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1. Introduction

The basic definition of power can be: “Power is the ability to implement one’s will.” The study of power in
an organization has been an interesting topic for many researchers. Power is consider by many as one of
the most important factors in an organization. Some authors suggest that power lies in the potential, and oth-
ers suggest that power is only present in its use. There is also an ongoing debate what makes an individual
powerful (Marič & Ferjan, 2011).

Despite the importance of an individual’s formal and informal power in an organization, there is very little re-
search on what gives power, formal or informal combined, to an individual in an organization. In this article,
we will explore the effect of an individual’s education on one’s formal power in an organization. We suppose
that the education one receives leads to principal differences in one’s power later on in the organization
that one works in. We can also say that the duration of schooling determines one’s formal power in an or-
ganization. Those who have higher education usually gain more formal power and amenities depending on
their working positions in some cases even regardless of their abilities.

In his book “Organization, Power and Change” (1995) Borum Finn states that there is reason to believe that
the close connection between educational and professional competence and pyramidal location plays an
important role. It creates the impression that there is a connection between the length of education and the
ability to make decisions also in relation to non-professional issues. The inflexibility of the educational sys-
tem widens the individual pyramidal strata and thus reinforces the authoritarian nature of the system. Edu-
cation is one of the identified factors that contribute to one’s personal power (Rees, 1999). One can argue
that the shift from a capital-based to a knowledge-based economy represents a fundamental shift in power
dynamics (Lynn, 2000).

2. An Individual’s Education

The educational process offers individuals knowledge, skills and habits. Some describe it as the last level
of education that one has achieved so far in their life (FAQ | Ministry of Higher Education, Science and Tech-
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The scope of this study is to define how educational achievements of individuals in Slovenia define their “for-
mal power” in the organizations where they work. The study is based on theoretical definitions of the con-
cepts of formal power and education. A total of 509 people from Slovenia over 30 years of age participated in
the study. We recognized a certain influence of educational achievement on the formal position in the organi-
zational hierarchy. The main predictor of an individual’s formal power in an organization is the individual’s last
achieved level of formal education. The average grade for the final achieved level of formal education and the
initiative regarding the search for additional education has much less of an impact on power than the highest
level of education obtained. One of the most important practical implications is that education is one of the
basic predispositions to having formal power but not necessarily always and not in every case.
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nology, 8.6.2009). the number of  years of education one has and what their average grade was during the
last level of their education may also be important. Knowledge is the capacity to act on information… it im-
plies learning (Lynn, 2000). We can say that education is one of the predispositions to attaining knowledge,
but not in everyone’s case. Being included in the educational process does not necessarily mean that the
individual has really gained that knowledge. Organizations employ the most educated workforce in the his-
tory of the world (Burke & Ng, 2006) because they do not need more people willing to blindly follow orders
or do repetitive work; they need people of courage and initiative (Pinchot, 1992).  

Different styles of upbringing have their effect on children’s will and capacity to learn, and on their adaptabil-
ity to the requirements of the school (Ferjan & Jereb, 2008). Bowles and Gintis (2002) found that parental eco-
nomic status is passed on to children in part by means of unequal opportunity, but that the economic
advantages of the offspring of higher status families go considerably beyond the superior education they re-
ceive. Educational transformation also influences the social justice and the social status of the people (Un-
terhalter & Dutt, 2001). There are also various factors that influence the study progress (Jereb et al., 2009). 

By the day, more and more importance is given to lifelong learning (European Commission - Education &
Training - lifelong learning programme - A single umbrella for education and training programmes, 2009) in
which the formal education is in a way perceived as a foundation for further lifelong work and education. It
can easily be said that the higher level of formal education one has, the more involved in lifelong learning
one has to be to keep up with everyday requirements of one’s work (Ferjan & Jereb, 2005). 

Lifelong learning (European Commission - Education & Training - lifelong learning programme - A single um-
brella for education and training programmes, 2009) is in a way defined by additional learning per year,
search for appropriate forms of additional education and of course, not to forget, the training that is required
by the employers or the organization in which one works. The learning process accompanies individuals in
every phase of their life. The levels of education in the EU are also increasing with the generations that fol-
low (The levels of education in the EU are increasing with the following generations: Evropa.gov.si, 8.6.2009).  

3. An Individual’s Formal Power

Power is part of our lives, both private and organizational. Power is basically the ability to influence the desired
outcomes. Power can be broadly defined as the ability to influence  different outcomes, by pooling resources
(human and material) to achieve the realization of certain things within the network of relationships (Rees,
1999) and at the same time to resist unwanted influence from others (Wagner & Hollenbeck, 2010). Individu-
als who have power in the organizational environment often have power in their private lives and vice versa. 

An individual’s power in an organization can be best assessed with observations (Finn, 1995). However, on
the other hand, that is a long process, sometimes even subjective and would take a lot of man-hours to im-
plement on a larger sample. That is why the power evaluating process takes part only on smaller samples
at a time; for instance, one company or one branch of a company at a time. Robbins (quoted in: Senior, 2002)
argues: “Power has been described as the last dirty word... People who have it deny it, people who want it
try not to appear to be seeking it, and those who are good at getting it are secretive about how they got it.”  

An individual’s power is also very relative; one could have it one day and lose it on another (Mintzberg,
1983). Or one could have power in one group, and have none in another group of people simultaneously.
Power is difficult to measure, since it can only be perceived (Marič & Ferjan, 2011). From the social-psy-
chological perspective, a person’s behaviour is affected by his or her behavioural intentions, which are in
turn influenced by an attitude and set of perceptions. Behavioural intention is regarded as a key antecedent
in determining one’s future behaviour (Wu et al., 2008). We can argue that power concerns the capacity of
individuals to exert their will over others. 

In a company or in an organization there are basically two kinds of power: formal and informal power
(Mintzberg, 1983). While formal power is defined, the informal power that is in many cases even more im-
portant is not so well defined. Here we will focus on individual’s formal power within organizations.
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The formal power comes from one’s place in the hierarchy, one’s duties and their position and is well de-
fined. Hierarchical levels are adjusted to convey the relative authority of employees (Rosenbaum, 1980).
Power resides in the position no matter who has it (Moorhead & Griffin, 2010) so it is similar to authority.
When constructing a position in an organization the power of this position is determined. The person in this
position has all the power and all the limitations that the position holds. The formal power on an individual
level consists of: legitimate power, reward power, coercive power and information power (George & Jones,
2008). The formal power basically comes from placement in the organizational hierarchy.

4. Research Questions

Below we will explore the influence of one’s formal level of education with respect to an individual’s formal
power in an organization. A higher level of formal education is considered to be a way of getting everything
that one wants in life (often climbing the hierarchical ladder) and the thing that many consider as the cover
of it all is power. There are several ways to gain power, and one of the most commonly perceived ways is
education. For instance, when one introduces himself as a PhD, all, or at least a vast majority of people
around him think that he knows everything. Hogan (2005) claims that people respect someone who has a
higher position (M.D. vs. orderly), more extensive education (Ph.D. vs. high school), and more experience
(20 years of work experience vs. just out of school). That brings us to our research questions. 

• R1: What kind of effect does individual’s higher level of formal education have on individual’s formal
power in the organization?

• R2: What kind of positions do individuals achieve in the hierarchy of an organization compared to their
achieved level of formal education?

5. Methodology

Participants in this study were selected randomly. The sample consisted of 232 men and 277 women
(N=509). The age range of the respondents was between 30 and 61 years. The average age of the re-
spondents was 41.35 years, the average level of education was 5.26 (a little above completed high school),
and the average place in the organization’s hierarchy was 3.50 (middle administrative staff). 

The questionnaire contained closed questions referring to: (i) general data (age, gender), (ii) education, (iii)
an individual’s formal power within an organization. An individual’s formal power was measured through
their place in the hierarchy of the organization. Individuals were asked about their place in the hierarchy of
the organization that they work in. We have developed and used the following hierarchical scale: (1) man-
ual worker, (2) head of the shift, (3) routine administrative staff, (4) non-routine administrative staff, (5) expert,
(6) lower management, (7) middle management, (8) top management. 

The final “hierarchical” structure of the sample is shown in Table 1. We have developed a concept to clas-
sify the placements in the hierarchy ourselves and created eight degrees of hierarchical placement of indi-
viduals in the organization’s hierarchy which relate to their formal power. 

Table 1: Placement in the Organization’s Hierarchy (n=509)

Mean = 3.50; Median = 3.00; Std. Deviation = 2.303; 
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N 164 43 76 38 84 32 38 34 509 

% 32.2 8.4 14.9 7.5 16.5 6.3 7.5 6.7 100 



The individual’s final level of formal education was measured through the achieved degree of education.
The following scale was used: (1) did not finish elementary school, (2) finished elementary school (8 years),
(3) secondary school (2 years), (4) secondary school (3 years), (5) secondary school (4 years), (6) two year
study, (7) higher education, and (8) master’s degree, doctorate degree. The final formal educational struc-
ture of the sample is shown in Table 2. In Slovenia, the education classification from 1980 is used and has
eight degrees (Ferjan & Jereb, 2008).

Table 2: Formal educational structure (n=509)

Mean = 5.26; Median = 5.00; Std. Deviation = 1.67; 

The educational success at the last level of formal education was measured on a grading scale from 6 to 10,
where:  (6) = sufficient, (7) = good, (8) = very good, (9) = almost excellent and (10) = excellent which is
in use by Slovenian universities. Primary and secondary schools in Slovenia use a grade scale from 1 to 5,
because of which the grades from 1 to 5 were converted into grades ranging from 1 to 10 as follows: 1 con-
verted into 5; 2 converted into 6; 3 converted into 7; 4 - 4,5 converted into 8; 4,5 - 4,75 converted into 9; 4,75
– 5 converted into 10. 

Table 3: Average Grade at the Last Educational Level (n=509)

Mean = 7.7055; Median = 8.00; Std. Deviation = 0.96477; 

Self-initiative regarding the search for additional training was measured through surveying the respondents as
to how often they search for appropriate additional forms of education and training. A grading scale from 1
to 5 was used, where:  (1) = never, (2) 0= very rarely, (3) = occasionally, (4) =  often and (5) = permanently.

Table 4: Self-initiative Regarding the Search of Appropriate Education or Training Contents (n=509)

Mean = 2.51; Median = 2.00; Std. Deviation = 1.173; 

6. Results and Discussion

We can see that there are positive correlations between all of the variables. All the variables were measured
on an increasing scale. As seen in the table above there is a positive correlation between the achieved level
of education and all of the positions in the hierarchical structure that we used as a measure of formal power
in an organization are above 0,304 and are all statistically significant. Table 5 gives the correlation coefficients
between the previously described variables. 
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Education 
degree 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Total

N 6 41 20 74 159 60 112 37 509

% 1.2 8.1 3.9 14.5 31.2 11.8 22.0 7.3 100

Average 
grade 

6 –
 Sufficient  

(6,00-6,99) 

7 – Good 

(7,00-7,99)

8 – Very 
Good 

(8,00-8,99)

9 – Almost 
Excellent 

(9,00-9,49)

10 –
 Excellent 

(9,50-10,00)

Total 

Frequency 48 199 181 53 28 509 

Percent 9.43 39.10 35.56 10.41 5.50 100 

Self-initiative 
Regarding 
Education 

1 - Never 2 - Very 

 Rarely 

3 - 
Occasionally

4 - Often 5 - Permanently Total 

Frequency 126 130 149 76 28 509 

Percent 24.8 25.5 29.3 14.9 5.5 100 



Table 5: Pearson R Correlation Coefficients (n=509)

* Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

To continue, a regression analysis between the independent variables (Achieved level of formal education,
Average grade at the last level of formal education and Self-initiative regarding the search for additional ed-
ucation or training) and the dependent variable (Place in the hierarchical structure) has been made and is
shown in Table 6 below.

Table 6: Regression Analysis for the Dependent Variable “Place in the Hierarchical Structure” (n=509)

Dependent Variable: Place in the Hierarchical Structure 

With the predictors “Achieved Level of Formal Education”, “Average Grade at the Final Level of Formal Edu-
cation”, “Self-initiative Regarding the Search for Additional Education and Training” the 43.3% variance of
“Place in the hierarchical structure” is explained. The achieved level of formal education (�=0.498) has the
most influence. Individuals educated differently have different abilities of reaching higher positions in the hi-
erarchical structure which answers R1. 

The answer to R2 lies in Table 7 where we can see that not even one individual who has not completed pri-
mary school achieved a position in the hierarchy higher than the position of manual worker. On the other
hand, 35.15% of the individuals who achieved the highest level of formal education also achieved the top
management positions in organizations and 94.6% of the achieved positions in the hierarchy that are at the
level of experts or management (r=0.628 at p=0.01). 
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  Achieved level 
 of education 

Average grade
 at the last level

 of education 

Self-initiative regarding 
the search for additional

 education or training 

Average grade at the last 
level of education 

0.332*     

Self-initiative regarding 
the search for additional 

education or training 

0.488* 0.235*   

Place in the hierarchical 
structure 

0.628* 0.304* 0.469* 

Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 
Coefficients 

Predicators 

B Std. Error Beta 

t Sig. 

(Constant) -2.790 .621   -4.495 .000 

Achieved Level of Education .684 .054 .498 12.564 .000 

Average Grade at the Last  
Level of Education 

.218 .085 .091 2.567 .011 

Self-Initiative Regarding Education .402 .075 .205 5.323 .000 



Table 7: An Individual’s Position in the Hierarchy Compared to an Individual’s Achieved Level 
of Formal Education (n=509)

1 - did not finish primary school. 2 -  finished primary school. 3 - secondary school (2 years). 4 - secondary
school (3 years). 5 - secondary school (4 years). 6- two year study. 7 - higher education. 8 - master’s degree.
doctorate degree 

Of course, characteristics do not fit every single individual but we still think that people who have achieved
higher levels of formal education also have higher tendencies toward the top of the hierarchical structure and
also have better possibilities of achieving higher positions. 
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Position in the Hierarchy Total  

Manual 
Worker 

Head of  
Shift 

Routine 
Admin. 

Staff 

Non-
routine 
Admin. 

Staff 

Expert Lower 
Manag. 

Middle 
Manag. 

Top 
Manag. 

 

1 100.0%               100.0% 

2 85.4% 2.4% 2.4%   7.4%     2.4% 100.0% 

3 75.0% 15.0% 5.0% 5.0%         100.0% 

4 62.2% 16.1% 4.1% 10.8% 4.1% 1.4%   1.4% 100.0% 

5 28.3% 13.8% 27.0% 10.2% 8.8% 5.0% 3.1% 3.8% 100.0% 

6 20.0% 3.3% 16.7% 6.7% 25.0% 15.0% 10.0% 3.3% 100.0% 

7 4.5% 2.7% 14.3% 8.0% 32.1% 10.7% 17.9% 9.8% 100.0% 
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8     5.4%   35.15% 5.4% 18.9% 35.15% 100.0% 

Total 32,2% 8.4% 14.9% 7.5% 16.5% 6.3% 7.5% 6.7% 100.0% 

 

Conslusion

An individual’s power is an ever-important factor in one’s personal as well as one’s business life. Education is a factor in
one’s power yet the mere presence of formal education will not give you power as many believe. This study provides basic
insights into the connection between one’s formal education and power and it can be summarized as follows: an individ-
ual’s formal education is one of many things that are components of an individual’s formal power. However, this does not
explain the whole concept of power because there is an infinite number of variables that influence one’s power and we can
only explain them in parts.  

Several limitations of this study need to be considered before interpretations of the results can be explored. First, the dis-
cussed findings and implications were obtained from a single study; generalizing the results should be done with caution.
Second, the whole research was focused mostly on how an individual’s education affects their formal power.  We have had
that in mind already in the beginning when we were to define the goal of the study so that it is relatively simple with a con-
cept that is influenced by many other variables that are not included in this study. 

We can all agree that there is a lot more to power that just these variables that we used in our study to determine it, how-
ever, even this simple study shows that there are some basic predispositions to having formal power and that one of them
is formal education. Maybe in a way the findings are a specific area because formal education is so emphasized in this
study. However, it is still an interesting way for evaluating (in a simplified way) one’s potential power depending on formal
education.
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One of the factors that influence an individual’s power could also be the power of their parents and their social position.
A similar study regarding the influence of the social class position as a determinant of educational achievements has al-
ready been done (Ferjan & Jereb, 2008) and the results could also be used to determine power and its sources. 

According to the findings, the perceptions and the “size” of an individual’s formal power in an organization depend on one’s
level of formal education. One man once said that all people are divided into two groups: the leaders and the followers.
Most people are simple followers but those who want to be leaders need power to achieve so that someone will follow them.
Leadership facilitates quality relationships and balances power (Pinchot, 1992). 
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