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Power & Conflict

Games

Paradoxes of
Group Life

Coalition
Politics

Conflict and
Change

Within &
Between
Groups

Core Notions

• Power
– Power to …

– Power to prevent …

– Power over …

• Patterns of stakeholder interest
– Narrow interest

– Economic man

• Patterns of collaboration
– Wider interest

– Social citizen

• Games show implications of
choices for restricted ranges of
motivation

• Ethical positions show
implications of restricted
choices of actions

• Attempts at collaboration show
implications of restricted
ethical stances
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Attitudes to
Politics

Negative Attitude

• Politics as interference with the
“correct” or “ideal” solution

• Politics as unfair exploitation of
unfair advantage

• Politics as dirty game of
manipulation and spin.

Positive Attitude

• Legitimate negotiation between
stakeholders

• Allows for differences of
interest and value to be
contained and sometimes even
resolved.

• Provides a proper forum and
process for healthy and
creative argument.

Attitudes to
Conflict

Negative Attitude

• Conflict as destructive.

• Conflict as error, which must
be removed as quickly as
possible.

• Conflict as moral failing
indicating lack of team
orientation

Positive Attitude

• Conflict as creative tension.

• Conflict as source of insight
and energy.

• Conflict as an indicator that
people are doing serious work
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Making
Politics and

Conflict
Disappear

Suppression of Politics

• Organizational policies and
culture may prevent or
discourage certain forms of
political activity.

Denial of Conflict

• Organizations may refuse to
acknowledge or tolerate
conflict and contradiction.

Underground

Power

• Weber
– The probability that a person in a

relationship will be able to carry
out his own will regardless of
resistance.

– Power is exercised by individuals
and involves choice, agency and
intention

• Marx
– Structural and independent of the

wills of individuals

– Cannot be separated from
economic and class relations

– Involves class struggle

• Parsons
– Positive social capacity for

achieving communal ends

– Difficult to distinguish from
influence

– Is spread widely throughout
society rather than being
concentrated in a social class.

• In conclusion
– Both repressive and coercive, and

at the same time productive and
enabling

– Definitions are still contested
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Politics

Playing the system

• Detailed understanding of the
rules

• Use of subterfuge to outwit
opponents

• Building apparent power base

• Horse-trading / Log-Rolling

Building coalitions

• Appeal to widest constituency

• Cultivation of power brokers

• Maintain momentum

Organization
and Power

Types of Organization

• Power Culture

• Role Culture

• Task Culture

• Person Culture

source: Handy

Types of Power

• Charisma

• Position

• Resource

• Knowledge / Expertise
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Authority and
Structure

• Power relations may be
reflected in authority
structures.

• However, official authority
structures may not reflect
political realities.

• Control over structure is an
aspect of authority and its
continuation.

• Structures reflect a set of
concerns which will change
over time

• Both authority and structure
can end up in the wrong place
to deal with pressing issues

• Authority and structure are
often realised through
processes and procedures
which implement rules

Trusted Third Party?

• Negotiation proxy

• Container for
empowerment

• Some players would like
to position themselves as
“trusted third party” -
but there isn’t much sign
of other players granting
them this role.

Politics of
Uncertainty

Cooperation

• Build alliances around goals

• Establish win-win responses
to risks

• Resolve conflicts

• Share full information

• Trusted mechanisms

Choosing limits of trust

• Effective management
demands a span of trust

• Identifying members of
consortium requires mutual
negotiation and
empowerment

• Trust can be abused

• Build relationships before
they are stressed

• Maintenance demands
communication

Competition

• Use power to place risk

• Define organisational
responses

• Hide conflicts

• Restrict flow of information

• Sub-optimisation

Establishing limits of power

• Effective management
demands a span of control

• Membership by co-option

• Power can be usurped

• Use stress to reinforce
power

• Maintenance demands
secrecy

Issues

• Time horizon of planning

• Chance of encountering
partners again



Organization Behaviour
http://www.veryard.com/orgmgt/student.htm

Power & Conflict

© Copyright 2002 Veryard Projects Ltd  & Antelope Projects Ltd. All rights reserved. 6

Group
Uncertainty

Uncertainty Graph
Individual Player

Uncertainty Graph
Whole Consortium

time

time

• Establish who has to be trusted for a
suitable possibility to be created

• Establish a scenario for each possibility
looked at

• Develop commitments to the groups
and to other stakeholders

• Monitor whether commitments of
others respect the offered trust

• Switch scenarios when necessary

• Understand in detail the key resource
to be jointly exploited.

• Develop a vision for how value for all
can be generated

• Develop a mechanism for changing
individual positions without losing trust

• Establish key management functions
(Governance, Accounting, Mediation)
as professional service.

Games

• Game theory can be used to
explain a number of interesting
business and organizational
phenomena.

• Game theory is a mathematical
way of modelling conflicts of
interest between different
players.

• Findings
– Nash’s equilibrium

– Cooperation in repeated games

– Parrondo’s paradox

– Centipedes

• Game theory also recognizes
familiar game patterns.  Many
of these patterns have cute
names.

– Prisoner’s Dilemma (the basic
game of trust and betrayal)

– Tragedy of the Commons (finite
resource destroyed by
overgrazing)

– Chicken (whoever flinches first
loses)

– Stag hunt
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Formal
Analysis of

Games

• Each game has the following
elements.

– A set of players.

– A set of possible outcomes.

– Each player has preferences
between the possible
outcomes.

– Each player has a choice of
actions.  The outcome is
determined by the
combination of the actions of
each player.

• Many of the basic games are
symmetric, in which each
player has the same
preferences and choices.
These games are typically
easier to analyse.

• However, many real-life games
are asymmetric.

Well-known game

“Prisoner’s
Dilemma”

• The best outcome for you is if
you confess and your mate
doesn’t.  The worst outcome is
if he confesses and you don’t.

• This is often described as a
game of cooperation (denial)
and non-cooperation
(confession).

– Obviously this refers to
cooperation with your mate, not
with the police.

• In a repeated game, the
strategy of tit-for-tat appears
to be the most effective.
Normally cooperate, but
immediately punish non-
cooperation.
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Questions to
ponder

• What might be the result of a training programme aimed at improving
the political skills of all the managers in an organization?

• What may happen when political activity is suppressed?  What may
happen when conflict is denied?

• How can you tell if a business deal is setting you up for a sting?

• Are you safer working with someone who knows how to look after
their own interests or someone who does not?

• Is there are natural limit to the number of people who can easily
pursue their collective interests?

• What are the long term implications of using power to push
uncertainty onto weaker players?

Reading

Required

• Hatch Ch 9,10

• Handy Ch 10

Suggested

• Henry Hamburger, Games as
Models of Social Phenomena

• Machiavelli, The Prince

• Peter Marris, The Politics of
Uncertainty.

• K.K. Smith & David Berg,
Paradoxes of Group Life (Jossey
Bass)


