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Introduction

This paper addresses a crucial component of teaching about organizational 

behavior. That is, discussing power, authority, leadership, and influence.  These 
phenomena and the terms pointing to them are salient not only for Organizational 
Behavior but for a number, perhaps all, of the disciplines of the behavioral sciences. 
These disciplines would certainly include Public Administration, Political Science, 
Management, Anthropology, Sociology (French & Raven, 1959).  They are also central 
to the study of groups,  organizations, communities, and societies (Cartwright, 1959).  In 
consequence of their importance to many fields and areas of study, one might expect that 
little more remains to be said concerning these phenomena and these concepts.  However, 
as this paper intends to show, this is not the case.  Not only are these concepts frequently 
interchanged and confused with one another in discussion, they are also poorly developed 
for the uses to which they are put analytically.  Interestingly, Ivancevich and Matteson 
note “the empirical evidence of the magnitude of the effects of leadership on performance 
is modest” (2005, 493). In order to establish this claim, and to explore why this 
state of affairs exists, this paper will proceed as follows: First, two meta-analytical 
strategies will be briefly characterized and separated.  These are Contextual Knowing and 
Categorical Knowing (Watson, 1979).  Second, these meta-strategies will be applied to 
Ivancevich and Matteson’s treatment of power, influence, and leadership in order to show 
certain reference points such as Dahl’s classic definition of power (1957, 202-03) is not 
merely inconvenient but fatal. It confuses categorical thinking with contextual thinking 
and thereby impairs rather than facilitates inquiry and understanding, teaching and 
communicating about them. Third, a re-conceptualization of these phenomena will be 
suggested that better fits them for critical but different purposes in analysis and in 
rhetoric. Both the teaching and the texts of Organizational Behavior acknowledge the 
first of these purposes but not the second.

Contextual Knowledge and Categorical Knowledge


Contextual Knowledge and Categorical Knowledge may be defined by referring 
to three sets of analytical decisions that need to be made explicitly rather than, as is all 
too often the case, implicitly and by default.  These decisions may be labeled:  Analytical 
Emphasis, Complementary Specification, and Definitional Strategy (see Figures 1-3).  An 
analyst pursuing Contextual Knowledge will select the first alternative for each and all of 
these decisions while one committed to Categorical Knowledge will select the second.  
Both modes of analysis are necessary, complementary, and useful if carried out 
separately, consistently, and in the proper order.  This means that though classifying may 
legitimately make, indeed must make, use of information about the social structure of 
society generated through Contextual Knowledge; the opposite is not true.  Contextual 
Knowledge may not take the tools or intellectual products of classifying as ingredients 
with which to fashion a structural description of society or of any of its parts.  This is 
because classifying by its nature is “atemporal” and “aspatial”; it removes its objects 
from locations and relations in space and time and draws them together into timeless, 
spaceless, “relationless”, and hence, changeless sets or classes.  Were the analyst to 
undertake the task of mapping dynamically the social structure of a society, a community, 
an organization, a group by employing tools for and intellectual products furnished by 
classifying, the analyst would find himself or herself working with ingredients 
specifically designed to preclude this very information and consequently, in the midst of 
committing a serious epistemological error.  What would result would be a smuggling in 
by the back door what certainly did not come in the front.  If it may be assumed that the 
proper object of study for behavioral science, and disciplines drawing from it,  is society, 
and other units, their parts, and relationships, and that this object can best be approached 
by attending to social structure, then if development and change, growth and decline, 
success and failure, are to be captured and expressed, and made available for later 
generalization, Contextual Knowledge must be pursued and must be followed by 
classifying.     


Analytical Emphasis (see Figure 1) shows three analytical decisions.  The 
scale/abstraction principle concerns how phenomenological targets are to be conceived 
and defined.  Contextual Knowledge requires that they be conceived and defined as 
differing in levels of scale, or complexity, but not in levels of abstraction, or number of 
defining features.  So, for instance, role, group, organization, community, and society 
would be conceptualized as equally real, that is, occupying space and transpiring in time, 
but as unequally complex.  Obviously, Contextual Knowledge by setting out or marking 
its units for further observation addresses both the scale principle and the abstraction 
principle.  Categorical Knowledge, the logic of which, by contrast, seeks to create and 
compare ageless timeless, changeless, and “relationless” sets of phenomena, addresses 
only the abstraction principle.  The sets, classes, or categories created by dumping into 
them every phenomena meeting the stated criteria or defining characteristics, rather than 
the phenomena sorted into them, are the intellectual targets of classifying.  Because these 
foci are only sorting bins, the gates to which are widened or narrowed by respectively 
dropping or adding defining characteristics, they do not occupy space or transpire time.  


Contextual Knowledge adopts and must adopt the uniform principle which insists 
that the units employed for describing social structure be conceptualized as consisting of 
the same “basic stuff” (see Figure 1).  So, for example, social behavior may be regarded 
as the “basic stuff” of roles, groups, organizations, and so on.  In the event that a unit is 
not so conceived, it must be removed from social structural description until it can be so 
conceived.  This requires Contextual Knowledge to think, for instance, that persons as 
actors consist of behavior.  Unless persons are thought of in this or some other 
appropriate manner, they must be made logically to stand outside social structure.  Since 
this would appear an untenable result, and because it insists on a “basic stuff” for all its 
units, Contextual Knowledge is forced to recognize the logical necessity for both person-
centered and collectivity-centered approaches to social structure.  By contrast, 
Categorical Knowledge neither makes nor requires this distinction.  Since what 
classifying relates are sorting bins and not phenomena in the social world, its logic has no 
need nor a place for a “basic stuff”.  Its foci, that is its classes and sets, can be 
conceptualized quite apart from one another.  Persons can be sorted into them without 
limit.  One does not confront the constraint, as one would when attempting structural 
description, that finally there is nothing left of the behavior of the thing called person to 
go into yet one more class.  


Contextual Knowledge emphasizes both the mechanism and covariation 
principles (see Figure 1).  Because its procedures call for structural description in 
terms of units articulated with respect to one another, and a continued observation of 
them, it may possibly both uncover how a social entity works operationally and 
statistically relate measurements taken on variables defined with respect to the parts of 
that entity.  By contrast, Categorical Knowledge is limited to discussing covariation 
because its sets or classes are merely sorting bins containing any number of unordered 
observations.  The discovery, or recovery, of mechanism requires that information about 
how phenomena are configured, articulated, and connected be gathered and recorded 
along with and at the same time as observations of the phenomena themselves.  


Complementary Specification (see Figure 2) shows four decisions.  The first of 
these is mandatory/selective.  The logic of structural description requires that its concepts 
be defined at the same level of abstraction, be defined uniformly with reference to a 
“basic stuff”, and be defined with reference to scale.  To this the mandatory principle 
adds a requirement that concepts be developed by taking cognizance of others touching 
related phenomena.  If several concepts refer to the “same” phenomena, they are the same 
concept and few, rather than many should suffice.  The logic of Categorical Knowledge 
does not entail these constraints.  Consequently, there is little, if anything, to limit just 
how its sets and classes can be defined or just how many or how few there can be or how 
much or how little they have in common.  They do not have to be thought together.  In 
consequence, how they are defined is solely the personal choice of the analyst.  


The structure principle is selected by Contextual Knowledge while the 
homogeneity principle is taken by classifying.  Contextual Knowledge emphasizing, as it 
does, a repertoire of units marking social phenomena in such a way that further 
observation can capture alterations within or among them must devise a means for 
recognizing what counts as part of a unit and what does not.  The boundary and the 
notion of articulation or configuration becomes this criterion.  Because it does, structural 
description builds units which differ internally and which contain parts rather than 
elements.  That is, the units of structural description make use of an articulated difference 
in expressing and capturing growth, change, and decay in the social world.  By contrast, 
Categorical Knowledge can draw only on sets, the elements of which are identical 
because they have been defined and made identical in and through the act of sorting.  
These foci contain elements unordered with respect to one another.  However, this is 
what classifying is all about.  It creates sets by drawing on the boundary concept wedded 
to the idea or criterion of homogeneity.  Obviously, classes and sets are not appropriate 
foci for attempting to capture and express increasing or decreasing differentiation in such 
things as roles, groups, organizations, communities, and societies.  They are not 
appropriate because they are not made for this task.  In fact, they are not constructed for 
the purpose of describing ongoing events in the social world at all.  This is what the units 
of Contextual Knowledge are designed to do.  Classes and sets draw attention to 
themselves as intellectual targets.  They do not refer to anything available through 
observation of phenomena in the social world.  As sorting bins, existing only in a logical 
space, they refer to the commonality that they have brought into being.  This is all and 
only what they are and do.  


Definitional Strategy (see Figure 3) shows three decisions.  Given all that I have 
said, obviously, Contextual Knowledge selects the observation principle.  The whole 
point of this approach, its logic, is to facilitate taking observations of phenomena in the 
world in such a way that events and processes can be captured and expressed.  Contextual 
Knowledge requires unit concepts which, because they are designed to capture 
differentiation and other forms of change, facilitate observation.  Such observation 
remains relevant throughout the study.  Not so for classifying.  The logic of Categorical 
Analysis, oriented to producing ageless, timeless, “relationless” classes and sets which 
bring into being and concentrate on commonality, makes observation beyond the act 
of classifying absolutely irrelevant and, indeed, senseless.  Carried to its extreme, that is, 
used as it is intended, classifying would fix or freeze every possible characteristic to 
serve the purpose of identification.  The essence of classifying is to classify 
unambiguously or “essentially”.  In consequence, the more characteristics permanently 
attached as definition, the more certain it is that a proper and correct sorting can take 
place.  Categorical Knowledge strives for the maximal principle.  Contextual Knowledge 
strives for the minimal.  That is, the smaller the number of characteristics definitionally 
fixed or frozen to a unit, the larger the number of characteristics or features available for 
describing changes in that unit over time and space.  The minimal principle means, then, 
that as few characteristics as possible should be attached to a unit as definitional features.  
Each one not so attached can thereby become a variable available for describing changes 
with respect to that unit.  In short, the minimal principle allows Contextual Knowledge to 
adopt both the variation principle and the difference principle.  By contrast, Categorical 
Knowledge can rely only on difference.  Since its classes and sets are fashioned to bring 
about commonality and sameness, to be homogenous, they are not the sort of foci to use 
when attempting to follow some change, or variation, in a unit in the social world over 
time.  In fact, classes and sets furnished by classifying cannot be used in this way.  And 
because they cannot, classifying risks a mistake in claiming something which differs, 
changes, when, in fact, it does not.  Classifying has no way, logically, of separating two 
possibilities which very much need to be separated.  These two possibilities are, first, a 
difference between two things which turns out to be a constant with respect to each of 
them over time, and, second, a difference between things which exist because the variable 
in question changes with respect to each of the particular units across time.  

Ivancevich and Matteson’s Reference Point: Dahl’s Definition of Power


Every field of study has reference points which its scholars cite.  These reference 
points orient their work in our reading of it.  So it is with Ivancevich and Matteson’s 
attention to how Dahl defines power.  But, as this paper will show by applying the 
Contextual Knowledge and Categorical Knowledge strategies, this reference point not 
only has not, but cannot, direct our inquiries toward a clear understanding of power, 
influence, and leadership. 


Surely Dahl provides a reference point for the study of power.  His definition is 
widely cited. Moreover, it serves as a model for defining influence and leadership.  
Consequently if it proves to be flawed and I hope to show that it is flawed, we shall have 
some reckoning to do.  Let us consider Dahl’s definition as quoted by Ivancevich and 
Matteson, “A has power over B to the extent that he can get B to do something B would 
not otherwise do” (1996, 362; 2002,388).   Ivancevich and Matteson note that the term 
influence is often substituted for the term power and vice versa but, they inform us 
“power represents the capability to get someone to do something; influence is the 
exercise of that capability” (2002,388).  Influence is also the exercise of leadership which 
is defined as “the process of influencing others to facilitate the attainment of 
organizationally relevant goals” (2002, 425).  And finally, let us see that Ivancevich and 
Matteson define influence as “a transaction in which a person or a group acts in such a 
way as to change the behavior of another person or group.  Influence is a demonstrated 
use of power” (2002,675).


Hopefully the application of Contextual Knowledge and Categorical Knowledge 
will allow us to discern several flaws in this treatment of power as well as influence and 
leadership.  Perhaps first, we are struck that the conceptualizations of influence and 
leadership very closely follow Dahl’s definition of power.  The mandatory/selective 
decision is most pertinent here.  When a Categorical Knowledge strategy is followed, 
phenomena are defined quite without regard to one another.  This is exactly what 
Ivancevich and Matteson show by their examination of these literatures.  Were a 
Contextual Knowledge strategy used, power, leadership, and influence would not, could 
not be defined as the same thing.  They could not because behavior counted as power 
may not also be counted as influence or leadership under serious structural description.  
Currently, the literature of power, influence, leadership, etc., enacts a shell game of sorts.  
When we wish to discuss power we talk about it in terms of influence.  When we wish to 
discuss influence we talk about it in terms of power.  And so on.  Only when all the terms 
are before us, as the mandatory principle under Contextual Knowledge requires them to 
be, do we come to terms with just what means what – and why.  The why is because the 
uniform principle requires a “basic stuff” and the term influence as presently used in the 
literature is not this stuff because it is often treated as an analytical object itself.  The 
Contextual Knowledge strategy bids us not invent term after term; however, reward 
structures in all the behavioral science disciplines bid otherwise. The result is a plethora 
of terms that prove to have very little analytical utility but are great for a parlor game in 
which we guess whether something is really this or really that.  


Second, we are struck that power, influence, and leadership as well as other terms 
in the lexicon, define their objects in terms of success.  Either one is successful in power, 
influence, or leadership or one is not.  When one is not, one does not have power, 
influence, or leadership.  This definitional approach may be less than illuminating but it is 
not wrong under the Categorical Knowledge strategy.  It is wrong under the 
Contextual Knowledge strategy.  When a game begins, who knows the outcome.  We 
must actually play it. We must watch happenings and events in real time and space to 
discern how to move, what to do next and then next, and so on.  Of course, another 
alternative is to fix the game.  Then we know the outcome.  Success will be ours.  
Defining phenomena in terms of success is fixing the game.  Power is, and only is, 
success.  If successful, we must have had power and if not, we must not have.  This 
comes uncomfortably close to magic, to incantations and potions, to hocus pocus.  When 
we think seriously about structural description and conceptualize phenomena with 
reference to real time and real space, we find it illogical to not consider the subset failure 
along with the subset success.  Instead, definition in terms of success clearly 
demonstrates the terms power, influence, and leadership are class or set terms to be 
applied to “explain” an outcome we already know.  That is, know after the fact.


Third, we are struck that all three terms – power, influence, leadership – are 
defined essentially.  This approach to definition, to conceptualizing phenomena has 
ancient roots in Plato. The physical sciences, the natural sciences have followed Galileo 
beyond it. The behavioral sciences, us, have not. Rather than paring away or teasing apart 
aspects of phenomena, as Galileo did with his experiments using inclined planes, the 
essentialist approach rolls all aspects and features into the nature of the phenomena and, 
then, explains these features and aspects by invoking the definitions.  Balls fall because 
balls do – that is their nature.  Power leads to success because it does – that is its nature.  
“A has power over B to the extent that he can get B to do something B would not 
otherwise do” (2002, 388).  Were Galileo to consider this definition, he might object that 
a host of factors, other than the wishes of A, possibly impact B’s actions.  This host of 
factors, we call variables and I think investigating them to be what empirical research, 
behavioral science research, is all about.  Instead, Dahl’s definition slights them, indeed 
dismisses them, with a phrase “…something B would not otherwise do” (2002,388).  
How on earth Dahl knows, or anyone knows, what “B would not otherwise do” I cannot 
imagine.  But perhaps others can.  If you know the essence of power, perhaps you know 
this also.  If you do, you may avoid altogether the messy business of empirical research.  
Few scholars in the disciplines concerned with power, influence, and leadership make 
this choice though it follows from their essentialist definitional approach.  When they 
trudge through empirical investigations, they do so despite their conceptualizations, not 
because of them.  They do so illogically, but heroically, because their definitional tools 
are fashioned categorically rather than contextually.   


Third, we are struck that the definitions of power, leadership, influence impair 
teaching and/ or training with respect to their objects or phenomena lying behind them. 
Dahl’s definition of power, and by extension, of influence and leadership, centers on 
persons and on B far more than A. If B acts one way, A has power; another, and A does 
not. This is a classifying emphasis. The key, the crucial, perhaps the only real question at 
issue is -- can we or can we not sort A into the class or set of power or power holders?  A 
contextual emphasis would be what actions or behavior does A, as well as B, engage in. 
Here we must follow what A and B do. We must attend to, observe, learn where they do 
them, when they do them, how they do them, and with what resources. Here we cannot 
explain B doing as A asks simply by asserting that A asked. Indeed, both A and B 
dissolve somewhat into the behavior system within which they act. Other variables, taken 
on the behavior system and not on the abstracted, magically complete person will have to 
be investigated. It is these other variables, established through any number of research 
efforts, brought together and taught to A – by us – that can impact A’s behavior or 
actions. 

We have As coming to our classes. As future managers and administrators, these 
As will act in firms and agencies and communities. However, we adjudicate among 
power, influence, leadership, authority, empowerment, etc., we will most likely wish our 
As to  be more active than passive in their places. If “powership”, or “influenceship”, or 
leadership, or “followership”, or “authorityship”, or whatever, can be taught and/ or 
trained, and I think our students, our As, are hoping they can, it is our As with reference 
to which we must more carefully frame these phenomena. For instance, in selling some 
product, perhaps insurance, perhaps cars, we know it is important to be knowledgeable, 
to make messages pertinent, and to make calls and to persist in making them. Even so, if 
other sellers offer better products more cheaply and more conveniently, we may still fail. 
But persisting may raise the probability of success. This, of course, pales next to the 
certainty of success if one has “salesship”.  When one has this, the probability of making 
the sale is 1; when one does not, unfortunately, it is 0. Hopefully, this example makes the 
point that power, leadership, influence, etc.,  may more properly be examined across 
time, across space, that is contextually, rather in a single instance of A asking and B 
acceding.

Finally, we are struck that we may have naively assumed that the purpose of 
Organizational Behavior, Organizational Theory, and Management texts is to help us 
teach students about analysis – what it is, how to do it, how to use it. If so, our texts  
carry a burden, and in turn, so do we, of using tools not properly fitted for this task.  
Dahl’s definition does not make analysis of power, influence, leadership, etc., impossible 
but it does make it difficult. However, our texts may have another quite different purpose 
And, indeed, I believe they do. This purpose is Rhetoric. As the Greeks practiced it, 
Rhetoric should be studied and learned for the purpose of moving men and women to 
action, not to analysis. Perhaps many of the concepts presented us provide very well the 
language for doing just that. To have power, to have influence, to have leadership – 
especially the transformational version,  are ends worth pursuing for themselves. Perhaps 
they are also language vehicles for moving others. Motivated workers can accomplish 
“X”. Organizational actors who possess power can do “Y”. Statements such as these put 
Persons into categories and invite Persons to put themselves into categories. This is not 

analysis but it is quite useful.  
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	Analytical Emphasis

	 

	 
	**Contextual Principle
	
	 
	**Categorical Principle

	 
	 
	
	 
	 

	 
	**Scale
	
	 
	**Abstraction

	 
	Entity-designating concepts are units that attend to both scale and abstraction.
	
	 
	Entity-designating concepts are sets or classes that attend to abstraction.

	 
	 
	
	 
	 

	 
	**Mechanism
	
	 
	**Covariation

	 
	Analytical emphasis is upon the mechanism underlying covariation.
	
	 
	Analytical emphasis is upon covariation.

	 
	 
	
	 
	 

	 
	**Uniform
	
	 
	**Nonuniform

	 
	The person must be related to social units, such as a group, by a medium common to both.
	
	 
	Classes of persons and classes of social units may be formed of completely different media and may remain separate and detached from one another.

	 
	 
	
	 
	 


	
	
	Figure 2
	
	

	Complementary Specification

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	**Contextual Principle
	
	 
	**Categorical Principle

	 
	 
	
	 
	 

	 
	**Mandatory
	
	 
	**Selective

	 
	Social phenomena must be conceptualized from a structural viewpoint. In consequence, such phenomena must be conceivable in terms of scale units and their relationships.
	
	 
	Social phenomena may be conceptualized separately, selectively, disparately.

	 
	 
	
	 
	 

	 
	**Structure as boundary
	
	 
	**Class as boundary

	 
	Units are differentiated by the boundary idea. The criteria for inclusion in a unit is the idea of organization, pattern, or structure.
	
	 
	Classes are differentiated by the boundary idea. The criteria for inclusion in a class or set is the idea of homogeneity.

	 
	 
	
	 
	 

	 
	**Difference
	
	 
	**Sameness

	 
	A unit is characterized by differences among parts. The emphasis is upon the particular arrangement of parts of units.
	
	 
	A class is characterized by identity among elements. The emphasis is upon what class elements have in common.
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	Definitional Strategy

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	**Contextual Principle
	
	 
	**Categorical Principle

	 
	 
	
	 
	 

	 
	**Continuing observation as relevant
	
	 
	**Initial observation as relevant

	 
	Observation remains relevant from initiation to conclusion of study.
	
	 
	The relevance of observation occurs in and ceases after the act of classifying.

	 
	 
	
	 
	 

	 
	**Minimal
	
	 
	**Maximal

	 
	Ideally, units must be defined minimally. Few characteristics or aspects of a unit are definitionally fixed.
	
	 
	Ideally, classes must be defined maximally. All characteristics or aspects of a class are definitionaly fixed.

	 
	 
	
	 
	 

	 
	**Variable
	
	 
	**Constant

	 
	Because the temporal dimension is included, the distinction between logical variables and logical constants may be extended to encompass empirical variables and empirical constants.
	
	 
	A distinction between variables and constants is illogical and irrelevant.

	 
	 
	
	 
	 

	 
	**Variation
	
	 
	**Difference

	 
	Variation may be extinguished from difference. Variation among the aspects of a unit or among the aspects of several units may be examined.
	
	 
	Variation and difference may not be distinguished. The generation of "false variables" is likely.


