The power behind empowerment: Implicationsfor research and practice
Hardy, Cynthig;Leiba-O'Sullivan, Sharon

Human Relations; Apr 1998; 51, 4; ProQuest Central

pg. 451

Human Relations, Vol. 51, No. 4, 1998

The Power Behind Empowerment: Implications
for Research and Practice

Cynthia Hardy!? and Sharon Leiba-O’Sullivan?

The 1990s have been called the “empowerment era,” yet growing evidence
suggests that empowerment programs often fail to meet the expectations of both
managers and employees. To provide a better understanding as to why
empowerment programs often fail and to suggest how such failures may be
averted, we examine the power behind empowerment. Ironically, although power
and empowerment are inextricably linked, much of the work on empowerment
in the business literature has been devoid of any discussion of power. We present
a four-dimensional model which shows the multifaceted way in which power
works. In it, we observe the similarities and differences in the ways that different
theorists have approached the study of power, notably those ascribing to
mainstream, critical, and Foucauldian perspectives. We then use this power model
as a lens with which to examine empowerment practices in business. This analysis
suggests a number of possible reasons for the failure of business empowerment
programs and provides directions for future research and practice which might
address these shortcomings.
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INTRODUCTION

Initiatives to involve employees in organizational decision-making are
as old as industrial democracy, which can be traced back to the last century
(Hancock et al., 1991; Lichtenstein & Howell, 1993; IDE International Re-
search Group, 1993), and as recent as team building (e.g., McCann & Gal-
braith, 1981), participation (e.g., Leana, 1987; Leana et al., 1992), and total
quality management (e.g., Dean & Bowen, 1994; Spencer, 1994; Waldman,

1Fa\culty of Management, McGill University, 1001 Sherbrooke West, Montreal H3A 1GS,
Canada.

Department of Management, Concordia University, 1455 de Maisonneuve West, Montreal
H3G 1MS8, Canada. .
3Requests for reprints should be addressed to Cynthia Hardy, Faculty of Management, McGill

University, 1001 Sherbrooke West, Montreal H3A 1G5, Canada.

451

0018-7267/98/0400-0451$15.00/1 © 1998 The Tavistock Institute

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



452 Hardy and Leiba-O’Sullivan

1994). The latest variation on this theme has been termed “employee em-
powerment.” The popularity of this latest approach led some writers to
hail the 1990s as the “empowerment era,” because businesses appeared to
be taking significant, observable steps toward liberating “the creative and
innovative energies of employees” benefitting “shareholders through im-
provements in the bottom line, customers through value and service, sup-
pliers through more effective partnership agreements and employees
through a higher quality of worklife” (Gandz, 1990, p. 74; also Burke, 1986;
Conger & Kanungo, 1988; Thomas & Velthouse, 1990; Bowen & Lawler,
1992; Ford & Fottler, 1995).

Growing cvidence suggests, however, that empowerment programs
often fail to meet the expectations of either managers or employees (e.g.,
Bernstein, 1992; Brown, 1992; Matthes, 1992; Eccles, 1993; Eccles & No-
hria, 1993; Barker, 1993; Parker, 1993; Cullen & Townley, 1994). To explore
why empowerment programs may fail and to suggest how such failures may
be averted, we examine the power behind empowerment. Ironically, al-
though power and empowerment are inextricably linked, much of the work
on empowerment in the business literature has been devoid of any discus-
sion of power. We present a four-dimensional model to show the multifac-
eted way in which power works. We also observe the similarities and
differences in the ways that different theorists have approached the study
of power, notably those ascribing to mainstream, critical, and Foucauldian
perspectives. (Readers should note that we use these terms to refer loosely
to broad bodies of literature marked by different assumptions and episte-
mologies, hence the italics marks). We then use this model as a lens through
which we examine empowerment practices in business. Next we explore
the implications resulting from this analysis, suggesting a number of pos-
sible reasons for the failure of business empowerment programs and pro-
viding directions for future research and practice.

UNDERSTANDING POWER

In this section, we attempt to rectify the omission of power from dis-
cussions of empowerment by discussing power as a complex, multidimen-
sional concept. Note that we use the term dimension deliberately following
Lukes’ (1974) work, building on his model by adding a fourth dimension
and applying it to the management literature and to empowerment prac-
tices. Our model indicates that power is exercised, in the first dimension,
by using various resources to influence the outcome of decision-making
processes, in the second dimension, by controlling access to those processes,
and, in the third dimension, through hegemonic processes, by which we
mean the legitimation of power through cultural and normative assump-
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tions (e.g., Hyman & Brough, 1975). The first two dimensions rest on the
assumption that power is mobilized only in the face of conflict and oppo-
sition, whereas the third dimension, through its grounding in critical theory,
acknowledges that power can be used to ensure that such conflict never
arises. The fourth dimension of our model (Hardy, 1994) derives from re-
cent developments in the study of power, notably those of Foucault (1977,
1980, 1982, 1984). The inclusion of this fourth dimension, which draws at-
tention to the limits of power, enables us to explore aspects of power that
do not normally appear in the mainstream literature on power (Jet alone
in the work on empowerment), allowing us to draw out their implications
for research and practice. Our focus is thus on the different ways in which
power works (cf. Clegg, 1975, 1989; Frost, 1987, Frost & Egri, 1989; Brad-
shaw-Camball & Murray, 1991) and their implications for empowerment,
not on the ontological and eptistemological debates between the adherents
of the various approaches.

The First Dimension

Lukes (1974) linked the first dimension of power to early studies of com-
munity power (e.g., Dahl, 1957; Polsby, 1963). In these early studies, researchers
analyzed key decisions that seemed likely to illustrate the power relations pre-
vailing in a particular community. The object was to determine who influenced
the outcome of these decisions: if it was the same groups, the community could
be said to be ruled by an elite; if, in contrast, a variety of different groups were
able to influence decision outcomes, then the community could be termed plu-
ralist. Several assumptions underlay this research: it was presumed that all in-
dividuals are aware of their grievances and act upon them by participating in
the decision-making process and using their influence to determine key deci-
sions; that the exercise of power occurs only in decisions where conflict is clearly
observable: that conflict is resolved during the decision-making process
(Bachrach & Baratz, 1963, Lukes, 1974; Parry & Morriss, 1975).

An examination of early management studies of power shows that, al-
though conducted separately and with a different rationale, management
scholars adopted a similar view of power as the pluralists. Many of these
management studies focused on uncovering the sources of power that al-
lowed actors, who did not possess legitimate authority, to influence decision
outcomes (e.g., Thompson, 1956; Mechanic, 1962; Crozier, 1964). The stra-
tegic contingencies theory of intraorganizational power (Hickson et al., 1971)
argued that strategically contingent subunits are powerful because they are
less dependent on others and can cope with greater amounts of uncertainty
as long as they are central and not casily substitutable. The resource depend-
ency view (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1974; Salancik & Pfeffer, 1974) links power
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to the control of scarce resources on which others depend, such as informa-
tion, expertise, credibility, prestige, access to higher echelon members, and
the control of money, rewards, and sanctions (French & Raven, 1968; Petti-
grew, 1973; Pfeffer, 1981). Some management writers questioned whether
possessing scarce resources of various kinds was, in itself, enough to confer
power (Pettigrew, 1973). They argued that actors must also be aware of the
contextual pertinence of the different resources they possess and deploy them
accordingly, employing the term “politics” to describe this process of power
mobilization (Pettigrew, 1973; Hickson et al., 1986).

The parallels between this stream of research, which we term main-
stream management, and the work of the pluralists are the following. First,
both pluralists and mainstream management researchers challenged existing
models of decision making: the pluralists refuted elitist views of decision-
making predominant in sociology; while mainstream management re-
searchers challenged the rational model of decision-making that existed in
much of the management literature. Second, both argued that decision out-
comes were influenced by actors’ inclinations and expertise in using power
and both were interested in how power was exercised to influence decision
outcomes. Third, both mainstrearn management researchers and pluralists
employed similar definitions of power, seeing it as the ability to get others
to do what you want them to, if necessary against their will (Weber, 1947)
or to do something they otherwise would not do (Dahl, 1957). Thus, like
the pluralists, mainstrearn management writers believed that the exercise
of power occurred only in decisions where conflict was clearly observable
(e.g. Pettigrew, 1973; MacMillan, 1978; Pfeffer, 1981, 1992; Narayaran &
Fahey, 1982; Gray & Ariss, 1985; Schwenk, 1989).

In these ways, the mainstrearn management work on power converges,
theoretically, with Lukes’ (1974) description of the first dimension of power.
Both adopt a behavioral approach that focuses on the overt exercise of
power in the decision-making arena. Both are functionalist in examining
how power functions in determining decision outcomes (see Bachrach &
Baratz, 1962; Lukes, 1974; Hardy & Clegg, 1996). Finally, both assume con-
flict to be a necessary condition for the exercise of power.

The Second Dimension

The second dimension of power developed as researchers began to
question pluralist assumptions, in particular, the idea that decision-making
arenas were open to anyone with an interest in them and, therefore, non-
participation reflected satisfaction and consensus (Bachrach & Baratz,
1963; Lukes, 1974). Researchers started to consider the possibility that con-
flict can exist without necessarily being articulated through official channels.
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Subsequent work examined how full-and-equal participation might be con-
strained by “the suppression of options and alternatives that reflect the
needs of the nonparticipants. It is not necessarily true that people with the
greatest needs participate in politics most actively—whoever decides what
the game is about also decides who gets in the game” (Schattschneider,
1960, p. 105). Specifically, Bachrach and Baratz observed that issues could
be excluded from decision-making, and the agenda confined to “safe” ques-
tions, which they called “nondecision-making,” because it allows the more
powerful actors to determine outcomes from behind the scenes.

Nondecision-making is typically associated with attempts by dominant
groups to protect the status quo (e.g., Crenson, 1971; Hunter, 1980), but
the same processes can sometimes be manipulated by less powerful groups
to their advantage. For example, in 1990, the lone Native member of the
Manitoba legislature blocked the passage of a constitutional agreement be-
tween Federal and Provincial governments in Canada (and from which all
aboriginal groups had been excluded) by using complex parliamentary pro-
cedures. Alternately, similar processes can be manipulated as a means of
changing the power entrenched in the status quo by extending access to
decision-making arenas and agendas. For example, committees may be es-
tablished with members of the “new guard” to bring about change, man-
dates may be widened, and membership may be made more democratic
(Hardy, 1994; Hardy & Redivo, 1994).

While the work on nondecision-making broadened the research agenda,
it continues to operate on similar assumptions as the one-dimensional view
of power. Specifically, it continues to assume that some form of conflict is
necessary for power to be exercised (Lukes, 1974). Bachrach and Baratz re-
tained a behavioral focus which was “very much upon ‘issues’ about which
‘decisions’ have to be made, albeit ‘nondecisions’: power in this view stands
close to action, using the bases of power to prevent access to the decision-
making arena and hence ensure compliance”™ (Ranson et al., 1980, p. 8).

Thus, from a theoretical perspective, the second dimension and the
first dimension converge: both focus on the exercise of power in or around
the decision-making arena as part of a deliberate strategy to achieve in-
tended outcomes. Although the power mobilized through decision proc-
esses may be less visible than the power mobilized through resources—since
opponents may be sidelined rather than directly confronted—it is still
premised on the existence of conflict and opposition.

The Third Dimension

By specifying conflict as a prerequisite of nondecision-making,
Bachrach and Baratz overlooked the possibility that power might be used
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to prevent conflict from emerging in the first place. Lukes (1974, p. 24)
pointed out that power is often used to shape peoples’ “perceptions, cog-
nitions, and preferences in such a way that they accept their role in the
existing order of things, either because they can see or imagine no alter-
native to it, or because they view it as natural and unchangeable, or because
they value it as divinely ordained and beneficial.” According to this view,
the study of power cannot be confined to observable conflict, to the out-
comes of decisions, or even to suppressed issues. It must also consider the
question of political quiescence; why grievances do not exist; why demands
are not made; why conflict does not arise; and why resistance does not
occur, since such inaction may also be the result of power. In other words,
the study of power must also recognize that we may be “duped, hood-
winked, coerced, cajoled, or manipulated into political inactivity” (Saun-
ders, 1980, p. 22). The third dimension of power is thus substantively
different in the assumptions it makes regarding conflict: power is used not
simply to defeat conflict but to prevent it from arising in the first place
(Ranson et al., 1980; Hardy, 1985a).

By acknowledging the role of power in preventing conflict, the third di-
mension acknowledges the possibility of perpetuating the status quo by so-
cietal and class mechanisms. In this regard, Lukes’ work is characteristic of
critical theory (see Hoy, 1986), a term used here to refer to a diverse body
of research and not only the members of the Frankfurt School (cf. Alvesson
& Willmott, 1992a). Critical writers point out that power is ideological, as
well as economic and structural. Through the production of everyday beliefs
and practices, power is used to produce apparent consensus and acquies-
cence, replacing visible controls by hidden cultural forms of domination
(Deetz, 1992a; also Perrow, 1979; Fox, 1973; Mills, 1956). Such “radical” per-
spectives draw on Gramsci’s concept of ideological hegemony, where “a
structure of power relations is fully legitimized by an integrated system of
cultural and normative assumptions” (Hyman & Brough, 1975, p. 199). In
short, critical theorists are interested in exposing how power, concealed in
the legitimate status-quo trappings of society’s structures, rules, class mecha-
nisms, and cultures, prevents conflict from arising (Clegg, 1989).

Some work informed by critical assumptions has been carried out in
the context of management and organization studies. For example, Perrow
(1979) focused attention on unobtrusive controls, conceptualizing organi-
zations as tools; some scholars have investigated how power is hidden in
deep structures (e.g., Clegg, 1975; Frost & Egri, 1989); others have explored
how managers use power to manage meaning and distort communication
(Pettigrew, 1979; Hardy, 1985a,b; Forester, 1989, 1992). Critical researchers
have also argued that power is embedded in organizational structures and
meanings (e.g., Ranson et al., 1980), in organizational cultures (e.g., Martin,
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1992; Willmott, 1993); ideologies (e.g., Alvesson, 1984), and in the legiti-
macy of organizational arrangements (e.g., Astley & Sachdeva, 1984).

However, most of the management literature on power falls into the
mainstream category because it makes conflict a precondition for the use
of power, dismissing the possibility that power might be used to prevent
conflict. For example, Pfeffer (1981) distinguished “sentiment” (attitudinal)
from “substantive” (behavioral) outcomes of power. Sentiment outcomes
refer to the way people feel about substantive outcomes and are influenced
by the symbolic aspects of power, such as the use of political language,
symbols, and rituals; subtantive outcomes, according to Pfeffer, are deter-
mined by resource dependencies. Despite discussing the impact of symbolic
power on attitudes, Pfeffer stopped short of acknowledging that symbolic
power could be used to achieve substantive outcomes by influencing atti-
tudes and preventing conflict and opposition. Instead, he argued that sym-
bolic power was only used post hoc to legitimize outcomes already achieved
by resource dependencies. Other mainstream management writers have
been similarly reluctant to acknowledge the existence of organizational he-
gemony: researchers of organizational culture have gone to considerable
length to avoid its association with power and politics (see Izraeli & Jick,
1986; Hollway, 1991), while Weiss and Miller (1987) have argued that defi-
nitions of ideology in the management literature have been purged of po-
litical connotations (also see Beyer et al., 1988). Yet, if symbolic, cultural,
and ideological aspects of power can help to “quieten” opposition ex post,
why not use them ex ante to prevent opposition from arising in the first
place, and secure substantive outcomes that way?

It is writers in the critical tradition, rather than mainstream manage-
ment theorists, who have constructed a picture of how the third dimension
of power works in organizations. This work shows how power can be em-
ployed by dominant interest groups to legitimize their demands and to “de-
legitimize” the demands of others by managing meaning (Pettigrew, 1979).
These actors can use power to prevent others from making challenges by
legitimating existing power positions, and portraying their positions as bene-
ficial, acceptable, or inevitable (Frost, 1987). In this way, political issues
may be obscured and “depoliticized,” in a relatively unobtrusive manner,
by reducing individuals’ awareness of their disadvantaged positions and the
existence of political issues (Hardy, 1985a,b), enabling dominant actors to
achieve their desired outcomes precisely because there is not resistance to
them. Several writers have argued that the third dimension is not the ex-
clusive domain of dominant actors, pointing out that all actors have some
ability to manage meaning (Giddens, 1979; Clegg, 1989). Accordingly, the
third dimension of power can also be mobilized by subordinate groups and
used as a form of resistance. In this case, it may take on a more visible

o
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




458 Hardy and Leiba-O’Sullivan

form, as meaning is managed to challenge the status quo and raise political
consciousness, thereby creating the will to resist.

In summary, the critical approach to power in organizations is sub-
stantively different, in terms of the assumptions it makes, from the main-
streqm management research described earlier under the first dimension.
Critical theorists depict so-called legitimate power as domination, which rep-
resents the use of power to prevent conflict. Actions taken to challenge this
use of power are construed as resistance to domination (see Barbalet, 1988;
also see Hardy & Clegg, 1996). The critical approach thus differs signifi-
cantly from mainstream management theorists who adopt a functional, be-
havioral approach that distinguishes “illegitimate” power from “legitimate”
authority; and who maintain that conflict is a prerequisite of power use.

The Fourth Dimension

Lukes (1974) stopped at the third dimension. In the last 20 years, how-
ever, a number of developments have occurred in the study of power, sug-
gesting the existence of a fourth dimension (Hardy, 1994).4 Notable among
many important contributions is the work of Michel Foucault (1977, 1980,
1982, 1984; Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982; Smart, 1985, 1986; Turner, 1990),
which has been applied to organizations by such writers as Knights and
colleagues (Knights & Willmott, 1989; Knights & Morgan, 1991; Knights,
1992; Kerfoot & Knights, 1993; Clegg, 1989; Alvesson & Willmott, 1992a,b;
Deetz, 1992a,b). A number of important points about power are raised in
this body of work.

First, Foucault’s work contests the concept of sovereign power that
underpins the first three dimensions. He repudiates the idea of an isolated
agent who possesses and mobilizes a battery of power sources that can be
used to produce particular outcomes, be they managerialist or emancipa-
tory. Instead, he conceptualizes power as a network of relations and dis-
courses which capture advantaged and disadvantaged alike in its web
(Deetz, 1992a,b). Actors may have intentions concerning outcomes, and
may mobilize resources or engage in the management of meaning with the
idea of achieving them, but pulling these “strings” of power does not nec-
essarily produce these desired outcomes.

People know what they do; they frequently know why they do what they do; but

what they don’t know is what what they do does. (Foucault quoted in Dreyfus &
Rabinow, 1982, p. 187)

“While the differences between critical theory and postmodernism have been subject to some
debate, we follow the example of Alvesson and Deetz (1996), and present them as two sepa-
rate categories.
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According to this view, then, power is no longer a convenient, manipulable,
deterministic resource under the control of autonomous, sovereign actors.
Instead, all actors are subjected to “disciplinary” power, a prevailing web
of power relations which resides in every perception, judgment and act
(e.g., Deetz, 1992b), and from which the prospects of escape are limited
for dominant and subordinate groups alike.

Second, Foucault draws attention to how the subject is socially pro-
duced by the system of power which surrounds it (Knights & Willmott,
1989; Knights & Morgan, 1991; Knights, 1992). The individual is not a dis-
tinct, autonomous actor, a fixed, objective entity or a stable constellation
of essential characteristics. Instead, the individual is a socially constituted,
socially recognized, category of analysis who has multiple fragmented iden-
tities, identities which are salient only insofar as they are socially recognized
(e.g., Hassard, 1993; Rosenau, 1992). Thus the subject is not a “given” but
“produced historically, that is, constituted through correlative elements of
power and knowledge” (Townley, 1993, p. 522).

Third, as the status of the subject is challenged, so, too, is that of the
researcher. Rather than viewing the researcher as all-knowing, all-seeing,
and objective, this perspective draws attention to the relation between the
researcher, the research process, and the “knowledge” produced (e.g., Has-
sard, 1993: Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). The researcher is no disinterested
observer, but simply another product of the social and historical positioning
of particular intellectual frameworks who can only produce knowledge al-
ready embedded in the power of those very frameworks. Because no privi-
leged position exists from which analysis might arbitrate, a Foucauldian view
of power differs from critical theory. While the latter suggests that one can
escape regimes of power through knowledge, the former denies that knowl-
edge can ever be separated from the effects of power (Mumby, 1992). It
challenges the claim of critical theorists to discover truths missed by others
(Hoy, 1986; Cooper & Burrell, 1988) and questions their role as arbiters
of “objective” interests (Giddens, 1979; Laclau & Mouffe, 1987). In other
words, according to Foucault, knowledge does not strip away the effects of
power to reveal the “truth”; all that knowledge accomplishes is to embody
new and different forms of power. Not only is there no autonomous subject
waiting to be liberated through critical awareness; but it also erroneous to
assume that emancipation can be achieved simply through knowledge
gained through critical reflection.

Fourth, Foucault’s work illuminates the limitations of resistance. In
producing identity, power transforms individuals “into subjects who secure
their sense of what it is to be worthy and competent human beings”
(Knights & Morgan, 1991, p. 269). In other words, the network of power
provides the subject with meaning. To resist this power involves personal
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costs, as the individual is required to repudiate the positive effects of power,
such as a sense of him or herself, as part of the emancipatory process. A
critical questioning of one’s beliefs may “estrange the individual from the
tradition that has formed his or her subjectivity” (Alvesson & Willmott,
1992a, p. 447). Second, because prevailing discourses are experienced as
reality, alternative discourses are difficult to conceive of, let alone enact
{Ashley, 1990). More common are attempts to refute, challenge, modify,
or amend existing discourses. In such cases, resistance can often only be
conceived of in terms of prevailing discourses and is subsequently “colo-
nized” by them. Thus, existing power relations are reinforced rather than
overthrown (Clegg, 1989; Knights & Willmott, 1989; Knights & Morgan,
1991); thereby limiting the prospects for liberation (e.g., Said, 1986; Walzer,
1986; White, 1986; Sawicki, 1991).

In this regard, Foucault’s work reflects a broader body of postmodern
and poststructuralist literature. While the use of the term Foucauldian is used
here to refer primarily to the work of Foucault on power, it is not divorced
from the broader panoply of postmodern approaches. Postmodern ap-
proaches challenged the idea of the “grand narrative” framing history by in-
sisting that, instead, there are the local, fragmented narratives of everyday
lives; in the place of the “individual,” with a stable constellation of essential
characteristics, stands the subject, a socially constituted category of analysis.
Instead of the disinterested researcher stands simply another subject, embed-
ded in the prevailing power relations and discourses like everyone else (see
Jencks, 1989; Laclau, 1988; Hassard, 1993; Rosenau, 1992).

Summary: The Four-Dimensional Model of Power

This four-dimensional model (Table I) highlights a number of issues
concerning the way in which power operates and the assumptions under-
lying different approaches to the study of power. Our model suggests that
power can work at a number of different levels (cf. Clegg, 1975, 1989: Frost,
1987; Frost & Egri, 1989; Bradshaw-Camball & Murray, 1991). On the sur-
face, power is exercised through the mobilization of scarce, critical re-
sources, and through the control of decision-making processes. At a deeper
level, power is exercised by managing the meanings that shape others’ lives.
Deeper still, is the suggestion that power is embedded in the very fabric
of the system; it constrains how we see, what we see, and how we think,
in ways that limit our capacity for resistance.

By broadening our understanding of power, it becomes easier to un-
derstand how power is mobilized by dominant actors. In Table II, the domi-
nant actor (“A”) prevails over the subordinate actor (“B”) by using resource
interdependencies to influence decision outcomes (in the first dimension);
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Table I. The Dimensions of Power

First Second Third Fourth
dimension dimension dimension dimension

Examples of intel- Dahl (1957), Bachrach and Lukes (1974), Foucault (1977,

lectual traditions  also Polsby Baratz (1962, also Fox 1980, 1982,
(1963) 1963, 1970) (1973) 1984)
Examples of man- Thompson Crenson (1971), Clegg (1975), Cooper and
agement and or-  (1956), Hunter (1980)  Pettigrew Burrell
ganizational Pettigrew (1979), (1988),
research based (1973), Ranson et al. Knights and
on similar as- Pfeffer and (1980), Morgan
sumptions to Salancick Hardy (1991),
these intellec- (1974), (1985a), Knights
tual traditions Hickson et Forester (1992),
regarding the al. (1971), (1989), Knights and
use and nature Pfeffer (1981) Martin (1992) Willmott
of power (1989),
Hassard
(1993)
Focus of manage- The use of Nondecision- The manage- Disciplinary
ment and organ-  resources making in ment of power and
izational and decision organizations meaning normalizing
research outcomes and/or discourses
structuration
Contribution of Helps to Helps to Helps to Helps to
management explain explain how explain explain limits
and organiza- decision power is absence of of power and
tional research outcomes as mobilized resistance resistance
political through
rather than decision
rational processes

controlling decision-making processes to limit access and agendas (in the
second); and managing meaning to create legitimacy for an issue and pre-
vent conflict (in the third dimension). The fourth dimension suggests that
while some actors may derive certain advantages from the power relations
embedded in the system, they can neither control them nor escape them.

The model also clarifies the conditions necessary for empowerment.
In Table I, B loses out to A, in the first dimension, by being unable either
to procure or deploy critical resources; in the second, by being unable to
secure access to the decision-making forum; and in the third, by being un-
aware of political issues. In the fourth dimension, both B and A are part
of a system that prevails over them both; despite As apparent dominance,
B may still derive certain benefits from the overall network of power re-
lations. By understanding how B fails to influence outcomes, we learn how
B might be empowered. Resources must be acquired to influence decision
outcomes (first dimension); access to decision-making processes must be
secured (second dimension); and political consciousness must be height-
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Table II. Empowerment and the Dimensions of Power

First Second Third Fourth
dimension dimension dimension dimension
Power of A Management Management Management None, power is
over B of resource of decision- of meaning embedded in the
dependencies  making system
processes
Interaction be- Overt conflict  Overt or Apparent Local struggles
tween A covert caoperation
and B conflict

Reason for B’s B is aware of

B is aware of B is unaware

Both A and B are

failure to in-  the issue the issue but  of the issue prisoners of the
fluence out- and able to unable to and, so, has prevailing
comes get it to the get it to the no will resist discourses of
decision decision power although A
arena, but is arena may derive greater
unable to advantage from
use power them
effectively to
influence
outcomes
Empowerment Acquisition of  Ability to gain Consciousness- Empowerment in the
of B requires  resources access to the  raising and sense of freedom
and ability decision “delegitima- from power effects
to mobilize arena tion” is not possible
them strategies to although local
create will struggles may
to resist produce more

positive experiences

ened so that B is aware of any political actions, such as the management
of meaning, on the part of others (third dimension). In this way, B is both
cognizant of any domination and, in the event of a decision to resist, is
able to do so. The fourth dimension indicates that the prospects for em-
powerment, in the sense of freedom from power effects, are limited for
both A and B. “True” empowerment will not be achieved without a radical
metamorphosis of the system, which cannot be achieved by actors who are
inevitably entwined within it and which in any case, as Foucault would ar-
gue, would simply be replaced by another set of power relations. Nonethe-
less, the acquisition of the other three dimensions of power may provide
B with benefits not previously experienced. The following section explores
the implications of this power model for business empowerment practices.

UNDERSTANDING EMPOWERMENT

In this section, having explored power, we turn our attention to em-
powerment. We first describe business empowerment practices. Next we
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employ our power model as a framework to enable us to explore manage-
ment’s transfer of the dimensions of power.

Business Empowerment Practices

Senior managers usually have instrumental reasons for implementing
empowerment programs (Eccles, 1993); rarely are they simply to enhance
morale or democratize the organization but, ultimately, to improve pro-
ductivity, lower costs, or raise customer satisfaction (e.g., Bell & Zemke,
1988; Von der Embse, 1989; Early, 1991; Goski & Belfry, 1991; Eisman,
1991; Schlossberg, 1991; Shelton, 1991). “The purpose of shifting decision
making to the employees is not to remove managers totally from making
decisions, or to turn the operation into a democracy” (Odiorne, 1991, p.
66). Consequently, empowerment may be part of a broader initiative, such
as continuous improvement (Beatty & Ulrich, 1991), total quality manage-
ment (Dean & Bowen, 1994; Spencer, 1994; Waldman, 1994), and even
downsizing (Stopford & Baden-Fuller, 1990; Feldman & Leana, 1994; Free-
man, 1994) that is intended to improve organizational effectiveness and
enhance competitive advantage (Lawler, 1992; O’Connor, 1993).

Empowerment works, according to theorists, in two ways. The rela-
tional approach to empowerment (Conger & Kanungo, 1988) aims at re-
ducing the dependencies that make it difficult to get the job done by
delegating power and authority (e.g., Burke, 1986; Lawler, 1992). Advocates
believe it improves performance because employees, who thrive on stress
and are keen to perform above and beyond the call of duty, will take risks
to pursue new opportunities and mobilize the power delegated to them for
the benefit of the organization (Bell & Zemke, 1988; Topaz, 1989/90; Block,
1990; Kizilos, 1990; Velthouse, 1990; Beatty & Ulrich, 1991; Humphrey,
1991). Such practices decentralize power by allowing employees to take
part in decision making (Stewart, 1989; Kizilos, 1990; McKenna, 1991a,b;
Bowen & Lawler, 1992; Lawler, 1992). For cxample, self-managing teams
may be formed to allow workers to set performance standards and monitor
performance, schedule the work, select their own equipment, participate
in recruitment decisions, and deal with co-worker discipline and absentee-
ism (Sherwood, 1988; Manz, 1990; Beatty & Ulrich, 1991; Schaeffer, 1991;
Sheridan, 1991a,b).

Where such changes are made, steps are usually taken to ensure that
subordinates do not use their increased power to pursue parochial objec-
tives at the expense of the organization (Schaeffer, 1991). Employees are
typically permitted to take decisions only within specified policies and pro-
cedures set by management (Topaz, 1989/90; Brymer, 1991; Humphrey,
1991; Eccles, 1993). These controls are referred to as strategic alignment
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(Belasco, 1989; Velthouse, 1990; Penzer, 1991). For example, while senior
managers may solicit employee input concerning the appropriate perform-
ance standards (Eisman, 1991, p. 218), they usually decide on the organ-
izational goals and form of compensation in relation to which these
standards are developed (Penzer, 1991). Consequently, decentralized per-
formance appraisals are underscored by a clear understanding of job re-
sponsibilitiecs and measurements for success. Alignment can be reinforced
by rewards that provide a clear link between individual and organizational
goals, the communication of a shared vision, and training and education,
all of which help to heighten employees’ awareness of strategic business
objectives (Velthouse, 1990; Eubanks, 1991: Fleming, 1991; Welter, 1991a,b;
Lawler, 1992). Employees are taught “not only about their immediate job
(i.e. what problems to look for and how to fix them) but the reasons and
the processes behind it, and its effect on the bottom line, as well” (Penzer,
1991, p. 98). Similarly, training in group dynamics, interpersonal commu-
nication, leadership, and group problem-solving can also increase commit-
ment to organizational goals (Carr, 1991; McKenna, 1990; Gonring, 1991;
Doyle, 1990).

In contrast to the above, the motivational approach to empowerment
advocated by other management theorists {(e.g., Conger & Kanungo, 1988;
Thomas & Velthouse, 1990) relies on empowerment practices that typically
involve considerably less delegation of power; instead, the emphasis is on
open communication and inspirational goal setting to increase commitment
and involvement (Conger & Kanungo, 1988). For instance, advocates of
the motivational approach recommend setting attainable objectives that
employees can achieve in order to provide opportunities for enactive at-
tainment, using exemplary co-worker and supervisory role models as a form
of vicarious learning, giving words of encouragement and feedback to per-
suade verbally individuals that they are capable, and providing emotional
support to offset stress and anxiety, thereby securing positive forms of emo-
tional arousal (Thomas & Velthouse, 1990). Although jobs may be rede-
signed under the motivational approach, the primary aim is to provide
feelings of ownership, responsibility, and capability (Sheridan, 1991a,b; Ec-
cles, 1993).

By helping employees feel that they have power over significant aspects
of their work, and by enabling them to develop a sense of pride and owner-
ship in their work and in the organization (e.g. Kizilos, 1990; Schlossberg,
1991), empowerment is thought to leave employees optimistic, involved, com-
mitted, able to cope with adversity, and willing to perform independently and
responsibly (e.g., Conger & Kanungo, 1988; Thomas & Velthouse, 1990;
Velthouse, 1990; Shelton, 1991; Block, 1990; also see Porter & Lawler, 1968).
In short, it is thought that the motivational approach to empowerment will
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improve self-efficacy (Bandura, 1986), the individual’s belief that she or he
can do the job. Self-efficacy has been repeatedly linked to effective perform-
ance (Conger & Kanungo, 1988; also see Vroom, 1964). The intent in focus-
ing on it is to counter feelings of powerlessness, which are viewed as the
major impediment to performance, regardless of whether or not the practices
involve any significant delegation of power and authority.

Empowerment programs as recommended in the management litera-
ture thus represent a complex set of organizational changes (Leiba &
Hardy, 1994), which are not necessarily all implemented within the context
of an individual program (Brown, 1990). Whether the changes include en-
hancing feelings of self-efficacy through motivational techniques, modifying
and changing the broader working environment to decentralize power, or
incorporating elements of both, depends on which approach is being ad-
vocated. To understand more about the political dynamics of such business
empowerment practices, we must turn to our power model. As we will dis-
cuss, each dimension offers additional insight into both the scope and limits
of business empowerment practices.

Business Empowerment Practices: The First Dimension of Power

As far as the first dimension of power is concerned, business empow-
erment practices transfer some resources (first dimension) to employees.
But, as noted above, senior managers often retain control of many impor-
tant resources, especially the right to hire, fire, promote, hand out rewards,
and control budgets (Stewart, 1989; Bernstein, 1992; Eccles, 1993; Vloe-
berghs & Bellens, 1996), rather than handing such resources over to em-
ployees in the manner advocated by Cardy et al. (1995). Thus, the control
of at least some of the resources associated with the first dimension of
power remains with existing powerholders. Moreover, there is little discus-
sion about how resources related to either the value created by empower-
ment, or the incentives for increased effort and responsibility should be
assessed and/or distributed (Delbridge et al., 1992).

Business Empowerment Practices: The Second Dimension of Power

Empowered employees may secure access to some decision-making
processes (second dimension) from which they were previously excluded.
However, ultimate control of these processes usually rests with senior man-
agers, who set the parameters within which subordinates may operate (Ste-
wart, 1989). Because senior management also continues to set the agenda,
usually improved performance and profitability (O’Connor, 1993), and to
determine the strategic direction of the company, the future “is not par-
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ticipative but rather dictatorial” (McKenna, 1990, p. 18). So, while some
elements of the first and second dimensions of power are handed over to
employees, managers continue to control other aspects of these dimensions.

Business Empowerment Practices: The Third Dimension of Power

Empowerment practices appear to rely on the increased use of the
third dimension of power by management, such as an emphasis on selec-
tion, socialization, and socializing to legitimate organizational goals (Ste-
wart, 1989; Barker, 1993; Parker, 1993). Increased communication promotes
organizational priorities by instilling shared conceptions of these goals
among subordinates (Roberts, 1991; Lawler, 1992). Empowerment termi-
nology reduces conflict by emphasizing consensus and cooperation, through
such terms as “associates,” “team members,” “players,” and “coaches”
(Carr, 1991; Welter, 1991a,b). Managerial control is reinforced through the
language of the team effort (Parker & Slaughter, 1988; Deetz, 1992b;
Barker, 1993; Parker, 1993). Such peer pressure is often more effective than
managerial threats. “Workers are less likely to call in sick if they have to
face team members the next morning” (Manz, 1990, p. 21). Individuals who
oppose empowerment are often “delegitimized” by being labeled “nean-
derthals” or “dinosaurs” (Ledford, 1993). Dissenters, if they are not fired,
may be marginalized as uncooperative, or in need of additional education
or training (O’Connor, 1993, 1995).

In this way, empowerment can be viewed as an exercise in the man-
agement of meaning to enhance the legitimacy of organizational goals and
to influence behavior unobtrusively. By managing meaning and using power
to create the perception that organizational and employee interests con-
verge (e.g., Foxman & Polsky, 1991; Kizilos, 1990; Goski & Belfry, 1991;
Velthouse, 1990), empowerment programs reduce the necessity of having
to use more visible or coercive forms of power to ensure organizational
goals are met and to quell resistance. The stronger such unobtrusive, cul-
tural controls are, the less likely organizational norms will be transgressed,
and the more comfortable managers will feel in delegating power (Westley,
1990). Thus, managers are able to provide employees with greater access
to resources, yet still avoid opposition by reducing the will or inclination
of employees to use their new-found power in an adversarial way.

In summary, by understanding the first three dimensions of power, we
can see how business empowerment practices limit the devolution of power.
Some, but certainly not all, elements of the first and second dimensions of
power may be transferred to lower level employees, through wider access
to some resources and processes; but the third dimension remains with sen-
ior managers. In the case of programs emphasizing the motivational ap-
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proach discussed above, there is likely to be even less power delegated to
employees than with the relational approach. However, any transfer of
power that does occur is often limited to that between lower level managers
and their subordinates. The power of senior level management, who usually
dictate the form and timing of the overall empowerment initiative, remains
untouched (Barker, 1993; Parker, 1993; O’Connor, 1995).

It is tempting to conclude that many companies are attracted to a fantasy version

of empowerment and simultaneously repelled by the reality. How lovely to have

energetic, dedicated workers who always seize the initiative (but only when

“appropriate”), who enjoy taking risks (but never risky ones), who volunteer their

ideas (but only brilliant ones), who solve problems on their own (but make no

mistakes), who aren’t afraid to speak their minds (but never ruffle any feathers),

who always give their very best to the company (but ask no unpleasant questions

about what the company is giving back). How nice it would be, in short, to empower
workers without actually giving them any power. (Kizilos, 1990, p. 56)

In this sense, a three-dimensional view enables us to see that although busi-
ness empowerment programs promise employees power, they do not always
deliver on these promises.

Business Empowerment Practices: The Fourth Dimension of Power

Foucault and many other postmodern writers would resist the notion
of providing recommendations for empowerment practice; certainly, Fou-
cault himself resisted any normative orientation (Alvesson & Willmott,
1992a). Simply put, he would have questioned whether empowerment can
exist in a world where power is everywhere; and using it may get you no-
where. Nonetheless, a Foucauldian perspective, which we have labeled a
fourth dimension of power, would acknowledge that practices that consti-
tute business empowerment could result in some positive experiences for
some individuals. If, as Knights and Morgan (1995, p. 194, 1991) note,
power relations stimulate “a positive sense of self-discipline by transforming
individuals into subjects who secure their sense of identity, meaning, and
reality through participating in [certain] practices” might not empowerment
relations produce a similar effect? In other words, might not many of the
practices of empowerment—those that grant autonomy, provide variety and
challenge, relax formal controls, enhance the opportunity for personal in-
itiative, generate an emotional attachment to collective goals—constitute
subjects who believe themselves more highly valued, who feel more excite-
ment and passion in their work, and who derive a more rewarding work
experience? In other words, individuals may enjoy being empowered.

So, rather than dismiss empowerment out of hand, as critical theorists
often do, the fourth dimension draws our attention to the complexity and
ambiguity of empowerment as it is experienced by those being empowered.
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While empowerment may contain a risk of exploitation, it also encompasses
changes in the organizational environment that may improve the experience
of working life for some, even if not all, employees.

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

This section explores further some of the implications for research
raised by the previous section’s analysis. We first examine how crifical re-
searchers’ three-dimensional view of power exposes assumptions underlying
the first two dimensions and, in so doing, offers a new agenda for main-
stream management research. We then turn to Foucauldian ideas, based on
the fourth dimension, and show how they might enhance critical research.

Insights from Critical Research

Critical theory would suggest that empowerment programs should be
designed to enable disenfranchized members of society to overcome the
forms and sources of domination associated with the first three dimensions
of power. Such critical forms of empowerment are typically to be found
outside the field of management, where they have been applied to a broad
spectrum of groups: women, ethnic minorities, aboriginals, consumers,
youths, alcoholics, ex-mental health patients, and the poor and illiterate
(e.g., Alinsky, 1969, 1971; Solomon, 1976; Rose & Black, 1985; Boyte &
Riessman, 1986; Freire, 1992). This view defines empowerment as “a proc-
ess, a mechanism by which people, organizations, and committees gain mas-
tery over their affairs” (Rappaport 1987, p. 122). It is designed to counter
existing power relations that result in the domination of subordinate groups
by more powerful ones.

The common denominator in these programs is a process whereby tra-
ditionally disenfranchised groups become aware of the forces that oppress
them and take action against them by changing the conditions in which
they live and work. It involves not only the attainment of a greater sense
of pride, self-respect, and personal efficacy, but also the acquisition of eco-
nomic and political influence (Goski & Belfry, 1991; Kizilos, 1990). Both
subjective and objective changes are necessary, the former to help indi-
viduals recognize their powerlessness and motivate them to take action,
the latter to enable individuals to acquire the necessary power (resources,
access to the political system) to change the status quo (Bookman & Mor-
gan, 1988; Dacks & Coates, 1988; Kizilos, 1990; Goski & Belfry, 1991).

By seeking a redistribution of economic and political power, this cate-
gory of empowerment program involves not merely participation in, but
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often resistance to, and conflict with, the governance structures that influ-
ence individuals’ lives (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992a).
[Empowerment connotes] a spectrum of political activity, ranging from acts of
individual resistance to mass political mobilizations that challenge the basic power

relations—the social, political, and economic processes and institutions—in our
society. (Bookman & Morgan, 1988, p. 4)

The emphasis is on bottom-up, participatory, grassroots political activism,
where a group organizes on its own behalf and for its own benefit (Book-
man & Morgan, 1988). Advocates of this perspective argue that empow-
erment has to be taken, not given, because of the inherent paradox in the
empowerment of disenfranchied groups by more powerful actors. The very
act of empowering someone clse creates a dependency relationship which,
by definition, is dissmpowering, particularly when the “empowerer” has sig-
nificant power over the “empoweree” (e.g., Gruber & Trickett, 1987; Si-
mon, 1990).

According to our model, such approaches rest on a belief that power is
exercised through the three dimensions of power (the control of resources,
processes, and meaning); hence, empowerment can be achieved only through
the acquisition of those dimensions of power denied to them, i.e., meaning,
processes, and resources. In contrast to business empowerment practices,
these approaches to empowerment place a greater emphasis on both the
transfer of the economic and political resources necessary to influence out-
comes (first dimension) and access to the political institutions and decision-
making processes that influence the lives of the disenfranchised (second
dimension). They also emphasize the need to manage meaning in a way that
raises political consciousness concerning the sources of oppression (e.g., Rose
& Black, 1985; Boyte & Riessman, 1986; Freire, 1992), for example, through
education, thereby creating a will to resist (third dimension). The rationale
for this comprehensive approach is twofold. First, if resources and processes
are handed over, but individuais have no awareness of their oppression, they
will not be able to use them effectively. Second, and of equal importance, is
that if individuals are aware of, and seek to redress, the sources of their dis-
enfranchisement, they will have little success without access to the processes
and resources that govern their lives.

The political dynamics of this more radical form of empowerment is
thus quite different from business empowerment (Table III). As the disen-
franchised become aware of and act against the sources of their powerless-
ness, resistance and conflict result. Business empowerment programs are,
in contrast, designed to achieve organizational goals more effectively and
more smoothly.> They are intended to reduce conflict not increase it. The

SIn referring to “organizational” goals, we do not dispute that they may be contested.
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Table III. Comparing Critical and Mainstream Empowerment Practices

Critical empowerment practices

Mainstream empowerment practices

First dimen- Key resources (e.g., information,

Some resources are handed over to

sion education, financial) are handed employees (e.g., information,
over to or taken over by less financial) but other resources
powerful groups (e.g., right to hire and fire,
financial) retained by management
Second di-  Access to decision making processes Access to decision-making processes
mension by less powerful groups is secured is extended to employees but
or/and new processes, with parameters are established to set
broader representation, are created  limits on autonomy
Third di- The legitimacy of the status quo and The fundamental legitimacy of
mension organizational or societal goals are organizational imperatives is never
directly confronted through questioned, although some change
consciousness-raising and in the respective responsibilities of
“delegitimating” actions and management and employees may
language occur; commitment to
organizational goals is increased
through legitimating actions and
language
Outcome Empowerment is intended to Empowerment is intended to

facilitate achievement of
organizational goals and any
increase in employee power
should not produce any increase
in conflict

produce resistance to prevailing
power distribution and may result
in conflict as subordinate actors
gain power if dominant actors fail
to respond

fact that business empowerment does not strive to invert the power balance
between employers and employees, nor produce conflict by encouraging
employees to resist the status quo, nor question the fundamental legitimacy
of organizational goals should come as no surprise. Most managers and
management theorists have no desire, intention, or expectation that they
would operate in such a way.

But, although managers might feel tempted to dismiss the critical per-
spective as inappropriate to business initiatives, this approach has much to
contribute to business empowerment. Critical approaches illuminate the
contradictions of business empowerment, namely, that while the language
of empowerment promises the acquisition of power in exchange for the dif-
ferent kinds of effort and responsibilites that such programs engender,
practice limits the devolution of power to subordinates. It is in this dis-
crepancy that the seeds of failure of business empowerment may lie. Re-
searchers have noted that such “promise-making language” (Rousseau &
Parks, 1993, p. 20) creates beliefs about fairness (Rousseau & Aquino,
1992) and creates a psychological contract (Rousseau & Parks, 1993) be-
tween employer and employee. This contract encompasses the latter’s be-
liefs concerning the commitments and obligations of the employment
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relationship. If the employer meets these perceived commitments, organ-
izational loyalty is fostered, and cooperation and consensus are engendered
(Levinson, 1962). If, on the other hand, employees consider the organiza-
tion to have breached the contract, trust and commitment can decline, and
employees may withdraw from their obligations, all of which can have a
negative effect on performance. [Also see the literature on realistic job pre-
views (Tannenbaum et al., 1991; Wanous et al.,, 1992), which shows that
unmet expectations can have serious implications for satisfaction, commit-
ment, and, in turn, performance]. A critical approach shows, then, how the
tendency of business empowerment to promise, but fail to deliver on, mat-
ters of power may be undermining the success of those programs in im-
proving commitment and performance.

The critical perspective also highlights how mainstrearmn management
research often compounds this problem because of its lack of attention to
power. Rather than deal with the complexity and discomfort (Pfeffer, 1992)
engendered by the term power, research on empowerment from the main-
stream management perspective has often sought to expunge all mention
of it. Consider the following definition of empowerment from an article
from the motivational literature to empowerment, in which the link be-
tween power and empowerment is completely severed.

To empower means to give power to. Power, however, has several meanings. In a

legal sense, power can mean authority, so that empowerment can mean

authorization. Power also may be used to describe capacity, as in the self-efficacy
definition of Conger and Kanungo. However power also means energy. Thus to
empower can mean to energize. (Thomas & Velthouse, 1990, p. 667, original
empbhasis)
Through its emphasis on enhancing subjective feelings of self-efficacy, the
motivational approach to empowerment downplays changes in broader
working conditions that might devolve power (Skaggs & Labianca, 1993).
In Thomas and Velthouse’s (1990, p. 667) paper, for example, the section
on changes in selected environmental variables such as delegation, job de-
sign, and reward systems was curtailed due to “space limitations.” Critics
argue that this approach represents a line of reasoning which, if extended,
suggests that as long as employees can be made to believe they are em-
powered, it does not matter whether they actually are or not. In focusing
their attention on overworked symbolic gestures while ignoring the sub-
stantive changes that should underlie them (e.g., Katz & Kahn, 1978, p.
388), managers can “claim to be empowering their workforce when in fact
they are merely deceiving them” (Skaggs & Labianca, 1993, p. 7).

Similarly, research on participation in decision-making, which is an in-
tegral component of many empowerment programs, also avoids the issue
of power. Empirical studies on participation have focused primarily on col-
laborative decisions involving superior and subordinate, not the delegation
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of power by the former to the latter (Leana, 1987; Ledford & Lawler, 1994;
Wagner, 1994).
[Plarticipation has commonly been operationally defined by researchers as joint
decision making between superior and subordinate . . . research has tended to focus
exclusively on comparisons between joint decision making and autocratic
arrangements in which subordinates are not included in any aspect of the decision
making process. Conversely, research involving comparisons of other methods of
involving subordinates in decision making is decidedly rare. One such method that
has suffered from a particular lack of recognition by researchers is delegation.
(Leana, 1987, p. 228; original emphasis)

Writers suggest that, far from augmenting the power of subordinates, par-
ticipation without delegation increases controls over employees (Tannen-
baum, 1968; Scott & Hart, 1979; Barker, 1993; Parker, 1993). This increase
in management control does not, however, appear to translate into im-
proved performance. Ledford and Lawler (1994) point out that participa-
tion (collaborative decision-making) does not improve satisfaction and
performance unless it is accompanied by a broader decentralization of
power, such as the delegation of authority, the opportunity to reject as-
signed goals, and voluntary participation (e.g., Leana, 1987; Latham et al.,
1988; Vroom & Jago, 1988; Leana et al., 1992).

In summary, a critical approach suggests that much of the research
conducted in the mainstrearn management tradition tends to skirt the issue
of power and, in so doing, adopts assumptions and protocols that restrict
the redistribution of power in empowerment initiatives. This appears to
occur despite the evidence mentioned above which suggests that the greater
devolution of power may improve organizational performance. Rather than
avoid power, it would appear that it is, perhaps, time for mainstream man-
agement research to address it more directly.

The first step for such a research agenda might be a more systematic
verification of the types of practices used in business empowerment initia-
tives, using the power model to ascertain the degree to which power is
devolved. Research might then provide a more precise assessment of the
results of empowerment programs, and identify the nature of the relation-
ship between these outcomes and the different practices that are adopted.
In particular, the relative impact of participation and delegation on such
variables as self-efficacy and outcome-expectancies might be examined.
Such studies could establish whether there is a link between devolving the
first and second dimensions of power and the success of empowerment.
Studies might also investigate whether the term “empowerment” does raise
expectations among employees concerning the acquisition of power and re-
wards, and whether and how these expectations impact on the outcomes
of the empowerment program. Research might also attempt to quantify the
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value created by empowerment practices and identify how such rewards
might be distributed to employees.

Much of this research agenda means confronting the power behind
empowerment, and tackling more directly the different ways in which power
works. This may be difficult within the context of the positivistic science
on which maintream management researchers traditionally rely. The second
and, particularly, the third dimensions do not lend themselves to quantita-
tive methodologies and neatly defined hypotheses. For example, Bachrach
and Baratz (1962) pointed out 30 years ago that the pluralists’ emphasis
on measuring the exercise of power contained inherent limitations concern-
ing the tracking of the more elusive second face of power. If nondecision-
making presents difficulties, assessing the impact of managing meaning is
even more problematic. Consequently, mainstream researchers may need
to draw on more qualitative and ethnographic methodologies (e.g., such as
those used by Pettigrew, 1973; Gaventa, 1980; Saunders, 1980; Hardy,
1985b; Barker, 1993) to explore fully the political dynamics of empower-
ment and its effect on organizational effectiveness.

Insights from Foucauldian Research

If a critical understanding challenges the limited devolution of power that
typifies business empowerment programs, a Foucauldian perspective serves to
inform the assumptions and limitations of the critical approach to empower-
ment. As noted in the previous section, critical theory traditionally has had
emancipatory principles and has been judged by its ability to reveal the struc-
tures of oppression, and to offer emancipatory ideas that address them (Alves-
son & Willmott, 1992a). Under the rubric of “false consciousness” and “real
interests,” critical theorists assumed themselves to be autonomous agents, and
presumed to judge what their research subjects’ best interests were (see Lukes,
1974; Giddens, 1979; Benton, 1981; Knights & Willmott, 1982; Hoy, 1986;
Laclau & Mouffe, 1987; Cooper & Burrell, 1988). This approach has led to a
number of problems even from the point of view of those people whom critical
theorists deem to be their constituency: the disenfranchised.

Critical theory has, for example, been characterized by sophisticated,
not to say convoluted, theorizations more notable for their employment of
esoteric terminology than the practicalities of emancipation (Clegg, 1989;
Parker, 1993; Nord & Doherty, 1994; Denzin, 1994). Only those forms of
empowerment that involve a radical transformation in the distribution in
power have been promoted, regardless of how disruptive, infeasible, or
painful such changes might be (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992a). Consequently,
management empowerment initiatives have often been dismissed out of
hand, as simply another, more sophisticated form of oppression (e.g.,
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Parker, 1993) even though employees might experience some improvement
in the quality of their working lives. Such approaches privilege the academic
researcher, schooled in “articulating” his or her thoughts thoughtfully, ra-
tionally, and logically, over the research subject (Fugelsang, 1973). The “ex-
clamation” that communicates the experience of what the subject believes,
sees, feels, and senses (Fugelsang, 1973) is translated and channeled into
requisite, articulate categories provided by the well-trained researchers who
emphasize “experience-distance” terms, whose meaning lie in the observer’s
theory rather than the individual’s experience, and which produce etic, ab-
stract, noncontextualized interpretations (Denzin, 1994, p. 506; also Taylor,
1993). But the Foucauldian view of the inextricable link between power
and knowledge challenges the idea of an all-knowing researcher who can
offer objective, blanket advice for those labeled as oppressed and exploited.

Critical theory has also been criticized for engaging in “representational
essentializing” (Clifford, 1992) where one aspect of a group’s life is taken to
represent it as a whole. For example, managers have often been ignored:
dismissed as members of a homogenous dominant elite, unworthy of atten-
tion (Nord & Jermier, 1992), and assumed to have an exclusive interest in
exploiting workers (Knights and Willmott, 1989). But managers may also ex-
perience distress and alienation as a result of empowerment. As Keller &
Dansereau (1995) point out, the need for control is necessary to individual
well-being and integral to self-esteem. With empowerment comes a loosening
of control, no matter how superficial, which undoubtedly adversely affects
some managers. In fact, empowerment programs have the potential to impact
upon managers in ways that should, ironically, elicit the sympathies of critical
researchers: empowerment removes control from managers by making
changes to work practices. As a result, their sense of identity which has been
grounded in “traditional” management authority and practice is threatened.
Moreover, the scope for management resistance is limited because the rheto-
ric of empowerment has become intertwined with ideas of “good” and “en-
lightened” management practice. Managers would appear, then, to be ideal
subjects for critical studies of empowerment.

In summary, while critical theorists may automatically condemn busi-
ness empowerment as a management ploy to increase its power and exploit
workers more effectively, and may dismiss employees involved in such in-
itiatives as simple-minded victims, Foucauldian insights suggest that this is
no longer a tenable position. Articulation should not overwhelm exclama-
tion; the academic researcher should not muffle, under the rubric of a
“false” consciousness that masks “real” interests, the voices of those who
might wish to convey the positive benefits of their current status. Nor
should it silence the voices of those who experience dislocation and dis-
continuity despite a supposedly privileged position.
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Critical research might also consider how to make organizations more
empowering for employees, for example, by exploring how the wealth cre-
ated through empowerment might be assessed and then distributed in ways
that are meaningful to those employees. It could also examine how em-
powerment affects individuals’ identities in ways they experience as positive.
In this regard, critical research needs to reorient its traditional concerns
with “workers” to include work involving managers, since empowerment
may threaten managers, especially lower-level ones, even more than em-
ployees. Those who have previously been successful in hierarchical organi-
zations, who define themselves in the context of more hierarchical,
authoritarian styles of management, may find empowerment particularly re-
pressive. So, critical scholars might add managers to their research agenda
(Alvesson & Willmott, 1992a; Nord & Jermier, 1992).

CONCLUSIONS

We have shown that empowerment means quite a different thing to
managers and mainstream management researchers than it does to critical
theorists. Cullen and Townley (1994) argue that the former have empha-
sized the transitive use of the verb: to grant or bestow power, while the
latter have adopted the reflexive usage: to gain or assume power over some-
one else. These divergent understandings have arisen because power, which
is integral to empowerment, also has different connotations for these
groups. From the mainstream management perspective, power is legitimate
and functional, and can be shared, ostensibly to everyone’s benefit. Em-
powerment can thus be used as a tool to motivate employees to achieve
organizational goals. For critical theorists, power is domination, and so, em-
powerment must provide the means to combat the sources of domination.
Power stands as a zero sum game: to gain it, somebody else has to relin-
quish it. Meanwhile, the Foucauldian perspective suggests that critical the-
ory must resist its tendency to judge from on high. For some employees,
empowerment may offer new, more meaningful identities and experiences.
Foucault’s insights serve to remind us that researchers hold no monopoly
on the truth but are subject to power relations like everyone else.

We have also suggested that the disappointing results of business em-
powerment may be partly due to the mainstream management research’s
reluctance to tackle the link between power and empowerment. A critical
analysis of power offers insight into the reasons behind this impasse. It
also offers, perhaps ironically, a possible solution by indicating how the
third dimension of power can be used to exercise managerial control when
extending access to resources and processes. If managers start to use power
in more sophisticated and less visible ways, theory that is critically informed
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becomes ever more vital to management theory and practice. The depoli-
ticization of empowerment in mainstream management makes employees
particularly vulnerable to the abuse of power under the rhetoric of em-
powerment. A critical approach, albeit informed with postmodern sensibili-
ties (Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994), renders the political dynamics of
empowerment visible by putting power back into the equation.

Finally, it must be acknowledged that postmodernist theories are not be-
yond criticism either: the barriers noted by some postmodern theorists in
transforming existing power relations have led some theorists to opt out of
emancipatory discourse completely, emphasizing the limits of resistance rather
than the possibilities of emancipation (seec Hoy, 1986; Said, 1986; Walzer,
1986; White, 1986; Ashley, 1990; also Jermier et al., 1994) and eschewing prac-
tical implications (Marsden & Townley, 1996). For these theorists, it is well to
remember that although Foucault may “deny that protest against oppression
requires any neutral standpoint of justification at all. The fact is the people
often do resist what they regard as oppressive circumstances . . . . The fact
that one cannot guarantee the outcome of any such resistance is no argument
against it” (Sawicki, 1991, pp. 99-100). This includes translating postmodern
insights into a recognizable and practical form, and sharing them with the peo-
ple who work in the organizations that we study.
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