind of power as being similar to a
“relational savings account.” People place “power” into an “account” that they can then
draw on when their individual reserves are not sufficient to solve a problem. Many exam-
ples of designated power can be noted. As citizens, we delegate power to law enforcement
officers, elected politicians, heads of regulatory agencies, teachers, administrators, and even
employers. We do not assume that we have or should use our independence without
restraints in our civil society. At work, by agreeing to work in a retail outlet, agency, or
other organization, we delegate power to others. For instance, someone else may be in
charge of your schedule, place of work, tasks, and pay. Yet, you are not powerless, since
the employer needs your services and, we hope, wants to create a productive work envi-
ronment. Even though power is inherently unbalanced in an employer–employee dyad,
the low-power person has delegated personal power to the employer. They still maintain
interdependence. In a couple situation such as the case of Lynn and Daniel above, the
couple could designate power to “the needs of the family,” which both would then define.
In a marriage, threat power works poorly, since threats build resentment and distance.
When people designate power to a greater entity, they are giving up power over, or
distributive power, for the larger good of the interdependent relationship.
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Types of Power

List as many kinds of designated power (“power to”) relationships as you can. Think of
educational, family, couple, work, friend, and recreation contexts. See if you can think of
several either/or power relationships that could be improved by being made a “power
to” relationship. Not all distributive power relationships can be changed in this way; we
are, however, urging you to think creatively at this point. Many of the later conflict reso-
lution strategies in this book depend on creative thinking about power.

Application 4.3

Power Denial
Some people are so “antagonized by any discussion of power” (Madanes 1981, 217) that
they may deny that power and influence are appropriate topics for discussion and say
that control is not part of our interpersonal patterns. One student wrote that in her
relationship with her boyfriend, “No one has to have power—we just listen to each
other, try to respond with love, and always put the relationship and each other first.”
She seemed to think that acknowledging any use of power would destroy her perfect
relationship with her boyfriend.

Many people view power as negative and find “explicit references to power . . . in
bad taste” (Kipnis 1976, 2). Cahill (1982), conducting research on married couples,
encountered this view when he interviewed them about their relationships. When he
asked them about decision making, persuasive techniques, and disagreements, the dis-
cussion flowed smoothly. But when he asked about their relative amounts of power, he
encountered long silences, halting answers, obvious embarrassment, and reluctance to
speak of the topic. Similarly, McClelland (1969) noted that when people were told they
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had high drives to achieve or affiliate, they derived great satisfaction from the feedback,
but people who were told they had a high drive for power experienced guilt.

In its extreme form, reluctance to talk about power emerges as power denial. Haley
(1959) listed four common attempts people use to deny that they exercise power. These
four forms of denial are presented in the following box.
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Denying Power Use

1. Deny that you communicated something.

2. Deny that something was communicated.

3. Deny that you communicated something to the other person.

4. Deny the situation in which it was communicated.

The speaker can deny he or she is communicating by using a number of common ploys,
such as saying, “I’m not myself when I drink,” or “It’s just the pressure I’m under that’s
making me act like such a grouch.” You may hear the claim “I can’t help it. I told you
I was jealous. I’m not responsible for what I said.” To say that you are not responsible
for your communication lets you exercise control (if others accept your claim) while
denying that you are doing so.

Denying that a message was communicated is another way to ignore the existence of
power. The simplest way to deny communication is to say, “I did not say that.” Since this
kind of denial usually gets you in trouble after a while, another form develops, such as, “I
forgot I said that. Did I really say that? I didn’t mean to.” For example, a supervisor might
consistently forget to include the new members of a staff in the e-mail lists. As a result,
the newer, less powerful members are often late for meetings or miss them totally, having
to reschedule other meetings at the last minute. When confronted by those left out, the
supervisor said, “Oh, my administrative aide is responsible for scheduling meetings.”

Denying that a message was communicated to a particular person is another way of
expressing discomfort with the exercise of power. For example, a salesperson rings the
doorbell of an apartment complex, and the following dialogue ensues:

Salesperson: Hello, I’d like to take this opportunity . . .

Apartment dweller: People are bothering me too much! Oh, I’m not talking about you.
It’s just that everyone bugs me day in and day out. I get no peace of
mind. I wish the world would calm down and leave me alone.

Salesperson: Maybe I can see you another time. I’m sorry I bothered you . . .

The person who was bothered is exercising considerable control in the commu-
nicative transaction and also denying that the remarks are not meant for that particu-
lar salesperson. Another common way of denying that your comments were addressed
to the other person is to claim that you were “just thinking out loud” and did not mean
to imply anything toward the other person. For instance, a boss might say, muttering
under his or her breath, “If I could count on people . . .” Then when a subordinate asks
what is wrong, the boss might say, “What? Oh, nothing—just a hard day.”
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The last way to deny communicative power attempts is to deny that what has been
said applies to this situation. Saying, “I’m used to being treated unfairly by others; I prob-
ably always will be” denies the clear implication that you feel the other is treating you
in a demeaning manner. One employee left work without notifying her supervisor. She
had been working extra hours in order to finish a report due to their funding agency.
As she left, she was heard to say, “Let’s just see how everyone can get along without my
help since they seem to ignore my suggestions.” When her supervisor confronted the
employee on the overheard statement, she said, “Oh, I was just under stress from work-
ing all weekend. I didn’t mean anything about the rest of the team. They’re doing the
best they can.” The employee who left denied that she used her power to withhold her
expertise under deadline pressure. She also denied the importance of what she said.

All of the preceding examples are ways that people can deny exercising power in a
relationship when, in fact, they really are exercising power. Whenever you communicate
with another, what you say and do exercises some communicative control—you either
go along with someone else’s definition of the conflict, struggle over the definition, or
supply it yourself. Even if you would rather be seen as a person who does not exert power,
you exercise influence on how the conflict interaction is going to be defined.

We have noticed that people who hold high power positions are particularly prone
to denying that they have or use power. We now say to directors, presidents, CFOs, doc-
tors, teachers, managers, and some parents, “You have more power than you think. You
may not see yourself that way, but here are some of the communication consequences
of being in your position:

• You don’t know what people don’t want you to know.

• You hear about one-tenth of the “grapevine” information.

• People are more cautious/afraid/nervous/withholding than you think they are.

• The “Open Door Policy” that you talk about is not effective.

• People want to please you.

• Your supervisees cover up what they don’t know.

• Your team may express agreement and approval of your ideas, then talk among
themselves about problems with your ideas.

People in high power positions must take specific communication steps to address the nat-
ural outcomes of unequal power. The most common ineffective message we see in organ-
izations is one sent by e-mail, to “everyone,” which invites people to come talk when there
is a problem. More effective ways to balance power can be used. We will write about this
later in the chapter. For now, remember, if you are in a position of designated leadership
or organizational power, the communication around you changes. Lower power people can-
not balance the power without the help of the higher power people.

The fact that power is central to the study of conflict does not mean that people
are always sneaky and try to get power illegitimately. Rather, the productive exercise of
personal power is crucial to your self-concept. Without some exercise of power in your
interpersonal relationships, you would soon feel worthless as a person. As you read this
chapter, do a “power profile” of your own behavior—the way you really communicate, not
just the way you might want to be seen. Sometimes there is a difference! Remember that
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just as one cannot not communicate (Watzlawick, Beavin, and Jackson 1967), one does
not have the option of not using power. We only have options about whether to use
power destructively or productively for ourselves and relationships.

nA Relational Theory of Power
A common perception is that power is an attribute of a person. If you say, “Lynn is a
powerful person,” you may, if she is your friend, be referring to such attributes as verbal
facility, intelligence, compassion, warmth, and understanding. Or you may refer to a
politician as powerful, alluding to her ability to make deals, call in favors, remember
names and faces, and understand complex economic issues. In interpersonal relation-
ships, however, a relational theory of power explains status more effectively. Excluding
situations of unequal physical power and use of violence, power is a property of the
social relationship rather than a quality of the individual. Lynn, for instance, has power
with her friends because she has qualities they value. When she suggests something to
do, like going on an annual women’s backpacking trip, her friends try to clear their cal-
endars because they like her, have fun with her, and feel understood by her. Lynn has
a way of making a group feel cohesive and at ease. But if an acquaintance hated back-
packing, did not like some of the other people going on the trip, and was irritated at
Lynn because of a misunderstanding that had not yet been cleared up, Lynn’s power
with the irritated acquaintance would lessen considerably.

Power is not owned by an individual but is a product of the communication relation-
ship in which certain qualities become important and valuable to others (King 1987;
Rogers 1974; Harsanyi 1962; Deutsch 1958; Dahl 1957; Soloman 1960). Deutsch (1973)
states the case well: “Power is a relational concept; it does not reside in the individual
but rather in the relationship of the person to his environment. Thus, the power of an
agent in a given situation is determined by the characteristics of the situation” (15).
Rather than residing in people, “power is always interpersonal” (May 1972, 23). In the
strictest sense, except when violence and physical coercion are used, power is given from
one party to another in a conflict. Power can be taken away when the situation changes.
Power dynamics are fluid, changing, and dependent on the specific situation. Each per-
son in a conflict has some degree of power, though one party may have more compared
to the other, and the power can shift during a conflict.

Power is based on one’s dependence on resources or currencies that another person
controls, or seems to “possess.” Emerson (1962) specified that a person’s power is directly
tied to the nature of the relationship. In terms of two people, A and B, person A has
power over person B to the extent that B is dependent on A for goal attainment. Like-
wise, person B has power over person A to the extent that A is dependent on B. The
following box expresses this simple formula.
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PAB � DBA

(the power of A over B is equal to the dependence that B has on A), and

PBA � DAB

(the power of B over A is equal to the dependence that A has on B).
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116 Part 1 Conflict Components

Your dependence on another person is a function of (1) the importance of the
goals the other can influence and (2) the availability of other avenues for you to
accomplish what you want. As Emerson (1962) states, “The dependence of Actor B
upon Actor A is directly proportional to B’s motivational investment in goals medi-
ated by A, and inversely proportional to the availability of those goals to B outside
of the A-B relation” (31). In a mutually beneficial relationship, power is not fixed,
but shifts as each becomes dependent in a positive way on the resources the other
person may offer. This process builds a relationship and takes time to accomplish
(Donohue and Kolt 1992).

nDefining Interpersonal Power
Building on the ideas of power, dependence, and resource control, we offer this defini-
tion of interpersonal power:

Interpersonal power is the ability to influence a relational partner in any context because you
control, or at least the partner perceives that you control, resources that the partner needs, val-
ues, desires, or fears. Interpersonal power also includes the ability to resist the influence
attempts of a partner. (Thanks to Mike Monsour, University of Colorado, for this classroom-tested
definition.)

When we write about power in relationships, this is the kind of power we mean.
Often, it’s difficult to hold on to the idea of interpersonal power. Under stress, we go
back to “she has power because she has a supportive family,” or “I have power because
I don’t care” (when the person really does care). Of course it is true that certain areas
of expertise can bring power. Some people may be valued by others because of excel-
lent cooking skills, or because they have taken an Emergency First Responder course,
or because they know their way around a large city. However, if their conflict part-
ners do not value these areas of expertise, they do not have power because of the
expertise. Power in relationships depends on control of resources that are valued by a
partner.

Many conflicts go awry because one person believes that their own expertise in,
for instance, childrearing, Spanish, or map-reading gives them power in certain sit-
uations. And it may. Take this situation as a negative example. A group of women
friends visited Costa Rica. One of the leaders spoke Spanish. She developed a good
conversational relationship with several local guides who wanted to take the women
on a zip-line tour of the tropical canopy. However, when the women saw the height
of the platforms, and the length of the zip-lines, they opted out. No matter how
hard the leader tried to convince the women that the guides thought the activity
was perfectly safe, translating the Spanish with great skill, the group had already
made up their minds—reassurance or no reassurance, they were not climbing to
those platforms.

Increasing another’s dependencies on you can be constructive or destructive. In the
following case, we see an example of mutual dependence at the beginning of the case,
but in the end, a destructive outcome based on too much dependence that was not
worked out to the parties’ mutual satisfaction.
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In “Power Play,” a seemingly unequal power situation was suddenly balanced by the
resignation of the assistant—a classic “got you now” move on the part of the low-power
person. Each of the participants in this conflict attempted to exercise power. When the
administrative assistant assured the physician that she would take care of the arrange-
ments for the conference and then did not, she destructively increased (temporarily) the
doctor’s dependence on her. If the physician had rethought the flexible-time needs of
the office staff and then given desired resources (flexible time off), this change would
have been an example of constructively increasing dependencies.

One way to reduce power others have over you is to change your goals. If after a
few years in a job a person is not valued by an organization, a change of goals is likely
to occur. The disenchanted employee might remark, “It is not important to me what
they pay me for this job. I’ll just do the minimal amount of work and expend all my
creative energy on my hobbies.” By altering the importance of the goal, you reduce the
power the other has over you. The often-heard remark “There are other fish in the sea,”
used when a person has been dropped in a love affair, is just another way of saying that
you have alternative sources for accomplishing your goals. (Or at least you hope you do,
and you want other people to think you do!)

Communication plays a very important role in working out interdependence.
People try to persuade others that they are valuable, that they need to be connected,
and that the other’s needs can be met best in a constructive relationship with the
person doing the persuading. Communicating about the value you offer another is
one way of increasing your power; the other becomes more dependent on you, and
thus you have more power in that relationship. For example, recently Cheryl moved
to a new state, and she immediately began going out with Jon, who had lived there
for a long time. Jon took Cheryl on trips, introduced her to his wide circle of friends,
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Power Play

In a medical clinic in a rural town, a conflict over flextime had been brewing for several
months. Many of the staff wanted the option of flexible time. The doctor in charge of the
clinic traveled frequently since she often had to give presentations elsewhere. The admin-
istrative assistant especially wanted the option of flexible time. She was unhappy with the
way the office policies were set up, believing them to be unfairly weighted toward profes-
sional staff and against hourly employees. When the assistant had problems with child
care or needed to go to an appointment, she was not allowed to leave if the director was
gone. The physician in charge also was a working mother, but she was able to work out
her own schedule. The administrative assistant used tactics that a person stuck in a low-
power position would typically use—calling in sick, forgetting, making mistakes, losing
files, promising and then not following through, and complaining to other staff members.
The director had begun a process of documenting her poor work. When the doctor went
to a professional meeting in another state, she discovered that no hotel reservations had
been made, the conference fee had not been paid, and the materials for her presentation
to the conference had not arrived. When the doctor arrived back at the office, ready to
fire the assistant, she found that the assistant had resigned without notice.

Application 4.4
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and introduced her to cross-country skiing, rafting, and rock climbing. When Cheryl
became disenchanted with Jon and made one attempt to break up with him, he
reminded her of all the plans they had made for the future, and that he was going
to include her on a big rafting trip Cheryl wanted to do. Jon was attempting to per-
suade Cheryl of the importance of what he provided her—he tried to influence her
perception of his positive power. Unfortunately for Jon, Cheryl was unhappy enough
that she had already investigated other ways to raft and climb, and decided a
mediocre relationship was not what she wanted. His influence attempt failed, and
they broke up.

nIndividual Power Currencies
You may have had the experience of traveling in a foreign country and trying to adapt
to the use of different currencies. Drachmas, used in Greece, are worthless in India,
where rupees are used to buy items of value. A pocketful of rupees is worthless in France
unless you exchange it for the local currency. Just as money depends on the context in
which it is to be spent (the country), your power currencies depend on how much your
particular resources are valued by the other persons in a relationship context. You may
have a vast amount of expertise in the rules of basketball, but if your fraternity needs
an intramural football coach, you will not be valued as much as you would be if they
needed a basketball coach. Power depends on having currencies that other people need.
In the same manner, if other people possess currencies you value, such as the ability to
edit your term paper or give you a ride, they potentially maintain some degree of power
over you in your relationships with them. Conflict is often confusing because people try
to spend a currency that is not valued in a particular relationship.

Power currencies are classified in many different ways by researchers. Raven and
French (1956) label the bases of power as reward, coercive, legitimate, referent, and
expert. Kipnis (1976) maintains that influential tactics are best classified as threats and
promises, persuasion, reinforcement control, and information control. May (1972) notes
five types of power: exploitative, manipulative, competitive, nutrient, and integrative.
Folger, Poole, and Stutman (1993) supply this list: special skills and abilities, expertise
about the task, personal attractiveness and likability, control over rewards and/or pun-
ishments, formal position in a group, loyal allies, persuasive skills, and control over crit-
ical group possessions. Regardless of the various labels, everyone has potential currencies
that may be used to balance or gain power in a relationship. Even when you devalue
your own currency, a careful analysis can show you areas of wealth. The following box
presents a list of general interpersonal power currencies.

The acronym RICE will help you recall the power currencies.
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Resource control: Often comes with one’s formal position in an organization or group. An
example is the controlling of rewards or punishments such as salary, number of hours
worked, or firing. Parents control resources such as money, freedom, cars, and privacy
for teenagers.

(continued)
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Resource control often results from attaining a formal position that brings resources
to you. The president of the United States, regardless of personal qualities, will always
have resources that go along with the job. Leadership and position, by their very nature,
place a person in a situation in which others are dependent upon him or her, thus bring-
ing ready-made power. Whatever your position—secretary, boss, chairperson, teacher,
manager, or volunteer—you will be in a position to control resources that others desire.
Many resources are economic in nature, such as money, gifts, and material possessions.
Many people try to be close and supportive to those around them by buying gifts. They
trade on economic currencies in order to obtain intimacy currencies from others. Their
gifts are not always valued enough to bring them what they want, however. As Blau (1964)
writes, “A person who gives others valuable gifts or renders them important services makes
a claim for superior status by obligating them to himself ” (108). People with little money
usually have limited access to these forms of power. College graduates who cannot find
jobs must remain financially dependent on parents, thus limiting independence on both
sides. Elderly people whose savings shrink due to inflation lose power; mothers with
children and no means of support lose most of their choices about independence, thus
losing most of their potential power. Economic currencies are not the only important
type of power currency, but they operate in personal conflicts as well as in larger social
conflicts.

Another cluster of power currencies comes from one’s interpersonal linkages, a set
of currencies that depend on your interpersonal contacts and network of friends and
supporters. People often obtain power based on whom they know and with whom they
associate. For instance, if you have a good friend who has a mountain cabin you can
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I

Interpersonal linkages: Your position in the larger system, such as being central to
the communication exchange. If you are a liaison person between two factions,
serve as a bridge between two groups that would otherwise not have information
about each other, or have a network of friends who like each other, you have linkage
currencies.

C

Communication skills: Conversational skills, persuasive ability, listening skills, group
leadership skills, the ability to communicate caring and warmth, and the ability to form
close bonds with others all contribute to interpersonal power. All people need to be
related to others, to matter to others, and to be understood by others. Those who com-
municate well gain value and thus interpersonal power.

E

Expertise: Special knowledge, skills, and talents that are useful for the task at hand.
Being an expert in a content area such as budget analysis, a process area such as
decision-making methods, or a relational area such as decoding nonverbal cues may
give you power when others need your expertise.
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share with others, then you have attained some power (if your family or friends want
to go to the cabin) because of your ability to obtain things through other people. Young
children try to trade on their linkage currencies when they say such things as “My
Aunt Kate is a park ranger, and she will give us a tour of the park.”

Interpersonal linkages help one attain power through coalition formation. When-
ever you band together with another (such as a good friend) to gain some sense of
strength, this coalition can be a form of power (Van de Vliert 1981). The small boy
who says, “You better not hit me, because if you do, my big sister will beat you up”
understands the potential value of coalitions. Similarly, Jason, a four-year-old boy,
invented a friendly ghost, Karsha, who would come and help him in times of diffi-
culty. After one particularly trying day with his younger sister (who was two years
old), Jason recited to his father the virtues of Karsha. Karsha was “bigger than a
mountain, a giant, who comes in the mornings and kills spiders with his hands. Karsha
also makes electricity and has long hair. And Karsha is mean to babies that bite lit-
tle boys.” Interpersonal linkages are a source of power when people check out their
network for what classes to take, where jobs might be available, where rentals might
be found, and other kinds of information. “Who you know” is often a source of
power.

One’s communication skills also serve as potential power currencies. If you can lead
a group in a decision-making process, speak persuasively, write a news release for your
organization, serve as an informal mediator between people who are angry with each
other, or use tact in asking for what you want, you will gain power because of your com-
munication skills. Many times, students who have developed their communication skills
are sought by employers because of their skills. Likewise, if you can facilitate the social
process of a group, serve as the fun-loving joker in the family, or get conversations started
at work, others typically will value you. It is not only the qualities, per se, that bring
power but that these currencies are valued by others.

Communication skills also include the ability to form bonds with others through
love, sex, caring, nurturing, understanding, empathic listening, warmth, attention, and
other characteristics of intimate relationships. If a father provides genuine warmth and
understanding to his teenage daughter who is going through a tough time at school, his
support is a currency for him in their father–daughter relationship. Some people draw
others to them because they listen attentively, remember what is important to others,
and ask questions that show the importance of the others. These qualities should not
be viewed as manipulative because if one’s words and actions are not sincere, the phony
quality of the communication becomes evident and power is not enhanced. Conflict
management skills depend on a thorough grounding in communication skills. One can-
not become an effective conflict manager without excellent interpersonal communica-
tion skills. These skills provide a positive base for the exercise of power with others, or
relational power.

Expertise currencies are involved when a person has some special skill or knowledge
that someone else values. The worker who is the only one who can operate the boiler
at a large lumber mill has power because the expertise is badly needed. The medical doc-
tor who specializes in a particular area has expertise power because her information and
skills are needed by others. Almost all professions develop specialized expertise valued by
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others, which serves as a basis of power for people in the profession. Family members
develop expertise in certain areas that others within the family come to depend on, such
as cooking, repairing the car, or babysitting.

We limit our own power by developing some currencies at the expense of others. For
example, women have traditionally been most comfortable providing more warmth and
affection than men do (Johnson 1976). If this particular communication skill is developed
at the expense of the ability to clarify a group discussion, a woman unnecessarily limits
her power potential. The person who trades on currencies of interpersonal linkages, such
as access to the boss, may neglect the development of expertise. The person who gains
power by controlling resources, such as money or sex, may neglect the development of
communication skills, resulting in a relationship based on coercive instead of shared power;
withdrawing warmth in intimate relationships too often substitutes for good communica-
tion skills. A worker who focuses on the development of expertise in computer program-
ming and systems analysis may ignore the power that can be developed through
interpersonal linkages, thus furthering a tendency toward isolation in the organization.
The most effective conflict participant develops several forms of power currencies and
knows when to activate the different forms of power. A repertoire of currencies is a bet-
ter base for sharing power than exclusive reliance on one form of power, which too often
leads to misuse of that power.

Clarifying the currencies available to you and the other parties in a conflict helps
in the conflict analysis. People are often unaware of their own sources of productive
power, just as they do not understand their own dependence on others. Desperation and
low-power tactics often arise from the feeling that one has no choice, that no power is
available. Analyze your power currencies when you find yourself saying, “I have no
choice.” Usually, you are overlooking potential sources of power.
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My Sources of Power

Think of a particular relationship in which there is conflict, strain, or the potential for
struggle. List your own sources of power, using the RICE acronym explained above. Then
list sources of power that the other person has in this particular relationship. Are there
any that you (1) might be overlooking or (2) have under- or overdeveloped? What did you
learn from looking at your own and the other’s sources of power?

Application 4.5

nAssessing Your Relational Power
Since power is a dynamic product of shifting relationships, the amount of power par-
ties have at any one time cannot be measured precisely. One maxim to remember
when you are in the middle of a conflict is this: “Each person firmly believes that the
other person has more power.” Many of the pathologies or misuses of power arise because
the image people have of their power (and others’) is unrealistic (Boulding 1989, 65).
Because each person in the conflict so often believes that he or she is in the low-power
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position, the conflict escalates. People use devious and manipulative tactics, since they
truly think they have no choice. This perception of power is almost always inaccu-
rate. In this section, ways of assessing power more accurately are presented. Remem-
ber that in emotionally involving conflicts, we usually feel out of power. Therefore,
feelings are not the only, or even a very accurate, guide. Feeling out of power may not
mean you have no currency.

What might be a better way to assess the various power issues when your emotions
are involved? Thinking about power, with the use of concepts and assessment instru-
ments, can help engage your objectivity instead of subjective feelings only. As you think
through what is happening, what has happened in the past, and what you would like
to have happen in future interactions, you can gain a healthy distance on a current
conflict.

The most common way to measure power is to compare the relative resources of
the parties in a conflict (Berger 1980; Galvin and Brommel 1982; McCall 1979). For
instance, in organizational work, it is generally agreed that power accrues to “those
departments that are most instrumental in bringing in or providing resources which are
highly valued by the total organization” (McCall 1979).

People have power in the organization when they

• are in a position to deal with important problems;

• have control over significant resources valued by others;

• are lucky or skilled enough to bring problems and resources together at the
same time;

• are centrally connected in the work flow of the organization;

• are not easily replaced; and

• have successfully used their power in the past (McCall 1979).

This method of assessing power places high reliance on the resources controlled by a
person or group on whom the organization is dependent. Although it provides a useful
starting point, this method has two limitations:

1. It defines resources too narrowly (Berger 1980).

2. It puts too much emphasis on the source of the influence. Overemphasis on the
source is characteristic of most studies of power, such as the “bases of power” work
of Raven and French (1956) and the research of Kipnis (1976). Most assessments
of power view the relationship as one-way. Person A is seen as exerting influence
on person B. In diagram form, the relationship looks like this:

A – – – – – – – – – – – → B

The relational perspective presented thus far characterizes the communication as
two-way: each participant has power with the other. The relationship looks like
this:

A ←– – – – – – – – – – → B
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Most research presents power as a static property and disregards the dynamic ele-
ments of power. Resources are treated as possessions rather than as a changing part of
the relationship process. One would assess power, using this perspective, by examining
the resources that one party possesses. Many popular books on power take this individ-
ualistic approach. We have already discussed the serious limitations of this “one-way”
approach.

Research on power has also focused on decision making or conversational control
within the family unit. Decision-making approaches began with the classic Blood and
Wolfe (1960) study of Detroit housewives. They asked wives questions such as “Who
decides where the family will take a vacation?” and “Who decides what job to take?”
Researchers in subsequent years tried to analyze power similarly by asking “Who has the
last say about spending money?” (Safilios-Rothschild 1970), “Who is the real boss in
the family?” (Heer 1963), and “Who would decide how you would spend $300?” (Kenkel
1957). It seemed reasonable that the most powerful member of a family would be the
one who made most of the important decisions; unfortunately, there were difficulties
with this popular method of measuring power. First, the researchers did not ask both
spouses the questions. They might have received different answers if they had asked
each partner separately. Second, the questions asked for “perceived authority”—who the
participants thought made most of the decisions rather than who actually did (Bochner
1976; McDonald 1980). As a result, the participants may well have answered accord-
ing to who they thought should have been making decisions. Given the sex-role stereo-
types of that time period, a woman may have not wanted to tell a researcher that she
was “the real boss.” Whether it was accurate or not, women usually reported that their
husbands made most of the decisions (Turk and Bell 1972).
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The partnership,
such as a marriage

A B

C

As power is designated to a partnership or other entity, the relationship might look
like this:
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At one time or another, you have probably judged someone as powerful because he
or she controlled the conversation. Many researchers have studied conversational con-
trol in couples (Mishler and Waxler 1968; Rogers and Farace 1975; Millar & Rogers,
1987, 1988). Assuming that conversational control and power were the same thing,
these researchers studied who talked the most, who interrupted the most, who changed
topics the most, and who engaged in more “one up” moves. These two measures of
power, decision making and conversational control, do not measure the same concept.
If you look at different measures of power, you will probably reach different conclusions
about who is most powerful (Olson and Rabunsky 1972; Turk and Bell 1972; Bochner
1976; Berger 1980; McDonald 1980).

124 Part 1 Conflict Components

With a group of people serving as the audience, try this experiment: watch a movie, role-
play, or video presentation of two people in conflict. Or have two class members take on
a problem-solving task or role-play an argument. They might argue about where to go for
spring break, whether to ask a roommate to leave a living arrangement, or how fairly to
assign grades to a group project. The audience makes notes throughout the conversation
about who has the most power, and why. Then discuss your observations and your
assessment.

Who Has the Power? 
An Observation and Assessment

Application 4.6

You will probably find that almost everyone in the audience has a different way of decid-
ing who really is more powerful. For some it may be nonverbal dominance; for others,
vocal quality; for still others, amount of time spent in overt argument, or who “wins”
at the end, or who appears to “let the other win.” In essence, no single validating cri-
terion for assessing power has been discovered by researchers; such a specific technique
does not exist (Gray-Little 1982; Berger 1980).

Power is especially difficult to assess when influence is exercised covertly, or in hid-
den ways. Most of us have trouble deciphering covert power, or choices made based on
another person’s potential influence. For example, Will is an outdoorsman who would
like to take a weeklong fishing trip, but he knows that his wife will not like being left
alone for such an extended period of time since she works and would have to assume
all the care of the children. Will proposes a two-day trip and, in the process, talks more
and controls the discussion. An observer might guess that Will was in control of both
process and outcome, since he and his wife agree that he will go on the two-day trip.
Yet Will’s conversation was structured around his estimate of his wife’s reaction. Her
power was important to his decision, yet an outside observer could not have known that
without asking.

People who look the most powerful to outsiders often are less powerful than they
appear. In fact, without knowing the structure of a relationship, you cannot guess who
has the most power, since people balance their power currencies in complex ways. For
instance, if one person “lets” the other do the talking for the group, the person who

joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 
joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka 



joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka jokajoka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka joka

gives tacit permission for the other to talk is actually controlling the situation. Gender
issues come into play, since women in our culture cannot usually become the powerful
aggressor without facing social disapproval or physical danger. Many women learn to
seek safety and power by hiding, becoming invisible, or becoming relationally oriented.
Whereas a woman’s safety and power needs are often met by becoming smaller and less
visible, the traditional masculine style of seeking safety is by becoming the feared indi-
vidual, by becoming bigger and more visible (Kaschak 1992, 126). A woman’s overt use
of power often exposes her to denigration and attack, whereas a man’s overt use of power
may be viewed as evidence that he is a good leader. Overt use of power by men at home
is judged differently than in some work situations.

Power is exercised in ways that look weak. Sometimes the most powerful behav-
ior is to appear to submit, yet resist, or act in a nonresistant way. An example of this
form of power was Martin Luther King Jr.’s civil rights tactics, based on Gandhian
principles, in which civil rights workers were trained to sit down when confronted by
powerful persons, to protect their bodies if attacked but not to attack in response, and
to use nonaggressive verbal responses. As happened in India, weakness in the face of
strength made stronger persons question their use of force and coercion. A less pro-
ductive “weak” way of exercising power is that of the apocryphal Army private who,
when ordered to do KP duty, does as sloppy a job as possible while asking constantly,
“Is this the way? Am I doing it right?” This “reluctant soldier” example can be seen
in offices, in families, and on work crews where one person is “trying” (but failing) to
get it right. The supervisor, parent, or crew boss then gets disgusted and does the job
himself or herself.

Another indirect way to gain power is to refuse to cooperate when other people are
depending on you. When this tactic is used in conjunction with unexpressed anger, it is
labeled passive aggressive behavior. In passive aggression, a person acts aggressively (in one’s
own self-interest, without much regard for the other) by being passive, or unconcerned,
when the other person needs a response. Passive aggression is displayed when people feel
they have a low level of power, whether they do or not, since it appears to be a safer way
of expressing anger, resentment, or hostility than stating such feelings directly. Addition-
ally, “nice” people (Bach and Goldberg 1974) may use passive aggression instead of direct
conflict statements because they have been taught that it is not nice to engage in conflict.
Bach and Goldberg’s (1974) list of common passive aggressive behaviors has been expanded
to include the following:

• Forgetting appointments, promises, and agreements.

• Slipping and saying unkind things, then apologizing.

• Acting out nonverbally, such as by slamming doors and banging objects, but
denying that anything is wrong.

• Getting confused, tearful, sarcastic, or helpless when certain topics come up.

• Getting sick when you’ve promised to do something.

• Scheduling two things at once.

• Evading situations so that others are inconvenienced.

The following case presents an example of passive aggressive communication.
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A better strategy would be to confront angry feelings directly instead of indirectly.
The college professor who double-schedules may feel overloaded and underappreciated
but could tell people directly that too many appointments are interfering with the rest
of his or her work.

nPower Imbalances
Power is a product of the relationship.

In most relationships, there are times when the participants become aware of dis-
crepancies in their relative power with one another. If one party has more power than
the other, the conflict is unbalanced; many of the choices the parties then make are
attempts to alter these imbalances. Keep in mind that who has power is always a rela-
tive judgment— each party has sources of power even during times of power imbalance.
Such power asymmetries have predictable effects on both the higher- and lower-power
parties, and the imbalance produces systemwide effects on the relationship. (Cromwill
and Olson, 1975).

Strong emotions accompany different levels of power. Think of times when you have
felt yourself to be in a position of low power. People often feel hostility or hatred, say-
ing “I simply cannot stand his attitude. If I never had to deal with him again I’d be glad.”
Or you may feel helpless rage or helpless lethargy. When you are low power in a rela-
tionship that matters, you may feel a sense of low self-esteem, of feeling worthless or
unable to influence your situation. You may feel sad, defeated, or depressed. When peo-
ple hold the high-power position in an important relationship they may not feel uni-
versally pleased at all. People who have a lot of power often feel burdened with
decision-making responsibilities, worry about being blamed, and feel responsible for
doing more than is good for them. Many type A, over-working people with high power
do not report feeling happy. Instead, they feel misunderstood, resentful of how much
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Deteriorating 
Roommate Relationship

Two college roommates have a practice of borrowing each other’s possessions. When
Jan and Cheryl first moved in together, they decided it would be inconvenient to ask each
time they wanted to use a CD or borrow an article of clothing. Cheryl has been keeping
Jan’s things longer than Jan wants her to, however, often causing Jan to have to look for
her CDs, textbooks, car keys, sweaters, skis, and gloves. Recently, Jan lost several of
Cheryl’s possessions, including a CD she took to a party. She feels justified since Cheryl
has been misusing the privilege, too. They are avoiding the issue and spending time away
from each other. Role-play a direct instead of indirect way for Jan to ask for change.
Remember to verbalize content and relationship concerns, specific goals, and face-saving
techniques. Show listening and problem solving. Try the role-play two ways: (1) Both peo-
ple cooperate and (2) Cheryl does not cooperate at first. She instead becomes defensive,
attacks, withdraws, or acts in any other way you want to play out a destructive conflict.
Show how she and Jan might finally resolve the conflict (realistically!).

Application 4.7
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responsibility they feel, and unhappy with the attitude or performance of others. Neither
high of low positions automatically brings about certain feelings. But you can be sure that
an imbalance of power does bring about strong feelings. These feelings become part of
the conflict communication and affect the overall conflict.

High Power
The exercise of social power for most people in Western culture is satisfying and even
produces joy (Bowers and Ochs 1971; May 1972). High power is often a goal that peo-
ple strive for; those with less power often feel, “If I were just the boss, things would be
a lot better around here.” The major difficulty with having a higher power than some-
one else is that it may corrupt you. Corruption is more than a word that describes a
crooked politician. Corruption means moral rottenness, and inability to maintain the
integrity of the self. A constant high level of power may “eat into” one’s view of self
and other, forming a perceptual distortion that may take on monstrous proportions.
Higher-power persons, organizations, or nations may develop altered views of themselves
and other parties. Constant feelings of higher power can result in these consequences:

1. A “taste for power” and the restless pursuit of more power as an end in itself.

2. The temptation to use institutional resources illegally as a means of self-
enrichment.

3. False feedback concerning self-worth and the development of new values
designed to protect power.

4. The devaluing of the less powerful and the avoidance of close social contact with
them (Kipnis 1976, 178).

The undesirable consequences of a power imbalance can take many forms. For
instance, studies show that if a teacher uses strong power over a student, the relation-
ship disintegrates into the exclusive use of coercive strategies (Jamieson and Thomas
1974; Raven and Kruglanski 1970). Or the person highest in power may claim benev-
olence, that harmful actions are actually “for the good of the other person,” thereby dis-
missing the negative consequences to the lower-power person. When someone is fired
from an organization, it is common to hear, “It was for her/his own good—he/she will
be better off spending time doing X.” According to Guggenbuhl-Craig (1971), persons
in helping professions, such as ministers, teachers, health workers, and others, can lose
touch with their need to exercise power in order to feel valued and needed. Although
helpers undoubtedly are in their professions in order to help, they also must have
“helpees,” or they have no function. How can a physician be a physician without peo-
ple who need healing? How can teachers teach if no one values learning? If helpers do
not understand that helping also contributes to their own sense of self-worth and per-
sonal fulfillment, the act of helping can become a high-power move. Just as during the
Inquisition, when the learned scholars were sure that they were helping the persons
accused of heresy, an unrestrained high power may make the powerful party blind to the
havoc wreaked on the less powerful party. You may have had times in your personal
relationships when power became unbalanced; if so, you know the harm that unre-
strained power can bring, whether you were the one with too much power or the one
without enough power.
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Striving for higher power can destroy even the best of relationships. For example,
in intimate relationships, the person who is least invested in the relationship has the
most power (the “Principle of Least Interest,” Waller 1938). Paradoxically, decreasing
the investment for the purpose of gaining higher power is ultimately self-defeating, since
you have to continue your decreasingly fragile investment in order to remain more pow-
erful. And the lessened dependence can lead to the demise of the relationship. If you
convince yourself that “I don’t have to put up with this,” then you don’t usually stay in
the relationship.

Finally, persons or nations with higher power can deny that power is exercised; they
may deny that there is a conflict (it is a “minor disagreement”) or use any of the other
forms of denial mentioned earlier. Unrestrained higher power can corrupt the power
holder’s view of the self and view of the other, and it can set the stage for continued
unproductive interaction.

Low Power

If absolute power corrupts absolutely, does absolute powerlessness make you pure?
—Harry Shearer

Just as power can corrupt, powerlessness can also corrupt (May 1972). If lower-power peo-
ple are continually subjected to harsh treatment or lack of goal attainment, they are
likely to produce some organized resistance to the higher-power people. When one
reaches the stage where “nothing matters” (one cannot attain his or her goals through
accepted means), violence or despair is spawned. It is the person who feels powerless
who turns to the last resort—giving up, aggression, or violence (Richmond et al. 1984;
Kipnis, Schmidt, and Wilkerson 1980; Falbo and Peplau 1980). 

Too much losing does not build character; it builds frustration, aggression, or apa-
thy. A typical example of how perceived unequal power results in aggression is the rela-
tionship between students and teachers. In one study, when students were asked what
they considered doing to resolve conflicts they had with more powerful teachers, they
replied on paper, “Use a .357 magnum,” “Blow up his mailbox,” “Sabotage him,” and
“Beat him up” (Wilmot 1976). At the very least, asymmetry in perceived power can
lead to coercion in an attempt to “get even” (Jamieson and Thomas 1974; Raven and
Kruglanski 1970). Most examples of retaliation occur because the person doing the retal-
iating perceives himself/herself to be in a low-power situation.

In severe, repetitive conflicts, both parties feel low power, and they continually
make moves to increase their power at the other’s expense. Since, as noted, the assess-
ment of power is problematic, it is very difficult to determine the exact levels of power
in a conflict. However, if each party believes she or he has less power than the other,
a destructive, escalating spiral of conflict usually results. Each party attempts to increase
power at the other’s expense, with the next round bringing yet more destructive moves.
Each person feels “behind” and justified in engaging in dirty moves because of what the
other did.

Jake and Julie are a couple in their early 40s who have been divorced for two years.
They share custody of their 14-year-old son, Tom. Julie works as a nurse in a highly
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stressful clinic. Jake works as a seasonal construction worker. Jake and Julie both feel
that the other received more of the marital resources than they should have. Feeling
low power and taken advantage of by the other, they have continued a bitter argument
about who should pay for Tom’s school expenses, even his food and clothes. Both say,
“Ask your mother/father” when Tom needs anything extra. Because each feels lower
power than their former partner, they are communicating to Tom that he has no power
with them. They are in a high-power position with their son. Tom, not surprisingly, is
alternately furious and depressed, since he cannot get either parent to pay attention to
his needs. He has started hanging out at his grandmother’s house (Julie’s mom). Grand-
mother feeds Tom and takes him shopping for clothes. Jake takes this as further evi-
dence that he does not need to provide anything extra. The school counselor has asked
all the adults to come in for a session to talk through how to keep Tom in school (he
has been skipping school). How might the counselor talk in a productive way about rec-
ognizing the needs of each person, especially Tom? What constructive approach might
get the parents to focus on their son instead of their own perceived low power? (Hint:
shame will not work!)

Often, as with Jake and Julie, even if both people want to act aggressively, there
are restraints against that person’s doing so. The powerless will try to restore equity,
and if that fails, they have few options; one option is to use passive aggressive behav-
ior, as discussed previously. In addition, Madanes (1981) notes that developing
severely dysfunctional behavior is an exercise of power that affects all close associates.
Lower-power parties will sometimes destroy a relationship as the ultimate move to
bring about a balance of power. Jake and Julie are perilously close to destroying their
relationship with their son.

The combination of denigration from the higher-power person and destructive
power-balancing moves from the lower-power person contributes to a system of inter-
actions that is not productive for either party. A cyclical, degenerative, destructive
conflict spiral characterizes the ongoing interactions. The power disparity promotes
struggles over power, increases the underlying bases of the conflict, and leads to less-
ened involvement in the relationship for both parties. When the conflict parties enter
a spiral, nobody wins.
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Nobody Wins

Craig is a supervisor in a community agency, and Marilyn is a staff member who works
part time. Craig coerces Marilyn into taking on a community volunteer program—a job she
neither wants nor has time to develop at a competent level. Marilyn resists working on the
program, and deadlines are looming. Craig, noticing her avoidance, humiliates her in a pub-
lic meeting by pointing out what has not been done, and asking her to agree to work hard
on the program. Marilyn accedes (on the surface) but talks to her friends about how poorly
she is treated. After two months of Craig’s disapproval of her progress and of her seeking
social support and a new job elsewhere, she brings Craig her resignation.

Application 4.8

(continued)
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Craig did not accomplish his original goal of starting the community program, and
Marilyn is leaving her job. They achieved a power balance in an unproductive manner,
much like in a game of leapfrog. When one person is behind, he or she then jumps into
the lead, and the other person, sensing that he or she is “losing,” does the same. Pretty
soon the relationship is suffering, and neither person has achieved any of the original
goals. In cases of power disparity, agreements are “basically unstable since they are
grounded on unilateral threats rather than on mutually established norms” (Apfelbaum
1974, 151). The ever-accelerating unproductive moves are the result of attempts at
power balancing through counterproductive means. The alternative is to balance the
power through productive avenues and recognize that with extreme power asymmetry,
effective long-term management is not likely.

A concise visual summary of our view of power and its effects is in Figure 4.3.
Cameron and Whetten (1995) inspired this graph, which we adapted to an interper-
sonal orientation. As you can see, both lack of power (low power) and excessive power
(high power) lead to ineffective communication behaviors. When you have sufficient
power, your interpersonal behaviors are at their best.

130 Part 1 Conflict Components

Nobody Wins

Internally, Marilyn might have some of these thoughts and feelings:

Craig should not have put me in the position to work with all these community volunteers. I am still
learning my other work, and this is a job for a more experienced person. He manipulated me by
telling me how important the work is. I agree, but I’m not the person to do it. I’m 20 years younger
than most of the volunteers and I don’t have the history with the agency to know their jobs. I feel
foolish; I’m trying to do something I don’t know how to do. When I ask Craig or the others for help,
they brush me off. I think they want the volunteers, but don’t want to put in the time to train them.
And they don’t want to train me. I don’t want to resign, but I can’t take this. Being asked at the
staff meeting if I would “work harder” was insulting. If I can find another job, I’m going.

Internally, Craig may have had some of these thoughts and feelings:

Marilyn is a smart young staff member. I wish we could hire her full time. She’s perfect for the
volunteer program because she is enthusiastic and inspiring. I’m disappointed at how many
people she’s signed up, though. I thought she would really jump on this chance. If she succeeds
in setting up 20 or 30 well-trained volunteers, I’m sure I can get the funding for a full time job for
her. But lately she’s seemed to me to be whining and not really trying. She’s asking for help that
none of us has time to give. Doesn’t she know how important this task is? When I brought it up
at the staff meeting, I was trying to encourage her, but I could tell she was upset. I guess I’d
better talk to her. I don’t want to lose her.

Answer the following questions about Craig and Marilyn:

How might Marilyn have changed her low-power stance into a constructive one?

How might Craig have changed his “power over” stance into a constructive one?

What might a beginning dialogue that is constructive sound like?
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Integrative power depends very much on the power of language and communication, especially on
the powers of persuasion.
—Kenneth Boulding, Three Faces of Power

Up to this point, various words have been used almost interchangeably—integrative
power, both/and power, power with, power to a partnership, collaboration, and sharing power.
What is the rationale for viewing power in such terms? Is it actually possible to develop
practices in which power isn’t used against people but is used for mutual benefit?

We believe that collaboration and the constructive realignment of power is usually best
for all concerned, with the following conditions:

• The high-power person is not abusing power in a way that takes away all
possibility of influence by the lower-power person or persons.

• One person is not lying, distorting, or suffering from a disorder of character, such
as sociopathy. A sociopath is a person who has no conscience and is not moved
by the plight of others.

• The long-term gains are worth the expenditure of energy.

Competitive power has its place, too. We view competitive power as being useful
when the following conditions are in place:

• Crucial needs of one party are at stake—needs the person is not willing to
compromise about unless no other option exists. These might be economic or
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Figure 4.3 Interpersonal Power
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personal survival, protection of children, avoidance of harm, or protection of a
crucial sense of self.

• Competition can lead to collaboration—when the playing field becomes more level.

Since destructive conflicts are often set off by struggles over power, and given that
power is relational, power always is in a state of change. The only question is how one goes
about changing power. If you struggle with someone because “you won’t give in,” you are
trying to block their exercise of power—and they are probably doing the same thing. The
paradox is that the more you struggle against someone, the less power you will have with
that person. From a both/and perspective, the more powerful we feel, the more we are set-
ting ourselves up for resistance from the other party. Put bluntly, power against is usually
eventually blocked and diminished. Boulding (1989) says it well: “Power over human beings
is very complex. Other human beings can answer back, fight back, obey or disobey, argue
and try to exercise power over us, which a tree never does” (53). We must recognize that
while we need to exercise appropriate power and influence, the other person needs to exer-
cise influence as well, so we might as well cooperate with each other so we can both be
effective. The both/and perspective as well as the “power to the partnership” perspective
assumes that you all want to accomplish your goals and that you need each other to do
that. Since it is the other who is blocking you (and you blocking him or her), integrative
power moves beyond the tug-of-war and to a new plane of relationship.

Whereas destructive struggling for power leads to a downward spiral of more thwart-
ing and interference and to a lessened ability to accomplish your goals, shared power
leads to a synergy of power creation through productive communication. As you work
with each other, each of you stops directly interfering with the other and actively assists
the other in getting what he or she wants, and the communication between you serves
a transcendent function (Wilmot 1995). With cooperation you actually create more
power than the two of you could have created separately. Shared power is not a weak,
tentative approach—it is powerful and energetic, and it requires great skill.

Collaboration depends on a model of shared power. Rarely will you be in a life situa-
tion in which all the power resides with the other, so collaboration is almost always possi-
ble. Research makes this clear. Alberts and Driscoll (1992) demonstrated that satisfied
couples will “pass, refocus, mitigate or respond” to the other rather than struggle over power.
The sense of “we-ness,” of working together, pulls romantic couples through their first big
fight (Siegert and Stamp 1994). Gottman (1999) makes it clear that successful couples work
together to “repair” their relationship instead of making the other wrong. If they do not
learn to seek repairs as a matter of course, they do not stay together. Any relationship in
which power is not shared ultimately will end, in divorce, abandonment, withdrawing,
retreat into mental illness, or the continuation of a grim, joyless relationship.

132 Part 1 Conflict Components

It’s Their Fault

Bruce is the production manager of a large electronics manufacturing facility, and Lenny
is the engineering manager. Each supervises a five-person team of managers. Lenny’s
engineers are responsible for (1) designing systems for production and (2) quality control.

Application 4.9

(continued)
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Analyze the success of the change described in this case. What made the change
possible? Specify how the power-against model changed to a power-with model. Take
these steps and apply them to another power-against situation. What are some general
principles you can use in the future?

Conflict participants are more likely to make a long-range relationship work if they
move toward equality in power. Models for productive power balancing, although scarce,
do exist. In everyday life, individuals can learn to cooperate and to reach agreements if
power is distributed equitably, or fairly (Apfelbaum 1974, 138). For relationships to work
over time, people must continually realign the power balance as the situation warrants.

What can friends, co-workers, family members, or intimates do when they discover
power asymmetry in their relationships? They can (1) work to make the relationships
more equal, (2) try to convince themselves and their partners that the relationships are
more equal than they might seem (by restoring psychological equality), or (3) eventu-
ally abandon the unbalanced relationships (Hatfield, Utne, and Traupmann 1979). For
instance, family members negotiating household tasks may say, “I should get more credit
for taking out the garbage than you do for cleaning the counters because I hate to take
out the garbage and you don’t mind doing the counters.” The person who hates taking
out garbage is trying to balance power by restoring psychological fairness. We are all too
familiar with friendships that fail because of inadequate power balancing.

An interpersonal relationship with a power disparity between participants can
achieve a more productive focus by moving toward balance. The destructive attempts by
lower-power parties to balance power are a move toward balance, but power must be bal-
anced productively to lead to effective management. Power must be realigned in order
for sharing to exist.
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It’s Their Fault

Bruce’s production employees are responsible for output—they have to get the product
out the door and shipped to customers. Over a two-year period, the two teams seemed
gridlocked. Engineering staff members complained, both in their staff meetings and to the
plant manager, saying, “Those production people—we design good systems for them to
follow; they don’t follow them, and then quality slips. What is their problem?” Meanwhile,
production employees openly criticized the engineers on the manufacturing floor by say-
ing, “They think they are so hot—yet their elaborate designs don’t work, they treat us like
slaves, and they don’t know or care how we are being held to a minimum number of units
produced.” Finally, the plant manager had to ask for outside help. The production and
engineering managers met, as did the work teams. They agreed to (1) shift quality control
to the production side, (2) have the engineers provide training to the production employ-
ees so they could enforce quality control, (3) not make any more negative public
comments about the other team, and (4) require the production and engineering managers
to attend each other’s staff meetings. What was a “power-against” situation became,
over a period of a month, a “power-with” situation. The plant manager was very pleased
that his two key players in engineering and production were now helping each other
accomplish their goals rather than interfering with one another. Production output and
quality both improved. A new system of rebalanced power made collaboration possible.

Application 4.9
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nTechniques for Balancing Power
Dialogue
Balancing power usually starts not with outside intervention (as in the design/engineering
case mentioned), but with a skill we all already possess.

Conversation is one of the most important ways of establishing equality. Young-Bruehl and
Bethelard 2000, 209.

Face to face conversation remains the starting point for enacting the internal desire to
balance power. You may have thought and felt through the issues in a particular con-
flict. You may be fairly clear about what you want, what the other person’s issues might
be, and what the stakes are. The best first step is to talk directly with the people
involved. We continue to witness conflicts that are worsened by broadcast e-mails, pol-
icy changes, announcement at meetings, memos, any other forms of avoidance—it seems
hard for people to talk with each other when feelings are strong. 

One of us has been consulting for many years with a government agency. Here is
a typical phone call. Director calls Joyce. She describes a difficult person and asks for
counsel on how to proceed. Joyce listens, then says:

Joyce: I think you should talk to him directly. You could go down the hall and ask for a
brief conversation/pick up the phone and call him/ask for time at the conference
next week.

Director: I knew you’d tell me to do that. I guess I still find it hard.

When Bill, for instance, is coaching executives, after they give all of the details
about a co-worker who is interfering with them, Bill asks, “Have you told him that and
had a conversation about it?” The answer is always “no.”

The basic form of conversation that helps to balance power involves:

• Speaking to the other with a positive tone. For instance, your opening words should
communicate respect, should be clear, should show compassion for the perspective of the
other, and should be direct.

• Listen. Pay close attention, ask open-ended questions, and let the other person know
you’ve heard what they have said. Avoid saying, “I understand you, but it’s just
that. . .” This assures that the other will not feel understood. Instead, say, “I think
what you are saying is that you are uneasy about my plan.” When you use “but” the
person hears nothing you’ve said before that one word.

• Reflect feelings. In addition to listening and reflecting content, reflect the feelings of
the other person. This is harder than it seems. Often, we miss the feeling tone of the
other. Reflecting feelings might sound like this: “You are too pressured to take on a
new project now, although you like the sound of it.”

• Clarify what you have heard. You might say, “Let me be sure I understand what you
are saying. . .”

• Question when needed. Ask questions for which you do not know the answer; avoid
asking questions as a way to slip into your opinion. A good question would sound
like this: “Tell me more about your concern for your son. What are you worried
about?”
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• Summarize. You can help track and orient the conversation by summarizing what
you have both/all talked about so far. Avoid adding your own opinion—that
comes later. Summarizing might sound like this: “We’ve identified the problems
about scheduling the family reunion. People have a lot of different ideas about
where to meet. Some feelings have been hurt already, and many of the family
members have strong opinions. We’ve decided to ask Carolyn to contact
everyone giving the best options the three of us have come up with. Is this
right?” (This approach was first pioneered by Carl Rogers in the 1950s and has
been adapted and expanded by many others.)

In addition to opening a dialogue, the following techniques can be used to balance power.

Restraint
Higher-power parties can limit their power by refusing to use all the currencies they
have at their disposal. A militarily powerful nation that refuses to invade a neigh-
boring country and a physically powerful spouse who refuses to inflict damage on the
other spouse are examples of a higher-power party limiting power usage. If the high-
power person refuses to engage in “natural” responses, this restraint can alter the auto-
matic nature of a destructive cycle. In this self-regulating approach, power is given to
a higher partnership or unit, instead of being used as an individual right. Art, a col-
lege teacher, refuses to use punitive power when students present last-minute plead-
ings for more time to write final papers. Instead, Art simply says, “Why don’t you set
a deadline for the final paper that you can meet, and it will be fine with me. What
day and time do you want to hand it in?” A married couple found a way to lower one
member’s economic power, thereby providing more balance in their relationship. They
valued monetary equality and were used to having separate accounts and almost the
same disposable income. The husband got an unexpected raise, however, and suddenly
had more money to spend. They started arguing frequently because he would propose
expensive weekends for recreation and his wife had difficulty paying for her half. In
response to their increasingly destructive arguments, they decided to set up an auto-
matic savings withdrawal from his monthly paycheck, to be put in a joint long-term
savings plan. Then they would use this money occasionally for a “lost weekend.” Even
though he still earned more money than his partner, the negative effect on them as
a couple was lessened, while he gained the long-term advantages of saving more
money. He limited his immediate use of his higher monetary power, with positive
effects on the couple’s balance of power.

Focus on Interdependence: Power to the Unit
One way to balance the power in a relationship is for lower-power individuals to
focus on ways the people involved in the conflict are dependent on each other
instead of demanding attention to their own individual needs (Donohue and Kolt
1992). Higher-power individuals usually try to minimize interdependence; therefore,
lower-power individuals need to point out how the conflict parties are more related
than it might appear. (The strategy of searching for overlapping interests will be dis-
cussed in detail in chapter 8, “Interpersonal Negotiation.”) When individuals are
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scared and feeling powerless, they often angrily demand that their own needs be met
or begin to use threats. These are ineffective approaches, since the higher-power per-
son has the ability to move away or lessen the interdependence.

A thorough understanding of interdependence clarifies power relationships. Peo-
ple are interdependent because of their emotional, behavioral, and cognitive depen-
dence on each other. We need affection and regard certain tasks to be accomplished,
and for ideas to be freely shared. If John and Sarah are dating and decide to live
together, they both increase their dependence on the other. Following Emerson’s for-
mula of power-dependence relations, as John becomes more dependent on Sarah,
Sarah’s power increases. Likewise, Sarah becomes more dependent on John, thereby
increasing his power. When two people elevate their dependence on each other, both
increase their sources of power. Each one expands his or her currencies that are val-
ued by the other. Therefore, power in enduring relationships is not finite—it is an
expandable commodity. The focus shouldn’t be the singular amount of power each one
has but the balance of power between them. John and Sarah may have little power
with each other at the beginning of their relationship. Later, as each develops more
power, the other’s power rises approximately equally. The absolute amount of power
may change, but the crucial issue is the comparative dependence that John and Sarah
have on each other.

136 Part 1 Conflict Components

Quick! It’s an Emergency!

Conflict Parties: Tom, a midlevel manager in an office; Helen, the secretary for four
people in the office.

Repetitive Conflict: Often when Helen is too busy to get all her work done immediately,
she will set priorities and plan her schedule based on known deadlines. Tom’s work
makes up the largest share of Helen’s work. Tom and the other three supervisors rank
equally on the organizational scale. However, when Tom is busy and pressed, he rushes
to Helen’s desk with work that needs to be done immediately. Following is a typical
exchange:

Tom: Helen, I have just this one little thing that has to go out today.

Helen [sighing]: Yes, Tom, I know—just one little thing. But I have to get this out for
Joe today, and it must be done first.

Tom puts more pressure on Helen to do his job first by saying that it won’t take long and
that just this once she needs to respond to the emergency pressures. Helen gets angry
and tries to persuade him that it can wait one more day. Then she pouts a bit.

Helen: I am only one person, you know. Just put it there and I’ll try to get it done.

Tom: Helen, you’re a sweetheart. When this madhouse calms down, I’ll take you
out to lunch. I knew I could count on you.

Application 4.10

(continued)
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In the “Quick! It’s an Emergency!” case, the power may appear to be organized
such that Tom has more because he is the boss and Helen has less because she occu-
pies a lower position in the organization. A closer look reveals that the parties are
fairly well balanced in power. The balancing act is, however, taking a toll on their
relationship, and the work could be managed more creatively. Tom is dependent on
Helen for getting his work out error free, quickly, and with the benefit of Helen’s expe-
rience. He depends on Helen to respond to his needs before those of the others in
the office, since he is carrying more of the work in the office than the other three at
his level. He sees himself as a pleasant and noncontrolling person whose employees
work because they want to. He depends on Helen to view him as a reasonable and
professional person because this is how he views himself. Helen, meanwhile, depends
on Tom for some of her self-esteem. She prizes her ability to skillfully organize her
work so that it gets done on time. She wants to be treated as a valuable decision-
making employee. She knows, too, that if Tom becomes dissatisfied with her work, he
will complain to her immediate supervisor in the office, and she might be overlooked
for promotions or might even lose her job. So Helen depends on Tom for positive rat-
ings, a good work climate, and self-esteem. Restructuring their interactions could allow
them to achieve more of their independent and interdependent goals. Helen could
ask Tom to help her respond to disparate pressures; Tom could ask Helen how to set
up a way to take care of emergencies. A problem-solving approach to conflict man-
agement would allow both to balance their power more collaboratively.

The Power of Calm Persistence
Lower-power people in a conflict often can gain more equal power by persisting in their
requests. Substantive change, when power is unequal, seldom comes about through
intense, angry confrontation. Rather, change results from careful thinking and from
planning for small, manageable moves based on a solid understanding of the problem
(Lerner 1989, 15). When intensity is high, people react rather than observe and think.
We overfocus on the other instead of an analysis of the problem, and we move toward
polarization. 

Lower-power parties cannot afford to blow up. One source of power the lower-power
person has, however, is careful, calm analysis that directs attention to the problem. If
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Quick! It’s an Emergency!

Helen then stays late to finish the work, but she asks her office manager to speak to
Tom again about interfering with her ability to manage her work. Tom apologizes a few
days later.

Tom: I didn’t mean to make you mad. I didn’t think that one report was going to
tick you off so much.

Helen: It’s OK; it’s just that I can’t please everybody.

Application 4.10
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lower-power people have patience and avoid giving up out of frustration, they gain “nui-
sance value,” and the higher-power person or group often listens and collaborates just
to get them to go away. Persuasive skills become crucial. The low-power person must
analyze the situation well, taking into account what will be judged appropriate, effec-
tive, credible, and practical. The lower-power person must shown respond.

Several examples of calm persistence illustrate this strategy for increasing one’s
power. Ellen is the head of a large, successful consulting organization. She travels a lot
and has a tightly organized schedule. A few years ago her daughter, Linda, whined and
pouted about not being able to go horseback riding alone with her mother. This was
ineffective since Ellen hates whining. Finally, Linda, at age 8, hit upon a solution. She
asked her mother for a “management meeting,” in which she pointed out her complaints
and asked for what she wanted. This approach so impressed her mother that, with affec-
tion and humor, they broke through an avoid-pursue spiral. Linda gained power, and
Ellen felt much better about how the two of them were spending time.

Individuals in conflict with institutions often experience frustrating, demeaning
powerlessness as they are shunted from one person to the next. Phone calls are not
returned and frustration rises dramatically. Sometimes only calm, clear persistence
increases an individual’s power enough for him or her to be heard and dealt with. Some
suggestions for dealing with large, impersonal institutions are as follows:

• Identify the individuals on the phone by name and ask for them when you call
back.

• Stay pleasant and calm. State clearly what you want, and ask for help in solving
the problem.

• Follow the rules even if you think they are ridiculous. If they want five copies of
a form, typed and folded a certain way, give it to them. Then point out that you
have followed the rules and expect results.

• Write simple, clear memos summarizing what you want, what you have done, and
when you expect a response.

• Tell them all the steps you took to try to get a response from them.

• Avoid taking out your frustration on low-power individuals in the organization.
They may respond with “I’m just following the rules,” avoiding personal responsi-
bility—and who could blame them? Instead, be courteous and ask for help.
Humor always helps if it is not at someone else’s expense.

Stay Actively Engaged
Remaining in a low-power position, assuming that one’s weakness is a permanent instead
of a temporary condition, and adopting low-power tactics set up a dangerously unbalanced
situation that benefits no one, not even the high-power person. The higher-power person,
who has the power to define the terms of the conflict in his or her own favor, often under-
stands only one side of the conflict. Therefore, the higher-power person may not be able
to find a constructive solution. People who perceive themselves as powerless usually do
not talk effectively about their own needs and, after a while, may adopt a self-defeating,
accommodating style that becomes fixed or they may use passive-aggressive tactics. When
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one person believes that the other person can go elsewhere for whatever is needed, the
lower-power person tends to avoid conflict (Folger, Poole, and Stutman 1993). If the fixed
power position becomes intolerable, the lower-power person may act out of desperation,
doing something such as resigning, leaving a romantic relationship, blowing up and antag-
onizing the high-power person so that he or she ends the relationship, or threatening self-
destructive behavior, such as by saying, “Just do what you want. Just tell me what to do.
I’m tired of fighting. You win.” This unstable situation invites escalation on the other per-
son’s part and may lead to the end of the relationship.

Rather than remaining in self-defeating spirals, Lerner (1989, 35) suggests that peo-
ple in low-power positions adopt the following moves:

• Speak up and present a balanced picture of strengths as well as weaknesses. One might
say, “It’s true that I am afraid to ask my boss for a raise, even though you want
me to. But I earn a steady paycheck and budget and plan well for our family. I
want some credit for what I do already contribute.”

• Make clear what one’s beliefs, values, and priorities are, and then keep one’s behavior
congruent with these. An entry-level accountant in a large firm was asked by the
comptroller to falsify taxable deductions, hiding some of the benefits given to
employees. The accountant, just out of school and a single parent, said, “When
you hired me I said I was committed to doing good work and being an honest
accountant. What you are asking me to do is against the code of ethics and
could result in my losing my license. I can’t afford to take that risk. I’m sure
you’ll understand my position.”

• Stay emotionally connected to significant others even when things get intense. It takes
courage for a low-power person to let another person affect him or her. One
teenage son was furious and hurt when his father decided to remarry, since the
son did not like the wife-to-be and felt disloyal to his mother. After some tough
thinking, he decided to tell his father honestly how he felt, what he did not
like, and what he feared about the new marriage instead of taking another way
out, such as angrily leaving his father’s house to live with his mother in another
state. This conversation balanced the power between father and son in an
entirely new way.

• State differences, and allow others to do the same. The easiest, but often not the
best, way for a low-power person to manage conflict is to avoid engagement.
Again, courage is required to bring up differences when a power imbalance is in
place. Brad, a college freshman, worked at a fast-food place during school. He
was unhappy because the manager kept hiring unqualified people (without
checking their references) and then expected Brad to train them and provide
supervision, even though Brad was barely making more than minimum wage.
Finally Brad told the manager, “I have a different way of looking at whom you
should hire. I try to do a good job for you, but I have to try to work with
people who have no experience and maybe don’t have the personality to pitch
in and work hard as part of the team. Would you consider letting me sit in on
interviews and look over applications?” The manager was pleased with Brad’s
initiative and said yes.
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Empowerment of Low-Power People by High-Power People
Sometimes it is clearly to the advantage of higher-power groups or individuals to pur-
posely enhance the power of lower-power groups or individuals. Without this restruc-
turing of power, working or intimate relationships may end or rigidify into bitter, silent,
passive aggressive, and unsatisfactory entanglements. Currencies valued by higher-power
people can be developed by lower-power people if they are allowed more training, more
decision-making power, or more freedom. For instance, in one social service agency,
Sharon was not doing well at directing a grant-funded program on finding housing for
homeless people. Jan, the director of the agency, realized that Sharon was a good fund-
raiser but not a good program director. By switching Sharon’s job description, the agency
gained a good employee instead of continuing a series of negative job evaluations that
would have resulted in Sharon’s eventual termination.

Empowerment also occurs when third parties are invested with the power to inter-
vene on the behalf of less powerful persons. For instance, children who have been abused
by their parents or caretakers can be empowered if their plight is reported to the proper
agency. The legal system will provide attorneys, caseworkers to monitor the situation,
counselors to work with the parents, judges to arbitrate decisions involving the chil-
dren, and free services to help the children recover from the effects of the abuse. Our
society has decided, by passing certain laws, that extreme forms of power imbalance,
such as abuse, will not be allowed to continue when they are discovered. Children are
empowered by laws that give them rights and give responsibilities to others.

Metacommunication
Another way to balance power is to transcend the win/lose structure by jointly work-
ing to preserve the relationship during conflict. By metacommunicating during or before
conflicts (talking about the relationship or about how the parties will handle their con-
flicts), the parties can agree about behaviors that will not be allowed (such as leaving
during a fight).

Metacommunication focuses the parties on the process of their communication with
each other. They talk about their communication, and if that fails, they can agree to
bring in outside mediators or counselors. They can agree that whenever a serious imbal-
ance occurs, the high-power party will work actively with the low-power party to alter
the balance in a meaningful way. Usually romantic partners, friends, family members,
and work partners can accomplish such joint moves if they agree that the maximization
of individual power, left unrestrained, will destroy the relationship. They see that indi-
vidual power is based relationally, that dependence begets power, and that successful
relationships necessitate a balancing of dependencies and therefore of power. The lack
of a balanced arrangement is a signal to reinvest in the relationship rather than a clue
that the relationship is over. The person temporarily weaker in the relationship can draw
on the relationship currencies, as if the relationship were a bank and the currencies were
savings. The weaker party can claim extra time, space, money, training, empathy, or
other special considerations until the power is brought back into an approximation of
balance. The following case presents an example of an interpersonal peacemaking
agreement.
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What to Say When You Are Low Power
We end this chapter with some specific low-power statements that can be used to bal-
ance power. Since a power imbalance brings destructive behavior, these are offered in
the spirit of helping bring a sense of balance into relationships. The assumption is that
they will be used for productive ends to help work through relationship issues. When
you are feeling low power, you might try

• Validating or acknowledging the other: “Noah, I appreciate how you . . .”

• Using “I” statements: “What I would like is . . .”

• Asking the higher-power person what he or she needs: “Sara, I’m wondering what
would work for you in this situation?”

• Letting the other person know what they can gain from helping you: “Kathy, if
I’m included in the discussions, I’ll be able to support the decisions more fully.”

• Announcing all intended escalation and looking for a way out: “Patricia, I really
don’t want to go to the union on this problem. I want to reach some
understanding so we can put this to rest.”

• Expressing optimism: “Juan, I know that if we just sit down together and talk we
can resolve this pretty easily.”
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I’m Not Your Slave!

Cheryl and Melissa are two teenage girls who share a room in a foster home. Cheryl is
more outgoing and friendly than Melissa, who is shy in groups but demanding of Cheryl’s
time and attention. Recently, Melissa increased small demands for Cheryl to shut the
door, turn down the radio, bring her a drink of water, include her in phone gossip, and
lend her clothes, records, and other items. Cheryl, after discussing the situation with
several helpers, decided she did not want to continue to respond to Melissa in anger
and disdain (e.g., “Get your own water—I’m not your slave!”). She then took the following
steps to restore the balance of power:

1. She reminded Melissa that they had agreements about chores in the room, made at
a family meeting, that Cheryl wanted to follow.

2. She voluntarily began to fill Melissa in on happenings at school that involved people
whom Melissa admired.

3. She complied with Melissa’s requests, such as getting her a drink of water, the first
time they were made, but then said, “I’m glad to get it this once, but remember we
agreed to be equal in who does what in the room. So you’re on your own now.”

4. She asked Melissa to go to basketball games with her and her friends. Melissa
became sociable, made new friends of her own, and needed Cheryl’s assistance less.

Granted, Cheryl was a remarkably compassionate teenager. But she reported that her
life was better, too, since she got along so much better with her roommate.
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Slow the Process.

• “I feel like a tidal wave of reasons why we can’t try my idea are washing over me.
Could we slow down the discussion and take my ideas one by one?”

Show Concern for the Relationship.

• “I feel like we’re digging ourselves deeper and deeper into a hole. How can we
get out of this?” (Fisher and Shapiro 2005, 48)

Use a Metaphor.

• “I feel like I’m trying to swim upstream. How can we make this easier for both of
us?” (Fisher and Shapiro 2005, 48)

Say Something True and Affirming About the Other Person, Then Make a Request.

• “Noah, you’ve been open to new ideas from interns in the past. I remember how
pleased I was when you let us try out a staff meeting just for interns. But now
we’re pretty isolated since you aren’t coming to our meetings. What would make
it possible for you to be involved in our internship year more fully? We all value
your mentoring a lot.”

Describe the Situation.

• A 13-year-old girl to her mother: “Mom, this one week with Dad and one week
with you worked okay when I was younger. But now it’s impossible for me to
plan and see my friends and keep doing my extracurricular activities. You and
Dad don’t communicate with each other except through me. I’ve had it.
Something needs to change—please!!!”

142 Part 1 Conflict Components

Balancing power requires courage and creativity.

Most of us are caught in a paradox of power. To be effective people, we need to max-
imize our abilities, take advantage of opportunities, and use resources at our disposal so we
can lead the kind of lives we desire. Yet within the confines of an ongoing relationship,
maximization of individual power is counterproductive for both the higher-power and lower-
power parties. The unrestrained maximization of individual power leads to damaged rela-
tions, destructive moves, more destructive countermoves, and the eventual ending of the
relationship. Since people are going to take steps to balance power—destructively, if no
other means are available—we can better manage conflict by working to balance power
in productive and creative ways. Equity in power reduces violence and enables all partic-
ipants to continue working for the good of all parties, even in conflict.

nSummary

In this chapter we discuss what power is and note
that people usually have negative connotations of
power. We compare and contrast three different

views of power—either/or power, both/and power,
and designated power. Also, many times people
deny power in various ways.
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Power is presented as a relational concept
rather than as an attribute of the individual. Our
power currencies are described as “spendable”
energy that can be used in conflictual relation-
ships. Power imbalances often impede conflict

management; the various ways to deal with too
much or too little power are described, with spe-
cific suggestions on how to balance power in pos-
itive ways. Suggestions for people in low power end
the chapter.

Chapter 4 Power: The Structure of Conflict 143

nKey Terms

Use the text’s Online Learning Center at www.mhhe.com/wilmot8e
to further your understanding of the following terminology.

power 103
either/or power 106
both/and power 108
ineffective 111
designated power 112
power denial 113
relational theory of power 115

power currencies 118
resource control 118
interpersonal linkages 119
communication skills 119
expertise 119
perception of power 122
power imbalance 126

high power 127
low power 128
power-dependence 
relations 136
calm persistence 138
empowerment 140
metacommunication 140

nReview Questions

Go to the self-quizzes on the Online Learning Center at www.mhhe.com/wilmot8e
to test your knowledge of the chapter concepts.

1. Define power.
2. Describe your own orientation to power.
3. How does power operate in a distressed

system?
4. Clarify the difference between either/or

power and both/and power.
5. What are the ways people deny their use of

power?
6. Explain the relational theory of power.
7. What are power-dependence relations?
8. Define and give examples of power

currencies.

9. What does the acronym RICE stand for?
10. What makes power difficult to assess?
11. What behaviors does feeling high power

lead to?
12. What behaviors does feeling low power

lead to?
13. List some approaches to balancing power.
14. What is metacommunication?
15. If you are low power, what can you do?
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