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39. Tree of Power 
What types of power can I use and what are the sources of this power? 

Key Definitions 

Power is the capacity to cause an effect – the potential to make things happen. Individuals can 
have power, but so can groups, organizations, and countries. Using power can lead to its 
depletion, but can also cause it to grow, depending on the circumstances. 

The amount of power that people have depends on the resources to which they have access 
(power sources – the roots of power), but also on the way they make use of these resources 
(power approaches – the branches of power).  

Conceptual Model 

The Tree of Power model uses the metaphor of a tree to explain how different types of power 
(fruits) grow out of different approaches to power (branches or shoots) and are fed by different 
sources of power (roots). The key message is that acquiring resources is necessary, but not 
sufficient to become powerful. Power results from how the resources are used to influence 
people. The three different approaches to exerting influence – compliance, conformance, and 
commitment – lead to very different (and complementary) types of power. Having a portfolio of 
all six types of power makes people more powerful and gives them the flexibility to use the 
most effective form in each situation to achieve the effect they wish to realize. 

Tangible 
Resources

E.g. goods, money, 
land, buildings 

Capability 
Resources

E.g. expertise, labor, 
skill, knowledge

Relational 
Resources

E.g. reputation, friends, 
team spirit, trust

Positional 
Resources

E.g. authority, status, 
privilege, rule-setting 

Moral  
Resources

E.g. virtue, fairness, 
guilt, honor 

Commitment 
Touching hearts & minds   

to make others feel       
they want to

Conformance
Appealing to duties & norms 

to make others believe  
they should

Compliance
Using carrots & sticks       

to make others calculate
they have to

Coercive
Power

Potential to use 
punishment

Reward
Power

Potential to use 
incentives

Legitimacy 
Power

Potential to refer 
to formal rules

Obligation
Power

Potential to refer 
to social rules

Charisma
Power

Potential to use 
personal attraction 

Engagement
Power

Potential to use 
cause attraction

Power
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Key Elements 

The tree of power consists of roots, shoots, and fruits. The five roots are the following:  

1. Tangible Resources. Power can stem from access to physical items, such as food, 
shelter, land, money, and machines. Data as tradeable resource also belongs here. 



 
 

2. Capability Resources. Power can also be rooted in access to valuable abilities, such as 
skill, expertise, insight, creativity, proactivity, and manual labor. 

3. Relational Resources. Power can also be derived from interpersonal relations, such as 
friendships, alliances, confidence, reputation, and team spirit.  

4. Positional Resources. Power can also spring from someone’s formal or social position, 
such as decision-making authority, rule-setting mandates, other privileges, and status.  

5. Moral Resources. Finally, power can arise from having what is ethically good on your side, 
such as virtue, honor, respect, justice, rights, and someone else’s guilt. 

These roots are drawn underground, to symbolize how they feed the tree. Above ground, the 
six types of power (fruits) grow from three different approaches to power (shoots): 

A. Compliance. Power can be exerted by using carrots (benefits) and sticks (punishment) to 
make people calculate it is in their interest to go along with the other’s wishes. This 
approach is about obedience – making sure people feel they “must” comply. The two types: 

1. Coercive Power. Using the negative threat of punishment to force compliance.  

2. Reward Power. Using the positive lure of benefits to buy people’s compliance. 

B. Conformance. Power can also be exerted by appealing to people’s sense of responsibility 
to behave properly, in accordance with duties and rules. This approach is about following 
the norms – getting people to feel they “should” conform. The two types: 

3. Legitimacy Power. Pointing to formal rules to get people to play along. 

4. Obligation Power. Pointing to social expectations to get people to play along. 

C. Commitment. Power can also be exerted by winning hearts and minds, getting people to 
buy in to what is being requested of them. This approach is about attraction – getting people 
to “want” to commit because they like what the other is asking. The two types:  

5. Charisma Power. Using attraction to you as a person to influence. 

6. Engagement Power. Using attraction to a cause or organization to influence.  

Key Insights 

 Power is not a dirty word. No one can function without power. Power is the capacity to 
cause an effect and therefore crucial for getting anything done. To be a leader, you need 
to have sufficient power to sway others, so considering how to build up and use power is 
important. That some people misuse their power shouldn’t give power a bad name, but just 
be a warning that power is a tool that can be used in positive and negative ways. 

 Power is widely misunderstood. French & Raven’s ‘model’ from 1959 is probably the 
most commonly used framework about power, but it is no more than a checklist mixing up 
power sources and power types. It is time to retire this framework. 

 Power is rooted in access to resources. All types of power require access to a variety 
of resources. These can be clustered into five categories: tangible, capability, relational, 
positional, and moral resources. Yet, resources are not power, only the sources of power. 

 Power can be exerted in three ways. The five types of resources can be applied in three 
fundamentally different ways – the approaches to power. Resources can be used to trigger 
compliance (getting people to calculate they must), to encourage conformance (getting 
them to believe they should) or to win commitment (getting them to desire they want to).  

 Having a portfolio of power types is useful. Each approach to power bears fruit to two 
power types, resulting in a repertoire of six different forms of power. Being able to flexibly 
use all six, depending on the situation, greatly enhances a person’s effectiveness.  
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