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UNDERSTANDING POWER:
BRINGING ABOUT STRATEGIC CHANGE

Abstract

Success in today's competitive and complex world depends upon the ability to bring about
effective strategic change. Much of the business literature has been preoccupied with
finding more sophisticated techniques to formulate better strategies. But busines success
depends not only finding the right strategy, but also ensuring it materializes in the form of
a pattern of appropriate strategic actions. We know relatively little about this part of the
strategy making process. This article shows how a better understanding and use of power
can provide the energy to ensure strategic action by driving the organization and its
members through the strategy making process.



Introduction

Success in today's competitive and complex world depends upon the ability to
bring about broadsweeping strategic change. Unfortunately, our success in translating
strategic intent into organizational action has been limited: and many North American
and European companies find themselves struggling to put effective strategies into
place. Success clearly depends then, not only upon finding creative, new strategies, but
also on being able to realize them by making the necessary changes throughout the
organization. Organizational members must be able to think and act strategically. The
body of work on strategy-making has, however, tended to focus on the formation of
strategic intent at the expense of its realization (Hurst, 1986; Huston, 1992). This paper
argues that, instead of sidestepping the issue of implementation, we must directly
confront it and, more specifically, we must examine the role that power plays in bringing
about strategic action.

One problem with discussing power concerns its negative connotation -- power
"over" someone else. Despite work on the advantages of using power, it is often seen
as unethical and inappropriate to good management (Pfeffer, 1992). This
conceptualization has driven researchers away from deeper study of political dynamics.
To redress this tendency, power is deliberately defined here in neutral terms. Itis a
force that affects outcomes; while politics is power in action. These definitions allow us
to study power "to": the productive side of power that allows us to achieve outcomes we

could not achieve alone (Knights & Morgan, 1991).



[Power is the ability of] different parties to achieve something together

they could not accomplish individually. This power governs a politics

concerned with creating new possibilities in a world where resources may

be scarce but some interests may be joined and new resources created.

This is win-win politics: victory is only collective, and one party's loss

defeats all (Baum, 1989: 195).

Power can, then, provide the energy for strategic change. Without it, we face strategic
paralysis because we lack a mechanism with which to make change happen.

Political approaches to strategy-making are not new (e.g., Pettigrew, 1977;
MacMillan, 1978; Narayanan & Fahey, 1982; Gray & Ariss, 1985; Schwenk, 1989) but,
as will be argued here, they tend to promote an overly narrow conceptualization of
power that focusses on only one aspect of power -- the mobilization of resources (e.g.
funds, information, expertise, and credibility). This paper argues that power comprises a
number of dimensions, of which resources is only one: it is also embedded in
processes and meaning (Lukes, 1974: Hardy, 1994). By acknowledging the multi-
dimensionality of power, managers can develop a broader array of mechanisms with
which to ensure strategic action. Another weakness of traditional management
approaches is that they tend to view power as being exercised solely in the face of
conflict. While this may be of some use to managers facing overt resistance to strategic
initiatives, it does not help those seeking to orchestrate collaborative action by
preventing conflict over strategic options from emerging. So, given the lack of
understanding in the mainstream management literature about power and apparent

lack of success in implementing effective strategies, there seems to be scope for



reconsidering power in a strategic context, and from a more sophisticated perspective
(Hardy, 1995).

This article explores the problem of strategic action and shows how power can
provide the energy needed to drive the organization and its members through the
strategic change process. The following section recaps the various components of the
strategy-making process. The paper then shows the importance of power to strategy-
making and the deficiencies of other approaches to strategic change. A model is then
presented that describes four dimensions of power that work for and against strategic
change. Finally, we explore how managers can mobilize and target those power
dimensions more effectively to achieve strategic action.

Strategic Action: Realizing Strategic Intent

Before we can discuss the process of strategic change, we need to clarify what
is meant by the terms "strategy" and "strategic action.” Definitions of strategy have
been subject to great debate concerning whether it constitutes those actions which are
planned or those which are realized (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). For the purposes of
this paper, strategy is defined as the latter.

Strategy is realized in practice through consistency in a stream of actions

and decisions over time (Pettigew, 1985: 438).

The actions in question concern the mobilization of organizational resources to exploit
environmental opportunities and/or defend against threats (e.g., Andrew, 1980). The
focus on actions, rather than plans, enables us to consider three situations: deliberate
strategies where intentions are successfully realized; unarticulated, unintended

emergent strategies; and unrealized strategies where intentions are not carried out



(Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). Strategic action refers to the first situation: the realization
of deliberate strategy through the transformation of strategic intent into a pattern of
actions that constitute an effective strategy.

This approach does not separate "formulation” from "implementation” but simply
concentrates on the issues associated with the latter. The discussion of power means
that it is impossible to separate formulation and implementation. First, the political
issues raised here help to explain why formulation and implementation are interwoven,
by showing how organizational members resist or influence strategic ideas. Second, the
discussion helps to explain why managers often form their strategic ideas in response
to the political realities that they face. Third, the focus on helping managers realize their
intentions does not preclude the fact that the strategy may be modified, changed or
even abandoned along the path to realization, even if management's aim is usually to
reduce the likelihood of unrealized strategies. Nor does it deny that strategies can
emerge in the absence of intent or develop incrementally as vague plans are refined in
a step-by-step process.

In accordance with this definition, successful strategic action encompasses the
realization of strategic intent through a process of organizational alignment. Strategic
intent comprises the intentions of organizational members concerning the creation of a
competitive advantage in the particular environment in which the business operates.
The task of forging strategic intent has received considerable attention -- from Porter's
categorization of cost leadership and differentiation, to strategic "stretch” (Hamel &
Prahalad, 1989; 1993; Prahalad & Hamel, 1990) and strategic "thinking" (Pascale,

1990). While the more recent work redresses the mechanistic approach of the



traditional planning literature, it does not tackle how the organizational changes
necessary to support new strategic initiatives can be implemented. Strategic intent is
thus only the first part of a much more complex process of which strategic realization is
the goal. It is achieved only when modifications are made to structure, systems, human
resource policies, and culture that align the organization with the desired stategy.

Successful strategy-making depends, then, upon some for of alignment of key
design parameters which reconstitute the organization in a way that renders it capable
of carrying out the strategy (e.g., Miles & Snow, 1978; Peters & Waterman, 1982). The
starting point of alignment is, typically, structure, which has long been linked to strategy.
More recently, traditional structures have been criticized for concentrating power in the
hands of senior managers in a way that disenfranchises and alienates employees.
Accordingly more flexible organizational forms have been advocated through
empowerment, cross-functional teams, and increased participation in strategy-making
to introduce new perspectives, increase motivation, and dismantle departmental
barriers. The desire for flexibility has also permeated organizational boundaries
between organizations in the form of joint ventures, strategic alliances, outsourcing, and
the modular and virtual corporation.

Organizational structures depend upon systems to make them work. Systems
comprise a number of different elements that together constitute both the glue, which
holds holds the organization together, and the dynamism that enables them to react.
Information systems are particularly important, especially with recent technological
developments that have added to the ways in which information can be acquired,

processed and disseminated.



Another important constellation of design parameters concerns people. Human
resource policies must ensure that people with the appropriate skills are hired, trained,
evaluated, compensated, and motivated in ways consistent with strategic aspirations.
Selection and recruitment, performance evaluation and appraisal, rewards and
compensation, and training and development must all support the strategic thrust of the
organization.

Organizational culture is another important strategic variable. The success of
Japanese firms led to a search for ways of transplanting this culture into North America,
and the 1980s were marked by an increasing interest in organizational culture. By
focussing on symbols, rituals, and myths, academics and practitoners alike have sought
ways to create cultures to harness members' commitment, values and loyalty to
improve competitive advantage, performance and productivity.

One reason why strategic change often fails is because the organization is not
appropriately aligned around the new strategic initiative. For example, CEOs talk about
quality but continue to reward productivity; mission statements stress innovation, but
procedures preclude risk taking; restructuring creates divisions but decision-making
remains centralized at the corporate level. Unless plans and ideas are transformed into
action, strategic intent falls into the realm of unrealized strategy. So, the process of
alignment and the organizational changes it embodies are crucial to successful strategy
making. The question that then arises is: what means do managers have for tackling
this strategic challenge?

The Role of Power in Strategy Making



The previous section has elaborated the key components of strategic action but
has not considered how the organization moves from intent, through alignment, to
realization. The tendency to present strategy-making as a rational, orderly process has
conveyed the impression that it happens automatically. This is, however, unlikely to be
the case since all aspects of the strategic change process have political consequences.
The formation of strategic intent, for example, is rarely a straightforward revelation of the
"optimal" strategy but, instead, depends on the persuasion of other individuals on the
basis of tenuous or ambiguous data, and possibly against their better judgement and
personal interests. Different managers often have quite different ideas of what the
organization's strategy is (Bowman & Johnson, 1992; Floyd & Wooldridge, 1992), let
alone what it should be. Such disagreement should come as no surprise -- strategic
change is complex, and ideas concerning the correct answer are bound to vary: what one
individual sees as strategic salvation, another may dismiss as another crazy idea!

The work on alignment has also tended to ignore the political implications of
organizational change. Structure is usually presented in clinical terms even though
structural reorganizations inevitably involve more resources for some managers and less
for others. Even the advantages of new organizational forms do not come without a price.
Managers must learn to work across and dismantle, departmental boundaries. And if
managers cannot break down these barriers, how can they expect to work across
interorganizational boundaries, particularly when they traverse international frontiers, and
link companies in alliances that span the world? Changes to information systems often
fail because designers concentrate on technical issues, and forget about the users. More

decentralized systems needed to support new organizational forms by allowiing



employees throughout the organization access to strategic information and decisions may
be resisted by senior managers who fear a loss of control.

Human considerations undoubtedly contribute to the success or failure of strategy-
making: it is not enough simply to tell employees what the new strategy is. Unless the
total sum of their experience converges in the same direction, strategic initiatives will be
frustrated. But the relatively recent addition of human resource management to the
strategic agenda (Fulmer, 1989) means that the human factors that provoke conflict have
been conveniently left out of the strategic equation. Similarly, culture is often presented a
neutral tool instead of the product of an intensely political process. A culture is formed,
not by a few élite members of the organization pressing the right buttons, but as the result
of a complex interactive process involving all members. Moreover, a "strong" culture, as
recent events in IBM bear witness, can inhibit change. The stronger the culture, the more
consistent the filtering process as people interpret information according to accepted
norms and values, the more convergent the behaviour, and the more difficult it becomes
to perceive, let alone act on, the need for radical change.

So, both the substance of strategic intent and the nature of strategic alignment
have political implications, and managers may need power to confront resistance. Even in
situations where employees support strategic change, power will still be necessary. The
costs and benefits of major change are often hard to assess, rendering the rational-
scientific paradigm unhelpful. "Without perfect, unbounded, rationality it is quite feasible
that individuals and groups may agree on ends without agreeing on how they are to be
pursued” (Walsh et al, 1981: 141). Accordingly, the actions that are crucial to the

realization of strategic goals do not just "happen” -- power is needed to orchestrate and



direct them. Hence power is an integral part of strategic change, regardless of whether
the organization is a political cauldron of conflicting interests and power is a way to
combat resistance to strategic intentions; or whether it is united by common goals and
power is required to facilitate collaborative action.

To be able to use power for strategic action, managers must have a thorough
understanding of what it involves. Mainstream management theory is of limited help in
this regard because it has promulgated a particularly narrow view of power: one that is
restricted to the mobilization of resource dependencies and to defensive manoeuvres
undertaken in response to conflict. Here, we present a model that encompasses the
dimensions of power (Lukes, 1974), derived from resources, processes and meaning
(table 1), that can be used to combat the power embedded in the system to influence
strategy-making processes in ways that help prevent opposition to strategic change..

- Table 1 near here -

The First Dimension: the power of resources

Lukes (1974) linked the first dimension of power to early studies of community
power, which had focused exclusively on the decision-making process. These
researchers had analyzed key decisions that seemed likely to illustrate the power
relations prevailing in a particular community. The object was to determine who made
these decisions. If the same groups were responsible, the community could be said to be
ruled by an élite. The researchers found, instead, that different groups prevailed in
decision making. They labelled such communities as "pluralist’ and hypothesized that

America as a whole was a pluralist society. This work assumed that power was only



exercised in key decisions where conflict was clearly observable. Individuals were aware
of their grievances and acted on them by participating in decision-making and using
power to influence outcomes. Since the decision-making arena was considered to be
open to everyone, the absence of participation indicated that actors agreed with
decisions.

Lukes did not explicitly consider the managerial literature on power but the
mainstream approach fits under this first dimension. Mainstream management studies
have generally considered power to be the ability to get others to do what you want them
to, if necessary against their will. This body of work has concentrated primarily on the link
between power and the control of scarce resources used to influence behaviour in the
face of resistance and opposition. Early studies (e.g.,Thompson, 1956; Mechanic, 1962;
Crozier, 1964; Hickson et al, 1971; Pettigrew, 1973; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1974) examined
the link between power and the control of scarce resources. In this way, the management
literature helps identify the bases of power that help actors influence decision making
processes and defeat opposition (e.g., Pettigrew, 1973; Pfeffer, 1981).

According to this relatively common conceptualization, power is exercised by
actors to influence decision outcomes and bring about the desired behaviour through the
deployment of key resources on which others depend, such as information, expertise,
political access, credibility, stature and prestige, access to higher echelon members, the
control of money, rewards and sanctions. This form of power works along the lines of
behaviour modification. It has, as a result, a limited impact since it is task-oriented and the

continual deployment of either the carrot or stick may be necessary to ensure that the



desired behaviour is sustained. Moreover, the excessive use of coercion may engender a
backlash in the people over whom power is exercised.
The Second Dimension: the power of processes

The second dimension of power was developed as researchers began to criticize
the assumptions underlying the work of the pluralists. Bachrach & Baratz (1962)
guestioned whether decision-making processes were accessible to everyone; and
whether nonpatrticipation really reflected genuine satisfaction. They criticized the pluralists
for their failure to recognize that interests and grievances might not be articulated,
remaining outside the formal decision-making arena, and argued that conflict could exist
even if it was not directly observable. By examining the ways in which full-and-equal
participation was constrained, Bachrach and Baratz uncovered processes whereby issues
are excluded from decision making and the agenda is confined to "safe" questions.

This form of power resides in organizational decision making processes which
incorporate a variety of procedures and political routines that can be invoked by dominant
groups to influence outcomes by preventing subordinates from participating fully in
decision-making. It has been termed nondecision making, because it allows the more
powerful actors to determine outcomes from behind the scenes through the use of
procedures and political routines. It highlights the fact that power is not exercised solely in
the making of key decisions and that the most visible decision makers are not necessarily
the most powerful.

Nondecision making has typically been seen as a device used by dominant groups
to protect the status quo by mobilizing the biases that are embedded in existing decision

making processes. It can, however, It can, however, also be used to bring about change,



by extending access to decision making arenas and agendas (Hardy and Redivo, 1994).
So, for example, new committees may be set up with new mandates and membership to
bring change on to the agenda, incorporate new viewpoints, and raise awareness. While
this dimension of power can produce more generalized and long-term changes than
resource power, only behaviour consistent with the norms and values of the underlying
system will endure. If the new behaviour clashes with underlying norms and values, it will
probably fail (Hardy & Redivo, 1994)

The Third Dimension: the power of meaning

Lukes developed a third dimension of power because he felt that Bachrach and
Baratz's work did not go far enough. It continued to assume that some manifestation of
conflict was necessary to stimulate the use of nondecision making power. By specifying
the existence of conflict as a prerequisite of nondecision making, he argued that
Bachrach and Baratz had overlooked the possibility that power might be used to prevent
conflict from emerging in the first place. Lukes argued that power is often used to shape
perceptions, cognitions, and preferences so that individuals accept the status quo
because they cannot imagine any alternative. According to this view, the study of power
cannot be confined to observable conflict, to the outcomes of decisions, or even to
suppressed issues. It must also consider the question of political quiescence.

Initially, the third dimension of power was related to societal and class
mechanisms which were deemed to perpetuate the status quo, but writers began to point
out that it also occurred within the context of struggles at the local level (e.g., Giddens,
1979; Ranson et al, 1980; Clegg, 1989). Writers explored a similar conceptualization of

power in a variety of different arenas including industrial relations (e.g. Fox, 1973; Hyman



& Fryer, 1975); labour process theory (e.g. Burawoy, 1979); political campaigns
(Edelman, 1971; 1977); planning (Forester, 1989).

In the context of management, Pettigrew (1979) showed how interest groups
legitimized their demands and "de-legitimized" the demands of others through the
management of meaning (also see Clegg, 1975; Chaffee, 1985; Frost, 1987; Frost & Egri,
1989). A study of factory closures found that managers who wanted to avoid union and
employee resistance engaged in a complex strategy to legitimate the managerial decision
to close the unit in question. It involved using symbols, such as redundancy (severance)
compensation and consultation to emphasize managerial credibility and goodwill; and
economic reports and presentations of the reasons behind the closure to justify it. In this
way, the desired strategy was imbued with meaning -- as legitimate, rational, desirable or
(failing that) unavoidable.These actions were symbolic, however, since consultation did
not involve the closure decision; severance payments did not compensate for lost jobs;
reports justifying the closure were based on confidential figures never made public; and
the reasons given for the closures, although seductive, were not the real ones (Hardy,
1985). This dimension of power is probably the most sophisticated, and certainly the most
broadsweeping. But, while it may lead to fundamental changes, it is difficult to target
specific and precise changes in behaviour with it.

The Fourth Dimension: the power of the system

Finally, we must not ignore the power embedded deep within the organizational
system that everyone takes for granted. This power is often beyond the reach of
tampering by organizational members. It lies in the unconscious acceptance of the

values, traditions, cultures, and structures of a given institution and it captures all



organizational members in its web. Since it advantages or disadvantages individuals
without being consciously mobilized, even those who profit from it find it difficult to
change. This power is the backdrop against which all organizational actions and decisions
takes place. Since it is vested in the status quo, it is unlikely to lead to change in the
absence of any countervailing power (see Deetz, 1992; Knights, 1992). It is against this
dimension of power that managers must employ the other three dimensions if they are to
bring about strategic action.

The work of Foucault (e.g. 1979; 1980, 1982) emphasizes the power of the system
and the degree to which all individual are limited in resisting, much less transforming this
system (e.g. see Clegg, 1989; Knights & Morgan, 1991). Nonetheless, this article argues
that managers (and others) have some scope in modifying the power embedded in their
organizations. It may not represent a transformational change and it certainly does not
constitute an escape from the effects of power but, by effectively mobilizing and targetting
the power of resources, processes and meaning, managers may be able to bring about
strategic change.

Mobilizing Power for Strategic Action: An Example

Strategic change does not, then, occur in a vacuum: it takes place in a system in
which a certain distribution of power is already entrenched. When managers attempt
strategic change, they must use the first three dimensions of power to modify those parts
of the existing system that inhibit the new behaviour necessary to support their initiatives.
Strategic action typically hinges on the mobilization of all three dimensions. Relying solely
on resources to reinforce the desired behaviour and/or punish unwanted behaviour is too

task-oriented: organizational members will carry out the desired behaviour only with the



continual deployment of the necessary resources. It will not sustain the long term change
necessary to realize a new strategy. Process power facilitates behaviour in a way that
does not rely on continual reinforcement by raising awareness. It is also limited, however,
because only those changes that conform to existing norms and values will endure.
Consequently, process power is insufficient to prevent the marginalization of the counter-
cultural changes that are often integral to successful strategic change. By managing
meaning, managers can change underlying values and norms but, used alone, its inability
to target specific behaviour will hinder effective strategic change. By developing an
integrated strategy, however, that draws on all three dimensions of power in a
coordinated way, managers can bring about strategic change. Consider the following
example drawn from Westley (1990).l

In response to foreign competition, the headquarters of Automakers Ltd, a US
automobile manufacturer, decided to introduce a new strategy based on quality. As a
result of this initiative, the manager of a Canadian manufacturing plant hired a group of
consultants to implement a change program at managerial levels. Initial findings
confirmed that managers wanted a change in the plant's culture, which focused on
aggressive, autocratic management and emphasized inter-shift competition and, in the
words of the managers themselves, "lying, cheating, and stealing”. This culture had
proven ineffective in meeting the challenges of foreign competition and was widely
recognized as being out of step with the larger society. While both managers and
consultants agreed that some for of change was necessary, their unspoken assumptions

were very different. Management wanted to concentrate on improving quality and



reducing costs; while the consultants wanted to change the culture by introducing a
participative management style, which would improve quality as a by-product.

The consultants began to implement their change program by setting up
management committees to engage in collective, participative decision making. By
bringing managers together and providing a forum where they could learn new
problem-solving techniques, the consultants hoped to effect a fundamental change in the
underlying norms and values at the plant. They expected the managers to adopt the role
of student while learning and experimenting with these new methods. The managers on
the other hand, had a hard time making the connection between these new decision
making methods and improving quality, particularly since the old pressures continued to
haunt them. They were given no extra time to learn new ways of managing; productivity
remained the main criterion of success; new behaviour was not rewarded; and when
problems arose, individuals quickly reverted to the old management style. As a result,
after two years of meetings, no change had been effected.

The reason for the failure was the following (see table 2). The consultants wanted
to change the underlying system, but they used only the power of process -- the
participative committees -- to do so. While this use of process power increased
awareness of a new style of management, it had limited impact because it clashed with
the managers' aggressive, macho values. Most of the time, particularly under the
pressure of work, managers resorted to the behaviour they knew best. Senior managers
also wanted change but their emphasis was on changing behaviour -- improving quality
while maintaining productivity in order to comply with the directives from Detroit. They had

little interest in more fundamental change and were confused by the consultants' use of



process power -- they couldn't see how the participative committees would achieve their
goals. They also ran into problems because they did not use resource power to bring
about the specific behavioural changes they sought since the new behaviour was not
rewarded and the old behaviour was not penalized.

- Table 2 near here -

The desired new strategy only came about at Automakers much later when,
gradually, a few respected managers started to adopt the new management style. One
particular manager finally comprehended what the consultants were trying to achieve and
identified the skills that his subordinates needed to make sense of the new management
style. He was able to act as bridge between the consultants and other managers, passing
on what he learned and providing feedback. Another important individual, well known for
being tough manager, was sceptical of the new management style but his loyalty to the
company was such that he obeyed the orders to change management style. Unlike his
colleague he did not fully understand the consultants' aims, but by his example, he
convinced his subordinates that it was safe to act in accordance with the dictates of the
program. When his subordinates showed a marked improvement both in productivity and
morale, it provided an added impetus for the change.

These managers helped to change the meaning of a "good" manager -- from one
who was macho, aggressive and punitive to one who was democratic and participative.
Their actions were reinforced by the deployment of resources to reward quality, as well as
managers who adopted and persevered with the new management style. The processes

set up by the consultants continued to facilitate participative decision making. In other



words, when the power of resources, processes, and meaning converged, the desired
strategic change was achieved (table 3).
- Table 3 near here -

By managing meaning, process and resources, managers can redefine the
strategic initiative, and the changes on which it hinges, as legitimate; create a new
awareness through new processes; and control behaviour more directly with the specific
deployment of resources. Mobilizing power for strategic action thus involves a coordinated
approach that encompasses all three dimensions to influence actions, awareness and
values, and avoid both inertia and confusion (table 4).

- Table 4 near here -
Targeting Power for Strategic Action: An Example

The previous example shows how power can be mobilized to release energy and
drive strategic change. But strategic action depends on more than the release of energy;
energy must also be channelled towards the appropriate alignment of the organizational
parameters that underpin the new strategy. Accordingly, this section discusses how
power can be targeted at structure, systems, people, and culture to enable the
organization to carry out the strategic initiative. Consider the following example drawn
from Roberts (1990).2

The Electric Light Bulb Company (ELB) had revenues of £172 million with factories
in the UK and overseas. There were five factories in the UK as well as some specialized
units which employed some 6,000 people. Factory managers were separated from the
CEO by five hierarchical levels. Headquarters management exercized a strong,

centralized control over the factories. ELB enjoyed a near monopoly in the UK and had



been very profitable. This market dominance allowed cost increases to be passed on to
customer, and the emphasis was on high volume production, regardless of cost. During
the 1970s, competition increased and profits began to decline. In 1979, ELB was
acquired by a large conglomerate, Conglom Inc, that sold off the overseas operations,
leaving ELB to defend a shrinking UK market.

The new CEO of ELB decided that increased advertising would help slow down
the decline. The problem was: how was ELB to fund an expensive advertising strategy
that would not increase sales but only slow down the decline? Conglom was not prepared
to provide the necessary injection of £5 million and, so, the CEO decided to reorganize
ELB to cut costs ahead of the decline in volume and thus release funding internally. To do
so, he made each factory a separate profit centre selling to a reorganized trading division.
The factory managers, who previously had been separated from central management by
several layers of hierarchy, became Factory Directors reporting directly to the CEO. Strict
performance criteria were developed which required managers to hold costs constant
despite decling sales -- any factory failing to meet them ran the risk of being rationalized
and its operations folded into another, more successful factory.

The CEO also needed to find a centralizing force, however, otherwise the creation
of strong local teams in the individual factories would jeopardize the overall performance
of ELB. To offset the centrifugal forces of the decentralization, the CEO organized an
annual conference where factory managers and other senior managers reported to
managers from headquarters and other factories on their results for the past year and
their plans for the coming year. The conference was preceded with a tour of the factories

by the CEO, followed by a two-day pre-conference meeting of the managers who would



be presenting. Having agreed on the outline for the main conference, the managers
returned to their jobs and began to work on their individual presentations with their
subordinates. A three-day rehearsal preceded the conference. These meetings helped to
form an integrated, collective picture of ELB to which all managers subscribed. This
corporate identity helped mitigate the excesses of the move to strong, local autonomy.

As a result of his actions, the CEO was able to reduce the number of employees
from 6,000 to 1,600 with little or no resistance from managers. Over six years, ELB's
return on capital employed rose from twelve percent to over 100 percent; profits doubled
from £18 million to £37 million on reduced sales.

ELB represents a situation in which a new strategy demands the creation of both
automous, decentralized units and a corporate identity and common vision. To realize the
new strategy, the CEO made changes to the four components of alignment by mobilizing
and targeting the three dimensions of power (table 5). To decentralize the structure,
resources were withdrawn as five management levels were cut; process power was used
in changing the reporting relationships; and meaning was managed through the
designation of factory "directors" which served to symbolize their increased
responsibilities. Resources were devoted to the development of new accounting systems.
By bringing the payroll clerks into the process of designing the new systems, those
closest to the data were brought on board and, by elevating their status, the importance of
the new performance measures was underlined. The empowerment of factory managers
was achieved through the threat of rationalization as the penality for failure, and by
putting them in charge of the decision making arena at the factory level. The new

meaning of their mandate of cost cutting was symbolized through the presentation of their



results to other managers. Finally, a new corporate culture was fostered through the
linking of bonuses to corporate performance, coopting factory directors into the firm's
strategy-making process; and the CEO's visits to the individual factories symbolized the
"company".

- Table 5 near here -

The example ELB shows how power must be mobilized and targeted. We know
that the aim of strategic action is to change the "system,” but it is such a broad concept
that it is not terribly helpful to managers. Moreover, the system is resistant to change and
it is not feasible to dismantle the whole material and cultural infrastructure of an
organization. Even if it were, managers would run the risk of "throwing the baby out with
the bathwater" since the system is also the repository of organizational learning,
accumulated knowledge, individual wisdom and core competencies that cannot and
should not be totally obliterated in the pursuit of change. By targeting the three
dimensions of power towards the key components of strategic alignment, however,
managers are much better placed to ensure strategic action. While this example breaks
the actions down in order to enable readers to make more sense of them, it is important
to note that the actions taken by ELB's CEO represent a coordinated, integrated strategy
where the mobilization and targeting of power reinforce each other.

Conclusions

This paper argues that compared to the formation of strategic intent, we know very
little about how to ensure strategic action by translating intentions into reality. Accordingly,
there are very few strategy implementation models compared to the plethora of

approaches available for strategy formulation. Models to help managers transform



strategic intentions into reality can be broken down into three broad categories: the grand
plan, the great man and the quick fix; and all have limitations.

The grand plan encompasses our obsession with conceiving strategy, but not
realizing it. In the last five years, over 27,000 articles on strategy have been written, but
only 110 on strategic change, according to a CD-Rom search of ABI-Inform abstracts
between January 1989 and May, 1993. At least 30 different planning tools exist, with such
exotic names as nominal group technique, dialectic inquiry, and metagame analysis, but
less than a third give any consideration to the actions required to put the plan into practice
(Webster et al, 1989). As a result, estimates suggest that less than ten percent of
strategic plans are implemented (Kiechel, 1982; also see Hrebiniak, 1990; Mintzberg,
1993, 1994).

So, while business leaders are demanding a greater capacity for strategic action,
the business literature remains largely preoccupied with strategic planning, and offers little
help in forging organizations capable of capitalizing on opportunities in a sustained and
profitable way. The idea seems to be that if only we could find the right strategy, we could
ensure competitive success. Yet with such a gap in our understanding of implementation,
it seems plausible to suggest that business success might be enhanced, not only by
finding the right strategy, but also by ensuring that it actually materializes in the form of a
pattern of appropriate actions.

The great man approach to strategy-making relates to the infatuation of the
western world with "leadership”. Particularly in times of crisis, charismatic figure (usually
men), such as Lee laccoca, John Sculley, and Jack Welch, are brought in to save the

organization. While there may be times when great leaders can be found, there are other



times when there is an unfortunate dearth of visionaries. Moreover, the work on
leadership glosses over much of the strategic task. It simplifies the process to: find a
great leader with both charisma and vision; and use the charisma to implement the vision!
It is the artist's counterpoint to the science of strategic planning; but it makes the same
mistakes by glossing over the myriad of less visible actions that leaders take to contribute
to strategic action -- charisma and vision are only part of the story. If the obsession with
the grand plan has focused attention on formulation and ignored implementation, the
leadership myth mystifies both formulation and implementation.

The quick fix refers to the dazzling array of techniques used in attempts to
increase competitiveness. Unfortunately, many have failed to live up to expectations. For
example, critiques argue that Total Quality Management focusses attention on internal
processes at the expense of markets, customers and results; and leads to cumbersome
bureaucracies that increase costs and response times, rather than reducing them
(Chang, 1993; Harari, 1993; Kordupleski, 1993). Employee Empowerment has often
missed the mark because managers have been reluctant to give away sufficient power to
their subordinates and, instead, have used it to increase workloads while restricting
career opportunities (Kizilos, 1990; Kaplan, 1991; Brown, 1992). Re-engineering has
come under fire for promising over-optimistic cost savings have little chance of being
realized (1993). According to Eccles & Nohria (1993), many of these so-called solutions
are, in fact, last year's failures: calls for empowerment mirror demands for employee
participation made in the 1950-60s; the network organization can be traced back to Burns
& Stalker's organic form of organization in the 1960s; the trans-national organization is a

global reprise of the matrix structure; and the need for decentralization was the subject of



a twelve part series in Fortune as early as 1955. In other words, the quick fix has limited
longevity.

This paper argues that a fourth approach is worth considering: power. The
strategy-making literature avoids this topic, probably because of the discomfort that this
term engenders. Experienced managers know that organizational reality paints a political
picture, but rarely seem willing to admit it. Similarly, the research on the political nature of
strategy-making is not incorporated into prescriptive literature which retains a firmly
rational stance. The aversion to discussing power has restricted our understanding of it
and impeded effective strategic change. Academics can contribute by exploring power
and showing how it is part of the strategy making process.

Academics also have another role to play through their critique of the way in which
management uses power. The model presented here is obviously directed at managers
on the grounds that they are a legitimate constituency (Nord & Jermier, 1992). It does not
deny that in helping managers to understand power, it may lead them to use it in more
sophisticated and less visible ways, which leaves employees particularly vulnerable to the
abuse of power, particularly as meaning is managed and political issues are obscured.
Mainstream management research tends to ignore questions of ethics and values that
may be involved in such actions and simply to assume that the individuals should defer to
the organizational imperatives (Scott & Hart, 1979). By putting power back into the
eguation, however, the political dynamics of management are made visible and
awareness can be raised concerning exactly how power is used. In this way, employees
and other interest groups might also learn how to use power to protect their interests.

Pretending that power does not exist, does not make it go away.






Table 1
Three Dimensions of Power

POWER OF POWER OF POWER OF

RESOURCES PROCESSES MEANING
SOURCE ability to hire & fire, | decision making symbols, rituals,
OF rewards, processes, language, etc.
POWER punishments, participants and

funding, authority, agendas, etc.

expertise, etc.
ACTION OF principles of new awareness is change is given
POWER behaviour created by opening | new meaning,

modification are up processes to making it appear

used to influence new participants, legitimate,

specific actions issues and desirable, rational

agendas or inevitable

LIMITS TO continual use of new awareness change in some
POWER "carrot” or "stick" is | helps sustain new underlying values

required to ensure
continued change;
repeated use of the
"stick" may be
counter-productive

behaviour as long
as it remains within
existing values and
norms

and norms may be
possible but
specific changes in
behaviour will be
difficult to effect.




Table 2
Power at Automakers: Failure

POWER OF
RESOURCES

POWER OF
PROCESSES

POWER OF
MEANING

IMPACT ON
ACTIONS

primary goal of
managers

failure to deploy
power of resources
meant no reward
for new behaviour
(quality/
management
style); nor sanction
for old behaviour
(macho style)

managers were
confused about
the link between
the new
committees and
quality: they
could not see
how one would
lead to the other

not applicable

IMPACT ON
AWARENESS

not applicable

awareness of a
different
management
style was created
by the
introduction of
new processes
(management
committees) but
the behaviour
clashed the
macho values of
the managers

not applicable

IMPACT ON
VALUES

primary goal of
consultants

not applicable

the committees
were insufficient
to change
underlying values
concerning the
benefits of the
prevailing tough,
aggressive,
macho
management
style

failure to use
power of meaning
meant no change
to underlying
values regarding
the definition of
good management




Table 3
Power at Automakers: Success

POWER OF POWER OF POWER OF
RESOURCES PROCESSES MEANING
IMPACT ON principles of not applicable not applicable
ACTIONS behaviour
modification are
used to influence
specific actions
EVENTUAL USE OF
RESOURCES
POWER
INFLUENCES
APPROPRIATE
BEHAVIOUR
IMPACT ON not applicable new awareness is not applicable
AWARENESS created through the
introduction of new
participants,
agendas and
processes
CONTINUED USE OF
PROCESS POWER
VIA COMMITTEE
STRUCTURE
REINFORCES
AWARENESS OF
NEW WAYS OF
MANAGING
IMPACT ON VALUES | not applicable not applicable strategic change is

legitimated (given
new meaning) by

influencing values
and norms

EVENTUAL USE OF
MEANING POWER
REDEFINES GOOD
MANAGEMENT,
HELPING TO
CHANGE
UNDERLYING
VALUES AND
NORMS




Table 4
Mobilizing the Dimensions of Power

POWER OF POWER OF POWER OF
RESOURCES PROCESSES MEANING
IMPACT ON principles of confusion -- focus confusion -- focus
ACTIONS behaviour on process without | on meaning without
modification are the support of the support of
used to influence | resource power to resource power
specific actions direct behaviour makes it difficult to
influence specific
behaviour
IMPACT ON inertia -- resource new awareness is | confusion -- focus
AWARENESS power is created through on meaning without
inadequate to the introduction the support of
influence of new process power
awareness participants, makes it difficult to
agendas and translate .
processes awareness Into
behaviour
IMPACT ON inertia -- resource inertia -- process strategic change
VALUES power is power is is legitimated

inadequate to
influence values

inadequate to
influence values

(given new
meaning) by
influencing
values and norms




Power questions —
Alignment
questions 4

Table 5.
Mobilizing and Targetting Power for Strategic Action at ELB

How can | mobilize
resource power?

How can | mobilize
process power?

How can | mobilize
meaning power?

How do | want the
structure to
change?

Factories to
become
autonomous profit
centres.

Five levels of
hierarchy between
factories and HQ is
cut

Factory directors
report directly to
CEO

Factory managers
become known as
"Factory Directors"

How do | want the
systems to
change?

Development of
accounting
systems that track
new performance
ratios.

Resources
allocated to
develop new
accounting
systems

Payroll clerks in
each factory help
develop new
accounting
systems and report
directly to factory
director

Payroll clerks
become
"Accounting
Managers"

How do | want the
people to change?

Factory managers
to take initiatives to
cut costs.

Factories that fall
to meet
performance
criteria to be
rationalized

Factory directors
given autonomy to
act as decision
makers at the local
level

Factory directors
required to present
last year's
performance and
next year's plans to
HQ, other factories
and middle
managers

How do | want the
culture to change?

Development of a
corporate identity
to offset local
autonomy.

Part of bonus to be
linked to corporate
performance

Factory directors
participate in
strategy making
process through
annual conference

CEO visits
factories each year
to spread the
corporate word
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Notes
1. This example is drawn from Westley (1990) and also appears in Hardy (1994).

2. This example is drawn from Roberts (1990) and also appears in Hardy (1994).



