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I.  Introduction


	Power and politics are indisputable facts of social and organizational life that must be understood if one wishes to be effective in organization.  To convince executives and department heads to go along with new ideas, the personnel manager needs to understand how to use power.  Hence, power is an essential component of the personnel manager’s job.  Politics, a way to acquire power, involve intentional acts of influence to enhance or protect the self-interest of individuals or groups. 


II.  Facts of Power


	Analysis of several definitions of power shows some common elements: effectiveness --- getting one’s way; the necessity of social interaction between two or more parties; the act or ability of influencing others; and outcomes favoring one party over the other.  The power is ubiquitous.  Without influence of power there would be no cooperation and no society.


David McClelland identified “two faces of power” --- positive and negative. The positive face of power is characterized by a socialized need to initiate, influence, and lead.  The negative face of power is characterized by a primitive, unsocialized need to have dominance over submissive others.  


Where does power come from?  


It is important to understand what the sources of power are in an organization.  Moreover, the answer of this question provides us with an opportunity to begin looking at the implications for the human resource manager.  According to Anthony Raia, there are a number of very important sources for each of us.


Expertise is really in the eye of the beholder and it must be expertise which is valued by the organization.  It has to do with knowledge, it has to do with competence, and it has to do with professional status.


Sanctions reflect the capacity or the potential to reward or punish.


Legitimacy represents the formal authority, or right we have to act in behalf of the organization, to direct other people, and/or to make certain decision.


Referent power comes from knowing someone else, from being supported by someone else, from being perceived as having a link to, or some influence over, someone in power.


Information that is relevant and valued by members of the organization is another important source of power in organizations.  Information that is privileged or not commonly shared or known is of particular importance.


Resources represent another important source of power in organizations.  These generally include budgets, people, facilities, and other resources which are shared.


Personal power is generally attributed to someone who has charisma or credibility, or a track record.


III.  How to Use Power Skills?


Personnel managers are encouraged to learn as much as possible about the nature of power and politics, the strategy and tactics of influence, and the characteristics and behaviors of power holders.  It is critical for personnel managers to know how to acquire and use skills to increase the positive face of power in organizations. Figure 1 shows the three most successful power strategies and how they relate to individual power bases.





Individual Power Bases                                   Strategies for Success





Knowledge                                                        Playing It Straight


Expertise                                                        ( Use date to convince


Information                                                    ( Focus on target group


Tradition                                                        ( Be persistent





Others’ Support                                                Using Social Networks


Political access                                               ( Alliances and coalitions


Staff support                                                  ( Deal with decision maker


                                                                             (Contacts for information





Personality                                                       Going Around Formal System


Charisma                                                        (Work around roadblocks


Reputation                                                     ( (Don’t) Use organization rules


Figure 1    Power Base and Power Strategy Connection


Source:  Larry E. Greiner and Virginia E. Schein, Power and Organization Development (Table 4-5), p. 52





As shown in the figure above, individual power derives from knowledge, others’ support, and personality characteristics.  Three successful power strategies are “playing it straight,” “using social networks,” and “going around the formal system.”  Personnel managers have typically pursued a “playing it straight” strategy as their sole means of exerting power.  Networking is increasingly recognized as a potent, viable, yet legitimate means of acquiring power in the organizational behavior literature.  “Going around the formal system” is a high-risk strategy, usually not recommended.


IV.  Facts of Politics


	Analysis of several definitions of politics suggests that the concepts of power and politics are very similar.  Both relate to getting one’s way --- effectiveness.  Both relate to pursuit of self-interest and overcoming the resistance of others.  


The political arena is complex and encompasses two types of power acquisition behaviors --- personal and work-related.  Personal power acquisition behaviors are designed to achieve the self-oriented objectives of managers, objectives such as money, status, recognition or job survival.  Work-related power acquisition behaviors are designed to enhance organizational effectiveness, such as improving employee satisfaction, work unit productivity, or the effective implementation of projects.  


Politics is neither good nor bad per se;  and like power, politics has two faces. The positive face of politics is characterized by a balanced pursuit of self-interest and interest in the welfare of others; viewing situations in win-win terms as much as possible; and a socialized need to lead, initiate, and influence others.  The negative face is characterized by extreme pursuit of self-interest; unsocialized needs to dominate others; a tendency to view most situations in win-lose terms rather than win-win-terms; and predominant use of the tactics of fighting such as secrecy, surprise, holding hidden agendas, withholding information, deceiving.  A positive face of politics is shown whenever “hard decisions” must be made, are made, and most organizational members feel good about what was decided and how it was decided.  In this regard,  politics are necessary if organizations are to function effectively and efficiently.


V.  Guidelines for Successful HR Managers


What advice is available for personnel managers who want to operate more effectively in a political environment?  Combined the advice of Anthony Raia, Wendell L. French and Cecil H. Bell, Jr., several rules of thumb can be served as ways to increase our political understanding and skills:


Be aware of and assess the potential sources of power available to us. Begin by looking at yourself and at the human resource function in terms of the nature and amount of power you have.  Then do an honest appraisal to determine how “powerful” you really are in the organization.


Once you have assessed the sources of power available to you, they can be expanded to increase your overall power base if you should so choose.


Become a desired commodity, both as a person and as a professional.  Becoming a desired commodity as a person means being interpersonally competent and trustworthy. 


Create win-win solutions.  Many personnel programs are specifically designed to promote win-win solutions in conflict situations.


Mind your own business because to do otherwise is to invite political trouble.  Illegitimate behavior reduces predictability, causing others to try to exert greater control over the situation.


In order to implement some of these suggestions, you will need to develop political will and skill.  These means you will need to act, expend energy, cultivate and harness your power bases.


VI.  Conclusion


	Power and politics are similar in nature, arise from known conditions, and are amenable to positive control. It is imperative that personnel managers understand the operation of power and politics in organizations.  To deny the reality or importance of these behaviors is to deny the reality of the way organizations really function.  Personnel managers need to develop power bases and learn strategic behaviors if they are to get their jobs done.  The politics of implementation are a vital component of the job.
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