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ABSTRACT
Very few studies on gender-based power issues have attempted a holistic approach to look at the interrelations of the various aspects of power and how contextual factors influenced the way power is perceived.  
The objective of this ongoing study was to understand the perception of power of Asian working women in their work organisations. The study adopted a phenomenology approach where at this preliminary stage of the study, in-depth interviews were conducted with two programme directors who were heading two different tertiary programmes in a private higher education institution in Malaysia.  The interviews were aimed to find out about how the meaning of power was interpreted, whether contextual factors such as personal background has an influence on the interpretations and how these interpretations translated into behaviour in power relations.
Specific themes and sub-themes that emerged from the interview summaries showed that the women interpreted power in two main domains; dominance and empowerment.  Power interpreted as dominance led to power avoidance and behaviour that disassociate oneself from power in work relations.  Power interpreted as empowerment led to power acceptance and behaviour that associate oneself with power in work relations.  It was also found that these interpretations of the meaning of power were influenced by contextual factors such as the family power relations.

INTRODUCTION
There were many studies that have been done on gender-based power issues.  These studies essentially looked at specific aspects of power through the perceptions and experiences of power observers and power holders.  Very few studies have attempted a holistic approach to look at the interrelations of the various aspects of power within a context and how contextual factors influenced the way power is perceived.  Moreover, there is almost no significant study that investigated perceptions of power from an Asian perspective.  The process of perception involves building meanings from stimuli received from the environment and these perceptions generate specific behavioural responses (Mullins, 2005).  It is important to understand the process of perception of power among women by looking more closely at the relationships between the elements involved in this process so as to have a better understanding on how different interpretations of power would translate into work behaviour and power relations, especially gender-based power relations in the workplace. 
The meaning of power
The meaning of power took on many perspectives.  Weber (1947) viewed power as the ability to obtain compliance despite conflict of interests and resistance. Power was seen as a negative element. Obedience became an output due to observable behaviour of using coercion to exert power (Lukes, 1974).  
On the other hand, there was a political face to power.  Bacharach and Baratz explained that conflict of interests can be avoided through non-observable behaviour of using power in which the reality of a conflicting issue was deliberately kept aside so that the other party would surrender to the power holder willingly without knowing the actual facts (1962). 
Guirdham (2002) associated power with status, indicating that power symbolised greater status. Those having power were perceived as high-status individuals who were dominant and assertive. According to Lawler (1992), power was embedded in the social structures in which the relationship of the two parties, one exerting power and the other yielding to power, took place.  In an organisation, the primary unit of its social structure was the position defined in the hierarchy (Guirdham).  Those at the top of the hierarchy were automatically seen as rightfully possessing power and at the same time, higher status.  

Power was also seen as a form of social influence (Huston, 1983).  It referred to the ability of the one holding power to achieve ends through influence.  Lukes (1974) stated a form of influence through the socialisation process where the power holder educated and persuaded the other to accept their role based on the norms defined by top management that have been institutionalised in the organisation.  In this case, the issue of conflict would not arise because there was no perception of conflict in the first place.  
In the social exchange theory (Thibaut and Kelley, 1959), power means having control over others’ outcomes.  There was power because of the existence of a dependent relationship between the two parties.  One party depended on the other for a certain goal or output that was perceived as important to the dependent.  In this case, hierarchy or structural position cannot secure one’s power.  Anyone who was able to develop power resources to create such dependencies creates the influence (Mechanic, 1962).   
It was interesting to investigate what power meant to women.  Fennell (1999) in her work with school principals saw that these women viewed power from three lenses: “dominance or power over”, “facilitation or power through” and “energy and competence or power with”.  Most common were “power through” and “power with” models (Gilligan, 1982; Blase and Anderson, 1995).  A huge difference was identified between how men and women viewed power.  Women did not feel comfortable with the masculinist portrayal of power which was dominance but instead prefer less rigid structures of power that emphasised on relationships, empowerment and working together (Blackmore, 1989; Brown 1993).
The sources of power
There were two sources of individual power (Pfeffer, 1992).  Structural sources included legitimate positions in the organisation hierarchy, control over pertinent information and resources, established key communication networks, a perceived ‘irreplaceable’ status and the centrality of one’s department in the organisation.  Personal sources referred to the personal attributes of the individual that carried power advantages.  These included physical stamina, energy and endurance, sensitivity and ability to read and understand others, flexibility in selecting varied means to achieve goals, personal toughness and the ability to enlist support of others and confront conflicts.

Buchanan and Huczynski in their book (2004) wrote about the strategic contingencies view of power.  In this sense, individuals, groups or departments that were responsible for dealing with the key issues and able to identify and solve important pressing problems or able to deal with crisis would be able to generate power.  Sources of power were dependency creation, control over financial resources, centrality, uncertainty reduction and non-substitutability.
One classic study was done by French and Raven (as cited by Cartwright, 1958) where they looked at power from a ‘relational’ viewpoint and with this study, the five bases power which were reward power, coercive power, referent power, legitimate power and expert power were proposed.  The exercise of power in this case depended on the beliefs, perceptions and desires of the followers. Yukl and Fable (as cited by Furnham, 2001) compacted these power bases into two underlying dimensions – position and personal basis of power.  Position or formal power included legitimate, reward and coercive power.  Personal power was individual qualities like referent and expert power.  Yukl and Fable included persuasive and charismatic as two other individual qualities that gave rise to power.
Power behaviour
Perception of power was greatly influenced by the managers’ job behaviour (Kotter, 1985).  How subordinates perceived their supervisors’ behaviors will influence their perception of their supervisors’ power (Hinkin and Schriesheim, 1994).   Different behaviours were found to be associated with the use of the different bases of power (Gioia and Sims, 1983).  For example, positive verbal behaviour was perceived high in the use of reward power.  On the other hand, punitive verbal behaviour was perceived high in the use of coercive power. There was also “power halo” where more subjective relationships between positive and punitive behaviour with the personal bases of power and legitimate power were discovered.

Studies by Hinkin and Schriesheim (1994) found that use of contingent rewards and punishments were encouraged but use of non contingent punishments should be avoided.  Groshev (2002) in his study noted that women preferred to use reward and referent power while men used more coercion and expert power.

One factor that was found to be significant in influencing the perception of power was nonverbal behaviour (Ellyson and Dovidio, 1985; Aguinis and Henle, 2001).  Nonverbal behaviours such as eye contact, facial expression and body posture were important in communicating power.  These behaviours can again be associated with the use of the different bases of power (Aguinis and Henle, 2001).  
Interesting findings from Mann (1995) indicated that there were certain “symbols” that implicitly exhibited power for women such as physical settings, appearances and styles of behaviour.  For example, feminine clothes were seen to reflect an emotional but definitely not a business-competent person.  That was why women were found to prefer “power dressing” like wearing suits so that they can be taken more seriously (Davidson and Cooper, 1992; Ehrich, 1994). Dubrin (1991) noted that women used more indirect tactics such as their appearance to exert influence.

Women were more cooperative and compliant when they deal with power (Kanter, 1977; Groshev, 2002).  This seems to coincide with the gender role expectations.  The social role model explained that there were differences in how men and women behave in organisational contexts and they were expected to behave accordingly to their culturally defined gender roles (Schleuter and Barge, 1993; Aguinis and Adams, 1998).  Behaviors like aggressiveness, ambitious and outspoken were accepted for men while women were expected to be more caring, sensitive and nurturing (Hieva and Gutek, 1982).  Eagly et al (1992) observed a trade-off between gender role and organisational role.  If women tried to fulfill their organisational role (more masculine), they were perceived negatively.  However, if they tried to fulfill their gender role (more feminine), they were seen to be ineffective workers.
Influencing can be seen as a form of using power to persuade another to behave as desired and a form of control if influencing became successful (Furnham, 2001). Vroom and Yetton (1973) listed nine influence tactics: rational persuasion, inspirational appeals, consultation, ingratiation, personal appeals, exchange, coalition tactics, legitimating tactics and pressure. Yukl and Fable (1993) suggested eight: consultation, rational persuasion, inspiration aspects, ingratiation, coalition, pressure, upward appeals and exchange.

Overall, these tactics reflected the similar strategies (Furnham, 2001). Push and pull strategy that involved using threat of force, withdrawal of resources or other coercive measures.  Persuasion involved the use of argument, evidence and facts to reason with others.  Preventive referred to the non-decision making strategies aimed to keep people out of the decision-making process.  And preparatory strategies were aimed to build coalition and secure help and support of others.

Furnham further added that generally, more socially acceptable tactics would be used by managers.  This would mean strategies that were feasible in terms of the manager’s position and personal power, that were not costly in terms of time, effort, loss of resources or strategies that would not create high resistance and strategies that were effective in achieving a desired outcome.
OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY
The process of perception enables an individual to build meaning from stimuli received from the environment that would then generate specific behavioural responses (Mullins, 2005).  In this context, the study aims to understand the perception of power by looking at how the meaning of power is interpreted, whether contextual factors such as personal background has an influence on the interpretations and how these interpretations translated into behaviour in power relations.  The interrelationships of the various aspects of power were explored in an attempt to build a more holistic picture in understanding the perception of power of Asian senior women managers in the organisation.
The research aims to answer the question: How do the senior women managers perceive their power?  In this perspective, the following questions were addressed:

1. What does power mean to these women?

2. How do contextual factors such as family power relations influence these women’s understanding of power?

3. How do these women exert power?  
4. What sources of power do these women perceive they have in their workplace? 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
The study adopted a phenomenology approach and at this preliminary stage of the study, unstructured in-depth interviews were conducted with two women who were programme directors for two academic programmes in the institution.  According to Van Manen (1992), interviews were “means for exploring and gathering experiential narrative material that may serve as a resource for developing a richer and deeper understanding of a human phenomenon (p. 66)”.  Before the interviews were conducted, the women were invited to participate in the research and the objective and nature of the interviews were first explained to them to elicit clear and full cooperation, thus the respondents’ words can be treated as on the record and for the record. (Denscombe, 1998; Carson et al, 2001). All the interviews were audio recorded and the women used pseudo names as their identification. The data was then analysed according to the levels of analysis laid out in the ladder of analytical abstraction (Carney, 1990 as cited in Miles and Huberman, 1994). This involves:
1. Summarising and packaging the data – the interviews were transcribed and coding of data was carried out to look for coding categories and linkages to various frameworks of interpretation.

2. Repackaging and aggregating the data – the process of identifying themes and trends in the overall data is conducted.

3. Developing and testing propositions to construct an explanatory framework – to synthesise and integrate the data into one explanatory framework.

The findings were then written to build an initial case for each of the women on how they perceived power in the context of their understanding of the meaning of power and how their personal background may have shaped their interpretations, where their power comes from and the ways they exert their power in their working relationships.
PRESENTATIONS OF FINDINGS
As shown below, there were a few main themes and sub-themes that emerged from these women’s interviews that were able to explain what power meant to them, how they obtained their power and how they used their power (see Table 1).  For the meaning of power, there were two main themes which were dominance and empowerment.  As for the sources of power, the main themes were structural or authority-related, relational and personal.  The women portrayed their power through hierarchy, professional image, physical setting and work performance.  They influenced using coercion, rationalisation and negotiation.  

Table 1: Themes and sub-themes of power
	Category
	Theme
	Sub-theme

	Meaning of power
	Dominance
Empowerment


	Manipulation
In command

Create barrier

Able to make own decision / autonomy
Trust and freedom to carry out the job

Not controlling others

Confidence

	Sources of power
	Relational

Personal


	Support from staff and students

Recognition

Trustworthiness

Confidence

Capability

Respect


	Category
	Theme
	Sub-theme

	Portrayal of power
	Hierarchy
Professional image

Physical setting

Work performance
	Position
Title

Exert confidence

Verbal skill – speaks good English

Manage emotions

Well dressed

Size of office

Position of office

Office furnishing

Competency

	Influence tactics
	Coercion
Rationalisation

Negotiation
	Pressure
Punishment

Facts

Agreement


Further explanation about the themes and how the themes built an understanding of the women’s perception of power with relation to contextual factors and power behaviour is illustrated in the next section.
Participant 1: Angelina
Angelina was in her sixth year of work at the higher education institution and she was the deputy programme director and acting programme director in her department.  She was responsible for the administrative and operational matters in the programme, ensuring the systems and processes were in place.  She explained “I think my major contribution would be the current smooth running of both programmes.  I think I am quite instrumental in ensuring that the system does not collapse and break down”.
She saw her role as more of a counselor who provided support and counseling to both the staff and students in her programme.  Her first priority was to ensure that students completed the programme successfully.  She dealt with matters like students’ absenteeism, students’ performance in terms of examination results and students’ personal problems and problems in adjusting to college life.   She believed in building amiable relationships with her staff and her power relations with her staff were not founded on authority and hierarchy:
“I have always tried to be one of them [the staff] and I have never used my position to get things done.  I have always approached them as friends and I have taken quite some time to build the relationship.  I have never imposed my position on them”.
Angelina perceived herself as someone who was diplomatic, straight forward and non-judgmental. Her strengths were in people management and she described herself as “a good listener and I find that staff and students quite like to come and talk to me”. Angelina was happy at where she was as a deputy programme director and she has no intention to be promoted to the position of a programme director.  This was because she was not ambitious and she valued family life more.
“I am not looking for major challenges because what I am trying to do is to maintain a balanced work life and home life.  I am not very ambitious”.
Her perspectives translated into her work behaviour that was described earlier as ‘amiable’.  Most of the time, decisions were made using a democratic voting system where the majority was being considered. 
“It was a fair decision based on majority.  It is their decision”.
Rationalisation of facts became her main influence tactic when it comes to dealing with resistance, although at times she also used punitive measures to ensure anything that went beyond the rules and regulations were addressed appropriately.  She described:

“In any situation, I will try to give them a rational explanation based on fact.  But if it is something that is a rule or regulation that cannot be changed then I will have no qualms issuing the subordinate a warning letter which I have done”.
It was interesting to know that Angelina believed that hierarchy breeds politics as how she described “I do not like to dabble in office politics; in fact I try to keep myself as far away as possible.  Because of this, I feel that I really cannot climb that far in any organisation.  The higher hierarchy, there will be more politics”.

This view on power and politics came from how she perceived the meaning of having power.  To Angelina, power brought a negative connotation which was dominance.  Power created barrier, was a form of manipulation and being in command or control.  Her negative perception of power brought about a paradox within herself where there seemed to be a sense of denial of the power that she has – at one end, she knew she has power because of her position and on the other hand, she denied that power because she wanted to avoid the association with the negative face of power.
“I don’t consciously use power – I use my position to improve a situation”.
Through her work, she seemed to ‘off-set’ the negativity of power with ‘positive’ actions such as portraying herself as a counselor, adopting democracy and using rationalisation.  Anything punitive was justified within the boundary of rules and regulations, systems and processes.

Angelina’s negative perception of power was a reflection of her strict family upbringing, especially by her mother.  Although she was the eldest in her family, she did not have any decision-making power and almost everything was controlled.  She described home life as ‘claustrophobic’.  Since young, she has viewed power as a form of dominance in which she saw herself as being ‘dominated’ by her mother.  Due to this, she has turned out to be a rebellious, opinionated and reserved person.  All these personality traits seemed to appear as a result of Angelina’s attempt to ‘defy’ the dominance.  
“I was actually very rebellious when I was younger – always have a mind of my own and I always felt that if I listen to other people, at the end of the day, it is actually my life”.
She ‘escaped’ this dominance when she furthered her studies overseas.  Being away from home gave her a sense of independence and solitude that she valued very much.
Although Angelina did not hold a favourable perspective for power, she admitted that it was important for women to portray their power in the workplace.  Portrayal of power was expected from one who holds power.
“It is what people expect if you have power – to show it.  I think most people would do it [exert power] because they think that it is what people expect whether you yourself want it or not”.
Power was shown through the position in the hierarchy but a lot of focus was given on the professional image of the women particularly on good communication skills, physical appearance, body language and well-managed emotions.

“I suppose that it [power] can be visibly seen by the positions that they hold, the titles that they carry”.
“The ability to act more professional for example not to raise their voices unnecessarily and is able to control our emotions.  A person who walks tall would generally be seen as more professional.  Someone who dresses well, has good posture, has good communication skill as in speaks good English as compared to someone who doesn’t speak good English, slouches and dresses sloppily”.
Physical setting was equally important to symbolise power.  As described:
“I have noticed that people find it very important about which room they are assigned, how big it is, how big the table is, how new the computer is – yes, it seems that the better room you get the higher up in the power hierarchy you are.  They [the staff] interpret that if management is willing to take the trouble to fix up the room so that you are comfortable, you must have some power, some importance”.
Angelina believed that one’s power should come from the support of staff and students.  And personal attribute like trustworthiness was important in securing power.
“When I think of power, it’s the ability to get things moving and in order for that, I get support from my staff.  I get support from the students”.
“When I promise to do something for them [the staff], I have come through and they have recognised that”.
Figure 1 below is a power perception model that attempts to depict how Angelina perceived her power in the organisation and how this perception was influenced by her personal factors, the contextual nature of her power and the manifestation of her perception in her work behaviour where the interrelationships of the various aspects of power were explored.
Figure 1:  Power perception model of Angelina
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Source: Developed for this research 
Participant 2: Sally
Sally has been with the institution for 15 years.  She started as a lecturer for 9 years after which she moved into an administrative position as a programme coordinator.  Currently she was the programme director for one of the degree programs and she was still new in this position, having only taking up the position for 2 months.  

As the programme director, she was mainly responsible for the strategic planning of her programme where departmental objectives must to be aligned with the goals of the institution and she was also significantly involved in marketing.

“Now I deal more with management staff to look at the overall objective or goals that are being set by college.  I do get involved in some of the goal setting.  The latest changes in the structure for our position as the programme director is to actually get involved in marketing as well”.
Her work was more macro in perspective and because of the scope of work she was involved in, the diversity of people who she dealt with was wider, as she described, “I deal with vary groups of people from different levels”.  This diversity ranged from people from different levels and from different departments and different institutions within the education group.
Thus, her power relations with the different people were also more varied.  With her superiors, it was important for her to be professional and she dealt with her superiors with care and she was very task-oriented.
“So for my superior who is at the higher level of management I need to deal with them carefully because they actually set a certain target for me to meet at certain time, there is no negotiation because work is work”.
With her subordinates, she felt that keeping her image as a superior was important.  As she described, “I have my own image as a superior.  Certain things I have to be firm and if I need to get things done, it’s not much of negotiation”.  It seems that Sally emphasised on hierarchical power relations.  She was also concerned about her image with people from the other departments and institutions because of the higher contact possibilities.  “For some meetings that involve other people from other organisations, I would be more formal…I don’t want to make any mistakes or wrong statements.  I don’t want people to misunderstand and I cannot explain”.
Sally was perceived as a person who was firm and has very high expectations.  Although she herself believed that she was a people-oriented person, her subordinates seem to think otherwise. 
“I am very people oriented.  Of course task oriented but also people oriented…but I overheard that I was the kind of person who is very firm.  People will be expected that they need to work harder and harder because expectations are very high”.
These different perceptions may have arisen because of her emphasis on the hierarchical power relations that she wished to maintain with her subordinates.  However, she believed that there were subordinates who perceived her as a friendly and approachable person. 

“They find me very friendly and approachable and to certain extent I am firm.  It is good because I am able to make decision on the spot.  But at the same time I am very friendly to understand their problem.  I think it is very important when you have such a relationship it actually enhance the efficiency of work”

It was interesting to note that Sally’s ultimate intention was still task oriented.  Building relationships with her subordinates was important to her to get work done.  She further described, “The best thing that I need to do is to understand each of the individual staff under me.  Understand their needs, other than that to understand their strength.  Then it will be good for me to implement anything”.
In her position, Sally viewed her roles as a leader, coach and a change agent.  She felt that she was responsible to provide leadership to her staff besides handling the routine administrative duties like providing academic support and counseling.

“To give the leadership to academics, to those staff who work under me and of course, in terms of student counseling and academic support”.
In her role as a coach, she believed that coaching was important to help her staff in improving their work performance, as she described, “I believe if staff cannot perform, we cannot straight away blame them, we need to actually coach and find out what are the reasons”.
She involved her subordinates in one-to-one discussions and two-way interactions to discuss about work matters.  However, she made the decisions most of the time. She explained, “I have long discussion with staff about how they cope with their work.  Different individuals have different characters so I have one-to-one discussion. In a meeting I communicate with my staff in a two-way interaction.  I make the decisions most of time in the meeting”.
Negotiation was the main influencing tactic that Sally used when she dealt with resistances from her subordinates.  As she described, “I am that kind of person who will negotiate with my staff for anything.  I need to get 100% agreement and commitment”.
Punitive actions were kept within the boundaries of abiding the rules and regulations and the requirements of the existing standard operating procedures.
“If it is part of the system and processes, I have no choice.  I can have a verbal warning and normally I have my own record.  After one two rounds depending on how serious, I will actually give a warning letter”.

Sally also used punitive actions as part of the learning process for her subordinates and to meet the minimum expectations of the work at hand.  These two actions were clear indications of a task-oriented work relationship.

“Unless a certain thing I really need to achieve because it is very minimum expectation, which is totally different.  I will be really firm”.
“Task is task, responsibility is responsibility, and sometimes we cannot be so kind in that sense.  If this is the case, people might not learn – it is unfair to the staff if we are too lenient in that sense”.
Her expectations for her new programme were to improve and make changes – and staff mindset needed to change to take more ownership of the programme.  There was a strong indication that ownership at the moment was low and Sally needed the programme to continue to grow, and this perhaps was part of the marketing responsibility that she has to take in her position.  Being task oriented as she was, this became her priority.  Furthermore, her programme was the largest in the college and it was the programme that was bringing the numbers for the college.  This reputation needed to be maintained.
“Now my programme is the largest programme in this organisation.  It’s the top 4.  We have what we called as the ‘superstar’ programmes under the organisational chart, so my programme is one of those”.
“I will be able to make a change for the existing programme…change in staff mentality – I want staff to share more on the overall growth of the programme, have ownership of the programme”.
Sally believed that her source of power was from the trust and recognition given by her superiors because she can deliver the results.
“I think it is based on the trust – not many questions because normally when I come out with the budget and I work things out and I carried out the activities I can see the results and my superior can see that as well”.
Being a result-driven person, she believed that it was her capability that garnered the power, confidence and respect; these were the elements that secured her power in the organisation.  As she described,

“If you show that you are capable, yes, you can get power easily…people look at you, you do not have to say anything – there is a respect for you.  If he/she asks you to do something, because of the respect, then it is difficult to say no, you will straight away say yes”.
There was a strong indication that Sally perceived power as a form of autonomy and independence.  One cause of such perception would perhaps be the trust and confidence that she has from her superiors to carry her job responsibilities with a certain degree of autonomy.  Power was not about controlling – Sally understood power as empowerment.  To have power is to be empowered.  Sally needed the freedom in making her own decisions within her job scope and being recognised for the right decisions she made. And because she was able to deliver the results, she gained confidence, trust and respect; these further enhanced her power.  As she explained,
“I can make my own decisions without any approval, meaning to say I have the authority – something that I find good and would like to implement, I can go ahead and do it. With my superior – most of time he will leave it to me to make the decision and I will just report to him on what’s happening and update him on whatever I have been doing”.
“People have trust for me that I can carry out my projects…you have the trust to carry out your duties and activities freely to achieve the objectives that you have set”.
“Power for me is the confidence when we deal with people and when we handle things.  If we have a higher level of confidence we actually have more power and people will see you that you can do things and they will actually follow you.  Power does not mean you have actually control a particular group of people”.
Obviously, Sally was not afraid of power and having power.  She accepted her power.  Her high level of self-confidence gave her power and power gave her the confidence as well.  Tracing her personal background, Sally has always been trusted with decision making and taking up the leadership role in her family even though she was not the eldest.  She was the fifth child in her family of eight children.  She made decisions most of the time in her family and most of her decisions were right.  She was respected and trusted by her siblings because of her capability in deciding what was best and also keeping to her promises when she has promised to carry out a duty or responsibility that was requested from her.
“I was the one who at the earlier stage where I am the one who actually make decision for the family.  Somehow even my elder sisters they actually respect me in that sense”.
“I think maybe it’s because of the decision that I have made before.  I was good – I can’t say it’s perfectly good but so far it was the right decisions most of the time when I made the decisions”.
“I am quite sensitive enough to understand my sisters’ and brothers’ feelings.  And this is how they trust me.  Whatever I agree and I promise, definitely I will do it.  This is how the trust was developed”.
Sally’s perception of power as elements of trust, confidence and autonomy was inhibited since her younger days in her family and this was the same perception that she carried through into her adult personal and working life.

Sally believed that it was important to portray power.  Hierarchical relationship based on position was one way that she felt power should be portrayed to others.  As she described, “As long as somebody work under you, you actually definitely should have the power, otherwise things won’t move”.  Physical setting such as having a big office was another way power can be shown.  One interesting note was that confidence level was again seen as an element of power – as mentioned, higher confidence increased the power base and to show confidence was to show power.  Work performance and competency were important to Sally in terms of portraying power in the organisation and this was not surprising since these were also criteria of obtaining power in her context.
“At the end of the day, it is not this kind of power (closer relationship with the top management), it is your own performance.  I believe that is more important”.
Sally’s perception power model can be depicted in Figure 2 below.

Figure 2:  Power perception model of Sally
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Source: Developed for this research 

IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY
The study has shown that the senior women managers built different interpretations about what power meant for them; have various identifications for their sources of power and how they exerted their power and contextual factors like their personal background did influence on their understanding of power.  The following research questions are revisited as below:

What does power mean to these women?
There were two different connotations for power.  A negative connotation that indicated dominance and this associated power with manipulation, act of coercion and autocracy.  On the other hand, power carried a positive connotation and this was viewing power as empowerment that involved using power in the context of being independent, having autonomy and confidence.
How do contextual factors such as family power relations influence these women’s understanding of power?
Family background seems to have an influence on how the women perceived power.  The way power relations between the parents or family members were established in the family affected their perception.  

Angelina grew up in what she called as a claustrophobic environment in which her mother was seen to be the sole ultimate power holder in the family.  In this social structure, her mother was at the top of the ‘hierarchy’ and exerted her power as a domineering figure that brought along with her, elements of dominance that were manifested as pressure, control and autocratic behaviour.
Sally was trusted and respected in her family although she was not the eldest.  Power was shared among the family members.  There was a clear element of empowerment where she was relied upon most of the time to make decisions for her family.

It seems that the power relations that existed in the women’s families translated into their assumptions about what power was and the women carried these assumptions with them that later created their perceptions about power.

How do these women exert power?
As in the literature, it was found that the women exerted their power through various influencing tactics that included coercion (pressure and punishment), rationalisation and negotiation.  Coercion was the least favoured tactic but would be used within the boundaries of rules and regulations, systems and processes.  It was interesting to note that pressure was seen as an element in the learning process. Pressure encouraged learning.  Perhaps there is a need to dwell further into the literature of learning and power to further study this relationship.

It was very interesting to note that there seems to be a relationship between how the meaning of power was understood with the nature of acceptance of power by the women.  The relationship is shown in Figure 3 below.
Figure 3: Relationship between meaning of power and nature of acceptance of power
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Source: Developed for this research 

Power avoidance refers to power behaviour that attempts to disassociate oneself from power for example through democracy mode of decision-making (voting system), use of rationalisation as the influencing tactic and playing a role as a counselor.  On the other hand, power acceptance are behaviours that attempt to associate oneself with power by showing the ownership of power as the power holder such as portraying the authority to negotiate, make decisions and to lead and coach.
Further manifestations of power in the women’s behaviour can be seen with how they associate with or disassociate from power.  The individual managerial style seems to be influenced by this association.  Power avoidance led to a more people-oriented style while power acceptance brought about a more task-oriented managing style.  Another power behaviour was the structural power relations in the hierarchy.  The person who avoided power preferred non-hierarchical power relations (for example through amiable relationships with the subordinates) but the person who accepted power preferred hierarchical power relations (for example the need to portray the image of a superior).

What sources of power do these women perceive they have in their workplace? 
As in the literature, there were 3 main sources of power that the women perceived they have in the workplace which were structural, relational and personal sources.  The women generally agreed that it was important for them to portray their power through the use of hierarchy and symbols of power such as their image, confidence and competence level and the physical settings that they worked in. There seems to be an indication that the sources of power were independent from how the women perceived and associated power with the meanings of power and the power behaviours.
From the above implications, it can be indicated that there are relationships between different elements that were involved in the process of perception as how Mullins (2005) has explained. Perception is formed when an individual builds meaning and creates assumptions from the stimuli that they received in the environment and from these perceptions, behaviour is generated.  These elements existed in the process of perception of power.  An evolving conceptual framework is proposed at this early stage of study to conceptualise this process, as shown in Figure 4.
Figure 4:  Process of perception of power
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Source: Developed for this research 

In the process of perception of power of the women that were studied, initial indications showed that one of the stimuli in the environment that influenced how the meaning was depicted was the contextual factors that the women were exposed to.  In this case, it was their family power relations.  Meanings of power that were created by the women were dominance and empowerment and these meanings or interpretations were translated into their power behaviours at the workplace; either avoiding or accepting power.  Further manifestations of power were also indicated through their managerial styles, influencing tactics and structural power relations with their subordinates.  
This ongoing study hopes to find new understanding to how power is perceived and translated in work behaviour among working women and with this more holistic understanding, better work relations could be generated in the workplace, especially in gender-based work relations.
IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE STUDIES
More interviews will be conducted in future with different respondents so that more cases could be built to elicit information about the perception of power.  With more comprehensive information, the evolving conceptual framework at this stage could be detailed with the discovery and identification of contextual factors that may influence the interpretation of the meanings of power.  Furthermore, different meanings of power could also be discovered that could be translated into various power behaviours at the workplace.  With further studies along this line, a conceptual framework of the process of perception of power could be generated to understand gender-based power relations.
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