
F I N D  Y O U R  P O W E R

3 QUESTIONS FOR SEEING
POWER DYNAMICS

This activity is meant to help you assess the different forces and

factors you need to navigate as you think about getting someone in

power to make the decisions that will bring about positive change—

or prevent negative change.

These three questions about power dynamics—i.e., questions for

gauging the types of action that will be effective in challenging people

in power—offer a simple first step for getting beyond presence alone.

They can work at any scale. They can help you become more effective

as an individual change agent, help your community group better

pressure local politicians, businesses, school board members, or others

to make meaningful changes, and even help you push a social change

group you care about to expand its approach.

Think about a problematic condition or wrongful pattern of behavior

taking place in a given context you are in, one you have been trying to

change. Then ask the following:

W H Y  T H I S  M A T T E R S

T H E  E X E R C I S E
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Q U E S T I O N  1

Who is directly responsible for the problem, and whose

intervention could stop it?

Q U E S T I O N  2

How have you gone about engaging and influencing either of

those people?

Q U E S T I O N  3

What worked, what failed, what wasn't tried, and therefore what

should you do next?

It's helpful to consider whether, up to this point, you have been telling

yourself a story about the situation that plays to your biases but isn't

exactly accurate, and therefore makes your efforts less effective. For

example, are you assuming someone is on your side on this issue, but

forgetting that they have a stake in the status quo on this particular

issue (i.e., something valuable to lose) that makes them an unreliable

ally?

Map out the problem and the solution (i.e., what's going wrong and

what/who can change it) and your own role in the solution (i.e., what

you can do to intervene or force the hand of people who can intervene).

Then see if there's anything you're missing or leaving out. Try to map it

out again but from a different vantage point, or by imagining not all of

your assumptions are correct, and see if you get the same result.
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Let's say you're in a community where, suddenly, parents who you've

never seen at school board meetings before are showing up to attack

books you love and remove them from school libraries. They are loud

and they're getting louder. They are gaining momentum. Other people

disagree with them, like you, but they're scared to risk speaking up.

What can you do?

First, do some research on the group to understand where they came

from and what their strategy for achieving their goals may be. And then,

even more importantly, do the best research you can to determine who

is actually the final decision-maker. Let's assume it's the school's

superintendent—that the school board itself is not going to make the

decision but will defer to the school leadership to do so. Then work

through the following steps:

ENGAG EMENT

How can you get the superintendent to respond to you? What

are you willing to do to build leverage and force them into a

negotiation, if they are not immediately open to listening to you

or adopting your arguments to make their decision? Is there

someone else they need to hear from instead, or is there a way

you could marshal voices to support your goals that would

outweigh the voices the superintendent is hearing on the other

side?

A  S A M P L E  S C E N A R I O
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I N C EN T I V E S

How can you make it in the superintendent's interest to

negotiate with you? If simple persuasion or the demonstration

of your presence isn't enough, how can you create

consequences for them either ignoring you or stalling you

endlessly, and favoring the other group? How can you change

their perception of you, in a way that motivates them to make

the right decision? What consequence can you create that they

cannot afford to bear? At the same time, is there a way to

weaken the hold that your opposition is gaining over the

superintendent? How can you lessen their power, in order to

increase your own relative power? Lastly, are there outside

forces influencing the superintendent that you can tap into,

counteract, or change?

R E A L  SO LUT I ON S

If you're moving in the direction of getting them to take action,

is it the right action or is it distraction meant to give lip service

to what you are demanding but ultimately side with the right-

wing parents' group? Are you playing into their appeasement

strategy or neutralizing it? Are you accepting anything less than

what it takes to actually change things?
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POWER

If you're getting stuck, is it because you do not have enough

power to either force a negotiation or force that negotiation to

move in the direction it should? What type of power, and how

much of it, would it take to get a different result? Do you have

any relationships or resources that you are not using? Are there

other people you can enlist in your effort? Who might be able to

create leverage with the group that you presently can't?

After asking the questions on the above list and mapping your answers,

try to develop a strategy that will create the impact you want. Keep

these questions in mind and keep coming back to them as you move

forward.
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