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Why Power Is Hard to Get Right
Nearly all men can stand adversity, but if you want to 
test a man’s character, give him power.
–Abraham Lincoln 

Power Is Inherent to the Human Condition

Power is fundamental to human existence. It permeates virtually every aspect of our social 
lives, from our relationships with friends and family members to interactions with
co-workers and colleagues. Moreover, power is not only a social phenomenon but also a
psychological one. When we struggle internally with ourselves over habits, procrastination, 
discipline, and drive, power is at play: short-term desire overcomes our long-term goals, 
and emotions and moods distort our reason and logic, just as people conflict over their
differing objectives.

As ubiquitous as power is, it is also poorly understood. The word “power” is often used in 
the negative, connoting power struggles, political maneuvering, and unscrupulous, self-
serving behavior. As is the case with all taboos, we have an avoidant, irrational relationship 
with power: We chase power, yet scorn those who wield it. We tend to view people in 
roles of authority with suspicion, yet find it difficult to acknowledge and connect with the 
power that we ourselves have and use. We routinely overestimate others’ influence while 
underestimating our own. We consider it a social artifact, and attempt to remove it from 
our organizations and associations. A recent innovation in management is to remove 
hierarchy and create “flat,” self-managed teams, in an attempt to increase employee 
engagement. However, dispersal does not extinguish authority. Flat organizations still fall 
victim to endless, cycling debates, as well as the gossip and politicking that is none other 
than power in disguise. 

Power is part and parcel of the human condition—a drive, emotion, and behavior similar 
to love, desire, jealousy, or aggression. Companies may enforce ethical codes, or remove 
layers of management, but they cannot do away with power struggles or the drive for 
power. When authoritative titles vanish, the concomitant behaviors do not disappear; they 
travel “underground.” So-called “power struggles”—over opportunities to work on a project, 
credit for an idea, or time with an important client—still occur in flat organizations. 

Why? Because, as humans, we face conflicts over the best ways to divide finite resources. 
Power is the structure of those conflicts: an interpersonal and psychological dynamic that 
bears on every interaction from the boardroom to the bedroom. 

INTRODUCTION



POWER DEFINED

Max Weber (1864-1920), German sociologist, defined 

power as the ability of an individual or group to achieve their 

own goals or aims even against the resistance of others. 

Hannah Arendt (1906-1975) scholar and political 

theorist, differentiated power from strength, force, and 

violence. She saw power as the product of action, arising out

of the concerted effort of a group of actors. 

John French and Bertram Raven’s 

theory of power (published in 1959) differentiates formal power 

from personal power. Formal power includes legitimate power 

(the authority vested in an organizational role), information, 

coercion and reward. Personal power is vested not in the role

or the qualities of the role, but the qualities of the person. 

Personal power can be expert (one’s knowledge, skills, or 

expertise), or referent (trust, relationship, and affiliations). 

Steven Lukes (1941- ) Professor of Sociology at New 

York University, in his classic book, The Three Faces of Power, 

described three dimensions of power: the power to make 

decisions, the power to not make decisions, as in setting the 

agenda to include only those items corresponding to one’s 

self-interest, and the power to shape perceptions and public 

opinion to influence others’ thinking to the point that they can 

even oppose their own self-interest. 

Michel Foucault (1926-1984) French philosopher and 

social theorist broke with the tradition of defining power as a 

behavior, or commodity. He attempted to “disindividualize” it, 

defining it as a set of relations, omnipresent and pervasive,

and in constant flux. He called power a “regime of truth” that 

pervades society through accepted forms of knowledge and 

scientific understanding. 

Dacher Keltner, Professor of Psychology at the 

University of California, Berkeley, defines power as the capacity 

to alter another’s condition or state of mind through control 

over valuable resources (providing or withholding resources, or 

administering punishments or rewards). 
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What Is Power? 
Defining power is a formidable task. Power is one 
of the most—if not the most—researched concepts 
in the social sciences, traversing psychology, 
sociology, economics, anthropology, law, political 
science, philosophy, international relations,
management, and cultural studies. 

Max Weber, the German sociologist, defined 
power as the ability to assert one’s will over 
others in spite of resistance. Later scholars have 
challenged this classic “power-over” definition, 
drawing attention to subtler forms of control: the 
shaping of interests, setting of social agendas, 
and determining of cultural values. Other theorists 
expanded the power-over definition to also 
include generative, collaborative, and creative 
behaviors. 

John French and Bertram Raven’s classic theory 
of power differentiates formal power from personal 
power.¹ Formal power arises via coercion (i.e. 
threat or force), incentives (rewards), or authority 
(the legitimate command of the role within an 
organization). Personal power comes from qualities 
and traits ingrained within individuals: expertise 
(one’s knowledge and skills), and characteristic 
influence stemming from intimate trust, relationships, 
and affiliations with others.
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The use of power in leadership necessitates both formal and personal power. Here is a 
useful definition of power, broad enough to be applied across a range of relationships, 
contexts, and cultures: Power is the capacity to alter another person’s condition or state 
of mind; or the capacity to alter one’s environment to one’s advantage, whether that 
advantage is a personal one or an organizational one.² This includes influencing behaviors 
of positional power and authority, and also personal power—traits and characteristics 
related to one’s personality, emotional intelligence, expertise, and social and relational 
abilities. 

Before we can each become adept at using power, we must be able to see it for what it is: 
neither bad nor good, but neutral energy—a human drive to impact the environment, 
make a difference, and create change. Power is vital for achieving one’s goals, inspiring 
others, and driving social change. Parents need power to be effective, teachers need it to 
engage students, and leaders need it to form productive teams. 

Power is also necessary for personal development. You need power to gain buy-in from 
others, and to make friends, solve conflicts, and get along with difficult people. You need 
power to motivate yourself, set goals, and push yourself towards those goals. Power helps 
you surmount challenges and recover from tragedies. It allows you to be resilient, learn 
from your mistakes, bounce back from defeats, and find meaning in life after a challenging 
blow. 

Power’s Corrupting Influence
Despite its potential uses to effect positive change, power is problematic to have and use. 
Power tends to make leaders numb to the needs of others, and distorts perceptions of 
oneself in relation to the world. In the embrace of a high-power role, you become enam-
ored with your own ideas and less interested in others’ feedback and opinions. Robert 
Sutton, professor of organizational behavior at Stanford School of Business, describes the 
ways in which people become dimwitted as they ascend the ladder of management. On 
Sutton’s list of “12 Things Good Bosses Believe,”³ number 1 is “I have a flawed and incom-
plete understanding of what it’s like to work for me.” He concludes with number 12: “Be-
cause I wield power over others, I am at great risk of acting like an insensitive jerk—and 
not realizing it.”

Sutton bluntly summarizes decades of research describing the perils of high power—the 
influences power has on a leader’s mind, mood, and behaviors, regardless of the 
individual’s intentions. Countless examples from bygone and recent history illustrate Lord 
Acton’s famous maxim: Power corrupts; absolute power corrupts absolutely. 

Why and how does power corrupt? One of the most famous attempts to answer that 
question was the 1971 Stanford Prison Experiment. Philip Zimbardo, a young psychology 
professor, set out to test the “nature–nurture” question of power: Do people abuse their 
power because of their personality, or because of situational factors? 

Recruiting college students for the study, Zimbardo randomly assigned each student one 
of two roles: prisoner or prison guard. He designed an elaborate role play, turning the 
basement of the psychology building into a prison, and even engaged the Palo Alto Police 
Department to “arrest” each “prisoner” at their house. Zimbardo outfitted “guards” with 
nightsticks, uniforms, and mirrored sunglasses to prevent direct eye contact with the 
prisoners, while the “prisoners” wore smocks, stocking caps, and chains around one ankle. 
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WHEN
ORDINARY PEOPLE
DO THE
UNIMAGINABLE 

The similarities between the two sets of images: the
participants in the Stanford Prison Experiment and U.S. soldiers 
torturing detainees at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq were
immediately evident to Zimbardo. Upon hearing of the Abu 
Ghraib torture, Zimbardo said,  “When we see people do bad 
things we assume they are bad people to begin with. But what 
we know in our study is: there are a set of social psychological 
variables that can make ordinary people do things they could 
never have imagined doing.”  In his testimony before Congress 
at the hearings over the events at Abu Ghraib, Zimbardo cited 
perceived anonymity, the absence of a sense of personal 
responsibility and tacit approval by military commanders as 
factors that contributed to the soldiers’ behavior. 

Originally scheduled to last for two weeks, the 
experiment was called off after six days. By then, 
what Zimbardo feared would come true, had: the 
situation had led to an abuse of power that almost 
spiraled out of control. Guards had become increas-
ingly sadistic, and even Zimbardo himself got lost in 
his role of prison superintendent, authorizing abusive 
measures and helping guards quell a prisoner revolt. 

Zimbardo’s experiment showed that situational pres-
sures can compel people to use power in violent and 
inhumane ways. Without training, limits, and supervi-
sion, average people can and often will abuse their 
authority over others. However, his research was 
inconclusive, and sparked more questions: Why did 
some guards refrain from abusing their power? Why 
did some resist the urge to act sadistically? 

While power can corrupt absolutely, it doesn’t corrupt 
inevitably. People can, and have, resisted the oppor-
tunity to misuse power. Not every ruler is despotic; 
not every politician is corrupt. For every case of 
tyranny, there is an example of justice and equality 
being defended. For every cruel and imperious boss, 
there is a responsible and considerate one. 

The question at the heart of power’s corrupting 
influence is, therefore, “Why, how, and with whom does 
power sometimes corrupt, and sometimes doesn’t?” 
Why do some use power positively—to further the 
common good, to enable others to succeed, and to 
enact the duties of their role responsibly? And why 
do others serve their self-interest, using their position 
as license to enrich themselves and further their own 
goals at the expense of others? There is no doubt 
that power has some corrupting influence—the issue 
is how, to what degree, and when it happens.
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How Power Corrupts:
Means, Opportunity, and Motive
Criminal law posits that in order to establish guilt, 
these three elements must conspire: means, 
opportunity, and motive. Means refers to ability: Is 
the culprit physically and psychologically able to 
commit the crime? Opportunity is chance—time 
and place: Was the culprit in the same vicinity at 
the time the crime was committed, or do they 
have an alibi? Motive describes “why”—the reason 
to commit the crime: Did the culprit stand to gain 
something? Were they motivated by revenge or 
hatred? 

The means of power are psychological influences that prime a person to act in certain ways. When 
you step into a high-power role, your attitude, behavior, and emotions start changing. Power also 
affords you opportunities: new perks and privileges, access, information, and resources. The 
opportunity of power leads to conflicts of interest and temptations that rules and guidelines 
attempt to curtail. Opportunity includes the situational factors that led to the abuse in the Stan-
ford Prison Experiment: reduced oversight, limited accountability, and the license to act with few 
checks or balances. 

What makes power pernicious is that a powerful role provides the means and opportunity for its 
own abuse. Means and opportunity are inherent in the role. When motive is added, and the person 
in the role stands to gain something from abusing the role, the recipe for corruption is complete. 

7.
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The Psychological 
Means of Power
Action Orientation 
and Disinhibition
What does power do to an individual? 
Research reveals that power makes people 
more in touch with and enamored with their 
own ideas, more prone to act on impulses 
and instincts, and freer to pursue their goals.⁴

As you tune into yourself, you tune others 
out. As your readiness to act increases, your 
interest in their feedback decreases. You 
become “disinhibited,” freer to act and less 
concerned about what others think. Your 
self-consciousness and self-doubt diminish. 
Power gives you immunity from social
constraints, increasing your inclination to act 
as you wish. 

A sense of freedom from the opinions of 
others can appear egotistic and self-serving but can also be creative and productive. Power is a 
necessary ingredient for creativity, risk-taking, and thinking (and acting) outside the box of social 
convention. Leaders, entrepreneurs, social activists, and creative pioneers such as Steve Jobs have 
used an orientation toward action and disinhibition to innovate. Revolutionaries such as Martin 
Luther King Jr., Albert Einstein, Oprah Winfrey, and Eleanor Roosevelt have used the freedom to act 
that arises from power to change industries, challenge the status quo, transform society, and ignore 
impossible odds. All great leaders are disinhibited to a degree; to do something that has never been 
done before means thinking beyond the frontiers of what others assume, want, and believe. 

Leaders need disinhibition to make difficult decisions in a sea of social pressures. 
Without immunity from others’ expectations, leaders succumb to “paralysis by 

analysis,” overly concerned with making the right decision—or the one that 
pleases the most people. Successful entrepreneurs, meanwhile, plunge ahead 

with their untested ideas, despite facing enormous odds of failure,
undeterred by the skepticism or caution of others. 

However, while disinhibition can revolutionize an industry, it can also 
leave a trail of destruction in its wake. The readiness to act, and to 

act without regard to convention, is strengthened and amplified 
by another, closely allied, and equally potent psychological 

effect of power: sense of (illusory) control. 
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POWER DEFINED

Max Weber (1864-1920), German sociologist, defined 

power as the ability of an individual or group to achieve their 

own goals or aims even against the resistance of others. 

Hannah Arendt (1906-1975) scholar and political 

theorist, differentiated power from strength, force, and 

violence. She saw power as the product of action, arising out

of the concerted effort of a group of actors. 

John French and Bertram Raven’s 

theory of power (published in 1959) differentiates formal power 

from personal power. Formal power includes legitimate power 

(the authority vested in an organizational role), information, 

coercion and reward. Personal power is vested not in the role

or the qualities of the role, but the qualities of the person. 

Personal power can be expert (one’s knowledge, skills, or 

expertise), or referent (trust, relationship, and affiliations). 

Steven Lukes (1941- ) Professor of Sociology at New 

York University, in his classic book, The Three Faces of Power, 

described three dimensions of power: the power to make 

decisions, the power to not make decisions, as in setting the 

agenda to include only those items corresponding to one’s 

self-interest, and the power to shape perceptions and public 

opinion to influence others’ thinking to the point that they can 

even oppose their own self-interest. 

Michel Foucault (1926-1984) French philosopher and 

social theorist broke with the tradition of defining power as a 

behavior, or commodity. He attempted to “disindividualize” it, 

defining it as a set of relations, omnipresent and pervasive,

and in constant flux. He called power a “regime of truth” that 

pervades society through accepted forms of knowledge and 

scientific understanding. 

Dacher Keltner, Professor of Psychology at the 

University of California, Berkeley, defines power as the capacity 

to alter another’s condition or state of mind through control 

over valuable resources (providing or withholding resources, or 

administering punishments or rewards). 

What Is Power? 
Defining power is a formidable task. Power is one 
of the most—if not the most—researched concepts 
in the social sciences, traversing psychology, 
sociology, economics, anthropology, law, political 
science, philosophy, international relations,
management, and cultural studies. 

Max Weber, the German sociologist, defined 
power as the ability to assert one’s will over 
others in spite of resistance. Later scholars have 
challenged this classic “power-over” definition, 
drawing attention to subtler forms of control: the 
shaping of interests, setting of social agendas, 
and determining of cultural values. Other theorists 
expanded the power-over definition to also 
include generative, collaborative, and creative 
behaviors. 

John French and Bertram Raven’s classic theory 
of power differentiates formal power from personal 
power.¹ Formal power arises via coercion (i.e. 
threat or force), incentives (rewards), or authority 
(the legitimate command of the role within an 
organization). Personal power comes from qualities 
and traits ingrained within individuals: expertise 
(one’s knowledge and skills), and characteristic 
influence stemming from intimate trust, relationships, 
and affiliations with others.

The Illusory Sense of Control
What do Lance Armstrong, Bill Clinton, and Napoleon Bonaparte have in common? Each believed 
in his capacity to control the future, and paid the price for it. Armstrong believed he could
conceal a vast, illegal doping operation from authorities and investigators by threatening and 
coercing team directors, and doctors, and other cyclists. President Bill Clinton believed—even as 
Paula Jones was suing him for sexual harassment—that he could conduct a clandestine affair with 
Monica Lewinsky. Napoleon believed he could successfully invade Russia, only to suffer a crippling 
defeat that brought an end to his flourishing empire. 

Researchers such as Nathanael Fast, Deborah Gruenfeld, and others have linked high power to 
illusory control: the belief in one’s ability to influence outcomes beyond one’s reach—even
outcomes determined by chance, such as a roll of the dice.⁵ 

Like disinhibition, illusory control can be a useful and even healthy attribute. It’s closely allied with 
what psychologists refer to as an “internal locus of control,” and studies on the effect of attitudes 
on physical health correlate stronger internalized loci of control with better health outcomes. 
Optimism and self-esteem are correlated with the ability to handle stress and adversity, whereas 
the absence of perceived control is linked with depression, pessimism, and withdrawal from
challenging situations.⁶ Optimism is needed to inspire others, to keep going despite setbacks, and 
to innovate and take risks. Optimism is what every entrepreneur needs to start a business in the 
face of an 80% chance of failure within the first year. 

Like disinhibition, illusory control has wreaked havoc throughout history. Leaders and politicians 
are notorious for underestimating risks and overestimating the potential for success in every 
endeavor, be it a military invasion or economic policy. There is a fine line between optimistic
confidence and a delusional disregard of facts. 

Disinhibition and an unfounded sense of control would be enough to account for the perils of a 
high-power role, but these influences are bundled with yet another psychological effect: a
diminished capacity to take on others’ perspectives—in other words, lower levels of empathy. 

Diminished Empathy 
Popular culture and literature are fond of depicting high-power individuals as callous and cruel. 
Real-life examples are (unfortunately) just as easy to find: consider the recent actions of Wells 
Fargo, whose leadership compelled employees to open thousands of fake accounts in customers’ 
names; or city officials in Flint, Michigan, who knowingly permitted the city’s contaminated
drinking water to poison thousands of its citizens. 

These may be extreme cases, but they demonstrate how the psychology of a high-ranking role 
diminishes empathy, impeding a leader’s ability to consider the impact of their actions on another 
or to take on another’s perspective.⁷ Research by Columbia Business School psychology professor 
Adam Galinsky and his colleagues demonstrates that people with higher rank are less able to 
judge others’ emotions accurately, but nonetheless give themselves high ratings on their ability to 
do so.⁸ That finding and other research reveal that individuals in high-power roles overall not only 
have trouble taking on others’ points of view, but also tend to perceive others primarily through 
the lens of self-interest: another person—in particular, a low-ranking person—is little more than a 
means to an end. 
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The Psychological
Influences on a
High-Power Role
Susan T. Fiske, “Controlling Other People: The Impact of 
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(June 1993): 621–628
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and Judgmental Accuracy in Social Conflict: Motivating the 
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Accessibility, and In-Group Favoritism,” Journal of Personal-
ity and Social Psychology 78, no. 4 (April 2000): 708–724. 

Stephanie A. Goodwin, Alexandra Gubin, Susan T. Fiske, 
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(July 2000): 227–256. 
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H. Gruenfeld, “Power and Perspectives Not Taken,” Psycho-
logical Science 17, no. 12 (December 2006): 1068–1074. 
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What possible utility could diminished empathy
present? It is easy to see how this influence can lead to 
acts of depravity and even deadly indifference. Yet, in 
a leadership role, being overly affected by the
circumstances of each individual would make it impossible 
to make decisions for the whole, especially when a 
long-term benefit overrides an immediate one. Health 
policies, for instance, are based on aggregate, not 
individual, outcomes, while environmental policies that 
prioritize future sustainability pose economic costs in 
the present. As Yale psychologist Paul Bloom writes:

Our policies are improved when we appreciate 
that a hundred deaths are worse than one, 
even if we know the name of the one, and 
when we acknowledge that the life of someone 
in a faraway country is worth as much as the 
life of a neighbor, even if our emotions pull us 
in a different direction. Without empathy, we 
are better able to grasp the importance of 
vaccinating children and responding to climate 
change. These acts impose costs on real 
people in the here and now for the sake of 
abstract future benefits...⁹

The Social Web
of Power

Power doesn’t just alter the person in the high-power 
role; it alters the world around that person. Power 
changes the context, providing access to opportunity, 
resources, and information—that is, perks, privileges, 
and endless possibilities to enrich yourself and 
strengthen your position. Along with tangible benefits, 
high-power roles come coupled with reduced
oversight and supervision, making it even easier to 
avail yourself of the benefits and privileges. The old 
saying “opportunity makes the thief” is nowhere more 
true than when it comes to power. 
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WHEN
ORDINARY PEOPLE
DO THE
UNIMAGINABLE 

The similarities between the two sets of images: the
participants in the Stanford Prison Experiment and U.S. soldiers 
torturing detainees at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq were
immediately evident to Zimbardo. Upon hearing of the Abu 
Ghraib torture, Zimbardo said,  “When we see people do bad 
things we assume they are bad people to begin with. But what 
we know in our study is: there are a set of social psychological 
variables that can make ordinary people do things they could 
never have imagined doing.”  In his testimony before Congress 
at the hearings over the events at Abu Ghraib, Zimbardo cited 
perceived anonymity, the absence of a sense of personal 
responsibility and tacit approval by military commanders as 
factors that contributed to the soldiers’ behavior. 

Power doesn’t just alter the person in the high-power role; it alters the world around that person. 
Power changes the context, providing access to opportunity, resources, and information—that is, 
perks, privileges, and endless possibilities to enrich yourself and strengthen your position. Along 
with tangible benefits, high-power roles come coupled with reduced oversight and supervision, 
making it even easier to avail yourself of the benefits and privileges. The old saying “opportunity 
makes the thief” is nowhere more true than when it comes to power. 

Adding to the risk of abuse, your high-power role influences the behavior of those around you. In 
other words, power doesn’t only alter your judgment, but also how people perceive and relate to 
you. The people surrounding you put on an act—conscious or not. They view you through a “lens 
of power,” which distorts their perception of you, clouds communication, and exaggerates
expectations. They may hold unrealistically high expectations of what you can or should
accomplish. Or, they harbor deep suspicions about your behavior. They may seek your praise and 
support, or secretly covet your position. They might be afraid to speak up, or when they do, say 
only what they think you want to hear or try to lobby for their cause. Over time, without efforts to 
the contrary, your high-power role creates an echo chamber that deprives you of
necessary information and accurate feedback. 

This creates a perfect storm of danger: when you most need balanced and unbiased feedback, you 
are least likely to get it. And yet, as a leader, it is critical for you to know what’s going on—to get a 
candid and accurate reflection of yourself and your organization. When the lens of power distorts 
this reflection, you are at severe risk of error. 

Self-Fulfilling Prophecies, the Matthew Effect,
and Positive Feedback Loops

In the U.S. population, about 14.5%
of all men are six feet or over. Among CEOs
of Fortune 500 companies, that number is 58%. 
This oft-cited statistic¹⁰ points to an alarming fact: our projections of who is—and who is not—a 
leader play a much greater role in selecting leaders than we want to admit. Whether we like it or 
not, our stereotypes about people contribute to how, where, and to whom power is given. 

Once we form a positive impression of someone, it’s almost impossible to shake that impression. 
We think the leader is smart because she’s the leader. If she makes a mistake, we’re likely to 
dismiss it as a one-off exception. If she says something that contradicts our beliefs, we are likely to 
change our minds to conform to a pre-existing bias about her intelligence. The reverse is also 
unfortunately true: negative judgments and expectations stand in the way of success for those 
who don’t fit leadership stereotypes. 

This self-fulling prophecy is closely related to the Matthew Effect ¹¹, coined by sociologist Robert 
Merton. Merton’s research showed how advantage creates the condition for more advantage. 
Examining the career paths of fellow scientists, he found that those with higher status earned 
disproportionately greater resources (e.g. money, access to research assistants, lower teaching 
loads), which, in turn, allowed for more productivity, greater renown, and ultimately more grants, 
rewards, and top positions. The same phenomenon occurs across other fields: graduates from 
prestigious law schools, for instance, have more opportunities to participate in significant legal 
cases than do graduates from lesser-known institutions. 

Originally scheduled to last for two weeks, the 
experiment was called off after six days. By then, 
what Zimbardo feared would come true, had: the 
situation had led to an abuse of power that almost 
spiraled out of control. Guards had become increas-
ingly sadistic, and even Zimbardo himself got lost in 
his role of prison superintendent, authorizing abusive 
measures and helping guards quell a prisoner revolt. 

Zimbardo’s experiment showed that situational pres-
sures can compel people to use power in violent and 
inhumane ways. Without training, limits, and supervi-
sion, average people can and often will abuse their 
authority over others. However, his research was 
inconclusive, and sparked more questions: Why did 
some guards refrain from abusing their power? Why 
did some resist the urge to act sadistically? 

While power can corrupt absolutely, it doesn’t corrupt 
inevitably. People can, and have, resisted the oppor-
tunity to misuse power. Not every ruler is despotic; 
not every politician is corrupt. For every case of 
tyranny, there is an example of justice and equality 
being defended. For every cruel and imperious boss, 
there is a responsible and considerate one. 

The question at the heart of power’s corrupting 
influence is, therefore, “Why, how, and with whom does 
power sometimes corrupt, and sometimes doesn’t?” 
Why do some use power positively—to further the 
common good, to enable others to succeed, and to 
enact the duties of their role responsibly? And why 
do others serve their self-interest, using their position 
as license to enrich themselves and further their own 
goals at the expense of others? There is no doubt 
that power has some corrupting influence—the issue 
is how, to what degree, and when it happens.
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THE
MATTHEW
EFFECT

For unto everyone that hath shall be given, 
and he shall have abundance. But from him 
that hath not shall be taken away even that 
which he hath. - Matthew 25:29 

Coined by sociologist Robert K. Merton, the 
Matthew Effect refers to the “snowballing” 
of advantage: those who have an initial 
advantage tend to accumulate more 
advantage. Conversely, those who suffer 
from disadvantage tend to incur increasing 
disadvantage. In his book, Outliers: The 
Story of Success, author Malcolm Gladwell 
illustrates the Matthew Effect across many 
domains. While we typically think in terms 
of great talent and genius, the truth is, 
Gladwell demonstrates, superstars are 
beneficiaries of often hidden opportunities, 
advantages, and cultural legacies that give 
them an initial leg up in the world. From 
star hockey players to superstar attorneys, 
Gladwell shows how Merton’s thesis is 
often at play behind great success and 
extraordinary achievement. 

The self-fulling prophecies of people’s expectations, 
coupled with the Matthew Effect, creates a “positive 
feedback loop” of social advantage, and may be an 
underlying reason why some leaders experience 
“imposter syndrome”: they sense that people’s
judgments are unmoored from reality. The accolades, 
opportunities, and admiration are sometimes 
deserved, but often undeserved. When leaders 
become promoted beyond their level of competency, 
they can either believe in their greatness or flounder, 
unable to live up to their reputation. Either tendency 
may lead them to hide their mistakes, disguise their 
incompetence, and refuse to seek help or advice in 
order to keep up the façade. Afraid to tarnish the 
perception others hold, they begin to live a life 
devoid of honest feedback, propped up by images 
and expectations disconnected from real data.

Isolation at the Top
The more powerful you are, the more isolated you 
become. As you rise higher in rank, you become 
dependent on others for information. News and 
information is filtered up to you through layers of 
staff, advisors, and members of your inner circle, 
growing more distorted along the way. Remember, 
the power you wield over your subordinates’ careers 
can make them reluctant to give you honest feed-
back; or, having a stake in the game, they tell you 
what they think you want to hear or that which 
serves their own interests. 

Meanwhile, as you rise higher, your social circle 
shrinks. This is both a perk and peril of power. In a 
high-ranking role, you do not need to run your own 
errands or do your own menial tasks. You can call the 
time and place of meetings or, if you wish, skip them 
altogether. You have more freedom to pick and 
choose to whom you relate. Accordingly, this results 
in reduced role conflict: the psychological stress you 
experience when facing two or more roles
competing for time and attention. The fewer roles 
you have to navigate, the less role conflict, and the 
more time you can spend in your one high-ranking 
role—although at a cost. 
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ROLE CONFLICT
AND THE
GLASS CEILING
Role conflict refers to a situation where the demands 
and responsibilities of one role are mutually
incompatible with another role in some respect. 
Perhaps the most well-known example of role 
conflict is work-family conflict: participating in the 
work role is more difficult by virtue of the demands 
of the family role, and vice versa, participating in the 
family role is more difficult due to the demands of 
the work role. Most of us have dealt with role 
conflict: Do I go for a run, or make breakfast for my 
son so my wife can sleep in? Do I finish the paper for 
class or give my brother a ride to work because his 
car broke down again? Do I stay late at the office to 
go over my presentation, or visit my mother in the 
hospital? 

Studies show that work-family conflict is much 
higher in the United States than elsewhere in the 
developed world. Not only do Americans work 
longer hours than workers in most other developed 
countries, they also do so with fewer laws to support 
them, such as paid maternity-leave laws. Not
surprisingly, an astonishing 37% of women withdraw 
from the workforce mid-career. In science,
technology, engineering, and math (STEM)
professions, that number rises to 52%.  

Work-family role conflict is one of the underlying 
reasons there are so few women in leadership roles. 
Higher status of any kind—due to position, wealth, or 
gender—diminishes role conflict. High status allows 
us to outsource the tasks and duties of a secondary 
role onto others. It’s easier to move ahead if you 
have more time to dedicate to one responsibility. 
Traditional gender roles work in this way. Men have 
fewer family roles to navigate, and thus less
work-family role conflict. 

To increase the number of women in leadership 
roles, reducing role conflict may be a quick and 
practical game changer. Consider the evidence: 
countries with the highest rates of women in
management have one thing in common: means for 
reducing role conflict. While the global average of 
women in management is 24%, China leads the pack 
with 51% of senior-management jobs held by women. 
Russia is in close second with 43%, followed by 
Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Georgia and 
Armenia—each with 35% or more. Southeast Asia 
also exceeds the average percentage of women in 
senior management: Indonesia (41%), the Philippines 
(40%) and Thailand (38%) are all top examples.  

At the bottom are the G7 economies, according to 
this report by accounting firm Grant Thornton, with 
only 21% of senior roles occupied by women. 
Contrast that number with the Baltic States (40%), 
Southeast Asia (32%) and BRIC economies (28%).

Why are these countries are doing better?
Post-communist countries profit from decades of 
equal opportunity backed by workplace policies and 
benefits, such as long maternity leaves, day care, 
shorter working hours, and other programs that 
eased role conflict and enabled women—and 
men—to focus on their families. The enduring legacy 
of those policies results in larger numbers of women 
in management. 

In East Asian countries the relatively high proportion 
of women in senior management can be partially 
explained by extended family support systems. Most 
families live with or near grandparents and other 
relatives who can provide free childcare.
 

While this makes life easier, it also deprives you of a 
developmental opportunity: Shifting constantly in 
and out of high- and low-ranking roles benefits one’s 
emotional and social development. In struggling over 
the responsibilities of different roles, you are forced 
to consider others’ needs. You wrestle with guilt and 
loyalty: “Should I go to the parent–teacher
conference at school, or visit my mother, who just 
got out of surgery?” “Should I stay late and review 
the reports for tomorrow’s big presentation, or go 
home and spend time with my family?” In and out of 
others’ shoes, pulled back and forth between your 
feelings for others and your self-interest, you develop 
empathy and insight.

Of all the efforts to make the workplace equal for 
women and friendly to families in the United States, 
this support lags most. While nearly two-thirds 
(63%) of companies offer flexible working hours and 
locations, only 6% offer onsite daycare, and only 16% 
offer child-care vouchers or support as part of the 
pay package. If the global figures give us any
indication of what moves the needle on this problem, 
reducing role conflict should be at the top of the list. 
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In fact, occupying low-ranking roles allows you to better navigate your high-ranking positions. 
Positions of low rank socially attune you, forcing you to develop your relationship abilities. When 
you lack easy access to resources, you rely on connections with others. The skills needed to reach 
out to others and engage in healthy and sustained interpersonal relationships are fundamental. 
These skills and sub-skills begin in infancy: vulnerability, kindness and empathy, cooperation and 
sharing, and the courage to reach out—risking rejection and the possibility of conflict. 

A powerful role, on the other hand, provides a shortcut to all that hard work. You can limit your 
interactions, listening only to those who ratify your high rank. If you have something others want, 
you have control over them. Admiration and sycophancy masquerade as friendship or intimacy. 

The experiences of high- and low-ranking roles are equally critical to a person’s development as a 
leader. Either vantage point shows you a different window into the world. A low-ranking role drives 
greater empathy and insight to others’ struggles, while a high-ranking role provides the opportu-
nity to lead and exert influence. The conflict between roles increases your overall relational
abilities, broadens your perspective of yourself, and increases your self-awareness. 

Moral Hazards and the Dangers
of Living Upstream
In the classic movie The Wizard of Oz, Dorothy’s dog, Toto, pulls aside the curtain and unmasks the 
great “Wizard”—who turns out to be nothing more than a short, normal-looking man, giving rise to 
the movie’s famous quote: “Pay no attention to that man behind the curtain.” 

That plea—“Pay no attention to that man behind the curtain”—perfectly captures the opportunity 
high power affords: a leader can hide behind the “curtain” of their role. A high-power role can 
shield you from being held accountable for your actions, protect you against feelings of low
self-esteem, and defend you against the challenges of others. 

But that isn’t the only way powerful roles “shield” us. The higher up you are, the further removed 
you are from experiencing the results of your actions. You live upstream from the downstream 
consequences of your decisions. 

In economic theory, this is referred to as a moral hazard. People who make decisions—often life-
altering decisions for others—don’t suffer the consequences of the decisions when things go awry. 
In a moral hazard, someone else—almost always someone with lower rank—bears the cost of the 
high-ranking person’s decision.¹² If a student fails, the teacher typically doesn’t face 
consequences—even though the teacher is at least partially to blame for the student’s perfor-
mance. Politicians set minimum wages for workers without having to live off of those wages them-
selves. A company posts a loss, lays off a significant percentage of its workforce, and returns lower 
dividends for stockholders—and yet the CEO receives a bonus, safely ensconced from the effects 
of their decisions. 

These social effects of power—the self-fulfilling expectations of others, isolation and lack of role 
conflict, and moral hazards—amplify its psychological effects: greater immunity from immediate 
social pressures, heightened sense of control, confidence in predicting positive outcomes, and 
diminished empathy towards others. These are the means and opportunity that come with a
high-power role, but the final piece—motive—lies within each of us. 
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PERSONAL SENSE
OF POWER:
THE CASE OF
NELSON MANDELA
Power is often equated with authority, as the 
power vested in one’s position or status. While 
positional power is what most people value and 
attempt to cultivate, those in a position of
leadership know that their capacity to get 
things done, to succeed in their role, depends 
not on their position, but on their personality, in 
other words, on their personal power. 

Consider the life of Nelson Mandela. His story is 
almost cliché by now, yet he stands as one of 
the most profound examples of personal power 
in our time. Mandela spent twenty-seven years 
as a political prisoner during South Africa’s 
apartheid regime, living in an 8x7-foot cement 
cell furnished only with a straw mat. White 
prison wardens verbally berated and physically 
abused him. Because he had been sentenced to 
prison indefinitely, he was stripped of all human 
rights. He wasn’t just on the lower rungs of 
authority; he wasn’t even on the ladder. Yet
he saw himself—and acted accordingly—as a 
teacher and moral guide. In his autobiography 
he described his trial as an opportunity to teach 
others. Despite his degraded circumstances, he 
held himself to a high moral standard,
and attempted to influence other prisoners, 
guards, and the government through
his words and actions.

Mandela felt powerful. He had a well-developed 
personal sense of power. His sense of power
was independent of others’ ratification. It 
stemmed not from social status or material 
resources but his own deep well of insight and 
wisdom. 

Personal power consists of one’s psychological 
abilities, life experiences, emotional intelligence, 
and spiritual strength. Personal power is 
sourced in oneself, and does not depend on 
anyone else for its value. Consider the story of 
Viktor Frankl, who spent three years in a con-
centration camp and lost his wife, parents, and 
brother to the Nazis. His insight from that 
experience became the foundation of humanis-
tic psychotherapy: human freedom is the 
freedom to choose our attitude in any given 
circumstance. All of our freedoms may be taken 
away, save one: the freedom to choose how to 
respond to what happens to us. When we 
cannot change a situation, Frankl says, “we are 
challenged to change ourselves.” This is 
personal power: the psychological and spiritual 
strength and ability to manage, and even thrive 
under, the most impossible of situations. 

15.

What about Motive?
Power makes you more 
like yourself.¹³

Despite these significant, potentially corrupting influ-
ences of power, not everyone abuses power. Power, 
like magic, can be used for good or for evil. Whether 
you become corrupted by power’s effects—and 
further your self-interest at the expense of others— 
depends entirely on you. You choose which path to 
take. You decide how you will use your power. 

What determines how you use your power? What is 
the motive for misusing power? And what factors 
make you more—and less—prone to abusing power? 
One of the biggest drivers of motive is, simply, how 
you feel about yourself. How well you use your power 
comes down to how you feel about yourself—in
particular, your sense of personal power. The more 
power you feel, the better you tend to use it. 

Research shows that leaders are more effective when 
their positional power is guided by a personal sense 
of power. In fact, people with high personal power 
and low positional power can—and often do—achieve 
beyond the scope of their role.  Conversely, when 
those in power do not feel a sense of personal power, 
they are more likely to use power aggressively.¹⁴ 

Your personal sense of power is critical to your perfor-
mance as a leader. 
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This truth may sound paradoxical, but the stories of leaders throughout history bear it out: a
high-power role doesn’t always translate into a feeling of power. Although the research mentioned 
earlier shows that inhabiting a position of power results in a sense of positive well-being,
confidence, and optimism, those emotional benefits are tenuous. Feelings of threat, fear, self-
doubt, and insecurity are stronger and can temporarily obscure the positive emotions of a suppos-
edly powerful role. 

In a study of leaders in the Israeli military, attachment anxiety was associated with a higher degree 
of self-serving motives.¹⁵ The researchers’ data revealed that the leaders who reported having 
more insecure, anxious, or avoidant styles in relationships were more interested in using their 
power to gain the respect and admiration of others, rather than in using it to benefit others—for 
instance, to create positive change in society. 

Thus, when you occupy a high-power role, but don’t feel powerful—for whatever reason—you are 
at greater risk of using your power poorly. You struggle to keep other people’s or the 
organization’s interests at heart, and are instead tempted to serve your own emotional needs. 

Considering this from the vantage point of a low- or lower-power individual, it seems unlikely— 
almost incredible—that someone in a high-power role can feel weak. Nonetheless, in myriad situa-
tions, people in power commonly complain of low-rank experiences. Take, for instance, former 
British Petroleum CEO Tony Hayward, who resigned in the aftermath of the Deepwater Horizon 
catastrophe. His resignation was due, in part, to the outrage following his public statement: “I’d like 
my life back.” Hayward equated his personal suffering with that of the victims of the explosion. 

We see this disconnect between positional and personal power on a daily basis: 

• Senior vice presidents complain about how difficult it is to talk to the CEO,

• CEOs struggle to work with their executive teams,

• teachers feel overwhelmed by classroom behaviors,

• politicians complain of unfair media coverage, and

• managers routinely choose to endure poor

   performance over the discomfort of firing someone.

This phenomenon can be understood only when we fully recognize how emotions
dictate our actions. More than we care to admit, emotions drive behavior, decision
making, and other cognitive processes.¹⁶ In the face of emotional needs, logic and reason
falter. As psychologist Jonathan Haidt has remarked, the “emotional dog wags its rational
tail.¹⁷” People create logical narratives to justify their behavior, defend their decisions, and assert 
their objectivity—but it is our emotions and self-interests, and not logic, that tend to drive
our actions. 

Additionally, we tend to assign different weight to effects of negative and positive emotions. While 
high rank creates positive feelings of optimism, energy, and a general sense of well-being,
emotions of low rank are more salient and compelling. Fear, anxiety, anger, and depression are 
connected to the limbic system, the area of the brain in charge of managing emotion and forming 
memory—ground zero for our instinctual fears and motivations. Under threat, the limbic
system—our emotional brain—kicks into gear. The amygdala sends signals that flood us with
hormones, activating our response.
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THE
MATTHEW
EFFECT

For unto everyone that hath shall be given, 
and he shall have abundance. But from him 
that hath not shall be taken away even that 
which he hath. - Matthew 25:29 

Coined by sociologist Robert K. Merton, the 
Matthew Effect refers to the “snowballing” 
of advantage: those who have an initial 
advantage tend to accumulate more 
advantage. Conversely, those who suffer 
from disadvantage tend to incur increasing 
disadvantage. In his book, Outliers: The 
Story of Success, author Malcolm Gladwell 
illustrates the Matthew Effect across many 
domains. While we typically think in terms 
of great talent and genius, the truth is, 
Gladwell demonstrates, superstars are 
beneficiaries of often hidden opportunities, 
advantages, and cultural legacies that give 
them an initial leg up in the world. From 
star hockey players to superstar attorneys, 
Gladwell shows how Merton’s thesis is 
often at play behind great success and 
extraordinary achievement. 

The self-fulling prophecies of people’s expectations, 
coupled with the Matthew Effect, creates a “positive 
feedback loop” of social advantage, and may be an 
underlying reason why some leaders experience 
“imposter syndrome”: they sense that people’s
judgments are unmoored from reality. The accolades, 
opportunities, and admiration are sometimes 
deserved, but often undeserved. When leaders 
become promoted beyond their level of competency, 
they can either believe in their greatness or flounder, 
unable to live up to their reputation. Either tendency 
may lead them to hide their mistakes, disguise their 
incompetence, and refuse to seek help or advice in 
order to keep up the façade. Afraid to tarnish the 
perception others hold, they begin to live a life 
devoid of honest feedback, propped up by images 
and expectations disconnected from real data.

Isolation at the Top
The more powerful you are, the more isolated you 
become. As you rise higher in rank, you become 
dependent on others for information. News and 
information is filtered up to you through layers of 
staff, advisors, and members of your inner circle, 
growing more distorted along the way. Remember, 
the power you wield over your subordinates’ careers 
can make them reluctant to give you honest feed-
back; or, having a stake in the game, they tell you 
what they think you want to hear or that which 
serves their own interests. 

Meanwhile, as you rise higher, your social circle 
shrinks. This is both a perk and peril of power. In a 
high-ranking role, you do not need to run your own 
errands or do your own menial tasks. You can call the 
time and place of meetings or, if you wish, skip them 
altogether. You have more freedom to pick and 
choose to whom you relate. Accordingly, this results 
in reduced role conflict: the psychological stress you 
experience when facing two or more roles
competing for time and attention. The fewer roles 
you have to navigate, the less role conflict, and the 
more time you can spend in your one high-ranking 
role—although at a cost. 

  

 
From an evolutionary standpoint, low rank is a matter of life and death. In a low-rank position, you 
are at the mercy of something or someone with greater power. You could be killed, hurt, or eaten. 
It’s a classic fight, flight, or freeze moment. Even if you are not physically threatened, your body 
still responds with the same surge of hormones. Your emotional brain doesn’t parse probabilities. 
A curt email or a demeaning look can trigger the same reaction as a charging tiger. The emotions 
associated with low rank—fear, hurt, outrage, depression, and anger—signal danger, and thus take 
priority over anything else happening in that moment, including the positive emotions of a high-
ranking role. 

Across many domains, psychologists have demonstrated this negativity bias: negative events, 
emotions, and memories take precedence over positive ones.¹⁸ Negative memories last longer than 
positive ones, there are more words for negative emotional states than there are for positive
feelings, people fear negative feedback far more than they anticipate positive feedback, and so on. 
The emotional impact and psychological effects of bad experiences far outweigh the impact and 
effects of happy ones. 

It is your low-rank emotions that create a motive—that is, a potential motive—to misuse your 
power. When your sense of power is fragile—when you feel threatened, and when your power 
depends on factors outside of yourself—you can be tempted to use the means and opportunity of 
your high-power role to manipulate others, gain approval, and maintain your status—in short, to 
satisfy your personal needs at the expense of others. Sometimes this is done following deliberate 
calculation, but most often it’s done without awareness, and without conscious intent: 

• If a leader is thin-skinned, overly sensitive to criticism, and has low emotional regulation he can 
be easily triggered and lose control. He may react aggressively, defensively, or irrationally, unaware 
of or momentarily blinded to his responsibilities in his high-ranking role. 

• If a leader has low self-esteem and depends on the admiration, obedience, or respect of others in 
order to feel a sense of self-worth, she can become enmeshed in distracting and disturbing
relationships, in an attempt to manipulate or coerce the behavior of others. 

• If the leader is afraid of looking vulnerable or weak, he may use his role to
cover up his insecurities, mask ignorance, avoid difficult conversations,
or hide mistakes. 

• If the leader has poor social skills, she can be aloof,
discourteous, blunt, or excessively rely on mere authority in
the absence of influence: being unapproachable and
avoiding conversations, threatening or coercing, flattering
people above, and bullying those below. 
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ROLE CONFLICT
AND THE
GLASS CEILING
Role conflict refers to a situation where the demands 
and responsibilities of one role are mutually
incompatible with another role in some respect. 
Perhaps the most well-known example of role 
conflict is work-family conflict: participating in the 
work role is more difficult by virtue of the demands 
of the family role, and vice versa, participating in the 
family role is more difficult due to the demands of 
the work role. Most of us have dealt with role 
conflict: Do I go for a run, or make breakfast for my 
son so my wife can sleep in? Do I finish the paper for 
class or give my brother a ride to work because his 
car broke down again? Do I stay late at the office to 
go over my presentation, or visit my mother in the 
hospital? 

Studies show that work-family conflict is much 
higher in the United States than elsewhere in the 
developed world. Not only do Americans work 
longer hours than workers in most other developed 
countries, they also do so with fewer laws to support 
them, such as paid maternity-leave laws. Not
surprisingly, an astonishing 37% of women withdraw 
from the workforce mid-career. In science,
technology, engineering, and math (STEM)
professions, that number rises to 52%.  

Work-family role conflict is one of the underlying 
reasons there are so few women in leadership roles. 
Higher status of any kind—due to position, wealth, or 
gender—diminishes role conflict. High status allows 
us to outsource the tasks and duties of a secondary 
role onto others. It’s easier to move ahead if you 
have more time to dedicate to one responsibility. 
Traditional gender roles work in this way. Men have 
fewer family roles to navigate, and thus less
work-family role conflict. 

To increase the number of women in leadership 
roles, reducing role conflict may be a quick and 
practical game changer. Consider the evidence: 
countries with the highest rates of women in
management have one thing in common: means for 
reducing role conflict. While the global average of 
women in management is 24%, China leads the pack 
with 51% of senior-management jobs held by women. 
Russia is in close second with 43%, followed by 
Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Georgia and 
Armenia—each with 35% or more. Southeast Asia 
also exceeds the average percentage of women in 
senior management: Indonesia (41%), the Philippines 
(40%) and Thailand (38%) are all top examples.  

At the bottom are the G7 economies, according to 
this report by accounting firm Grant Thornton, with 
only 21% of senior roles occupied by women. 
Contrast that number with the Baltic States (40%), 
Southeast Asia (32%) and BRIC economies (28%).

Why are these countries are doing better?
Post-communist countries profit from decades of 
equal opportunity backed by workplace policies and 
benefits, such as long maternity leaves, day care, 
shorter working hours, and other programs that 
eased role conflict and enabled women—and 
men—to focus on their families. The enduring legacy 
of those policies results in larger numbers of women 
in management. 

In East Asian countries the relatively high proportion 
of women in senior management can be partially 
explained by extended family support systems. Most 
families live with or near grandparents and other 
relatives who can provide free childcare.
 

Keys to Using Power Well
Ed Viesturs is one of the top high-altitude mountaineers in the world, successfully reaching the 
summits of each of the world’s fourteen 8000-meter (26,247 feet) peaks without supplemental 
oxygen an astounding twenty-one times, including Mount Everest—seven times. 
 
While most climbers refer to the ascent up Mount Everest as “summiting,” Viesturs calls it “a round 
trip.” His motto is: “Getting to the top is optional. Getting down is mandatory.” As much as he 
would like to stand atop the world’s tallest peak after years of physical preparation and a huge 
financial investment, he will only do so under the right conditions. He won’t put his self-interest 
above the safety of his team, nor will he put his ambition before the well-being of his family. Imag-
ine Viesturs’s self-restraint and other-mindedness that allows him to turn back, meters from his 
goal. Even in that oxygen-poor atmosphere, he stays awake and aware, with his priorities straight 
and his ego in check. He refuses to let the goal eclipse his conscience, even when victory is within 
grasp. 

Leaders can learn from Ed Viesturs’s mindset. Given the pervasive psychological influences and the 
social pressures surrounding you in a position of power, the onus is on you to develop immunity to 
power’s corrupting potential. Self-awareness alone isn’t enough. You need a deeper understanding 
of how power operates, and a program and process for keeping yourself in check. 

Most leadership competencies mix technical and “soft” skills—things like emotional and
social intelligence, communication skills, and business ethics. The research and reality
about power, however, proves it is a psychological game-changer: rising higher in rank
is not just an outer change in circumstances, but an inner change in attitudes,
perceptions, and behavior. Successfully executing a high-power role requires more
than soft skills alone. In addition to the usual soft skills, it’s crucial for leaders
to understand how to navigate the psychological influences and the social
web of power.

Consolidating the research, let’s consider the following imperatives as
preconditions for using power well in a role of authority:

1. Develop Your Sense of Personal Power 

Your social status gives you advantages, while your positional power gives you
license and authority to act. However, the question of how and whether you
succeed depends as much—if not more—on your sense of personal power.
You may land a high-ranking position because of your MBA, but getting people
to follow you depends on your ability to influence through your personal power. 
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A personal sense gives you resilience, confidence, and a solid sense of self, robust enough to take 
criticism, self-reflect, and learn from mistakes. Personal power derives from different sources, 
unique to each of us. For some, their sense of personal power is connected to personality charac-
teristics; for others, it’s grown and developed through personal-development work, self-reflection, 
or coaching. Still others draw strength from their spiritual faith or their connections to family and 
heritage.

No matter who you are, your personal sense of power has roots in your childhood. No one enters a 
position of authority with a blank slate. If, as a child, you were the subject of discrimination, you 
may have internalized negative messages about your identity—or perhaps you learned to see 
yourself independent of others’ judgments. If you were constantly compared to an older sibling 
who excelled in school, you can still doubt your intelligence despite your advanced degree(s). If 
you were bullied, grew up in a dysfunctional family, or had serious health issues as a child, your 
feelings of insecurity may still haunt you today—despite your important position and six-figure 
income.

As well, the emotional support you received as a child can buoy you through the roughest waters. 
If you felt loved, supported, and encouraged, you may feel a sense of high personal power in the 
face of challenges, discrimination, or extreme financial hardship. 

Most importantly, developing a greater sense of personal power is under your control. Through 
self-awareness and self-development, you can increase your sense of power, and use it to make a 
meaningful contribution to your world. 

2. Close the Gap Between the Power You Feel and the Power Others See

No matter how much positional authority you have, how effectively you execute your leadership 
role depends on how others experience your power. Legitimacy is in the eye of the beholder. You 
may have the license to act by virtue of your position, but your capacity to act hinges on the 
impact you have on others. Remember: emotions drive behavior. It is easier to feel threat, self-
doubt, and fear (in other words, low-rank emotions) and be led astray from the responsibilities of 
your high-power role. This may often occur without your awareness, when you find yourself letting 
your emotions, personal needs, and self-interest hop into the driver’s seat. When you start satisfy-
ing your personal needs through your high-power role, you are in grave danger of abusing your 
power. 

Although you may feel threatened, anxious, or full of self-doubt, others still see—and relate to—a 
high-power individual. The lens of your high-power role magnifies the impact you make on others 
when you act out of a low-rank state. You may feel anxious or worried about meeting the target, 
but your subordinates experience you as a micro-manager. You may think you’re
just a bit “cranky,” but your team sees you as insulting and unduly harsh.
Whenever you let your low-rank emotions drive your behavior, you are
 at risk of losing credibility and legitimacy. 
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PERSONAL SENSE
OF POWER:
THE CASE OF
NELSON MANDELA
Power is often equated with authority, as the 
power vested in one’s position or status. While 
positional power is what most people value and 
attempt to cultivate, those in a position of
leadership know that their capacity to get 
things done, to succeed in their role, depends 
not on their position, but on their personality, in 
other words, on their personal power. 

Consider the life of Nelson Mandela. His story is 
almost cliché by now, yet he stands as one of 
the most profound examples of personal power 
in our time. Mandela spent twenty-seven years 
as a political prisoner during South Africa’s 
apartheid regime, living in an 8x7-foot cement 
cell furnished only with a straw mat. White 
prison wardens verbally berated and physically 
abused him. Because he had been sentenced to 
prison indefinitely, he was stripped of all human 
rights. He wasn’t just on the lower rungs of 
authority; he wasn’t even on the ladder. Yet
he saw himself—and acted accordingly—as a 
teacher and moral guide. In his autobiography 
he described his trial as an opportunity to teach 
others. Despite his degraded circumstances, he 
held himself to a high moral standard,
and attempted to influence other prisoners, 
guards, and the government through
his words and actions.

Mandela felt powerful. He had a well-developed 
personal sense of power. His sense of power
was independent of others’ ratification. It 
stemmed not from social status or material 
resources but his own deep well of insight and 
wisdom. 

Personal power consists of one’s psychological 
abilities, life experiences, emotional intelligence, 
and spiritual strength. Personal power is 
sourced in oneself, and does not depend on 
anyone else for its value. Consider the story of 
Viktor Frankl, who spent three years in a con-
centration camp and lost his wife, parents, and 
brother to the Nazis. His insight from that 
experience became the foundation of humanis-
tic psychotherapy: human freedom is the 
freedom to choose our attitude in any given 
circumstance. All of our freedoms may be taken 
away, save one: the freedom to choose how to 
respond to what happens to us. When we 
cannot change a situation, Frankl says, “we are 
challenged to change ourselves.” This is 
personal power: the psychological and spiritual 
strength and ability to manage, and even thrive 
under, the most impossible of situations. 

3. Develop Emotional Regulation: Watch for the Lure of Low Rank 

How do we manage these low-rank emotions? In our technology-driven, modern-day lives, we 
encounter thousands of emotionally charged stimuli every day. These daily occurrences have the 
potential to set off limbic responses: before you know it, you are “triggered.” These “triggers” are 
sights, sounds, words, and images that make us reactive, and lead to low-rank emotional states. A 
triggered response can be a dramatic outburst, or it could be more subtle. For instance, micro-
managing bosses are reacting to their inner feelings of anxiety and fear; they may not appear 
overly emotional, yet they are acting out of a profound dread that something won’t be completed 
well or on time. The same may be true for those who avoid conflict: bosses who seem aloof may 
be reacting to the fear of saying the wrong thing and losing their authority.

 Your triggers represent the greatest threat to building and maintaining your personal sense of 
power. When you wield power from a triggered state of mind, you do so poorly: you react rather 
than respond; you attempt to control rather than engage; you self-protect instead of serve the 
whole. By handing jurisdiction over to reactions, you open yourself up to the motive to misuse 
your power.

You cannot do away with your triggers entirely, but you can learn about and control them. You can 
develop restraint, self-awareness, and mindfulness. You can track the things that are likely to set 
you off and develop strategies to avoid them, or you can manage your reactivity. Knowing your 
triggers and being able to anticipate them gives you greater control over them and, accordingly, 
greater choice in how to respond. 
 

4. Master the Lens of Power

When you occupy a position of power, everything you say and do carries additional meaning. 
People exaggerate what you say, add meaning and make inferences to your comments, and even 
interpret your non-verbal signals, all due to the distorting effect of the lens of power. Nowhere is 
the gap between intention and impact wider than in relationships of asymmetrical power. You 
become a symbol, subject to unrealistic expectations and projections of authority that have little 
to do with who you are or what you actually do. You become a target of others’ admiration, criti-
cism, or jealousy. And you will be judged according to others’ expectations—not necessarily by 
your accomplishments. 

These phenomena are all part of the lens of power, and it’s imperative that every leader learn how 
to manage it and how to occupy a role—which is partially a set of actual responsibilities, and
partially a set of expectations and perceptions that live in the minds of others. Know that whatever 
you do and say becomes a cultural norm to obey or resist. Know that you will be unfairly criticized, 
and learn how to let it go, to pick and choose your battles wisely. Know that others will misinterpret 
your actions and excuse your failures, so know that you will need to become a master communica-
tor to make sure your true intent is clear. Know that others will place unrealistic expectations upon 
you, so learn how to not take criticism personally while remaining open to all feedback—regardless 
of whether it’s something you personally are responsible for.
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5. Know That if You Lose It, You Lose It for Good 

As opposed to personal power, the power of your position is social: it is defined by external factors 
such as others’ judgments, organizational hierarchy, and social norms. It is subject to others’ ratifi-
cation and compliance. That means that social power, by its very nature, is outside of your control. 
If you use your social power alone to get things done, you put yourself in an unstable position. You 
rely on things outside your control to be effective. 

The undoing of many a leader starts when they exert their authority before gaining others’ trust 
and respect; in other words, they believe that because they now occupy an office of authority, they 
have the political and social capital to get people’s buy-in. Many a leader enters a new role with a 
big agenda, feeling they have to prove themselves, or anxious to make a change. But using the 
authority of your role before gaining others’ trust is one of the most common—and fatal—errors a 
leader can make. 

Just because you can force people to do what you want doesn’t mean you should. Authority alone 
is not leadership. People need a reason to follow you, and the reason is your influence—the buy-in 
you gain by using personal power. Your behavior, not the position, gives you legitimacy, and 
behavior needs time to make an impact. There is no shortcut to influence. It happens through 
contact, relationships, and trust-building.

Occupying a high-power role is fraught with challenges. The psychological and social influences of 
a high-power role are nuanced and complex, and learning how to navigate them successfully is 
difficult. 

But it is doable. Remember, power can be used for good or ill—it all depends on you and your 
motives. Master your motives, and you have a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to make a
transformative contribution to your world. 
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Keys to Using Power Well
Ed Viesturs is one of the top high-altitude mountaineers in the world, successfully reaching the 
summits of each of the world’s fourteen 8000-meter (26,247 feet) peaks without supplemental 
oxygen an astounding twenty-one times, including Mount Everest—seven times. 
 
While most climbers refer to the ascent up Mount Everest as “summiting,” Viesturs calls it “a round 
trip.” His motto is: “Getting to the top is optional. Getting down is mandatory.” As much as he 
would like to stand atop the world’s tallest peak after years of physical preparation and a huge 
financial investment, he will only do so under the right conditions. He won’t put his self-interest 
above the safety of his team, nor will he put his ambition before the well-being of his family. Imag-
ine Viesturs’s self-restraint and other-mindedness that allows him to turn back, meters from his 
goal. Even in that oxygen-poor atmosphere, he stays awake and aware, with his priorities straight 
and his ego in check. He refuses to let the goal eclipse his conscience, even when victory is within 
grasp. 

Leaders can learn from Ed Viesturs’s mindset. Given the pervasive psychological influences and the 
social pressures surrounding you in a position of power, the onus is on you to develop immunity to 
power’s corrupting potential. Self-awareness alone isn’t enough. You need a deeper understanding 
of how power operates, and a program and process for keeping yourself in check. 

Most leadership competencies mix technical and “soft” skills—things like emotional and
social intelligence, communication skills, and business ethics. The research and reality
about power, however, proves it is a psychological game-changer: rising higher in rank
is not just an outer change in circumstances, but an inner change in attitudes,
perceptions, and behavior. Successfully executing a high-power role requires more
than soft skills alone. In addition to the usual soft skills, it’s crucial for leaders
to understand how to navigate the psychological influences and the social
web of power.

Consolidating the research, let’s consider the following imperatives as
preconditions for using power well in a role of authority:

1. Develop Your Sense of Personal Power 

Your social status gives you advantages, while your positional power gives you
license and authority to act. However, the question of how and whether you
succeed depends as much—if not more—on your sense of personal power.
You may land a high-ranking position because of your MBA, but getting people
to follow you depends on your ability to influence through your personal power. 
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