Freerider Notes

Who Gets Power And How They Hold It: A Strategic Contingency  Model Of Power

Original article by Gerald R. Salancik & Jeffrey Pfeffer

This article is 21 pages.  This two and half page summary is comprised largely of direct quotes that encapsulate the key points of the text.  Bulleted plain text indicate a direct quote.  Bold indicates a key point. Commentary is added when appropriate.  Generally, the authors employ a series of anecdotal examples and dubious historical references to make this point:

To the extent that power is determined by the critical uncertainties and problems facing the organization and, in turn, influences decisions in the organization, the organization is aligned with the realities it faces. In short, power facilitates the organization's adaptation to its environment--or its problems.

· Power is simply the ability to get things done the way one wants them to be done. For a manager who wants an increased budget to launch a project that he thinks is important, his power is measured by his ability to get that budget. For an executive vice-president who wants to be chairman, his power is evidenced by his advancement toward his goal.

Example of insurance claims office offered.  The coding office through which all claims had to pass turned out to be very powerful within the organization, even though the manager was not widely seen as important.  Top level management failed to notice this and therefore took too long to give the dept. the resources it needed, harming the business overall.

· Power derives from the activities desired in an organization. A major way of managing influence in organizations is through the designation of activities.  

· The fact that power revolves around scarce and critical activities, of course, makes the control and organization of those activities a major battleground in struggles for power.  

 Example of Edward R Murrow offered.  Murrow defined early television journalism with insightful and probing reports.  Once networks came under criticism for being too influential on society, his critical reports were seen as to dangerous by the exec.'s and he was replace by “crisp,” “dry” Walter Cronkite.

Extended analysis of a university, showing that in a shocker, a department’s ability to bring in funding for the university is the most important driver of it power.  This can be through contracts/grants one, prestige of the faculty or the influence of the dept. on the field--all generate money from government or private sources.

· We have examined three conditions that are likely to affect the use of power in organizations: scarcity, criticality, and uncertainty. 

· The first suggests that subunits will  try to exert influence when the resources of the organization are scarce. If there is an abundance of resources, then a particular department or a particular individual has little need to attempt influence. With little effort, he can get all he wants anyway. 

· Scarcity, for instance, may itself affect conceptions of criticality. When slack resources drop off, cutbacks have to be made-those "hard decisions," as congressmen and resplendent administrators like to call them. Managers then find themselves scrapping projects they once held dear.

· An office manager would probably balk less about a threatened cutback in copying machine usage than about a reduction in typing staff. An advertising department head would probably worry less about losing his lettering artist than his illustrator. 

· The second condition, criticality, suggests that a subunit will attempt to influence decisions to obtain resources that are critical to its own survival and activities. Criticality implies that one would not waste effort, or risk being labeled obstinate, by fighting over trivial decisions affecting one's operations.

· Criticality is difficult to define because what is critical depends on people's beliefs about what is critical. Such beliefs may, or may not be based on experience and knowledge and may or may not be agreed upon by all. 

· The third condition that we believe affects the use of power is uncertainty: When individuals do not agree about what the  organization should do or how to do it, power and other social processes will affect decisions.  

· Those subunits most likely to survive in times of strife those that are more critical to the organization. Their importance to-the organization gives them  power to influence resource allocations that enhance their own survival.

In keeping with these notions:

· Those hospitals with larger proportions of their budget obtained from private insurance  companies were most likely to have administrators with backgrounds in accounting and least likely to  have administrators whose professions were business or medicine. In contrast, those hospitals  with larger proportions of their budget derived from private donations and local  governments were most likely to have  administrators, with business or professional   backgrounds and least likely to have accountants.  

· One implication of the idea that power shifts with changes in organizational environments is that the dominant coalition will tend to be that group that is most appropriate for the environment as also will the leaders of an organization. 

Note to self: Never use Hitler as an example of *anything* in an MBA class.  The authors roll him out as evidence that people are able to extend their mandate once they have come to power over a specific concern.

· In short, power is a capacity for influence that extends far beyond the original bases that created it. 

· Second, power tends to take on institutionalized forms that enable it to endure well beyond its usefulness to an organization.

· Change and stability operate through the same mechanism, and, as a result, the organization will never be completely in phase with the environment or its needs. 

· One thing that allows subunits to retain their power is  their ability to name their functions as critical to the organization when they may not be.  

· A  third reason for expecting Organizational contingencies to be defined in familiar  ways is that the current holders of power can structure the organization in ways that  institutionalize themselves.   

· The structures created by dominant powers sooner or later become fixed and unquestioned features of the organization. 

· Another important source of institutionalized power lies in the ability to structure information systems.  

· Still another way to institutionalize power is to distribute rewards and resources.  

Power, rather than being the dirty business it is often made out to be is probably one of the few mechanisms for reality testing in  organizations. And the cleaner forms of power, the institutional forms, rather than having the virtues they are often credited with, can lead the organization to become out of touch. 

Management would do well to devote more attention to determining the critical contingencies of their environments. For if you conclude, as we do, that the  environment  sets most of the structure influencing organizational outcomes and problems,  and that power derives from the organization's activities that deal with those contingencies, then it is the environment that needs managing, not power The first step is to construct an accurate model of the environment, a process that is quite difficult for most organizations.  

No clear method to map the power within an organization is offered, save asking people who is powerful and having them rank the people in question.

