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Power & Intercultural Development Guide

As a framework to navigate concepts of power, I rely on the Intercultural Development Continuum of the 
Intercultural Development Inventory.

ABOUT IDI/IDC
The Intercultural Development Continuum (IDC TM) 
describes orientations toward cultural difference 
and commonality that are arrayed along a con-
tinuum from the more monocultural mindsets of 
Denial and Polarization through the transitional 
orientation of Minimization to the intercultural or 
global mindsets of Acceptance and Adaptation. 
The capability of deeply shifting cultural perspec-
tive and bridging behavior across cultural differ-
ences is most fully achieved when one maintains 
an Adaptation perspective. This continuum is 
adapted from the Developmental Model of Inter-
cultural Sensitivity originally proposed by Milton 
Bennett.

The use of the IDI/IDC is germane to the work of 
Racial & Intersectional Equity in that it can serve as 
a lens, through which, we are best able to concep-
tualize and create new and meaningful patterns of 
behavior in the workplace and in our personal lives.

“Equity: One has the capability to make more equi-
table decisions from an intercultural mindset than 
from a monocultural mindset. From an intercul-
tural mindset, one recognizes the relative nature of 
equity and that you need to have a complex un-
derstanding of difference to be able to discern how 
equity is viewed from the perspective of different 
culture. Further, IDI research suggests that build-
ing more equitable communities requires deep 
understanding of the cultural factors that inhibit 
it. Cultural capital – a dominant group’s preferred 
values, beliefs, behaviors, ways of communicating, 
and interacting – is a very important form of human 
capital and is culturally determined. If a person or 
group does not share these same patterns, implicit 
and explicit discrimination can occur. Many things 
contribute to equity, but it is clear that culture and 
intercultural competence matter in significant 
ways.”

Definitions of Power

In the curriculum for Qualified Administrators of 
the IDI, the key concepts of power are rooted in the 
reality that power is simply defined as influence, 
effectively neutral, and it is ever-present in myriad 
forms. What one chooses to do with power is based 
on one’s own self-awareness around:

1. Where we learned concepts of power from 
childhood
2. Who were exemplars (personally, profes-
sionally, academically, artistically, and/or 
spiritually) of how to use power
3. What values we assign to power
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As a basis for level-setting or guideline, we will also explore the different understandings and definitions of 
power, including:

• Expert power: Expert power is when a person is an expert with special knowledge, experience, or skills. 
Doctors wield expert power when they give you medical advice that you then follow.

• Informational power: Informational power is when an entity or person wields power as a resource of 
information, which they can use to manipulate the opinions or knowledge of others. Social media com-
panies have a great deal of informational power.

• Legitimate power: Legitimate power comes from an appointed or elected leadership role.

• Coercive power: This type of power gets you to comply with something you don’t want to do through 
the use of force or punishment. Coercion is a type of authoritarian power, for example, when your boss 
threatens to fire you if you don’t complete a project on time. Learn more about coercive power.

• Referent power: Referent power comes from individual group members respecting their community’s 
beliefs and organizational behavior. An example of referent power is when you follow the moral teach-
ings of a charismatic religious leader.

• Reward power: Reward power motivates a desired behavior by offering or denying a reward. An exam-
ple of reward power is when a parent promises a child ice cream if they finish their homework.

Navigating Power

“It takes as much energy to wish as it does to plan.”
— Eleanor Roosevelt

At the conclusion of the presentation and reflection time, we will make intentional time to make plans on: 
• how to internalize our understandings of power through reflection
• asking ourselves, ‘how can the experience of power by others be different from our own?’
• challenge ourselves to hear others’ witness of power (and not move to react/respond)
• attempt to exercise our own kinds of power in our lives
• setting goals for the next three-to-six months
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