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Introduction and Background

The concepts of leadership and power have generated lively 
interest, debate, and occasional confusion for decades. In fact, 
there has long been discussion on the ideas of personal power 
and position power. Back in the sixteenth century, Machiavelli 
raised the question of whether it is better to have a relationship 
based on love (personal power) or on fear (position power). 

It is common to believe power belongs to the leader, but those 
who study leadership and power, point out that power is 
actually a function of the leader, the followers, and the situation. 
In other words, power is a function of a relationship. Followers 
allow the leader to lead, and leaders derive their power from 
followers.

There are multiple definitions of power in popular and scientific 
literature. Those definitions tend to contain some variation of 
the following:

•	 The capacity to produce effects on others.
•	 A resource to influence others, induce compliance.
•	 The potential to influence others.
•	 The energy that gets things done.

People often think of power as belonging to the leader. Scholars 
who have studied leadership and power, however, point out that 
power is actually a function of the leader, the followers, and the 
situation. In other words, power is a function of a relationship. 
Followers allow the leader to lead, and leaders derive their power 
from followers. In their book, The Leadership Challenge, Kouzes 
and Posner note that leaders truly begin to lead when they give 
up some of their power. Where does a leader’s power come 
from? Do leaders have it or do followers give it to them? The 
answer may be both.

Objectives

It is helpful for community leaders to understand power in 
order to use it effectively. As a result of participating in this 
module, you will:

•	 Understand the idea of power as it pertains to commu-
nity leadership development.

•	 Learn the seven bases of power.
•	 Recognize your own use of power to reach personal or 

community goals.
•	 Seek out and learn more about power and its place in 

personal and public decision making.

Notes
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Elements of Power

Power is fundamental, and it comes from many sources, such 
as intelligence, money, information, and hard work. Bertrand 
Russell said that power is just as fundamental a concept in social 
science as energy is in physics.

Although people often speak of power as a bad thing, it is 
neither good nor bad by itself. Rather, it is the way we use 
power that determines whether it is harmful or beneficial.

For that reason, aspiring leaders must be fully aware of power 
and its causes and effects. They must know its potential and 
have the integrity to use it for the benefit of those they lead.

Power is in the Relationship

Power does not exist by itself – it is always part of a relation-
ship. For power to exist, it must be allowed to exist. Someone, 
something, somewhere lets power emerge. For a dictator to have 
absolute power, the masses must let theirs go. For a child to 
have power, parents must allow that power to exist.

The phrase ‘balance of power’ describes the organic quality of 
the power relationship between people, including societies and 
governments. Those who keep a balance of power acknowledge 
its existence, use it, and enjoy it without letting it become the 
primary ingredient of the relationship. 

Two Essentials of Power

The two essentials of power are resources and motivation.

Some of us have the resources – such as money or intelligence or 
skills – to rebuild downtown buildings, to bring people together 
to work on common goals, to lose weight, or to stay within a 
budget. If we lack motivation, however, we don’t have enough 
power to accomplish any of these things.

But is it enough to have motivation? To answer that question, 
consider this: some of us may be motivated to win an Olympic 
event or become an astronaut, but if we lack the resources of 
talent and training, neither of those things will happen.

It is only when resources and motivation fit well together that 
leaders can develop and use power. This means, for us as com-
munity leaders, that our goals must coincide with our real assets. 
It means that the collective motivation of the group must fit the 
collective resources of the group, as well as meshing with our 
own personal motivation and resources. When that fit occurs, 
we will have the power to accomplish our collective goals.
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Power Bases

Power has been studied by people for centuries, including many 
scholars who have conducted research on the forms or bases of 
power since the mid-1900s. These scholars have examined and 
studied power in an attempt to understand and classify it. Some 
of the findings include the power base classification systems, 
which are the basis of this leadership development module. 
While many of these systems have been created, the framework 
developed by French and Raven and expanded upon by Raven 
and Kruglanski and Hersey working with Marshall Goldsmith is 
widely accepted. These scholars together propose that there are 
seven different bases of power: 

•	 Coercive power
•	 Legitimate power 
•	 Expert power
•	 Reward power
•	 Referent power
•	 Informational power
•	 Connection power

These seven bases of power are identified as potential means of 
successfully influencing the behavior of others. 

Coercive Power

Coercive power is based on fear. Fear of being hurt, poorly 
treated, or dismissed allows people with coercive power to rule 
over the fearful. A leader high in coercive power gets others to 
follow by communicating that failure to comply will lead to 
punishment.

Legitimate Power

Legitimate, or positional, power is based on the position, office, 
or title held by the leader. Normally, the higher the position or 
status, the more compliance the leader is able to get from the 
followers. The president, dean, director, or chief executive officer 
can theoretically “call the shots” in an organization and be fairly 
certain his or her instructions will be carried out. A leader high 
in legitimate power gets the compliance of others because they 
feel that this person has the right, by virtue of position, to expect 
that suggestions will be followed.
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Expert Power

Expert power is based on the knowledge, talent, and/or skills of 
the leader. For expert power to exist, it must be coupled with 
respect for that knowledge, talent, and/or skill, along with the 
assumption that this expertise is valuable to followers. A leader 
high in expert power is seen as having the expertise to facilitate 
the work of others. The respect leads to compliance with the 
leader’s wishes.

Reward Power

Reward power is based on the leader’s ability to provide rewards 
for other people. People who follow a leader with reward power 
believe that going along with the leader’s suggestion will lead to 
positive incentives, such as pay, promotion, or recognition.

Referent Power

Referent power is based on the leader’s personal traits and the 
need others have to be referred to or associated with people of 
influence. Traits such as charm, charisma, and creativity are all 
intangible but very real characteristics of most leaders. They can 
command awe, respect, and loyalty. A leader high in referent 
power is generally liked and admired by others because of 
personality. This admiration and identification with the leader 
influences others to act on the leader’s suggestions. 

Informational Power

Informational power is based on the leader’s ability to get and 
give the information that is necessary to the organization or 
individual followers, or is perceived as valuable by others. This 
power base influences others because they need this information 
or want to be in on things. Channeling or withholding informa-
tion is a very effective way for a leader with information power 
to control actions.

Connection Power

Connection power is based on the leader’s ability to build 
networks and coalitions that are helpful to the goals of the 
group – in other words, the leader’s “connections” with influ-
ential or important persons inside or outside the organization. 
The familiar saying “It is not what you know but who you 
know” applies here. A leader high in connection power gets 
other people to follow because they aim at gaining the favor or 
avoiding the disfavor of the powerful connection.
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Determining the Best Type of Power

Is there one best type of power to have? Not really. Powerful 
leaders use as many of the seven bases of power as possible. In 
fact, truly effective leaders are able to use all seven power bases 
to some degree. Followers who are aware of these bases of power 
can also use them to limit or control the leader’s power.

Power Systems

Two types of power systems, formal and informal, exist within 
all organizations, including families, communities, and nations. 
The formal power system has ways of indicating “this is the 
person in charge.” This is typically communicated by position 
within the organization or by the leader’s ability to coerce or 
reward.

The informal power system is less obvious, but just as real. It 
is based on the ability of those who are not officially in charge 
to influence those who are. People who are good at influencing 
become the informal power brokers. Usually this is achieved 
through having information and knowledge, expertise, connec-
tions, and/or a likeable personality.

Aspiring leaders should realize that it is important to know 
and understand both systems to get things done. The exercise 
“Using Power Bases to Reach a Goal” helps to illustrate how 
you can use both power systems on a real life goal you would 
like to accomplish.
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Activity: Using Power Bases to Reach a Goal

Step 1 – Assessing Your Power Bases

Anything we want to accomplish requires the use of some kind of power. We all have power, but 
often don’t recognize it. This will help you assess your power bases in a situation.

1.	 On the lines below, write a goal you would like to reach:

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

2.	 In the boxes A, B, and C below, write the names of three people who play a major role in your 
reaching that goal – for example, you may have to get permission, money or help from them 
to accomplish your goal.

3.	 Using the key, put the number of the response that most closely describes the nature of your 
relationship to that person.

KEY
(0) False     (1) Mostly false     (2) Mostly true     (3) True

Relationship Characteristics
1.	 I have something this person 

wants and could make it 
available.

2.	 I could hurt this person in some 
way.

3.	 I have the authority to ask this 
person for what I want.

4.	 I can be of help to this person in 
meeting her/his goals.

5.	 I am in a position to get a power-
ful idol of this person to help.

6.	 I have tapes, documents, materi-
als, and/or data this person could 
use to reach a goal.

7.	 I can convince someone else to 
punish or take something away 
from this person.

8.	 This person feels we have a lot in 
common.

9.	 I know how to impress this 
person.

10.	This person respects my knowl-
edge about reaching this goal.

Person A Person CPerson B
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11.	 I have the information this person 
needs.

12.	 I could make it difficult for this 
person to reach a goal.

13.	 I can get someone else to give this 
person something she/he wants.

14.	This person regards me as a friend.
15.	 I know someone this person is 

impressed by.
16.	 I can get a friend of this person to 

help me.
17.	 I have access to the answers this 

person wants.
18.	 I can get someone influential to 

convince this person for me.
19.	This person respects my ability and 

past successes at reaching goals like 
this.

20.	This person would think it was 
appropriate for me to ask directly 
for what I want.

21.	 I can get someone else, who has a 
right to ask this person, to make the 
request for me.

Person CPerson BPerson A
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Step 2 – Figuring Your Power Score

Figure your power score for this goal.

The middle column contains item numbers that correspond to the relationship characteristics from 
the previous step. Transfer the numbers you placed on the questionnaire to the appropriate blanks 
below.

Add the three scores to get a subtotal; then, total all scores under each person. See the next page for 
information on interpreting your scores.

Fo
rm

al
 P

ow
er

Person A Person B Person C

Reward

Item         1
4

13
Subtotal

Coercive

Item         2
7

12
Subtotal

Legitimate

Item         3
20
21

Subtotal

In
fo

rm
al

 P
ow

er

Expert

Item         5
10
19

Subtotal 

Referent

Item         8
14
16

Subtotal 

Connection

Item         9
15
18

Subtotal 

Information

Item         6
11
17

Subtotal 
TOTAL

Adapted from P. Cuming, The Power Handbook, CBI Publishing Company, Boston, 1981.
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Figure your power score for this goal

So what do the numbers tell you? Look at the Subtotal for each of the 
seven power bases.  A subtotal score of 6-9 means you are strong in 
that power base for a given person, and a subtotal score of 0-4 means 
that you are relatively low in that power base.
For example, look at the subtotal row for the Reward power base, 
and find the column for Person A.  If you have a subtotal score of 
6-9, that means you have a strong base in Reward power in your 
relationship with Person A, and vice versa if you have a lower score.  
Look further down the column under Person A.  Find the subtotals 
where you have higher scores as well as medium-to-lower scores. 
Perhaps you were already aware of these facets of your relationship 
with Person A, but perhaps not.  This activity illustrates where you 
have power-base strengths and weaknesses in your relationships with 
Persons A, B, and C. The final total at the bottom of each column 
gives you the big picture as to how strong (or how weak) your power 
base is overall with a given person. As you seek the help of Persons 
A, B, and C, you now know what power bases to draw from as you 
approach them for help with your goal.
You may find that your subtotal and final total scores with a given 
person are fairly low.  Perhaps that person is not the one to work 
with on your goal, and you may want to consider other persons.  
You may also realize that you want to work on your base of power 
in one or more areas, particularly in the Informal Power bases: 
Expert, Referent, Connections, and Information.  You can build 
your capacity in each of these power bases, and that can change your 
relationship with a person.
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Conclusions

The relationships you have with people can reflect a balance of 
the seven power bases – we all have something to give as well 
as to receive from others. You possess each of the seven power 
bases to some extent. Now that you understand them better, 
you can recognize them in personal leadership experiences 
and use them in a positive way to help achieve goals for your 
community.
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EVALUATION

1. Overall, how would you rate 
this module?

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Not Sure Agree Strongly 

Agree

I learned something new 1 2 3 4 5
I learned something I can use 1 2 3 4 5
Materials were clear 1 2 3 4 5
The module met my needs 1 2 3 4 5

2.  What did you get from the module? (Check any that apply)

___ Answers to questions ___ Insight and support from others

___ Resource materials ___ Other (specify) ________________

___ Help in decision making ________________________________

3.  As a result of this module, I Not At All Slight 
Extent

Fair 
Extent

Great 
Extent

View resources and motivation as fundamental 
aspects of power within communities. 1 2 3 4

Understand that power is fundamental in relation 
to leadership and it comes from many sources. 1 2 3 4

Have a better understanding of the seven power 
bases in the power base classification system. 1 2 3 4

Have a better understanding of the variety of 
power forms and how they affect communities 
and organizations.

1 2 3 4

Learned techniques and/or ideas for achieving 
my goals through the relationships I have with 
other people

1 2 3 4

4.  As a result of this module, I will be better able to see and use power in a positive way to 
help achieve community goals.

Defi nitely Not
1

Probably Not
2

Undecided
3

Probably Will
4

Defi nitely
5

Please Explain:

5.  Further needs or comments:


