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Praise for Power, for All

‘In Power, for All, Battilana and Casciaro help us understand that power doesn’t always have to destroy and take – it can be used to serve and build; and they show us how to organize in a way that combines our power with others. A necessary work for this cultural moment’

— Tarana Burke, founder of the ‘me too.’ movement and co-author of New York Times bestseller You Are Your Best Thing

‘A remarkably insightful read on what power is, how it’s gained and lost, and how it can be used for good. The masterful analysis by two leading experts will make you rethink some of your most basic assumptions about influence’

— Adam Grant, New York Times bestselling author of Think Again

‘Power, for All is an instant classic: a brilliantly conceived, beautifully written and highly informative guide to the critical but often misunderstood phenomenon of power. Battilana and Casciaro weave together insights from a wide range of research studies – brought to life through compelling stories – to present a profoundly moral case for how to use power to make our world better’

— Amy C. Edmondson, professor at Harvard Business School and author of The Fearless Organization

‘Power dynamics are tricky, frustrating and frequently destructive. A central cause is the lack of a concrete, usable model for thinking through how to diagnose and shift power dynamics. In Power, for All, Battilana and Casciaro fill this void by providing both a model and numerous case studies to illustrate how each one of us can manage power to more productive ends’

— Roger Martin, bestselling author of Playing to Win

‘In an age when authoritarians are on the rise and freedoms are imperiled, Julie Battilana and Tiziana Casciaro offer a fresh, more hopeful view of how power can be shared by all citizens. Their conclusions, rooted in research and world-wide reporting, show that power can be dirty but in honourable hands, can also be an enormous force for good. This book will be invaluable to anyone asking how to acquire power, how to keep it and how to exercise it for moral purposes’

— David Gergen, senior political analyst at CNN, former White House adviser to four presidents
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Introduction

Power Is
Misunderstood

Returning to his flock after a bone-rattling storm, a shepherd sees a startling sight. In what had been undisturbed pastureland the day before lies a crevasse revealing an underground cavern. Stepping through the opening, the curious shepherd finds himself in a crypt containing an imposing bronze sculpture of a horse. Inside the statue is a cadaver wearing nothing but a gold ring. The shepherd pockets the ring and leaves. Soon afterward, he discovers that this is no ordinary ring; it’s a magic ring that renders its wearer invisible. Realizing his newfound ability, the shepherd quickly plots his next moves: He makes his way to the palace, seduces the queen, murders the king, and takes control of the kingdom.

The shepherd’s tale, the Ring of Gyges, appears in Plato’s Republic,1 dating back to the fourth century BCE. The Greek philosopher’s story has captivated human imaginations across the ages. Another tale about a ring that grants invisibility, along with other more sinister powers, has managed no small feat: keeping readers engaged for more than 1,500 pages. This is none other than twentieth-century English writer J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings, in which the One Ring corrupts its bearer with the promise of absolute dominance.

For millennia, people have told stories like the Ring of Gyges and The Lord of the Rings. In a folk tale from the Middle East, Aladdin, sent by an evil sorcerer to retrieve an oil lamp from an enchanted cave, discovers a genie who can grant him wishes. A Vietnamese legend recounts how King Lê Lợi liberated his people from Ming occupation in the fifteenth century, after a decade-long war, with the aid of the mythical sword Thuân Thiên (Heaven’s Will). In Richard Wagner’s Der Ring des Nibelungen cycle, Alberich possesses a magic helmet that gives the wearer the ability to change form or become invisible. More recently, millions of readers have delighted in following Harry Potter’s saga, which culminates in his search for the Deathly Hallows, a trio of enchanted objects that, together, allow their bearer to become Master of Death.

Tales of a protagonist setting out on a quest to find a magic object that will give him (or lately her) the ability to control their own destiny and triumph over evildoers exist in every culture. What these timeless stories share is also what makes them so enthralling: They are all fundamentally stories about power. The heroes and villains fight and kill to gain possession of the magic artifacts that can enable them to control not only their own fortunes, but also the behavior of others. This, after all, is what power ultimately is: the ability to influence another’s behavior, be it through persuasion or coercion.

ENDLESSLY FASCINATING, OFTEN MISUNDERSTOOD

These epic stories endure because power fascinates us. It keeps us turning the pages of books, glued to the news, and binge-watching movies and TV series. Power is one of the world’s most talked about, and perhaps most written about subjects because it is an inherent part of our lives. From our personal relationships and disputes at work, to the highest levels of international diplomacy and big business, power is everywhere.

After studying and teaching this subject for two decades, we have come to realize that, despite its ubiquity—or perhaps because of it—power is still vastly misunderstood. Every fall, as students file into our classrooms at Harvard University and the University of Toronto, they seek answers to the same set of questions: How can I gain power and keep it? Why don’t I feel more powerful even though I’ve been promoted? How can I convince people to change? Why is it so hard to stand up to abusive bosses? How can I ensure that I won’t abuse power myself when I have it?

They are also concerned with what is happening around them in the world, and they wonder whether they have the potential to make a difference. In these past few years especially, we have been asked repeatedly, in various ways, why do I feel like the world is blowing up in our faces and I can’t do anything to stop it?

Our classrooms aren’t the only places where people come to us with such pressing questions. Our research and advising have taken us around the world, where we’ve heard similar concerns from people of all ages and backgrounds: teenagers to nonagenarians, some highly educated and others who never had the opportunity to learn to read. All these encounters both inside and outside the classroom have given us a unique window into how people grapple with power in places as different as a public hospital in the inner city of Rio de Janeiro, the well-appointed office of a former French president in Paris, and a bustling open-space incubator for social enterprises in New York.

Despite their great diversity, the people we’ve met and worked with think about power in similar ways. For the most part, they care about improving their own lives and often those of others. They want to have more control over their environment and make a difference, whether in their immediate families, their jobs, their communities, or society. Yet they find the path a rocky one. For every success they experience, they have stories of struggle or downright defeat. Intuitively they know that power is the key to the impact they aspire to effect. But acknowledging that power is at play and understanding how it works are very different. And this brings us to the second thing people tend to have in common: Most of us have deep-seated misconceptions about power. Three fallacies, in particular, prevent many people from properly grasping it and, ultimately, being able to exercise it.

THREE PERNICIOUS FALLACIES

The first fallacy is the belief that power is a thing you possess, and that some fortunate individuals have special traits that enable them to acquire it. If you have those traits, the reasoning goes, or you can find a way to obtain them, you will always be powerful. Those special characteristics are not too different from the magic artifacts that figure in epic stories and myths; not surprisingly, people are curious to discover what these “ideal traits” are. But think about the relationships in your own life. You probably feel more in control in some of them than you do in others; and yet, most of the time you bring with you the same underlying traits and capabilities. Although personal attributes can be sources of power in certain situations, you will come to appreciate why searching for special traits that would make someone powerful always and everywhere is largely a waste of time.

The second fallacy is that power is positional, reserved for kings and queens, presidents and generals, Board members and CEOs, the rich and the famous. It’s common to mistake authority or rank for power, so common that we see it every year on the first day of class. When we ask students to list five people whom they view as powerful, 90 percent of the time they name people at the apex of some hierarchy. Yet you would be surprised by the number of top executives and CEOs who come to us because they struggle to get things done in their organizations. They realize that being at the top is no guarantee that their teams will do what they want them to do. Comedies, from the ancient Greek plays of Aristophanes to the British Monty Python sketches, have made audiences laugh by ridiculing figures of authority, from emperors to chiefs, ministers, and puffed-up bosses. Our analysis will reveal why being at the top may well give people authority, but it doesn’t necessarily give them power.

The last and perhaps most widespread misconception is that power is dirty, and that acquiring and wielding it entails manipulation, coercion, and cruelty. Literature and film abound with ghastly examples: Shakespeare’s Lady Macbeth and Iago, Voldemort in the Harry Potter series, and Frank and Claire Underwood in House of Cards. We can’t look away, but we can’t abide the thought of being like these characters, either. Power fascinates and repulses us at the same time. It seems like fire: bewitching, but capable of consuming us if we get too close. We fear it could make us lose our minds, or our principles. The shepherd in the Ring of Gyges transforms into a manipulative murderer, while Tolkien’s One Ring turns its wearer gradually evil. In reality, there is nothing intrinsically dirty about power. Although the potential to be corrupted by it always exists, its energy is essential if we wish to achieve positive ends as well. When a third grader convinces her classmates to participate in a fundraising campaign to benefit a not-for-profit organization that cares for kids with disabilities, she is exercising power constructively. So is the manager who persuades the corporate office to give his team the resources they need to do better work in better conditions.

These three fallacies plague us individually and collectively. Individually, our confusion is the source of major frustration, because it significantly limits our ability to have control over our own lives, to influence others, and to get things done. We end up feeling at the mercy of the “politics” of our workplaces, jostled by puzzling dynamics bigger than ourselves.

Collectively, our misunderstanding of power is catastrophic, because it makes us less likely to identify, prevent, or stop abuses of power that threaten our freedoms and well-being. We risk—often without realizing it—letting our common destiny be decided by a small group of people who may have only their own interests at heart. History gives us innumerable examples of tyrants who disregarded others’ lives and liberty. Yet dictatorships continue around the globe, depriving people of basic human rights. And even within democracies, hard-won freedoms are fragile, because the risk of power becoming concentrated in the hands of a few who will fight fiercely to defend their privileges is always present.

Entrenched as these three fallacies are, and severe as their consequences can be, we know from our research and teaching experience that the real dynamics of power can be taught. Be it to resist evil or to do good, understanding how power works and what it takes to acquire and exercise it is imperative. Providing this knowledge is what set us on the journey to write this book: We want to give you the keys to unlock these dynamics so that you will be better able to wholeheartedly pursue your objectives in your relationships, workplaces, communities, and society.

THE KEYS TO UNDERSTANDING POWER

At the end of our course, we ask our students to look back at a time they were blindsided by power and analyze the situation using what they’ve learned. We’ve heard about the shock of being unexpectedly fired, the gloom of running for office and losing by a handful of votes, and the confusion of failing to implement a change everyone in the community seemingly supported. These situations were painful puzzles, or as one student who unexpectedly lost his job explained: “It felt like I was starring in a movie without understanding the plot.” As we debunk the three fallacies throughout the course, we witness our students slowly discovering the plot. Then, looking back, they realize how they misread situations, how they directed their energy at the wrong manager or politician, and what the forces were that made them feel so stuck. In short, they finally see power for what it is. We want to help you do the same.

Grasping the dynamics of power is the key not only to pursuing our personal objectives, but also to participating effectively in shaping our collective future. Individual and collective power are joined at the hip. The power we are able to exercise in our personal lives, whether at work or at home, is interdependent with the political systems that govern us, the economic systems that enable and constrain us, and the ecological and biological systems of the natural world with their whims and iron laws. It’s foolish to think that we can pursue our individual objectives irrespective of how the distribution of power in society affects our own power.

In uncovering the workings of power in our lives, we will see that the psychological manifestations and consequences of feeling powerful and powerless are real and important, but no accurate analysis of power can be limited to what is in your mind and how you feel. It must also account for others: who they are, the relationships you have with them, the relationships they have with each other, and the broader context within which these relationships are embedded.

To this end, we will examine the dynamics of power in organizations and in society as well as in interpersonal relationships. In doing so, we will draw on insights from our own research, which examines power at all three levels, as well as from that of others across disciplines including sociology, social and evolutionary psychology, management, political science, economics, law, history, and philosophy. Building on this rich body of knowledge, we will show you—layer by layer—the many facets of power and its manifestations through time and in our lives today.

As two women and scholars with international backgrounds—Julie is a native of France and now a French and American citizen; and Tiziana grew up in Italy, lived in the United States for years, and then chose Canada as her home—we are acutely aware that how power is manifested and perceived varies greatly not only across time, but also across culture, gender, race, and class. To understand these variations and their implications beyond our own experiences, we conducted more than one hundred interviews with individuals on five continents with intriguing and diverse paths to and through power. Among them were a Brazilian doctor turned social entrepreneur, a Polish Holocaust survivor, an African American voting rights organizer, a Bangladeshi policeman, a Canadian investment banker, a world-famous Italian fashion designer, and a Nigerian social activist. You will hear their voices throughout this book. Their stories will help you uncover the workings of power and what it takes to use it effectively to have an impact.

GETTING STARTED ON OUR JOURNEY

More than five hundred years ago, Niccolò Machiavelli wrote The Prince, a landmark treatise read to this day by people in positions of power and those who aspire to emulate them.2 These are the people Machiavelli wrote for, and herein lies a key distinction between this book and texts like The Prince: We are not writing exclusively for and about powerful people. This book is meant for everyone, including those groups that have been historically, and still are today, excluded from power. That they have been so long denied power does not mean they cannot have it. Power can be for all.

As we will show you, recognizable elements reliably explain who has power and who doesn’t in any given situation. When you can identify these elements, it is like having a pair of infrared glasses that help you see in the dark. You will be able to discern the power relationships around you, at home, at work, and in the political, economic, and cultural context where your life unfolds. Together, these elements constitute the fundamentals of power, and when power is broken down to its fundamentals, analyzing who holds it and why depends on answering two key questions. Just two. And we will show you what it takes to answer them.

We will explain why, although power can change hands, its distribution in society is sticky, making it easy for some of us to gain, keep, and consolidate structural advantages, while clearly disadvantaging others. But as we will show you, these oppressive hierarchies can be disrupted when people take action by joining forces to fight them. New digital technologies have the potential to both facilitate and hinder this kind of collective action. Monitored carefully and used wisely, technology can give the power-disadvantaged access to resources that would otherwise be beyond their reach. Left unchecked, it can lead to ever greater concentrations of power. Technology, like power, is intrinsically neither good nor bad; its nature depends on how and for what purpose it is used. Here, as in other spheres, you will appreciate that power can ultimately be for all only if we keep it in check with mechanisms that prevent excessive concentration and hold its keepers accountable, lest they infringe on our rights and freedoms.

We have come a long way in giving more and more of us room to live our lives well, pursue our aspirations, and help others do the same. For millennia, the vast majority had to bear the whims and disregard of authoritarian rulers whose own interests and desires guided their decisions. Today, many of us live in democracies where we can express our views with our vote and decide for ourselves how we want to live. These advances happened thanks to the tireless work of people—some celebrated, most nameless—who articulated new ideas and advocated for a fairer world, even when others deemed them too radical. Nevertheless, the tides of history have left vast divides in their wake, with democracies still imperfect in giving equal voice to all, and social and economic inequalities still pervasive around the world.

If we are to survive and thrive as a species, living in harmony with each other and with our environment, we must continue the work of previous generations who fought for power to be more fairly distributed. Engaging in this work is both a moral imperative and in our own self-interest, as it is the only way to avoid excessive power concentration and ensure our individual and collective freedoms. Thankfully, we are not starting from scratch. Far from it. As we will show you throughout this book, tested ideas and solutions have the potential to make power accessible to all.




Chapter 1
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The Fundamentals
of Power

When we met Lia Grimanis in Toronto in 2008, she had a motorcycle helmet under her arm and was wearing a hot-pink leather jacket that matched her hot-pink BMW F650GS. The high-performing technology sales executive was an arresting figure, to say the least. But what we were there to talk about wasn’t high tech. Lia was passionate about creating an organization that would help homeless women regain control of their lives and futures. Why so passionate? Lia herself had risen from poverty and homelessness to security and stability. Now she wanted to help other women make a similarly transformative journey.

To understand how Lia accomplished this remarkable feat, we must first examine the dynamics of power—what it consists of and how it works. Power as we’ve defined it is the ability to influence others’ behavior, be it through persuasion or coercion.* But what determines this ability? The answer is surprisingly simple: What enables one person to influence another is control over access to resources the other person values. Such control is the key to understanding the power dynamics in any situation, whether it’s one in which you have power over someone else, or one in which they have power over you.

WHAT IS POWER MADE OF?

To have power over someone, you must first have something, or some things, the other person values. Anything a person needs or wants qualifies as a valued resource. The resource can be material, like money or clean water, acres of fertile farmland, a house, or a fast car. Or it can be psychological, like feelings of esteem, belonging, and achievement. And, as we will see, material and psychological resources are not mutually exclusive.

Whatever you have to offer—your expertise, stamina, money, track record, gravitas, networks—will give you power over someone else only if they want it. Think about a parent who promises their child a cookie to clean up a messy room. Controlling access to the cookie jar won’t be much use if the child doesn’t like cookies. In addition, the resource you have to offer must be something the other person can’t easily get from others. Are you one of just a few who can provide that valuable resource? Or are there many? Do you, in essence, control the other party’s access to resources they value, or are they widely available? If the child loves cookies, but can always get them from an indulgent neighbor, the parent’s offer isn’t likely to get much traction.

Knowing what the other party values and whether they have alternatives to access what they value tells you how much power you have. But that is not enough to fully understand the balance of power between you. You must also account for whether the other party has something you value and the extent to which they can control your access to it. The effects of having power over someone vary dramatically depending on whether they, in turn, have power over you.

Power is always relative. Does the other party in a given situation have power over you while you also have power over them? If so, you are mutually dependent. Then you must figure out if the current relationship is balanced, meaning your power over each other is similarly low or high; or, if it is imbalanced, meaning you are more dependent on the other party than they are on you (or vice versa). Power does not have to be a zero-sum game. The balance of power can shift over time, and as you will see, one party’s gain does not have to be the other party’s loss. But no matter who you are, where you live, or what kind of work you do, the fundamental elements of power, shown in the figure below, are the same. To be powerful, you need to offer valued resources over which you have unique control (or that are, at the least, hard to get from someone else). Then the strength of your grip on power will depend on your needs, and how much control the other party has over things you value. To illustrate these fundamentals, let’s return to Lia’s story.

[image: image]

THE FUNDAMENTALS OF POWER IN A SOCIAL RELATIONSHIP

FROM POWERLESSNESS TO EMPOWERING OTHERS

At sixteen, Lia was homeless, having run away from a home that had become violent after the death of her grandmother, the family matriarch. Navigating the dangers of homelessness was especially hard for Lia because she is autistic, and her autism (diagnosed only later in life) manifests as an inability to read facial expressions and interpret social cues. “It’s like a blind spot,” she explained. “You don’t see the train coming until you get hit by it.” After periods of couch surfing and a traumatic episode of sexual abuse, she landed, broken, in a women’s shelter. Only nineteen, she didn’t think she’d live to be twenty-one. “For a time,” she said, “the only question in my mind was: Do I live? Or do I die?”1 It seemed to her that the women who left the shelter just kept coming back. She saw no sign that homelessness was anything but a dead end, no role models that gave her reason to hope her life would be anything other than a constant struggle.

Lia found new motivation to live in becoming that role model. She swore to herself that she would leave the shelter and return with a story that would inspire other women who, like her, had fallen through the cracks. After ten years of financial precarity and odd jobs—including running a rickshaw through the streets of Toronto, day in and day out, rain or shine, for four years—Lia had a chance encounter with “a guy who’d made $900,000 selling software.”2 She decided that was the way to go and applied to every software sales job she could find, never mind that all of them required a BA and preferred an MBA. Through all the rejections, for once her autism was an asset, she recalled. “If you can’t read the way people are thinking, then it doesn’t occur to you to be embarrassed or to doubt yourself. I had no idea that these people were quietly and politely telling me to go jump in a lake, so I just kept calling. Eventually, I must have worn someone down, because someone took a chance on me.”3

From that point on, Lia worked insane hours, driven by the vow she’d made when she left the shelter. A few years in, she was making her company so much money that they didn’t hesitate about hiring an executive coach for her and investing five hundred dollars an hour in her career development. The coaching was a revelation; and as Lia reflected on how valuable it would have been when she was moving off the streets, the idea for what became Up With Women was born: She would found a charity to make the intensive, personalized developmental coaching she had received available to homeless women. To do that, however, she would need to convince certified coaches4 to provide their services pro bono for a year, and that, Lia quickly realized, meant offering them something they valued.

Lia’s first small cohort of coaches were attracted by the same things that draw Up With Women’s volunteers and donors today: both Lia herself—her passion and determination, as well as her stunning story of trauma, survival, and success—and the transformative impact of the charity’s mission, with coaching at its core. Other charities might provide coaching as an add-on to other services, but at Up With Women, the coaches are the most valued contributors; and Lia was promising them that their work would help transform someone’s life.

In the beginning, however, everyone struggled. The coaches, accustomed to working with executives, had neither the tools nor the experience to connect with women who had been so marginalized and traumatized. Nor had Lia yet figured out how to identify candidates who would be ready to accept coaching and benefit from it. As a result, the clients weren’t finding the coaching helpful; and the coaches, for all their genuine desire to help, weren’t seeing the transformative impact Lia had promised them. So, “the early years were really tough for recruiting [coaches],” she told us. “Painfully tough.”5

Money was also a challenge. Having left her corporate job in 2012 to focus entirely on Up With Women, Lia was quickly running out of the personal savings she’d been using to keep Up With Women going. And without enough coaches, clients, and results, she couldn’t attract new funders. “I was staring down the last five thousand dollars in my bank account, and I was telling our shelter partners that they might need to make room for me! I seriously thought I would become homeless again. I went bankrupt to save Up With Women.” But Lia’s years running a rickshaw, pulling as many as eight people at a time, had made her “insanely strong,” and she came up with a solution to fortify Up With Women financially in a way no one else would have thought of: She earned two Guinness World Records for “Heaviest vehicle pulled 100 ft (female)” and “Heaviest vehicle pulled in high heels (female).” The ensuing publicity attracted the attention of the media, potential donors, and corporate partners, and the donations started coming in. And with her feat, Lia sent a powerful signal to struggling women: “You are stronger than you think.”6

Lia still had to find a way to give her coaches what they needed and wanted to keep them “hooked.” And although she had been coached herself, she knew very little about the process, or what made a coaching relationship successful from the coach’s perspective. Fortunately, however, there were three coaches who were committed to the vision and eager to help her learn and recruit others. They articulated what an effective program would look like, and then took responsibility for creating it with her. For prospective coaches, it included providing them with the specialized skills that this most challenging client base required, such as proficiency in trauma-informed coaching, which most volunteers had little or no background in. For prospective clients, it included devising screening criteria for identifying women ready to take the next step. One such criterion was to focus on women who had recently come out of homelessness and were actively trying to regain their footing. Guided by this new approach, Lia started visiting shelters to get recommendations from staff who could best identify potential candidates.

Before long, Up With Women was flourishing, as were the coaches and their clients. With the help of the coaches, the women were learning to uncover their motivations and strengths and find their own agency. The coaches were not only mastering new skills but also becoming active partners in a learning community unlike any they had ever experienced. As one of them told us, “This clientele really stretches a coach’s muscles and bandwidth, brainwidth, heartwidth.” As Lia talked with other coaches, she realized that they, too, valued the opportunity to stretch professionally in a community of like-minded colleagues whom they could relate to and learn from. So, she made that learning more accessible by establishing regular coach meetings and mentor-coach roles to give all the volunteers an increasing sense of mastery and belonging. She also engaged evaluation experts to develop measures of impact that would allow the coaches to see the tangible results of their work—a level of rigor not typically found in the corporate world, where rarely does anyone systematically assess the ROI from executive coaching.7 What ultimately mattered most to the coaches, though, couldn’t be quantified. As one of them put it, “It is one thing to see a VP get a promotion in the corporate sector; it is another to see a woman who hit rock bottom blossom. How do you measure that!?”

Lia—who was completely dependent on the certified coaches to achieve her mission—had finally sorted out what the coaches valued most: inspirational purpose, transformative impact, deep learning, and a community of like-minded colleagues. Over time, she had made Up With Women irreplaceable for the coaches to access those valued resources all at once. It’s no wonder that you couldn’t find a more loyal group of volunteers if you tried. By understanding what the coaches needed and wanted, and then figuring out how she could give them access to those resources, Lia introduced a level of mutual dependence into the relationship. You could argue that the power was still imbalanced in the coaches’ favor—after all, Lia couldn’t deliver the program she had envisioned without them. But now she, too, had some power. Yet, she did not use it to coerce the coaches; she used it to enable them to help the women they coached. Lia had developed the kind of power relationship that pioneering social scientist Mary Parker Follett referred to as “power-with,” “a jointly developed power” used to facilitate “the enrichment and advancement of every human soul.”8

We purposefully didn’t give you the example of a Caesar or a Napoleon to start on our journey to understand power because we want to help you see it differently. So we took you to a place where people seldom turn to look for it: a shelter for homeless women. Was Lia powerful? Absolutely! She managed to regain control over her own life against all odds, and then she was able to harness enough power to convince certified coaches to join Up With Women to help other women rebuild their lives and careers. But Lia not only gained power for herself, despite not having been born into an already powerful position, she also used her power to empower others. Her trajectory perfectly illustrates the lesson that Toni Morrison, the Nobel laureate author, gave her students, “If you have some power, then your job is to empower somebody else.”9

REBALANCING POWER

Lia’s story shows both the interplay of the fundamental elements of power and how these elements can be rebalanced over time. Just as there are four elements that define the distribution of power across two parties in any relationship—the resources each party values, and whether they each have alternatives to access those valued resources—there are four strategies for shifting the balance of power: attraction, consolidation, expansion, and withdrawal, as shown in the figure to the right.10 These strategies are used today, as they have been since antiquity, and they are relevant for all kinds of relationships—those you have with family, friends, and colleagues, and those that emerge between organizations, industries, and nation-states. To illustrate, we will use the diamond industry as our lens, looking at each of them in turn, starting with the attraction strategy advertising agency N.W. Ayer developed to persuade generations of prospective brides and bridegrooms that the sparkly gems are much more important to them than they might have thought.
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FOUR WAYS TO SHIFT THE BALANCE OF POWER

In 1938, the Great Depression was beginning, fitfully, to lift, but war was on the horizon as the world watched Hitler march into Austria. Many families still struggled to make ends meet, and diamonds were not much on people’s minds. Only 10 percent of engagement rings contained diamonds.11 Harry Oppenheimer, the South African president of De Beers Consolidated Mines Ltd., the world’s largest diamond company, was worried, and so were his bankers. They were pressing Oppenheimer to find a way to increase demand, drive the price up, and make De Beers more profitable.

Hoping that advertising could help, Oppenheimer traveled to New York to meet with the Ayer executives.12 The agency more than met the challenge: The core elements of the campaign they developed—associating diamonds with eternal love, success, and marriage—still resonate today. Ayer achieved this by deploying advertisements with movie idols and socialites to promote the gems and amplify the campaign’s iconic tagline, “A diamond is forever.” Less than three years later, diamond sales in the United States were up 55 percent.13 By 1990, 80 percent of engagement rings had diamonds.14

Salespeople and marketers may be particularly adept at using attraction as a strategy, but they are not alone. Attraction—or increasing the value of a resource in the eyes of others—is one of the moves most often used to rebalance power. Think about Lia: The promise of transformative impact along with new professional skills and networks is what attracted coaches to Up With Women and kept them hooked.

An attraction strategy can hinge on both perception and reality. The impact of Lia’s coaches on the lives of their clients is real: These women get out of poverty, give their children a stable home, and start careers—undoubtedly tangible changes. But the value of a diamond owes a lot to perception, and psychologists have taught us how easy it can be to shift people’s perception of a resource’s value by using simple levers of persuasion.15 This is true even when the value of a resource is easy to assess objectively. Diamonds are a case in point: cut, color, clarity, and carats determine their quality. And yet, a study of 1.5 million eBay transactions found that diamond rings of exactly the same quality received lower bids when the seller described them as being for sale for a “tainting” reason, like a cheating fiancé, versus a benign one, like an heirloom from a happily married aunt.16 Whether real or perceived, increasing the value someone sees in a resource you have to offer can be an essential strategy for rebalancing power in your favor.

But even an attractive resource gives you little power if it is available from many. In such cases, you can increase the other party’s dependence by reducing the number of alternatives they have. Doing so requires consolidating with other providers of the same resource. Cartels are one example of a consolidation strategy designed to decrease the number of providers of a valued resource. That’s how OPEC has increased the power of petroleum-exporting countries since its founding in the 1960s. One of the most extreme and well-known incarnations of this approach is the power of monopolies. The etymology of the word “monopoly” is monos and pōlein, which in Greek mean “single” and “sell.” In other words, “you’ve only got me.” When a company acquires providers of the same resource to eliminate its competition, it is also using consolidation to increase its market power. This is why antitrust laws are important: They prevent companies from concentrating too much power in their hands. But whether voluntary or coercive, consolidation rebalances power in favor of the providers of a resource, who come together to reduce the alternatives available to the other party.

This was the case with De Beers, which used a consolidation strategy for decades to win control over the world’s supply of rough diamonds. To increase its power over suppliers, De Beers created a Central Selling Organization that developed exclusive contracts with diamond sellers. At the same time, De Beers also increased its power over its customers by setting up an exclusive club for the world’s top diamond buyers. By the 1980s, De Beers controlled 80 percent of the world’s supply of rough diamonds.17 If you wanted to trade in diamonds, you had almost no alternative but De Beers.

Different as they may seem from monopolies and quasi-monopolies like De Beers, unions also leverage consolidation. How much power does a single worker really have in his relationship with his company? As long as the company needs his work to produce its products or services and he is protected by labor laws, he certainly has some. Yet his power is limited, as the company could likely find a replacement either internally or through external recruiting. This creates a real power asymmetry, which is even greater when there are a lot of available recruits able to accomplish the work and looking for jobs. Such asymmetries can make it hard for workers to protect their rights, which is why they created unions. As the etymology of the word “union” (unus, the Latin term for “one”) reminds us, by unionizing, workers can be represented as one group and, in so doing, prevent their employers from simply turning elsewhere should there be disagreements about acceptable working conditions.

While attraction and consolidation are both about increasing the other party’s dependence, expansion and withdrawal are the other two ways to rebalance power by decreasing one party’s dependence on the other party. Thus, withdrawal can be thought of as the countermove to attraction, and expansion as the countermove to consolidation.

Withdrawal entails walking away from the resource the other party has to offer, becoming less interested in it. This is the challenge that De Beers and other diamond sellers started to face at the turn of the twenty-first century, as some consumers turned their backs on diamonds. The number of marriages has been shrinking, with evolving gender norms challenging traditional marriage rituals. In the past decades, competition for luxury goods, from travel to handbags and electronics, has also been exploding.18 Blood diamonds—gems mined in war zones and sold to finance military insurgencies—have further tarnished diamonds’ once-pristine reputation as the symbol of eternal love. These social trends have lessened De Beers’s and, more generally, the diamond industry’s power, with some analysts calculating a drop in sales growth by as much as 60 percent between 2000 and 2019.19

But De Beers had been losing power in the industry even before these trends began to play out, so much so that by 2019, its share of the global rough diamond market had fallen to roughly 30 percent.20 De Beers’s change of fortune resulted partly from strategic moves by its suppliers and competitors: The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 weakened De Beers’s partnership with Russian diamond producers, while new mines opened in Canada, and start-ups began to use new technology to grow synthetic diamonds in their labs. Suppliers could now connect directly with buyers to negotiate prices, and buyers had more options for suppliers, further weakening De Beers’s power. Meanwhile, the company was caught up in antitrust litigation that enabled its suppliers and customers to further increase their alternatives. This kind of expansion strategy can radically change the balance of power not only in economic exchanges, but also in everyday life. Think about the child who loves cookies and has a friendly neighbor. Nothing like an outside option to take power away from your parents!

In sum, to increase another’s dependence on you, you can try to increase how much they value a resource you have access to, or you can try to increase your control over this resource by becoming one of its only providers. Conversely, to decrease your dependence on the other party, you can try to diminish the value you place on the resource to which they have access, or try to decrease their control over it by finding alternative providers of that resource.21 Far from being fixed, power relationships evolve over time as the parties engage in these moves and countermoves. So, as the rise and fall of De Beers exemplifies, while a diamond may be forever, power is not. This is true for organizations as much as it is for every one of us. Even those who are so powerful that we view them as power personified do not own power.

POWER IS NOT A THING WE POSSESS

For many of his contemporaries, Senator Lyndon Baines Johnson was the most powerful person in Washington in the 1950s. And he went on to become arguably the most powerful man in the country when he became the 36th president of the United States following the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. Two years later, after being elected president in his own right, he seemed to be at the apex of his political career. His presidency was notable for the passage of the Civil and Voting Rights Acts and the anti-poverty programs of the Great Society, but it was also marred by his escalation of the Vietnam War. As more and more troops were sent overseas, youth across the nation rose to demonstrate against the war’s continuation. LBJ’s unpopularity was such that he eventually announced he would not run for re-election. He focused instead on negotiating peace in Vietnam, only to see it elude him and be achieved by his successors.

Johnson’s rise to power is often attributed in part to his unique persona: At almost six feet four inches tall, he towered over most of his fellow senators and often used his height to intimidate them. Physical intimidation was, however, only one component of what later became known as “the Johnson treatment,” described by one reporter at the time as “an incredible, potent mixture of persuasion, badgering, flattery, threats, reminders of past favors and future advantages.”22 But although he was just as tall at the end of his presidency, and he still had access to his signature “Johnson treatment,” neither helped him retain his hold on power. What, then, made him so powerful in the first place, and why was it not enough for him to sustain power during his presidency?

No one has spent more time dissecting Johnson’s use of power than Robert Caro, whose monumental biography of the man follows every step of his rise and fall. Remarkably, when Caro was asked in an interview about what traits made Johnson powerful, he referred neither to his personality nor to the specifics of the Johnson treatment. Instead, he pointed to his “genius in creating political power.”23 In Caro’s account, Johnson’s unique capacity to gain and exercise power during his years in the Senate rested on this: He understood, better than most, what his colleagues valued, and he deployed this knowledge to maximum effect by controlling their access to it. When he joined the Senate in 1949, Johnson made a point of carefully observing fellow senators, as Caro notes: “He watched which senators went over to other senators to chat with them—and which senators sat at their desks and let other senators come to them. He watched two senators talk, and watched if they talked as equals. He watched groups of senators talk, and watched which one the others listened to. And he watched with eyes that missed nothing.”24 Johnson was at his most effective when he was one-on-one. He had an uncanny ability to read people, and made a habit of keeping people talking, always working to discover what his interlocutor really wanted. Then, he would find a way to control their access to it. For some, it was important committee assignments and seats; for others, it was enabling the bills they supported to proceed to a vote; and for others, it was going on junkets and eating in fancy restaurants. Providing his colleagues with what they needed and wanted enabled him to become one of the most powerful senators in more than a hundred years.

Once he became president, however, his fellow senators, mostly middle-age and older White men like him, were no longer the only people he had to deal with. Now he had to engage with the American citizenry in all their great diversity, and with foreign leaders, among them Ho Chi Minh, the North Vietnamese president. American involvement in the struggle between North and South Vietnam sharply escalated during Johnson’s tenure. While the geopolitics of the Vietnam War are much too intricate to cover here, one factor that contributed to this escalation was Johnson’s belief that he could broker a deal with Ho Chi Minh the same way that he had done so many times in the halls of the U.S. Capitol. But none of the resources Johnson could make available, such as generous developmental aid, were of interest to Ho Chi Minh, whose unrelenting purpose was creating a unified Vietnam under a Communist-led government. Johnson’s frame of reference was too detached from the cultural, historical, and ideological roots of Ho Chi Minh’s uncompromising pursuit. The Johnson treatment that served LBJ so well in the Senate was of no avail in the context of the Vietnam War. This time around, he could not intimidate or cajole his way to victory.

Johnson’s extraordinary trajectory is a stark reminder that no one ever owns power, even those who seem the most powerful among us. Personal skills or attributes that help us gain power in one environment can actually harm our chances of gaining and keeping it in another.25

Why, then, do so many people believe power is a personal possession? Because we tend to personalize it. L’Homme Providentiel, or “the great man” who determines the course of events and the fate of masses, is a prominent figure in chronicles and legends throughout history.26 In the 1970s, psychologist Lee Ross coined the term “fundamental attribution error,” which refers to our bias to explain another person’s behavior by their personal qualities rather than any situational factors.27 The media, biographies, movies, and more perpetuate the idea that one person can naturally possess power and achieve greatness alone.

This misconception is dangerous. For the powerful, it leads to an illusory sense of permanence, invulnerability, even hubris. And pride—the proverb goes—comes before the fall.28 For the powerless, the idea that the powerful have attributes simply beyond their reach breeds passivity, the belief that they cannot do anything, that they are trapped in their own powerlessness.

Once you understand the fundamentals of power, it becomes easy to debunk this fallacy: No one can ever possess power, because one’s power over another party depends on what the other party needs and wants, and whether one can control their access to it. The other party’s power, in turn, depends on the extent to which they control access to resources the other values. As such, power exists only in the context of a relationship. No one is ever powerful or powerless in general. Power is a force through which the parties in a relationship can influence one another’s behaviors. In and of itself, this force is neither good nor bad. It is up to each of us to harness it so as to have the kind of impact we aspire to have.
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