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Situational Leadership, Perception,
and the Impact of Power

PAUL HERSEY

KENNETH H. BLANCHARD

WALTER E. NATEMEYER

This article integrates the concept of power with situational leadership
by relating the perception of a leader’s power bases with various leader-
ship styles. The sources of power are identified; situational leadership is
reviewed; and a new instrument, the Power Perception Profile, is de-
scribed and discussed. Maturity levels are defined, and their relation-
ships to power sources and leadership styles are discussed.

The concepts of leadership and power have generated lively inter-
est, debate, and occasional confusion throughout the evolution of man-
agement thought. Leadership is typically defined as the process of
influencing the activities of an individual or a group in efforts toward
goal accomplishment. Power is well described as the leader’s influence
potential: the resource that enables a leader to induce compliance or
influence followers. Given this integral relationship between leader-
ship and power, leaders must assess not only their leader behavior, but
also their possession and use of power, in order to understand how they
influence people. The purpose of this article is to integrate the concept
of power with situational leadership by showing how the perception of
a leader’s power bases can affect the utilization of various leadership
styles. The paper is divided into four sections: a discussion of power
and its sources, a review of situational leadership, an integration of the
concept of power and situational leadership, and a description and
discussion of a new instrument to measure perceptions of power.
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BASES OF POWER

Since leadership is the process of influencing the behavior of
others and power (Etzioni, 1961) is the means by which the leader gains
the follower’s compliance, the two concepts are inseparable. A leader
cannot automatically influence other people; he or she must utilize
power. A number of bases of power have been identified as potential
means of influencing the behavior of others. Seven important power
bases’ are defined in the following paragraphs.

Coercive power is based on fear. A leader high in coercive power is
seen as inducing compliance because failure to comply will lead to
punishment, such as undesirable work assignments, reprimands, or
dismissal.

Connection power is based on connections with influential or
important people. A leader high in connection power induces compli-
ance from others because they try to gain favor or avoid disfavor of the
powerful connection.

Expert power is based on possession of expertise, skill, and knowl-
edge. A leader high in expert power is seen as possessing the expertise
to facilitate the work behavior of others. This leads to compliance with
the leader’s wishes.

Information power is based on possession of or access to informa-
tion that is valuable to others. This power base is influential because
others need or want this information.

Legitimate power is based on the position held-the higher the
position, the higher the legitimate power. A leader high in legitimate
power induces compliance or influences others because they feel that
this person has the right, by virtue of position in the organization, to
expect compliance.

Referent power is based on personal traits. A leader high in refer-
ent power is liked and admired, and others wish to be identified with
him or her.

Reward power is based on ability to provide rewards. Followers
believe that their compliance will lead to pay raises, promotions, rec-
ognition, or other rewards.

Numerous studies (Bachman, Bowers, & Marcus, 1968; Burke &

Wilcox, 1971; Ivancevich & Donnelly, 1970; Jamieson & Thomas,
1974) have examined the relationship between the leader’s primary
power base and the follower’s performance, but the results suggest that
the appropriate power base is affected by situational variables: the type
of power that is most effective depends on the circumstances.

1 Five power bases were adapted from French & Raven (1959); information
power was introduced by Raven & Kruglanski (1975); and connection power is
original.
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Power Bases and Maturity Level

There appears to be a direct relationship between the level of
maturity (Argyris, 1957, 1962, 1964; Hersey & Blanchard, 1977) of
individuals or groups and the kind of power bases that have a high
probability of gaining their compliance. One view of maturity consid-
ers the ability and willingness of individuals or groups to take respon-
sibility for directing their own behavior in a particular area. Thus
maturity is a task-specific concept and depends on what the leader is
attempting to accomplish.2 People with ability in a certain area have the
skill, knowledge, and experience to perform related tasks. Willingness
refers to a person’s motivation. People who are willing to perform a task
think that it is important, are committed to it, and are self-confident in
their ability to perform it.

As people mature, their competence and confidence increase. The
power bases have significant impact on the behavior of people at
various levels of maturity in the order shown in Figure 1.

SITUATIONAL LEADERSHIP

Situational leadership (Hersey & Blanchard, 1977) can provide the
basis for understanding the potential impact of each power base. The
maturity of the follower not only dictates which style of leadership will
have the highest probability of success, but it also determines the

Figure 1. The Impact of Power Bases at Various Levels of Maturity

2Instruments to measure self-perception (Self-Rating Form) and the per-
ception of others (Manager’s Rating Form) in terms of job maturity (ability) and
psychological maturity (willingness) have been developed by the authors.
More information on these and other instruments is available from Learning
Resources Corporation, 8517 Production Avenue, San Diego, CA 92121.
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power base that the leader should use to induce compliance or influ-
ence behavior. The prescriptive curve in Figure 2 shows the appropri-
ate style directly above the level of maturity.

Each of the four styles (telling, selling, participating, and delegat-
ing) in the prescriptive curve is a combination of task behavior and
relationship behavior. Task behavior refers to the leader’s directions:
telling people what, when, where, and how to perform. The leader sets
their goals and defines their roles. Relationship behavior refers to
two-way communication, including listening and support by the
leader. Follower maturity is not simply a question of being mature, but
a question of degree. Figure 2 provides some benchmarks for determin-
ing appropriate leadership style by dividing the maturity continuum
into four levels: low (M 1), low to moderate (M2), moderate to high (M3),
and high (M4). The appropriate leadership style for each maturity level
includes the right combination of task behavior (direction) and rela-
tionship behavior (support).

Figure 2. Situational Leadership-Leadership Styles
Correlated with Maturity Levels of Followers
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&dquo;Telling&dquo; is for low maturity. People who are unable and unwill-
ing to take responsibility need clear, specific directions and supervi-
sion. This style is called &dquo;telling&dquo; because it requires telling people
what, how, when, and where to perform. It emphasizes directive be-
havior. Too much supportive behavior with people at this level may be
seen as permissive or, more important, as rewarding poor performance.
Telling involves high task behavior and low relationship behavior.

&dquo;Selling&dquo; is for low to moderate maturity. People who are willing
but unable to take responsibility need directive behavior because of
their lack of ability, and supportive behavior to reinforce their willing-
ness and enthusiasm. This style is called &dquo;selling&dquo; because most of the
direction is still provided by the leader. Through two-way communica-
tion and explanations, the leader may guide the followers into desired
behaviors. Selling involves high task and high relationship behavior.

&dquo;Participating&dquo; is for moderate to high maturity. The follower has
the ability but lacks self-confidence or enthusiasm, so the leader needs
to maintain two-way communications to support the follower’s ability.
This style is called &dquo;participating&dquo; because the leader and follower
share in decision making, but the leader is the facilitator. Participating
involves high relationship behavior and low task behavior.

&dquo;Delegating&dquo; is for high maturity. The people have both ability
and motivation, and little direction or support is needed. Followers are
permitted to decide how, when, and where to perform. They are
psychologically mature and therefore do not need above-average
amounts of two-way communication or supportive behavior. Delegat-
ing involves low relationship behavior and low task behavior.

The keys to situational leadership are to accurately assess the
maturity level of the follower and to model behavior appropriately.
Implicit in situational leadership is leaders’helping followers mature.
Leadership behavior should be adjusted through the four styles as the
follower matures.

Task behavior is appropriate with immature followers if they are to
become productive. An increase in maturity should be reinforced by
relationship behavior. As followers reach high levels of maturity, the
leader should decrease not only task behavior, but also relationship
behavior. With very mature people relationship behavior is no longer
as important as autonomy. Leaders can prove their confidence in highly
mature people by giving them more and more independence. Although
there is more trust between the leader and the mature follower, less
direct effort is needed for the leader to prove this mutual trust.

Regardless of the level of maturity, change may occur. Whenever a
follower’s performance, motivation, or ability decreases, the leader
should reassess the maturity level and move backward through the
prescriptive curve, providing any appropriate socio-emotional support
and direction.
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THE SITUATIONAL USE OF POWER

If the leadership style does not reflect the appropriate power base,
it may not maximize the probability of success. Just as the leadership
style should vary according to the maturity of the follower, effective
power bases also vary. Figure 3 shows power bases that may influence
people at various levels of maturity.3 3

There also appears to be a direct relationship between the kind of
power base and the leadership style that will be effective in influencing
others at various maturity levels.

Coercive Power. To engage effectively in the telling style, the
leader often needs coercive power. People at low levels of maturity
seem to be influenced by penalties for not following the rules. If people
are unable or unwilling, sanctions (the perceived power to fire, trans-
fer, or demote) may induce compliance from them. The leader’s coer-
cive power may motivate the followers to avoid punishment by obeying
the leader.

Connection Power. Telling and selling leadership styles may be-
come more effective for levels M 1 and M2 if the leader has connection
power because the follower tends to aim at avoiding the punishments
or gaining the rewards of the powerful connection.

Reward Power. The selling style often is enhanced by reward
power at the M2 level. Since the individuals are willing to try new
behavior, the leader who is perceived as having access to rewards may
gain compliance and reinforce growth in the desired direction.

Legitimate Power. For the selling and participating styles, legiti-
mate power seems to be helpful at levels M2 and M3. By the time a
follower reaches these moderate levels of maturity, he or she perceives
the power of the leader as legitimate, and compliance is induced or
behavior is influenced by the leader’s position in the organizational
hierarchy.

Figure 3. Power Bases Necessary to Influence People’s
Behavior at Various Levels of Maturity

3This figure depicts only the maturity part of situational leadership and
does not include the leadership-style portion of the model.
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Referent Power. The participating style may be effectively utilized
at the M3 level if the leader has referent power, which is based on good
personal relations with a follower who is able but unwilling or inse-
cure. This power base can provide confidence, encouragement, and
recognition, and followers will generally respond in a positive way
because they like, admire, or identify with the leader.

Information Power. Information power is helpful with participat-
ing and delegating styles at levels M3 and M4, because the followers
look to the leader for information to maintain or improve performance.
The transition from moderate to high maturity may be facilitated if the
follower knows that the leader is available to clarify or explain issues
and provide access to pertinent data, reports, and correspondence
when needed. Through information power the leader is able to influ-
ence these mature people.

Expert Power. The M4 follower responds most readily to a delegat-
ing leadership style and expert power. Thus a leader who possesses
expertise, skill, and knowledge may influence and gain respect most
readily from a follower who has both competence and confidence.

Figure 4 shows a triangle around the three power bases necessary
to influence below-average, moderate, and above-average levels of
maturity. With below-average maturity the emphasis is on compliance;
with average maturity it is on compliance and influence; and with
above-average maturity the emphasis is on influence.

Figure 4. Power Bases Necessary to Influence
People at Various Maturity Levels
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Figure 5 illustrates the high probability power base for a specific
maturity level. The extreme maturity levels include only two power
bases instead of three.

Although these seven power bases are potentially available to any
leader, there is significant variance in the powers that leaders actually
possess. Some leaders have a great deal of power, while others have
very little. Part of the variance is due to the organization and the
leader’s position in the organization, and part is due to individual
differences among the leaders. The power bases most relevant at the
M 1 level can be bestowed on the leader. The power bases that influ-
ence people above average in maturity must, to a large degree, be
earned from the followers. Therefore, &dquo;compliance&dquo; is the response to
coercive, connection, and reward power bases, but &dquo;influence&dquo; more
accurately describes the effect of referent, information, and expert
power. Legitimate power elicits both responses, depending on
whether maturity is below or above average. Together these power
bases constitute an interaction-influence system. Each power base
affects each of the other power bases.

The Perception of Power

Truth and reality do not necessarily evoke behavior; perception
and interpretation of reality produce behavior. It is the followers’ per-
ception of a leader’s power that induces compliance or influences
behavior. To increase their probability of influencing others, leaders
need information about the sources of power others perceive in them.

Figure 5. Power Bases Necessary to Influence People’s
Behavior at Specific Levels of Maturity
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Also, it is important for leaders to communicate to others the power they
actually possess. Style alone does not determine maximum effective- z
ness. Also important is whether the available power bases are con-
sistent with the maturity level of the followers.

THE POWER PERCEPTION PROFILE

The Power Perception Profile (PPP) was developed by the authors
to provide leaders with feedback on their power bases. Two versions of
this instrument are available: one to measure self-perception of power
and another to measure an individual’s perception of another’s power.

The PPP contains twenty-one forced-choice pairs of reasons often
given by people when asked why they do things that a leader suggests
or wants them to do. Each statement reflects one of the seven sources of
power discussed earlier. In an example of a forced-choice pair, referent
power is represented by the statement, &dquo;I like this person and want to
do things that will please,&dquo; and coercive power is depicted by the
statement, &dquo;This person can administer sanctions and punishments to
those who do not cooperate.&dquo;

Respondents are asked to allocate three points between each set of
two alternative choices, basing their judgments on the relative impor-
tance of each alternative, judging either their perception of why people
comply with their wishes (self-perception) or why they comply with a
particular leader’s wishes (other perception).

After completing the PPP, the respondent obtains a score of the
relative strength of each of the seven bases of power. This score repre-
sents the perception of influence for the respondent or the respond-
ent’s leader.

A shortcoming of most forced-choice instruments is that they pro-
vide comparisons only between items or categories but do not offer any
perspective on the overall scope of the concepts. A leader might score
low on a certain power base when it is compared with the other power
bases, but no comparison would be given between that score and
another leader’s score. To correct this deficiency, the PPP goes one step
further and requires the respondent to compare the leader with other
leaders they have known in similar positions.

The PPP can be used in organizations or in training groups. When
the Power Perception Profile is used in an organization, each respon-
dent should fill out a separate instrument, and the leaders should not
collect the data. Instead, some trusted third party should administer the
questionnaire. Respondents should be assured that only generalized
data, not the scores from any particular instrument, will be shared with
the leader. If leaders collected their own data, some respondents would
answer according to what they felt the leaders wanted to hear.
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CONCLUSIONS

As managers consider the relationships among leadership styles,
available power bases, and levels of maturity, developing organiza-
tions will gradually move away from power bases that emphasize com-
pliance and toward increased utilization of power bases that gain influ-
ence with people. This evolution may result in a more mature, content,
and productive organization.
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