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When Juliana Birkhoff explored the ways mediators think abut power in her pioneering doctoral research,* she found two prevailing concepts: power as “a thing”, something people “have”; and power as a negotiating position, deriving primarily from “batna” or “best alternative to a negotiated agreement”. 

In contrast, I think of power as something we do. It is the means by which we accomplish, or are denied, well-being. Power is a process going on between and among people, a multilayered and ever-shifting set of relationships. Shaped profoundly by the social structures within which we live, power is internalized, manifesting as feelings of entitlement and insecurity. It is enacted in transactions between and among people, and it is embodied in cultural practices and performed in organizational roles.

Why Power Matters in Conflict Intervention

Common conflict resolution theory addresses power by acknowledging problems when participants are unequal in some identifiable respect. Mediators are cautioned to intervene in a way that “balances the table”. An underlying assumption is that many inequities can be left at the door and a conversation constructed that establishes equality in the room. Developing a holistic understanding of power dynamics allows mediators to understand ways in which imbalances remain inherent in any process, however carefully arranged. Mediators are thus better able to determine whether mediation is a possible and advisable course (sometimes it is not) and, if deciding to mediate, to confront inequities directly and effectively.

Power operates at the mediation table in a second important way: the mediator’s power, too, is a fluid and complex process. Who the mediator is, of what cultural heritage, matters of gender and race and age, language spoken, transparency, and so much more, all affect the flow of power in the course of the work. One example lays in the ways mediators encourage or control the flow of emotion during a session. If the process is focused on settlement, emotional expression may be subdued, by subtle or overt means, in favor of the negotiation of interests. If a participant speaks an emotional language, holds the healing of relationship to be more important than the resolution of disputes, and/or needs to work through emotional hurts as an integral part of the journey toward solution, then the mediator’s actions seriously disadvantage that disputant and bias the outcome. The mediation table is itself a social structure, and as such it can reinforce or encourage re-negotiation of power and well-being.

Power in and of itself is not an evil. Indeed, people come to mediation because they hope and believe the mediator has some power to help them. There is a big difference between power abuse and the negotiated use of constructive power. The latter becomes possible when power is understood complexly and negotiated openly.

Domains of Power

When I analyze power as I practice conflict resolu​tion, I think of it as operating dynamically in five domains. 

· Internal: One’s sense of confidence, ability to articulate thoughts, skills for recognizing emotion and for managing it, all become factors in how powerfully one operates in transactions with others.

· Transactional: Every-day behaviors that occur between and among us—choice of words, body posture, eye contact, and so on—communicate and negotiate power.

· Organizational: Sets of agreements, tacit or explicit, create environments in which power is distributed in particular ways. Roles in families, organizations, communities, etc., may be assigned by agreement or assumed de facto, and power accrues to them.

· Cultural: Particular histories and identities influence individuals to behave in particular ways, and also influence the meanings attributed to behaviors by others. Ethnic origins, religious communities, racial identities, gender, physical abilities, all have associated with them sets of cultural habits and assumptions that are brought to bear on power dynamics.

· Structural: Both face-to-face transactions and group situations exist in the context of greater social structures, which define an underlying set of power relations. These relations attach to cultural identities and attributes, as well as becoming internalized in a sense of self.

Like all theoretical constructs, this one is less than exhaustive, a step in the ongoing process of evolving more comprehensive tools. In each of these arenas, power is exercised differently, with particular consequences for collaborative work and particular challenges to the practitioner. None of the domains I’ve described is independent of the others; all intertwine in mutually-generating dynamics.

Power Dynamics Exemplified

Some time ago, I interviewed Eleanor Smith of Atlanta, about her work with Concrete Change, a group she founded with the goal of improving accessibility of new houses for people with disabilities. Eleanor Smith is herself a wheel-chair user and she began our conversation by setting the context for the particular conflict she was about to describe: 

I don’t think it’s obvious to everyone that the way homes are built severely excludes a pretty big portion of people. [Take] one little architectural feature, the bathroom door. Typically a new home will have a narrow bathroom door that the wheelchair won’t go through. The fallout on people’s lives is tremendous, just from that one detail. People stop and think, “If I knew I couldn’t go to the bathroom if I went to dinner, would I go?” And then if we do go, we really take a very major risk. We learn to really be ashamed of what we need. It’s very shame-inducing, it’s very health-threatening to try to develop a bladder that will hold it that long. Those few inches really are humongously important in terms of being able to be at anyone’s house, including your own.

Eleanor went on to tell me about her group’s negotiations with Habitat for Humanity, an organization popularized by Jimmy Carter that builds affordable homes for poor people (among other projects). When Habitat began plans for a new housing development in the Atlanta area, Concrete Change approached them with the proposal that they demonstrate how easy and economical it would be to build accessible homes:

We went to the chairman of the board. He came over to the house here, and there were eight of us talking with him. He leaned back, his arms folded over his chest, taking a very rational, seemingly, pseudo-rational approach: “Who else is doing this in the country?” “Well, nobody we know of right now.” “Well, we don’t want to slow down the learning curve.”

Internal and Transactional Power Dynamics
The body-posture and style of speaking of the chairman conveyed an exercise of power. His gestures – leaning back, crossing his arms – expressed confidence in his position, a certain unwillingness to budge, a sense of command over the situation in which he found himself.  His mode of speaking – asking in a reasonable tone of voice for a precedent, speaking in terms of  learning curves –  communicated a disinclination to solve the problem at hand. 

Who speaks first, how long a person speaks, tone and volume of voice, vocabulary, command of language, style of reasoning: these are only a few of the many ways we exercise power. Some of these behaviors can intimidate (yelling, for instance), while others negotiate power by casting doubt on another person’s credibility.  Becoming attuned to transactional power reveals these and many more forms in which it operates.

Eleanor went on to describe how gendered dynamics induced the Concrete Change members to internalize and accept their inferiority:

He meant they didn’t want to even think about doing one thing different because then they couldn’t build houses quite as fast. As women, we really felt disempowered, too, I might say. He was one man and we were eight women, talking about house construction.

The chairman’s invocation of technical expertise, suggested that he, a man, would of course know more about such matters. The women, themselves schooled in a social world of gender inequality, quietly succumbed to a sense of inferiority – although only temporarily.

Organizational and Cultural Power Dynamics: 
The chairman took charge of the shape of the dialogue, and the committee members tacitly consented. The chairman essentially chaired the meeting. Eleanor’s group played by mutual consent the role of supplicants, the chairman the role of decision-maker. 

Agreements often take the form of unchallenged assumptions. The chairman assumed that his highest value, to build houses quickly, was universally accepted; that it was technically inevitable that building accessible houses would slow that process down; and that his goal and Eleanor’s committee’s were therefore fundamentally in conflict. The women were presented with the task of articulating and countering his assumptions. 

Value assumptions often arise from the cultures in which we are raised and currently operate. Perhaps the chairman was influenced by the national stature of Jimmy Carter’s organization. His attitude suggested confidence in the respect-worthiness of his position, a conviction that his organization would suffer no loss of renown and approval if he declined the women’s request. The disability activists, on the other hand, came to age contending with a profound minority status. They anticipated that their needs and experiences would have low visibility in the majority’s consciousness and little active support. How each of them therefore pursued her or his agenda was very different.

Add to the dynamics I’ve described the view of gender and occupation (a builder’s sense of effectiveness acting on the physical world in contrast to a wheel-chair users reliance on the help of others) as formative of cultures, and the role of culture in shaping power, especially in moments of conflict, becomes more profound.

Structural Power Dynamics: 

Both face-to-face transactions and group situations exist in the context of greater social structures, which define an underlying set of power relations, played out through cultures, internalized as feelings of self, transacted by word and gesture. This level of the process was exemplified when Eleanor talked about the aftermath of the meeting with the chairman:

Then one very stubborn woman in our group wrote to every board member, and somehow that changed it. There were some board members that wanted to try it. So then Habitat began doing it, finding out that it hadn’t been that hard.

We wanted to then parlay that into state legislation. Four years ago we started trying to get a state law through that every new house would have basic access. The Home Builders’ Association, which is one of the strongest national lobbies, has so much clout that they have full-time lobbyists in every state. They were putting out outlandish cost figures of what it would cost to have a wider bathroom door in new construction. They could afford to fax everywhere in the state, and they could afford to pay their full-time lobbyist. And they are one of the biggest donors, even on a state level, to legislative campaigns.

The construction industry is better funded than are disability-issues activists. That is a structural fact of life in modern-day America which is the context for any dialogue or negotiation between the two groups.  Matters of money, political access, educational and technological resources, group status based on culture, age, gender, physical ability, ethnicity, and so on, influence every interpersonal transaction, more or less decisively depending on its content and context, and on the degree of inequality of the participants. Very often, structural components of power dynamics seem indirect and are therefore not visible to those living them.

How do these five domains in which power operates shade into and help to form each other? Cultures of gender deeply inform Eleanor Smith’s experience of intimidation on a transactional level, as she experienced the chairman from Habitat leaning back in her living room and crossing his arms over his chest. Language, the embodiment of culture, is deeply gendered, both in its spoken and physical expressions. Research traces the ways in which simple sentence structure reflects gender: women may ask a question where men make a definitive statement, for instance. Crossed arms speak a particular story in the particular cultural context Eleanor describes. 

At the same time, gender is a construct that is negotiated through ongoing interpersonal transactions (in personal relationships between men and women) and imbued with power because of characteristics of social structure: the greater earning power of men, for instance, which in turn derives from the higher value placed on traditionally male occupations—CEOs as compared with secretaries, for example. The tacit agreements that allowed the chairman to define the question—as a technical matter of what would be needed to make the changes the activists sought and how that would affect the “learning curve”—were credible because he held structural power as the representative of an organization with enough resources to build houses. The power accruing to the manner in which he considered that question—rational, weighing one set of possibilities against another—grew from a deeply imbedded set of structural characteristics of the gendered economic and social system in America.

Dynamics like these are intricately woven into every conflict. When conflict resolvers intervene, we too enact power in ways subtle and blatant. How the power we bring to the table works and why it matters, are questions often obscured by our belief that we are neutral third parties, that our capacity to over-power others is itself neutralized. But it is not. To be attuned to processes by which power is transacted, our own and that of the people whose conflicts we seek to resolve, matters if we mean to help and to do no harm.




* Mediators’ Perspectives on Power: a Window into a Profession?, PhD dissertation, Conflict Analysis and Resolution, George Mason University, 2000





