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Introduction In addition, by all participants deciding which strate-
L ______________ ___, gies to employ, everyone has a chance to benefit from 

Many theories suggest that the wielding of the system. 
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power is veI)· much a dog-eaHiog affair, as Haslam Vredenburgh and Brender state that the "exer
(200 J , p. 209) points out. He states that estab- cise of power in organizations occurs frequently and 
lished theories of power suggest that people pur- diversely" and that there are incentives to abus~ 
sue it to benefit themselves at the expense of oth- power because it is a valued resource in itself and it 
ers and that these motivations distort their own per- can provide its holder with autonomy and other re-
ceptions and behavior. wards (Vredenburgh & Brender, 1998, p. 1338). 

The most widely known typology of social Vredenburgh defines an exercise of power as 
power is that of French and Raven, who describe abusive to subordinates when its outcomes are "both 
five kinds of po\\er-reward. coercive. expert, ref- harmful to dignity and dysfunctional for performance 
erent. and legitimate {Haslam, 2001, p. 211 ). Re- or deserved rewards." (Vredenburgh & Brender, 
ward power refers to the abiJit)' to distribute or 1998, Opportunities for the abuse of power, para. 
withhold resources. Coercive refers to the ability 10). Subordinates also experience an abuse of power 
to compel. demote, or persuade. A person with when other employees receive undeserved prefer
expert po\\er has access to specializ.ed knowledge. ential, rewarded treatment 
An individual possesfilngreferent power is person- L--~-------------11 
ally attractive to others who will seek a relationship Purpose of the Study 
with that individual. Ugitirnate power is positional ,_ ______________ __., 
in nature. 

As Kanter points out (Haslam, 200 I, p. 174), 
this typology and others like it are more appropri
ate for Wlderstanding power in interpersonal situa
tions. however. they aren't necessarily applicable 
when attempting to understand large systems. In 
other words. while there may be similarities. the 
dynamics inherent in small group interactions may 
not be anaJogous to those seen in more complex 
and multifaceted systems. 

Crozier's view of bureaucracies can shed 
some tight (Duenas, J 987. p. 18). He posits that 
aU iJxlividuals in Wreaucracies have power and that 
all take part in the power games that are played. 

The purpose of the study was to discover how 
support staff at a small, four-year college in the North
east thought about power and perceived powerful 
people in their workplace. The name and identifying 
characteristics of the college have been changed so 
as to make it unrecogniz.able. The college will be 
referred to throughout this paper as ABC College. 
Support staff are hourly workers who report directly 
to administrators and professional staff and, indi
rectly, to faculty. 

Support staff is an integral part of the fabric of 
campus life, which is precisely why these individ~ 
are in a unique position to observe how power 1s 
used on campus. 
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Methodology 
Findings 

A qualitative approach was used to design this 
study. Data was gathered from interviews, surveys, 
and by examining minutes of officers' meetings of 
the support staff organization. Questions in the sur
vey and the interview were based on Spradley's eth
nographic research design, which helped me gather 
information on objects, acts, activities, events, ac
tors, goals, and feelings (Spradley, 1979). 

The Surveys 

135 surveys to support staff and received a grati-
fying 46% re
sponse rate (see 
Figure 1 ). Of 
those respondents 
who answered the 
question about 
gender, 16% were 
men and 82% 
were women. 
Eighteen percent 
had worked at the 
institution 1-5 
years; 15 % had 
worked 11-15 
years; and 12% 
had worked for 6-
10 years. 

The Meeting Minutes 
I examined minutes of the support staff govern

ing body from August 1999 throughJme 2002. 1bere 
were several themes that were threaded throughout 
the two years' worth of minutes that I examined. 
They were: 

• Support staff organizational issues-these 
were discussions ofbylaws, committee elections and 
membership, and committee reports 

• Salaries and benefits-Almost every meet
ing had some information about salaries and ben
~fits, including information about raises, separation 
mcentive policies, tuition benefits, market equity, etc. 

• Flllldraising-The support staff engages in 
many fund.raising opportunities to raise money for 
events and charitable contn'butions. 
. • Parking-There was considerable discus-

51on about the difficulty of finding parking on cam
pus and the restrictive rules around parking. 
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Because I did not want survey respondents to 
consider work experiences with past employers \\hen 

answering the survey questions, l asked them to an
swer the questions with ABC College in mind. The 
responses to questions# 1 and #2 were not surpris
ing. In question #1 (see Figure 2), respondents were 
asked to describe someone who has power in the 

institution. Al-
most 42% chose 
the adjective 
"successful", 
while an equal 
percentage, 
32.3%, chose 
"ldpful" cm "in
dependent" 

Respon
dents were 
given the oppor
tunity to record 
their own de
scriptors and 
many of them 
did.. A sampling 
includes words 
and phrases 

such as Creative, Influential, Final decision maker, 
Stressed. Arrogant, Deceptive, Controlling, Free to 
come and go as they please, Has respect o~ ~· 
USERS-will be helpful if the ulterior motive 1_s to 
make themselves look good, Confident, Uncanng, 
Uppity, Competitive, Unapproachable, Remote, 
Busy, Helpful and Directive. . 

One respondent wrote of her discomfort with 
the word "power''- "Power-bad word! Author
ity better." interestingly, Crozier uses the tennS good 
and bad power. He defines the forme~ as po":er 
that "corresponds to an officially recognized social 
pact,,, and the latter as power "used to take oovan~ 
tage of a situation" (Crozier, 1971, P· 161 ). C!.ear!)· 
this respondent associ_~es the word "power \\1th 

Crozier's second definition. . 
A second respondent thought that usmg the 

word "power'' might cause negati"e f~k from 
.. -~~use the \\Ord has a negatl" econ-

support :;usu~- .L:..,a • Jed all three 
notation at ABC College. A uwu ci.rc 
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ansv•ers but commented that. ifhe had to rank them, 
people got power at ABC College most often by 
associating with powerful people. Finally, a respon
dent added a fourth category-respect. He wrote, 
.. You can ha"e power and force people to do things 
but it is the individuals ""ho have power and respect 
of their peers through their deeds and humane treat
ment of people [who are] the best/most effective 
managers on campus:· He continued, ''Individuals 
who sell their soul to get promotions and power have 
a hard time earning the respect of their peers." 

In question #2. respondents were asked how 
people get power in the organization. The largest 
percentage. 48.4%. chose 
.. through promotion.·· The next 

driven treatment of employees can be abusive in it
self There was this insightful comment: "People with 
power commit to the system that gives them power. 
Often that becomes the source of abuse." 

In question #5, respondents were asked if they 
had ever seen someone "fall from grace" in the insti
tution and, if so, how it made them feel. A little over 
66% had witnessed such an event, while 6.5% were 
not sure. 

Bushell defines falling from grace as an "inter
personal transactional phenomenon occurring in or
ganizations in which an individual who ba.5 previously 
experienced good relations with his or her work group 

is no longer validated 
and is gradually relegated 
to outsider status" ( 1971, largest percentage, 46.8%. 

said that people got power by 
~associating with powerful 
people," and 43.5% re
sponded, "by working hard." 
Respondents listed other ways 
in which people could get 
power. including: ThC) were 
hired into it, Brown-nosing, 
Longevity. Playing politics, and 
By exhibiting competence, to 
name a few. 

"It seems as if the majority 
of the individuals who I 
have witnessed 'lose 
power' were the ones who 
did not play the game ... all 
too often the incompetent 
managers are left in place 
because they will 'play the 
game'." 

p. 3), possibly because 
the organization needs a 
scapegoat for various 
reasons (1971, p. 74). 
Some survey respon
dents shared comments 
about observing others 
fall from grace. There 
were several who felt re
lieved, who thought it 
was appropriate because 

In question #3, respon
dents were asked if they liked 
the powerfuJ people in the or-
ganization. Almost 42% said that they did. Almost 
18% said that they did not. A surprising 32.3% of 
people responding said that they bad no opinion and 
9. 7% circled both yes and no. 

The response to question #4 (see Figure 5) was 
astonishing-a full 72.6% of respondents said that 
they had witnessed an abuse of power in the organi
i.ation.. while 65% were not sure. This was swpris
ing. especially because ABC College has an active 
human resources department updated policies on 
such topics as sexual harassment and consensual 
relations. offers an Employee Asfilstance Program. 
and provides training on topics such as sexual ha
rassment. 

One person said that power is abused a lot and 
that some people who get ahead have not done so 
by their own merit Another said that the survey 
was limiting because "abuse .. is a tenn that can be 
applied in many ways md that the institutional. poliC}-
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the person who lost sta
tus was difficult, didn't 
perform his/her share of 

the work. or had not deserved the power he/she had 
achieved in the first place. There were many com
ments from people who felt disappointed, frightened, 
angry, resigned, mistrustful. frustrated, and who felt it 
was unfair. One person wrote that she was 
"Nervous ... if it could happen to the ones it did, it 
could happen to anyone." Another wrote, "If it is 
Wljustified you feel disappointed and lose faith in the 
institution." Another commented, "It seems as if the 
majority of the individuals who I have wi1nessed 'lose 
power'weretheoneswhodidnotplaythegame ... all 
too often the incompetent managers are left in place 
because they will 'play the game'." 

The Interviews 
I interviewed five people-four members of the 

support staff who worked in different areas of the 
campus and one member of the professional staff who 
had recently been promoted from her support staff 
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position. Coincidentally, aJI five were women and 
had worked at the college for at least I 0 years.All 
five of the women intetviewed had either experienced 
or observed abuses of power in their workplace. 
Carol spoke of a director on campus who does not 
speak to his/her subordinates unless they have made 
a mistake and then only to treat them badly. Alison 
described a situation in which a support staff person 
was not allowed to use vacation time that she had 
earned because her supervisor would not allow it, 
even though it appeared 
to Alison that the request 
was a reasonable one. 

Amy had an llllSet
tling experience after 
she had worked atABC 
College for two or three 
years that she felt was 
an abuse of power. She 
worked as the adminis
trative assistant to a 
group of faculty who, it 
seemed, welcomed her 
opinions and treated her 
as an equal. During one 
meeting a difficult topic 
came up for discussion 
and Amy ventured her 
opinion. One faculty 
member told her it was 
none ofher business and 
her opinion did not 
count. Until that point, 
Amy had been led to 
believe that, while she 
wasn't a faculty mem
ber, she had the "ability 
to voice my opinion and 
make comments and be a part of the group." After 
~incident, she left the meeting almost in tears, feel
~g that, "the thumb was being put down on me and 
[1t was] a real slap in the face .. .I was being put in 
my place." With the exception of the outspoken fac
ulty member, each attending faculty member ap
PTOached her individually after the meeting and said 
that what had happened to her wasn't right What 
upset Amy even more, however, was that not one of 
them would stand up to the offending person in the 
meeting. According to Amy, this \\-'as the first time 

Puzzles and Possibilities 

that she realized that there were levels of power 
and that certain people are not supposed to cross 
certain lines. Previously, she had thought that all 
people brought their own experiences and percep
tions to the table and were able to speak freely, 
especially if the norms of the organization appeared 
to foster that atmosphere. She characterized the 
experience as a learning experience, but one that 
was upsetting and frustrating. She felt that it was 
one of the first times that she '·dido 't get it. ... like I 

dido 't know my place and 
I didn't 
understand .... where the 
line was." 

Anna left her previous 
position on campus be
cause her supervisor used 
his power in a destructive 
and manipulative manner. 
She states that he played 
mind games with subordi
nates in an attempt to em
power himself and 
disempower them. He 
made sexually harassing 
remarks to women subor
dinates that intimidated 
them 

Monica knew of a 
situation in whichsomeooe 
on campus was sexually 
harassing people. Al
though no one would press 
charges, the college found 
a way to '"'get rid of him in 
a roundabout way.·· they 
fall from grace but some
times they do all right" 

Monica bad perhaps the most disturbing~ 
personal story to relate. She told of a ~pemsor 
who singled her out and accused her ~nnnually of 
being late, of not putting in a full day s worl. : 
was frequently reprimanded. She stat~ that 
.,..mP'l"V'i<;llr''plavedfavorites,'·treatedherdilf~) 
.,....,.... • - J d · isted that Moruca 
from others in the office, an ~ ched the 
d t how she spent her tune. It rea ocwnen · that she 
point where she told a ~erent supervisorcouldn ., 

bing for another Job becaUSC she ::. = stres.S· Shortly thereafter. she was mo .. -ed 
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to a position under a new supervisor. i.e., those who make decisions. 

Mentoring/Sup_porting!Helping 
Mentoring and helping was the main theme of 

Caro rs interview. She talked about the support staff 
organization president whom she characterized as 
a ''caring person." He had helped people who were 

Anna said she also felt powerful due to her net
work of friendships on campus. She described her
self as willing to help others on campus and conse
quently, is able to receive help without question when 
she needs it. She said, "I don't think people 
realize ... how important ... interacting with people is." 

having problems with their 
supervisors and had done a l 
lot on behalf of the entire r 
support staff. Jn addition, 
she cited two female faculty 
members who had used 
their knowledge and posi
tion to help her because, 
"being faculty, they have a 
lot more power than any
body else." Carol credited 
another female technical 
staff person with helping her 
get the job she bas now be
cause the staff person taught 
Carol what she needed to 
know to secme the position. 

Alison, who characterized 
herself as powerful, uses 
her knowledge and network 
to help others. She supports 
students when she can and 
gives information and en
couragement to support 
staff who are unsure of 
what actions they should 
take in difficult situations 
with supervisors. 

Anna cited the director ofhuman resources as 
someone who uses her power in a healthy way to 
support people on campus and educate supervi
sors so that they don't ''use their power against the 
[support staff]." 

Amy thought that both supervisors and co
workers enabled and supported her and had helped 
her grow. In fact, she credited a mentor with chal
lenging her to think critically about the incident that 
had happened to her in the faculty meeting and sup

Alison described her-
self as powerful because of 
what she knows and whom 
she has access to. She 
stated, " ... power isn't 
size. Power isn't a title that 
you have. There are 
people around here with 
titles who really don't have 
any power because they 
don't know anything. So 
power is knowledge. 
Knowledge is power. And 
that will get you into many 
places. Because I can be 
helpful to other people so 
then they're helpful to me." 

A relatively new concept, the "quantum theory 
of trust," which holds great promise as a diagnostic 
tool for the health of organizations, reinforces the 
interviewees' insights about networking and relation
ships. Organizations comprise multidimensional lay
ers of networks with people acting in varying roles 
and interacting with a range of people regarding 
multiple topics. Much more important than an 
individual's place in the hierarchy of an organization 
is that person's place in the network (Kleiner, 2003). 

porting her so that she could gain perspective and 1-----~----~----------t 
move on. 

Alison, who characterized herself as powerful, r------------------1 
uses her knowledge and network to help others. 

Conclusion 

She supports students when she can and gives in
formation and encowagement to support staff who 
are unsme of what actions they should take in diffi
cult situations with supervisors. 

Networking/Sharing Information and Knowledge 
Amy said that the more she bas been able to 

network. the more she has felt that she has had con
trol, power. and success in making change. People 
who have good communication skills are able to 
raise important issues to •·other echelons of power," 
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Employees are searching for a forum in which 
to have discussions about their perceptions of power 
in the workplace. 

# 1. How does an organization begin a discus
sion of something, such as power and its uses and 
abuses, which has hitherto been "undiscussable?" 
ltis precisely the "undiscussabilty'' ofismies in large 
organizations, as in families, that creates a culture of 
pathology. According to Duenas (1987, p. 32), there 
isa rationale ofundiscussabi.lity--those errors whose 
correction involves changing the norms of the sys
tem are purposely hidden, disguised or denied, i.e., 
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they are camouflaged. Argyris provides an example 
ofho\l\- something becomes undiscussable: 

"Jn the case of [an] unbearable, and 
dominating boss, subordinates may 
comply and salute while. at the same 
lime they may suppress their frustra
tion and anger during I he encoun
ter. They may do their best lo act as if 
this is not the case. but the result is that 
the boss s actions and the subordinates ' 
responses become undiscussable and 
their undiscussability is also not dis
cussable" (Duenas, 1987, p. 32). 

Puzzles and Possibilities 

with the same understanding of what constitutes cor
rect behavior. 

#4. When there are errors in the use of power 
by supervisors, how many are due to supervisors 
and subordinates trying to achieve different goals? 
In other words. does an atmosphere of trust exist 
so that neither supervisors nor subordinates suspect 
ulterior motives on behalf of the opposite group? 
Has there been effective communication and shar
ing of mission and goals? Do subordinates have 
some freedom to achieve the goal in a way of their 
choosing? 

Power should not be the organization's •·dirty 
little secret," for this is the way to pathology. ln-

#2. How do managers ensure that all employ- stead, it should be on the table as a topic for discus
ees feel empowered and that they are contributing sion and learning. Employees can learn strategies 
to the larger mission of the organiz.ation? Kanter to cultivate power, participate in decision-making, 
(Kouzes & Posner, 1987, p. 173) found that sev- and to use power in a positive way to benefit co
eral factors contributed to powerlessness, among workers and the organiz.ation. them: L--~~~~-=:__~~~~~~~--1 

• There are many rules inherent in the job 
• The job is routinized and there is low task 

variety 
• There are few rewards for innovation 
• Approvals are needed for non-routine de

cisions 
• There is low interpersonal contact and low 

contact with senior officials 
• There is little opportunity to participate in 

problem-solving 
• There is little opportunity for advancement 
Duenas (1987, p. 137) posits that organiz.a

tional pathology is generated by individuals with re
duced agency. Bennett (1998, p. 228) proposes 
that a restriction of perceived control will result in 
either a) the individual acted upon will initiate efforts 
to restore control, orb) the individual acted upon 
will initiate expressions ofhostility. 

IfDuenas and Bennett are correct, it is impera
tive for the health and productivity of the organiza
tion to find a way to keep employees engaged and 
empowered. 

#3. What organiz.ational conditions allow for 
the abuse of power? Would all employees within 
the organi:nrtion define abuse similarly? Again. we 
are treading on the toes of the "undiscussable." 
However, it is only through surfacing experiences 
and formulating definitions that all levels of employ
ees will have the opportunity to build trust and work 
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