
POWER DIFFERENTIAL ANALYSIS




Introduction:


This lesson challenges you to consider the complexity of power dynamics and how they affect 
your professional, academic, and/or personal interactions. In this activity, you will analyze a 
conflict you had with someone using power as a lens, considering the ways in which power 
might have affected how you and the other individual reacted as well as the outcome of the 
conflict. 

Activity Instructions:


1. Think back to a conflict that you’ve had with someone. It could be a conflict within your 
professional career (with a supervisor, supervisee, co-worker, etc.), in your academic 
career (with a professor/instructor, a peer, etc.), or in your personal life (with a family 
member, a friend, etc.).

2. Analyze that conflict using the following questions:

• What was the power dynamic involved in that conflict (i.e., where did you have more 
and where did you have less power than the other person involved)?
o How do social identities (age, ethnicity) impact power? Organizational roles?

Knowledge of topic? Emotionality? Location (home turf vs others)? If other people 
are present? If you feel your perspective/belief system is marginalized in some 
way?

• What role did power play in that particular conflict?
o In what ways did power affect how you reacted to the conflict?
o In what ways did power influence how the other person reacted to the conflict?
o How do you think power affected the outcome of the conflict?

• What if the power dynamic were different? For example, what if the roles were 
switched or the two of you each understood your power in the situation differently?
o What if one of those factors changed?

• What if you had used a different strategy to address the conflict? For example, maybe 
you initially tried to avoid the conflict. What might have happened if you instead 
acknowledged it and talked with this person right away?

• Is there a way that you could or should shift the power dynamic intentionally or 
strategically? (Could be granting more power to yourself or the other person)

• Optional follow-up question: What does power actually mean? Is it agency? Is it 
control?

3. Then, reflect on the following, more general questions about conflict:

• Is power something that you normally think about when approaching everyday 
interactions? Why or why not?

• In what ways do your cultural and personal values affect how you think about power 
dynamics?

• What is the benefit of being aware of power dynamics?
• Conversely, how might focusing too much on power dynamics be a hindrance in your 

everyday interactions with others?
• What is one insight you had into your own understanding of power? How will you 

apply that insight in your professional and personal relationships?
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