
[image: image1.jpg]The
Bare/‘aa/

Guide

organisaﬁons
and social




Barefoot Guide Toolbox

What Power is in the Room? 


an exercise to reveal and 
transform power
1. Aim, purpose, goal

To reveal and resolve power issues in an organisation or unit that has become overly rigid or hierarchical.  

Caution: not for leaders who are afraid of feedback or of empowering others!
2. What do you need: time, materials, ..

· A clear room with 6 to 10 chairs in a row, one behind each other, facing a desk with a chair on the other side, facing the chairs.
· An empty bottle, placed to the side away from the chairs.

3. Facilitators experience

Good experience with dealing with organizational power and some conflict.
4. Steps
a) Set up the room as described above.  Don’t let any participants see the room before the exercise.
b) Stand with everyone outside the room with the door closed.  Explain to them: “Inside the room is the organizational power structure.  I will let you in one-by-one.  Please place yourself where you think you are in the power structure of the organisation and stay there.”

c) Let them in one-by-one.  They may sit or stand anywhere in the room.
d) Once they are all in, ask the person who came in last to explain why they decided to stand there.  Then ask the group if they think the person is standing in the right place. NB You are asking people where they ARE in the power structure, NOT where they theoretically should be according to their title.  Ask people to motivate why they think the person should stay there or move to another place.  If there is some consensus about another place then ask the person to move there.

e) Now do the same for the second-last person to come in.  Go through the same procedure for each  person.

f) Next ask people to choose a partner and to share observations and to reflect on what they just experienced and what they think the challenges are for the organisation or for some of the individuals.  They can do this standing up or sitting down, but don’t change the furniture. 

g) After a while ask them to form a big standing circle and open up a conversation for people to share.

h) If and when appropriate, ask people to come up with ideas for redesigning the chairs and where people are sitting or standing – perhaps in pairs and then as a group.  Share these.

5. Examples and observations (how the tool is used in practice)

This is a powerful exercise and requires some good holding by the facilitator.  You will find that quite often the leaders/managers are reluctant to sit at the table, to claim their power.  They may hover there is sit in one of the “follower” chairs to show that they are not the bossy type.  This can open a good conversation.  Often you will find that the “shadow leaders” of the organisation, the often difficult people who are critical of what is happening (whether openly or in the corridors) will sit in the chairs at the back, furthest from the table.  This can open up an interesting conversation about polarized power – formal versus informal power.  Those that sit in the middle chairs are usually the bridge-builders who try to bring people together to find compromises or reconciliations.  Pay attention to those who place themselves outside of the line of chairs – usually they experience some alienation or exclusion and will have to be helped to express this.  If anyone finds the bottle and stands or sits there, don’t be surprised if it’s the creative maverick.  Discuss this role if it comes up.
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