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There are many different power bases
that a leader can develop and use.

These include problematic ones such as
the power of position, the power to give
rewards, the power to punish and the power
to control information. While these types of
power do have some strength, they put the
person being led in an unhealthy position of
weakness, and can leave leaders using these
power bases looking autocratic and out of
touch.

More than this, society has changed huge-
ly over the last 50 years. Citizens are individ-
ually more powerful, and employees are
more able to shift jobs. Few of us enjoy hav-
ing power exerted over us, and many will do
what they can to undermine people who use
these sorts of power.

However there are three types of positive
power that effective leaders use: charismat-
ic power, expert power and referent power.

This article teaches you how to build
expert power.

Expert power is essential because as a
leader, your team looks to you for direction
and guidance. Team members need to
believe in your ability to set a worthwhile
direction, give sound guidance and co-ordi-
nate a good result.

If your team perceives you as a true
expert, they will be much more receptive
when you try to exercise influence tactics
such as rational persuasion and inspira-
tional appeal.

What's more, if members of your team see
you as an expert, you will find it much easi-
er to guide them in such a way as to create
high motivation:

If team members respect your expertise,
they'll know that you can show them how to
work effectively;

If members of your team trust your judg-
ment, they'll trust you to guide their good
efforts in such a way that you'll make the
most of their hard work; and

If they can see your expertise, team mem-
bers are more likely to believe that you have
the wisdom to direct their efforts towards a
goal that is genuinely worthwhile.

Taken together, if your team sees you as
an expert, you will find it much easier to
motivate team members to perform at their
best.

So how do you build expert power?
But just being an expert isn't enough, it is

also necessary for your team members to
recognize your expertise and see you to be a

credible source of information and advice.
Gary A. Yukl, in his book "Leadership in
Organizations," details some steps to build
expert power. A summary of these steps fol-
lows:

Promote an image of expertise: Since per-
ceived expertise in many occupations is
associated with a person's education and
experience, a leader should - in a low key
way - make sure that subordinates, peers,
and superiors are aware of his or her formal
education, relevant work experience, and
significant accomplishments.

One common tactic to make this informa-
tion known is to display diplomas, licenses,
awards, and other evidence of expertise in a
prominent location in one's office - after all,
if you've worked hard to gain knowledge, it's
fair that you get credit for it. Another tactic
is to make subtle references to prior educa-
tion or experience (for example, "When I
was chief engineer at GE, we had a problem
similar to this one"). Beware, however, this
tactic can easily be overdone.

Keep informed: Expert power is exercised
through rational persuasion and demon-
stration of expertise. Rational persuasion
depends on a firm grasp of up-to-date facts.
It is therefore essential for a leader to keep
well-informed of developments within the
team, within the organization, and in the
outside world.

Recognize subordinate concerns: Use of
rational persuasion should not be seen as a
form of one-way communication from the
leader to subordinates. Effective leaders
listen carefully to the concerns and uncer-
tainties of their team members, and make
sure that they address these in making a
persuasive appeal.

Avoid threatening the self-esteem of sub-
ordinates: Expert power is based on a
knowledge differential between leader and
team members. Unfortunately, the very
existence of such a differential can cause

problems if the leader is not careful about
the way he exercises expert power.

Team members can dislike unfavorable
status comparisons where the gap is very
large and obvious. They are likely to be
upset by a leader who acts in a superior way,
and arrogantly flaunts his greater expertise.

In the process of presenting rational argu-
ments, some leaders lecture their team
members in a condescending manner and
convey the impression that the other team
members are "ignorant." Guard against this
- it can make you look very arrogant.

Act confidently and decisively in a crisis:
In a crisis or emergency, subordinates pre-
fer a "take charge" leader who appears to
know how to direct the group in coping with
the problem. In this kind of situation, sub-
ordinates tend to associate confident, firm
leadership with expert knowledge. Even if
the leader is not sure of the best way to deal
with a crisis, to express doubts or appear
confused risks the loss of influence over
subordinates.

Maintain credibility: Once established,
one's image of expertise should be carefully
protected. The leader should avoid making
careless comments about subjects on which
he or she is poorly informed, and should
avoid being associated with projects with a
low likelihood of success.
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Leading from the front

Have you ever tried to learn something
fairly simple, yet failed to grasp the key
ideas? Or tried to teach people and found
that some were overwhelmed or confused by
something quite basic? 

If so, you may have experienced a clash of
learning styles: Your learning preferences
and those of your instructor or audience
may not have been aligned. When this
occurs, not only is it frustrating for every-
one, the communication process breaks
down and learning fails.

Once you know your own natural learn-
ing preference, you can work on expanding
the way you learn, so that you can learn in
other ways, not just in your preferred style.

And, by understanding learning styles,
you can learn to create an environment in
which everyone can learn from you, not just
those who use your preferred style.

Whenever you are training or communi-
cating with others, you have information
and ideas that you want them to understand
and learn effectively and efficiently. Your
audience is likely to demonstrate a wide
range of learning preferences, and your
challenge is to provide variety that helps
them learn quickly and well.

Your preferred teaching and communica-

tion methods may in fact be influenced by
your own learning preferences. For exam-
ple, if you prefer visual rather than verbal
learning, you may in turn tend to provide a
visual learning experience for your audi-
ence.

Be aware of your preferences and the

range of preference of your
audiences. Provide a balanced
learning experience by:

Sensory - Intuitive: Provide
both hard facts and general
concepts.
Visual - Verbal: Incorporate
both visual and verbal cues.
Active - Reflective: Allow both
experiential learning and
time for evaluation and analy-
sis.
Sequential - Global: Provide
detail in a structured way, as
well as the big picture.

Key Points

Learning styles and prefer-
ences vary for each of us and in
different situations.

By understanding this, and
developing the skills that help
you learn in a variety of ways,
you make the most of your
learning potential. And because
you're better able to learn and
gather information, you'll make
better decisions and choose bet-
ter courses of action.

And by understanding that
other people can have quite dif-
ferent learning preferences, you
can learn to communicate your
message effectively in a way
that many more people can
understand. This is fundamen-
tally important, particularly if
you're a professional for whom
communication is an important
part of your job.

Learn effectively by understanding your learning preferences

"So, Susan, your report indicates you support
forging ahead with the expansion but have you con-
sidered the impact this will have on our customers?
Surely you remember the fiasco in Dallas last year
when they tried the same type of project?" 

Yikes! If you're Susan, you're likely feeling under
pressure! You have to answer the question and
allay the CEO's concerns about the disruption to
customers. What do you do? What do you say?
How do you say it? What if you can't think of any-
thing to say?

This is not an uncommon situation. Whether you
are put on the spot while attending a meeting, pre-
senting a proposal, selling an idea, or answering
questions after a presentation, articulating your
thoughts in unanticipated situations is a skill.
Thinking on your feet is highly coveted skill and
when you master it, your clever and astute
responses will instill immediate confidence in what
you are saying. 

When you can translate your thoughts and ideas
into coherent speech quickly, you ensure your
ideas are heard. You also come across as being
confident, persuasive, and trustworthy. 

Confidence is key when learning to think on your
feet. When you present information, give an opin-
ion or provide suggestions, make sure you know
what you are talking about and that you are well
informed. This doesn't mean you have to know
everything about everything, but if you are reason-
ably confident in your knowledge of the subject,
that confidence will help you to remain calm and
collected even if you are put unexpectedly in the
hot seat.

The secret of thinking on your feet is to be pre-
pared: learn some skills and tactics, and do some
preparation for situations that might put you under
pressure. Then when you do find yourself faced
with unexpected questions and debate, you'll be
ready to draw on these tactics and preparation,
and so stay poised while you compose your
thoughts and prepare your response. Here are
some tips and tactics:
1. Relax
This is often the opposite of how you are feeling

when you're under pressure, but in order for your
voice to remain calm and for your brain to
"think", you have to be as relaxed as possible.

Take deep breaths
Take a second and give yourself a positive and

affirming message
Clench invisible muscles (thighs, biceps, feet) for a

few seconds and release. 
2. Listen
It comes as no surprise that listening is critical to

thinking on your feet. Why do you need to lis-
ten? To make sure you fully understand the
question or request before you reply. If you
answer too soon, you risk going into a line of
thinking that is unnecessary or inappropriate. To
help you with your listening remember to:

Look directly at the questioner
Observe body language as well as what is being

spoken
Try to interpret what is being suggested by the

question or request. Is this an attack, a legiti-
mate request for more information, or a test?
Why is this person asking this and what is the
intention? 

Tip:
Remember that the person is asking a question

because he or she is interested. Some interest is
positive - they simply want to know more - and
some is negative - they want to see you squirm.
Either way they are interested in what you have
to say. It's your privilege and pleasure not to dis-
appoint them! 

3. Have the Question Repeated
If you're feeling particularly under pressure, ask for

the question to be repeated. This gives you a bit
more time to think about your response.

At first glance people think this will only make
them look unsure. It doesn't. It makes you look
concerned that you give an appropriate
response. It also gives the questioner an oppor-
tunity to rephrase and ask a question that is
more on point. Remember, the questioner may
well have just "thought on his or her feet" to ask
the question, so when you give them a second
chance, the question may well be better articu-
lated and clearer to all. 

By asking to have the question repeated you also
get another opportunity to assess the intentions
of the questioner. If it is more specific or better
worded, chances are the person really wants to
learn more. If the repeated question is more
aggressive than the first one, then you know the
person is more interested in making you uncom-
fortable than anything else. When that's the
case, the next tip comes in very handy.

4. Use Stall Tactics
Sometimes you need more time to get your

thoughts straight and calm yourself down
enough to make a clear reply. The last thing you
want to do is blurt out the first thing that comes
to your mind. Often this is a defensive comment
that only makes you look insecure and anxious
rather than confident and composed.

Repeat the question yourself. This gives you time to
think and you clarify exactly what is being asked.
It also allows you to rephrase if necessary and
put a positive spin on the request.

Staying cool and
confident under
pressure

Running an efficient business is all about con-
tinuously improving and 'tweaking' your office
management systems so that they grow with your
business and not hinder your business. 

But why do you need efficient office systems in
place? Here are some answers! 
1.To quickly and easily find important contact

information. 
2.To be able to respond to client's requests

straightaway. 
3. So that you can immediately submit a proposal. 
4.To keep track of your business. 
5.To be able to follow-up with clients and con-

tacts. 
6. So that you can stay on track with your proj-

ects. 
7.To monitor your latest marketing campaign. 

Sometimes though problems don't become
apparent with your office systems until you actu-
ally start using them -- and then you may find out
that they're not working in the way that you'd
hoped. 

So what can you do about it? 

Step #1  Look at where the problems are. 
Are you constantly searching around looking for

an email address? Or cannot tell at a glance if your
project is on track? Or you don't know your cash-
flow situation? 

Step #2  Analyse what percentage of your time
is being spent on administrative tasks. 

Keep a diary for a week of how you are spend-
ing your time.  At the end of the week look it over
and see what percentage of your time is being
spent on these jobs.  Could this time be better
spent on income-generating activities? Or market
research?  

Step #3  Compile a list of all non-income gener-
ating tasks that you currently do. 

Could some of these be delegated? Would it
help if you took on an assistant?

Once you have followed these 3 steps you
should have a good idea of where your time is
being spent, what your biggest time drains are,
and where you can make improvements.  You will
be well on your way to deciding if you need to
partner with a Virtual Assistant and will be able to
see exactly where you need the support. 
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Steps to Review
Your Office Systems


