
Building lour 
Power Base Learn how to find power 

and use it to gain 
influence and stature 

B y T H O M A S L . Q U I C K 

Trainers these days are under in-
creasing pressure to perform in a 
way that many of them are not ac-

customed to. T h e y are being urged by 
many, including management , to take in-
itiative and exercise more influence in 
organizational long range planning. 

Yet in most organizations top manage-
ment doesn't invite H R D people to join in 
the planning process, and many trainers 
don't view themselves as occupying posi-
tions of power and influence. So planning 
c o n t i n u e s w i t h o u t s u b s t a n t i a l and 
knowledgeable contributions by H R D 
professionals, and H R D professionals 
continue to be chided for their "follower-
ship" and lack of impact . 

The need for power, and its 
sources 

There 's little question that an organiza-
tion's planning and strategy are inadequate 
if insufficient expert consideration is given 
to the d e v e l o p m e n t of the h u m a n 
resources necessary for carrying out the 
strategy. But there's a large question about 
the ability of many internal training profes-
sionals to master the usual organizational 
power sources to gain even temporary en-
try to the executive suite. 

Some trainers have a staff mentality and 

are b o u n d by their pe rcep t ions of 
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powerlessness. Many have come from the 
public sector and from positions with 
minimal influence. T h e dynamics and 
complexity of corporate life take t ime to 
unders tand. And some H R D people are 
openly disdainful toward "playing politics," 
an unhelpful at t i tude for advancing the 
prestige of their training and development 
funct ions. But probably the greatest im-
pediment is most training professionals' 
lack of understanding about where to find 
the power and how to use it to gain in-
fluence and stature. 

Drawing on observations over the past 
30 years, I can identify 10 kinds or sources 
of power that may be available to most 
trainers: competence , position, personal, 
assigned-delegated, associative, resources, 
a l l iance , r eward , p r o f e s s i o n a l , and 
availability. Two kinds of power not 
generally associated with trainers are 
au tocra t ic and charismatic-vis ionary, 
although there have been extremely rare 
instances of charisma. Let's look at the 
c o m m o n sources. 

Competence 
At least two kinds of compe tence are 

valued by any organization, especially in 
the private sector. One , of course, is what 
you have to offer as a trainer or internal 
consultant , bearing in mind the organiza-
tion's needs. Your professional competence 
is based not only on what you do well but 
also on your knowledge of the H R D field 
and its theories, concepts , and practice. 

T h e other kind of compe tence is 
knowledge of the organization's operation 
and mission. You can't hope to be 
evaluated as competent unless you can talk 
the operation's language, identify its prob-
lems, suggest solutions, and empath ize 
with operational concerns. 

But just as in your professional life you 
must know both your specialty and the 
field as a whole, you need to understand 
not only the specific organization but the 
context in which it functions. T h a t means 
reading professional literature and trade 
and business publications. If you're not 
reading The Wall Street Journal and 
periodicals such as Business Week, your 
competence has a bare spot . 

Position 
Power through position in the hierarchy 

is not f requent for trainers, but it does ex-
ist. Even a trainer can build an empire. 

Th ink of some well-known personalities 
in our field who, because of internal con-
nections or identification with innovative 
programs, enhanced the positions they 
held and e x p a n d e d their in f luence 
throughout their organizations. Granted, 
the original source of their power was not 
the position itself, but with the help of 
other kinds of power described in this ar-
ticle, these professionals turned their posi-
tions into a continuing font of strength. 

Personal 
Personal power is easier to recognize 53 



than to describe. S o m e peop le c rea te a 
presence and an impact through their per-
sonalities and their self-confidence. T h e y 
project a firm sense of knowing w h o they 

are, what they're capable of, and where 
they're going. Your achievements can also 
cont r ibu te mightily to your self-image. 

S o m e people achieve influence through 
their speaking, their obvious thought fu l -
ness, their c o m m a n d of language. 

You m a y s c o r n d r e s s - f o r - s u c c e s s 
uniforms, but the idea is valid. Look 
around your organization for power people 
w h o believe in dressing well. Perhaps their 

clothes are not expensive, just fashionable 
and well tailored. T h e s e peop le a t tend 

meet ings in their jackets while o thers 
c o m e in shirt sleeves. T h e y do not wear 

s p o r t s c o m b i n a t i o n s . T h e y c a r r y 
themselves with a slight, but not offensive, 
air of value and importance. 

Assigned-delegated 
Assigned or delegated power c o m e s 

f rom your boss, your boss ' boss, or even 
higher up. In many cases, it is there waiting 
for s o m e o n e to tap it. Many peop le m a k e 
the mistake of waiting for s o m e o n e to 
grant it. 

Years ago in his book , The Mobile 
Manager, Eugene E. Jennings urged up-
wardly mobi le managers to b e crucial 
subordinates . Find ways to be indispens-

able to someone higher than you. Move in-
to areas or func t ions that peop le above 
don't want to handle or don't hand le very 

well. Offer to take on responsibilities t ha t 
o the r s are overlooking. C r e a t e new 
responsibili t ies for yourself. 

Initiate: you know that in t h e typical 

organization, there are lots-of things that 
could be done, even should be done , and 
aren't. Become especially known in areas 
of expert ise so management th inks of you 
w h e n looking for s o m e o n e to do. a job. 
Volunteer: for example, identify a persis-

tent p rob lem and suggest forming a task 
force, to solve it. Task forces are an ex-
cellent and usually underused way to get 
power and authori ty from above. 
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Associative 
If you are for tunate to have a s t rong 

boss , a mentor , a sponsor, or are seen as 
t he protege of a powerful executive, you 

can bask in the reflection, which gains you 
power through association. 

If you don't already have a sponsor or a 
mentor, look for one. Plenty has been writ-
ten on the subject in recent years, and you 

shouldn't have any problem get t ing direc-
tions. Your sponsor-mentor-boss- f r iend 

can keep you advised of organizational 
plans and deve lopments that spell oppor-

tuni ty for you, can men t ion your n a m e at 
the right t imes and before the right peo-
ple, and can give you much good, relevant 
advice about how to increase your in-

f luence in the organization. But you must 
cultivate the relationship, and you must, of-
fer some th ing in re tu rn : compe tence , 
prestige, fulfilled promises , and so on . 

Resources 
W h e n you control s o m e t h i n g s o m e o n e 

else needs and wants, you have power 
through resources. L o o k at the early days 

of data process ing , w h e n c o m p u t e r 
specialists were high pr iests in t he temple 
(computer room). In s o m e operations legal 

d e p a r t m e n t s wield t r e m e n d o u s inf luence 
because m a n a g e m e n t can't move wi thout 
their counsel . 

Trainers offer m e a n s to greater produc-
tivity and profits, but many give away their 
control over those resources by extensively 
using outs ide consul tants and vendors. 

Don ' t give away everything you have, even 
if it's easier and you have the money to do 

it. T h i n k instead of the trainer who was 
called one day by a division manager who 

asked, "Would you get s o m e o n e who can 
brief us on MBO?" T h e trainer answered, 
"I don't have to. I can do it." H e had 
what someone wanted. Look around your 
own organization to identify the kinds of 
expert ise managers need and value. If you 

don't have people knowledgeable in these 
areas, get t hem. 

Alliance 
S e e k to bui ld c o a l i t i o n s a m o n g 

managers w h o have worked with you, en -
joyed the benefits of your services, and are 
supporters of your work. Don't get isolated 
in your staff position. 

O n e trainer in a large corporat ion 
routinely invites "friendly" managers to at-

tend presenta t ions before other potential 
internal "clients" to supply stories attesting 
to the effectiveness of whatever she is 

present ing. Another shrewd trainer en-
c o u r a g e d line m a n a g e r s to fo rm a 

"manager's club" that meets regularly to ex-
change experience. T h e trainer acts as in-
formal consul tant and facilitator. 

Stay close to your allies in the line, and 
build suppor t in the staff as well. People 

w h o are happy with t he results you have 
achieved for them make good components 
of your power base. 

Reward 
Reward-related power doesn't jus t con-

cern t he peop le w h o repor t to you, 

although you mustn ' t neglect to recognize 
their per formance . You may b e surprised 
to realize how m u c h people w h o have en-

joyed your services value your public 
e s t eem. 

You may be considered an exper t in 
some areas, and if you make it known that 
certain managers and other t rainees have 
successfully and profitably applied your 
techniques and concep ts on the job, your 

praise, however muted and tactful, will win 

you support and friends. N o manager who 
is ambit ious underva lues praise and 
publicity, so look for ways to pat s o m e 

backs . Word of mou th , a letter to key 
members of management , an article in the 
company newspaper, all are tools for you 

in "rewarding" people w h o can cont r ibu te 
to your expanding influence. 

Professional 
For you, professional power may mean 

visibility in an organization such as A S T D . 

As long as your participation is sanctioned 
by the organization, you can score profes-
sional points as a valued m e m b e r of t he 

association. Obviously, if your professional 
peers express esteem for you, some of that 
es teem will find its way back to the 

organization. Writing articles and giving 
speeches are o ther ways to increase your 
professional image. 

If your organization's managemen t is 
enlightened, they will see your outs ide ac-
tivities reflecting favorably on t h e m . But 

always be sensitive to the possibility that 
s o m e of your coworkers may believe that, 

by being active elsewhere, you are neglect-
ing internal responsibilities. But if you can 

handle both outs ide and inside dut ies , 
management may see you as an important 
asset . 

Availability 
Power coming from availability usually 

is described, as being in the right place at 
t he right time. It's rooted in your ability to 

analyze and ant ic ipate organizational 
needs and training trends. As Pasteur pu t 
it, "Chance favors the prepared mind." 

Powerful persuaders 
I t s unwise for a trainer to depend too 

much on one kind or source of power 
when there are many. T h e y are, as you can 
see, interrelated. O n e leads or contr ibutes 

to another. C o m p e t e n c e is the o n e that is 
indispensable. It's hard to see how a person 

could build an endur ing power base 
without demonstra t ing ability to do things 
well. 

People w h o successfully gather power 
know the need to test reality continually. 
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Managements change and so do missions 
and structures. O n e source of power may 
short out. T h e trainer needs to be sen-
sitive to the environment in which the 
organization operates and its impact. 

In addition, the trainer wanting to ex-
pand influence would be well advised to 
look at the models of influential people. 
Emulating the following characteristics of 
successful influencers might help trainers 
create more of a leadership role for 
themselves. 

Influential people 
1 know what they want. T h e y have goals 
ind are careful not to lose sight of them. 
They want to win, although they are 
realistic enough to know that they can't 
win consistently at the expense of others. 
• know they have a right to try to get 
what they want. T h e y know they don't 
have a right to get it, but no one says they 
can't try to get a new program approved or 
a budget that will allow innovation and 
expansion. 
• are articulate. T h e y know how to ex-
press their needs and wants in terms that 
others can accept . 
• are sensitive. They realize assertiveness 
is only a part of the story. T h e y know they 
must involve others in their transactions. 
They must be responsive to others' needs 

and wants. Influencers are skillful in 
unders tanding verbal and nonverbal 
language. T h e y are sensitive to t ime and 
place, knowing how, when, and where to 
go after certain kinds of actions and 

decisions. 
• have credibility. 'Io influence others you 
don't have to be loved, but you must be 
trusted and respected. People must 
believe you know what you're talking 
about. It won't disturb them that you are 
looking out fox your interests if they trust 
you not to knowingly violate their interests 
in the process. 
• know how to deal with opposition. 
They don't let resistance from others crip-
ple t hem. After all, anytime you press for 
something different, you're going to run in-
to walls. But influencers welcome opposi-
tion, since it's evidence that others are in-
volved. Overt opposition shows the in-
fluencer what he or she has to contend 
with. The i r response to resistance is to 
keep the door open and people talking. 
• know how to ask for the order. T h e y 
have good selling skills. T h e y know how 
to close, to get the action they want. 
• know what motivates others. T h e y 
understand why people behave as they do 
and how that behavior can be changed. It's 
distressing to find trainers who lack this 
important characteristic. 
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Another characteristic of some, but not 
all, influencers that could be beneficial for 
trainers who want to build their power base 
is that they seek visibility, even in small 
ways. If you want to achieve more impact, 
get out of your office and your classroom. 
Know as many people as you can, and 
make it easy for them to know you. Ask 
for things: your own subscription to The 
Wall Street Journal, better office fur-
nish ings , m o r e e q u i p m e n t , p e r k s , 
whatever. T h e important thing is not that 

you get everything you want, but that peo-
ple become accustomed to dealing with 
your requests. It's a useful way of publiciz-
ing yourself. 

Your record may look excellent to those 
who take the t ime to examine it. Keep 
your name prominent . Con t inue to build 
your power base and practice your per-
suasive skills. Shed the criticism that 
trainers are almost by nature reactive. Use 
your influence and power base. ^ 
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"I'll give you one day." 

"Make sure it's practical." 

"Our supervisors need help." 

"We need skills, not theory" 

"We want it customized." 

"What about middle managers?" 

"All they do is argue." 

"I want video demos." 

"I want real-life practice." 

"I want my people to run it." 

"How about train-the-trainer?" 

"Productivity's way down." 

"We need it yesterday." 

"I want a modular approach." 

"My people aren't motivated." 

"We need coaching skills." 

"We don't want jargon." 

"Our managers need feedback." 

"What's its track record?" 

"Will it work on the job?" 

"Has this been tested?" 
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