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Power
Dynamics

By

JOHN M. TURNER, J.D., LL.M.

ower as a management and
survival tool is finally being
openly analyzed in aca-
demic and professional forums. It is
now recognized that all employ-
ees—from top management to indi-
vidual employ es—in an organiza-
tion must comprehend the need to
acquire and maintain a power base
in order to accomyiish their goals
and objectives successfully. Man-
agement consultant Marilyn Moats
Kennnedy concludes:
“An independent powerbase in
the organization is critical to
survival. Being able to build
and use power is always part
of getting the job done.
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Depend entirely on the posi-
tion that power comes with the
job, and you could be out.
Build your own base, and you
are likely to move up or hold
on. At least you will have

1]

choices.

The need for police administra-
tors to become more sophisticated
about the acquisition and use of
power is the result of many complex
influences that exist in today’s
workplace. Modern police organi-
zations tend to be rigid bureaucra-
cies, as well as socially intricate
organizations. Top police adminis-
trators need power to overcome bu-
reaucratic infighting, resistance to

policy mandates, and political ma-
nipulations, all of which tend to de-
stroy morale. Middle managers
need to develop a powerbase in or-
der to manage their subordinates
properly and to avoid having their
careers sidetracked by becoming
pawns in power wars. Patrol officers
and other police professionals need
power in order to overcome bureau-
cratic obstacles and to “manage”
their superiors successfully.

An additionel reason for police
administrators and officials to be-
come more sophisticated about the
dynamics of power is to avoid the
trap of “power failure.” Power fail-
ures occur when police officials




must depend upon people over
whom they have little or no explicit
control to accomplish a goal or task.
This is a consistent problem in po-
lice organizations, because the na-
ture of police work requires officials
to depend upon many external
forces over which they have no for-
mal control.

This article articulates the need
to acquire and to maintain an indi-
vidual powerbase that uses formal
and informal sources in the organi-
zational environment. Police ad-
ministrators and officials who de-
velop a powerbase can personally
survive, can achieve goals, can
overcome or avoid conflicts, and
can gain the cooperation and sup-
port needed from superiors, peers,
subordinates, and people outside the
organization. Failure to do this re-
sults in personal frustration, an in-
ability to perform work responsi-
bilities properly, and the loss of
control over career decisions.

Understanding Power Dynamics

Power dynamics in most police
organizations requires that indi-
viduals develop a personal pow-
erbase in order to perform their du-
ties and responsibilities. IHowever,
before they can start to acquire indi-
vidual power in police organiza-
tions, they must first analyze and
assess the power dynamics within
the structure.? This includes not
only an understanding of both the
formal and informal nature of power
that exists within the organization
but also a sensitivity to the degree of
energy needed to reduce or to over-
come the amount of conflict and
resistance that occurs in the process
of implementing decisions. By un-
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complexity of an

nature of power
struggles....

derstanding the power dynamics
found within an organization, an in-
dividual can initially assess and plan
for the amount of time and effort
that must go into power-building
activities.?

John Kotter of the Harvard
Business School states that “...in
complex organizations today, it
is a rare decision issue or imple-
mentation issue that is devoid of
at least the potential for conflict.”
He theorizes that conflict in such
organizations as police departments
is the result of diversity and interde-
pendence.

Power in Police Organizations
Police organizations represent a
highly complex social and working
environment with a heterogeneous
workforce that includes men,
women, Blacks, Spanish-speaking
Americans, and other minorities.
The environment is made more
complex by the educational and
technical skill differences among
police officials and employees.
The diversity found in police
organizations causes conflicts, and

Recognizing the social | 2
organization is the key

to understand and
properly evaluate the
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Mr. Turner is an Assistant District Attorriey with the
Atlanta Judicial Circuit, Atlanta, Georgia.

resistance arises because of the dif-
ferent priorities, goals, values, and
self-interests, as well as a lack of
trust. Recognizing the social com-
plexity of an organization is the key
to understand and properly evaluate
the nature of power struggles in that
group.

Another aspect of understand-
ing power dynamics within an orga-
nization, according to Kotter, con-
cerns the management of complex
interdependent relationships with
superiors, subordinates, peers, and
outsiders. Along with the fact that
diversity exists, to some degree,
within all police organizations, po-
lice officials are also very interde-
pendent upon others to perform
their duties properly.® In addition to
other police personnel, police offi-
cials must also work with and de-
pend on organized citizen groups,
politicians, unions, and media
groups, who sometimes attempt to
influence the policy and behavior of
police departments.

This existing interdependence
requires that police officials have a
powerbase that sometimes exceeds
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the formal authority granted to them
through their positions in the orga-
nization. This is necessary in order
to avoid a power failure and to gain
a desired response from others upon
whom police officials are depend-
ent. The amount of interdependence
officials encounter is directly re-
lated to their need for an individual
powerbase in order to avoid power
failures.
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That is, top police administrators
delegate certain power and respon-
sibility to individuals who occupy
positions of authority within the
chain of command on a descending
scale.

In addition, the formal power
system is a rigid structure that de-
pends on people knowing and ac-
cepting their places in an organiza-
tional hierarchy. And, although this

Whenever possible, a power builder should
also attempt to develop a mentor-mentee
relationship with a respected superior.

Nature and Form of Power

Power, in any context, can be
used as either a sword or a shield.
When used offensively, power can
coerce, persuade, or influence be-
havior. Defensively, power allows
its users to avoid compliance with
the mandates of others. However,
whether used offensively or defen-
sively, power is the ability to control
circumstances, events, and people
in order to achieve a desired result.®

Every organization has two
power systems—formal and infor-
mal. The formal power system in a
police organization works much
like a quasi-military chain of com-
mand. Under this system, ultimate
power is situated at the top of a
pyramid-like organizational struc-
ture and power always moves down-

ward from the top to the bottom.
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system delegates authority to those
in certain positions, the power that
accompanies such authority is
sometimes insufficient to meet or-
ganizational requirements. Accord-
ingly, “real power is very different
from command or position power.”’
Therefore, in building effective
powerbases, individuals must ac-
quire power sources beyond the for-
mal level.

Those who wish to develop an
individual powerbase must first par-
ticipate in an informal power sys-
tem. In contrast to the formal system
of power, Marilyn Moats Kennedy
observed:

“The informal system is

always the stronger, more

inclusive and more efficient
one. Formal power flows only
in one direction. It does not

move up the ladder (that is,
supervisors cannot give
managers power). Therein lies
the weakness that creates and
sustains the informal system.”®

In the informal power system,
all relations are fluid, are created
deliberately, and are based on nego-
tiation. As a result of these factors,
things get done across organiza-
tional lines rather than within them.
Ultimately, it is the informal system
that makes an organization work.

However, even though those
who participate in the informal
power system do so as equals—
despite any formal position they
may occupy within an organiza-
tion—the informal power system
becomes harder to penetrate as indi-
viduals move up the organizational
ladder. This phenomenon is caused
by both the inflexibility of formal
chain-of-command positions and
the reluctance of subordinates to ac-
cept superiors within their system.
A major test of any police
administrator’s effectiveness is the
ability to penetrate these barriers
and use the informal system.

The linchpin of the informal
power system is the office grape-
vine, which is an informal intelli-
gence network that is tapped into the
body of information that constantly
flows within an organization.’ In
addition to its informational use, the
grapevine can also be instrumental
to either consensus building or the
destruction of policies before they
become formalized. Participation in
the informai power system is neces-
sary before a person can develop an
individual powerbase.




Power Sources

Power never exists in a vacuum.
In order for power to be acquired
and maintained, it must be plugged
into a generating source. According
to Kennedy, “Powerrests on a three-
legged base, the legs of which are
1esearch relations and resources.”!?
Research as a power source is cen-
tered on the ability to gather and
analyze organizational data and in-
telligence. Good research skills are
a prerequisite to meaningful partici-
pation on the informal system.
Kennedy also believes that “people
with good research skills can plan,
predict events accurately, form alli-
ances, and trade information.”!!

Through research, one can rec-
ognize powerful people within an
organization and identify their
power source, as well as their rel-
evant personal values and goals.'?
This is important, Kennedy states,
because, “if you speak and act in a
manner that expresses the ‘spirit’
and sentiments of others, they tend
to identify with you and elevate you.
They will almost always bestow a
greater amount of power on you
than you deserve.”!3

Kennedy also notes, “Power
rests on relationships with others....
This is the most important leg of
your power base.”'* Before rela-
tional power will be effective, how-
ever, it must be based on genuine
mutual interests between the par-
ties. By creating successful relation-
ships with others, a cooperative
spirit for present and future interac-
tion is ensured. This good relation-
ship with superiors, peers, subordi-
nates, and others will effectively
overcome conflict and resistance
when they arise.

Power builders can create good
personal relationships with others in
several simple ways. They can:

« Sincerely offer compliments to
others

¢ Ask others for their assistance

» Help others to perform tasks.

J. Robert Parkinson suggests
that good personal relationships
may also be maintained in the fol-
lowing manner:

“Send a note to everyone once

in awhile, or make a phone

call ‘just to keep in touch.’

When there is such an ongoing

series of contacts over time, a

specific request for assistance
or reference is not seen as
being out of the ordinary, and
it will be responded to posi-
tively. It will be welcomed if
it is actually just one more in a
continuing series of friendly
contacts. If you do this over
time, you will be pleasantly
surprised about how many
people you can call or refer to
for assistance in a wide variety
of areas, businesses, and
professions.”!’
Whenever possible, a power
builder should also attempt to de-
velop a mentor-mentee relationship

nents for Acquiring Power
In a Police Organization

Develo ative relationships within the organization

1zat10nal resources or seek progres-

ity in the pursuit of a powerbase and do not
1scouraged or give up when confronted with
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with a respected superior. This type
of relationship is of tremendous per-
sonal and professional benefit to the
individual. Most successful, power-
ful individuals within an organiza-
tion have enjoyed a mentor relation-
ship at some point in their careers.'s

And, in order to obtain informa-
tion and build relationships, per-
sonal or organizational resources
are needed. Resources that may be
given to administrators and employ-
ees by an organization include:

* Job title and positional power

* Information or the control of
information channels

* Control of money or credit

 Control of personnel or
equipment.

Personal power resources refer
to characteristics and traits that are
totally dependent on an individual’s
personality and skill level. Person-
ality power may be based upon cha-
risma, special knowledge or exper-
tise, negotiating skills, influence
skills, reputation, and credibility or
work record.

Conclusion

Many people fear power and are
uncomfortable with its use. They
believe that once power is acquired,
it will automatically lead to corrup-
tion. Lord Acton summarized this
point of view when he wrote,
“Power tends to corrupt and abso-
lute power corrupts absolutely.”'” In
contrast to this point of view,
George Bernard Shaw observed,
“Power does not corrupt men; but
fools, if they get into a position of
power, corrupt power,”'®
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However power is viewed, the
acquisition of power in order to sur-
vive or perform job responsibilities
adequately in today’s socially com-
plex organizations is unavoidable.
According to Early, “...whatever the
risks of power may be, the risks of
not having power are greater.”!

Police administrators and offi-
cials should seek tc enhance or build
a powerbase whenever possible. By
doing so, they will experience pro-
fessional satisfaction and fulfill-
ment. In addition, they will benefit
personally by feeling more in con-
trol of their work environment. ¥
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