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For Bob
 Who is always faithful.
 Come home soon.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE



With only one exception—involving a transcript from a television documentary I participated in—I have used aliases and changed certain biographical facts and other elements to protect the identities of the persons who appear in this book. In many instances I have created composites to further protect privacy and to better underscore certain points I was making. Unless stated otherwise, when I write about a conversation I personally had I am relying on my memory, and in some instances notes, and acknowledge that some factual errors are inevitable. Nevertheless, I have sought to faithfully represent the issues and conversations in every instance.








INTRODUCTION



I failed the test.

I knew I would, because I froze when I read the first question. My vision narrowed, the classroom darkened, the pencil kept threatening to slip out of my sweaty fingers, and the test questions all turned into hieroglyphics. I knew in that horrible moment that I would fail the final statistics exam—or as I called it, “sadistics.” I was doomed and should have left the room right then. The only reason I didn’t was that David, the teaching assistant who was proctoring the test, and had been my statistics tutor for two years, had faith in me, and my high grades up until then had proved him right.

“I have bad news for you,” David said two days later when he found me in the New York University clinic where we both saw patients. “Let’s go into one of the therapy rooms and talk.”

I almost laughed at his choice of venues for giving me the bad news, but I didn’t. Instead, I said, “I know. I failed the final.”

“I was really surprised,” he said kindly. “You understood the material. What happened?”

“I had a panic attack. I froze.”

David suggested I call Professor Cohen, explain what had happened, and ask to take the exam again that same day. He even phoned ahead and put in a good word for me, so with a glimmer of hope I made the call.

“Hello,” the gruff baritone voice said.

“Dr. Cohen, it’s Xavier Amador. I believe David told you I was going to call,” I said quickly, a little short of breath for some reason.

“Yes, yes, he told me, but I don’t know what I can do for you. I’ve never allowed anyone to retake the final. It’s unprecedented.”

“Can I tell you what happened before you make a final decision?”

“David already told me,” the professor said impatiently, “but if you insist, go ahead.” I reminded him of my previous grades and told him of my little problem—now a very large one—with math anxiety. He was a psychologist, so I was hopeful my confession might elicit some sympathy. Then I delivered what I felt was my most compelling argument for being allowed to retake the exam.

“If I fail your class, I’ll have to pay tuition again and wait an entire year before I am awarded my Ph.D. That seems like a very high price to pay for failing this one last exam. I’ve passed all the others for two years now.”

“Sorry, but I can’t set a precedent like this. If I do it for you I will have to do it for everyone.”

“But I’ll be delayed an entire year! I already have a job offer at Columbia University and I’ll have to turn that down,” I pleaded, my voice cracking.

“I’m not unsympathetic, but it would set a precedent and I can’t do it.”

“But you can. It’s your decision!”

“No, I can’t.”

“But I’m sure you can. I checked it out with—”

“I have to go now,” the professor interrupted. “I’m sorry. I wish you the best of luck.” He had stopped listening and the call ended at an impasse. He would be submitting final grades in two weeks and my fate would be sealed unless, I thought, I could convince him I was right and he was wrong. As you will soon see, I didn’t exactly convince him he was wrong, but I did persuade him to let me take the test again.

Whether the issues are big or small, we all get into these situations every day. We know we’re right and the other person is wrong. The problem is that the other person also knows he’s right and you’re the one who’s too stubborn to admit it. Such impasses occur at home, at work, at school, and elsewhere. The specifics and scope of the situation may change, but the underlying dynamics do not. And what have you done up until now to make the person you were arguing with see things your way? Delivered a rational argument? Tried to make him feel guilty? Sulked? Yelled? Threatened? Has it worked? Have you gotten what you wanted? More important—have you gotten what you actually needed?

If you’ve focused myopically on getting your opponent to say, “You’re right, I’m wrong,” which is what we all think we want during the heat of battle, I’d venture to guess that nine times out of ten you haven’t gotten what you needed and the times you have won were usually at the expense of the relationship.

Until you start to do something different and begin to focus on what you actually need—getting the person to do the thing you want him to do—those outcomes are going to remain the same.

What’s at risk may be as important as whether or not your kid drops out of college, whether or not your aging parent goes into a nursing home, or whether or not you and your partners sell your business. Or it may be one of the countless everyday impasses you reach while trying to negotiate smaller matters, such as whether or not you really did promise your wife to take the family to the beach next weekend when you had planned to play golf with your brother, or whether your health insurer will pay for the nuclear stress test your doctor recommended.

One thing all these disagreements have in common—the one you may not even have considered—is that you have to create a positive relationship with that other person if you’re ever going to get what you need. You have to turn him from an adversary you’re arguing with into a partner who is working with you. It doesn’t matter if that other person is your coworker, your bank manager, your child, or your spouse. It may be for five minutes or five days, or it may be for the rest of your life, but right then, at that moment, you need that other person to work with you instead of against you. And to accomplish that you have to show some genuine interest in his perspective and his needs.

In my seminars on how to break an impasse I always ask, “Why would anyone want to listen to you if he felt you had not first listened to him? Quid pro quo.” This important psychological principle—which is the cornerstone of my method for breaking an impasse—is far from new. More than two thousand years ago the Roman poet Publilius Syrus said, “We are interested in others when they are interested in us.” Psychologists who are expert in conflict resolution and marriage and family therapy have written about this fundamental principle for decades. Dale Carnegie, the author of the seventy-year-old best-seller How to Win Friends and Influence People, writes, “Philosophers have been speculating on the rules of human relations for thousands of years, and out of all that speculation, there has evolved only one important precept. It is not new. It is as old as history. Zoroaster taught it to his followers in Persia twenty-five hundred years ago. Confucius preached it in China twenty-four centuries ago…Jesus taught it among the stony hills of Judea nineteen centuries ago. Jesus summed it up in one thought—probably the most important rule in the world: ‘Do unto others as you would have others do unto you.’”



We are interested in others when they are interested in us.




More recently the authors of Getting to Yes, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, Good to Great, How to Argue and Win Every Time, and other insightful observers of human relations have all emphasized this same fundamental principle of persuasion. But despite the ancient lineage and popular dissemination of this simple and logical truth, it is too often overlooked when we are lured into an “I’m right, you’re wrong” situation and end up thrashing around like a fish caught on the end of a line, certain that if we just try hard enough (speak more loudly or repeat our position once again) we will win. Sometimes we do succeed in bending the other person to our will, but not without doing some damage.

Relationships Are the Key

Whether at home or in the workplace, when relationships are damaged—when trust is lost and anger simmers—bad things happen. Healthy relationships among colleagues and between suppliers and clients are central to business. Without them no business can exist, much less turn a profit. And, believe it or not, preserving the health of your relationships can even help to keep you alive. The results of a recent study of 3,682 couples, published in the journal Psychosomatic Medicine, found that women who give up and give in during arguments with their husbands are four times more likely to die prematurely than women who argue productively. The women who held it in also had a higher risk of depression and irritable bowel syndrome. The study’s authors conclude that healthy arguments are good for your health and longevity. I couldn’t agree more.

One of my most vivid memories of the frustration—and futility—that comes with trying to argue with someone when I knew I was right and he was wrong took place more than twenty years ago. It is also an embarrassing reminder of how I used to reflexively turn a deaf ear, all the while demanding that I be heard. My brother Henry had just come home after his first psychiatric hospitalization for a serious mental illness. Medication had brought him back to reality, but within a day of his homecoming I found that he’d tossed his bottle of pills in the garbage. Naturally, I asked him why he’d thrown it out. The conversation went something like this.

“I’m okay now,” he explained. “I don’t need those pills anymore.”

Since this was exactly the opposite of what he’d been told in the hospital, I made a point of reminding him. “But the doctor told you that you’re probably going to have to be on this medicine for the rest of your life. You can’t just stop taking it.”

“He didn’t say that.”

“Yes, he did. I was at the family meeting, remember?”

“No, he said I had to take it while I was in the hospital.”

“Then why did he give you that bottle of pills to take home with you?”

“That was just in case I got sick again. I’m fine now.”

“That’s ridiculous! That’s not what he said.”

“Yes, it is.”

“Why are you being so stubborn? You know I’m right.”

“It’s none of your business.”

“When you got sick it became my business. And besides, I’m worried about you.”

“I don’t want to talk about it. Just leave me alone.”

And with that he walked away. Unfortunately, I was right, and within two months he relapsed and returned to the hospital.

As anyone can see (even though I didn’t at the time), my “I’m right, you’re wrong” approach to resolving that disagreement wasn’t going anywhere. All it did was spark an argument, make us both angry, and cause us to dig our heels in deeper. My brother wasn’t listening to me. And why should he, since I wasn’t listening to him? I was too busy insisting on the correctness of my point of view. Even worse, however, the “I’m right, you’re wrong” approach threatened to destroy any trust we might have had in one another and with it our relationship, and without a trusting relationship, I would never get what I needed.

After that first argument—and predictable impasse—I did not suddenly remember the wise advice I quoted above, rejoice at the insight, and stop badgering my brother with my point of view. Instead, I took the bait over and over again until our relationship looked like a battered and bloodied fish slapping the ground in its death throes. It seemed like every time we tried to talk about this issue it ended the same way and worse. He became suspicious of my motives, and I became more certain he was being stubborn and immature. Once we had been close and could talk about anything, but now we were like two bulls locking horns whenever we tried to spend time together because one or both of us would always manage to bring up the medication issue. Predictably, we became distant and began to avoid one another. This impasse lasted nearly five years! But all that changed after I stumbled upon the techniques I will share with you in this book. Using these tools I was able to turn our adversarial relationship into—once again—a close partnership that gave me the leverage I needed to convince him to take the medicine.

Despite this early success I wasn’t always able to reproduce this result in other situations—impasses I encountered in my professional and personal life—because I did not have an easy-to-remember outline, or road map, I could rely on. I knew the techniques but didn’t always know when to use them or how to apply them systematically.

It took me ten more years to devise a reliable method out of this kind of impasse, a road map for nearly any disagreement—really for human relations—that I call the Listen-Empathize-Agree-Partner method, or LEAP.

The purpose of LEAP is not to get your opponent—and that is what he’s become when you’re at an impasse—to agree that you are right and he is wrong. The goal is to get him to agree to do whatever you need him to do. That may sound like a contradiction, but it’s not. If you are like most people, you lose sight of what you really need whenever you take the bait and end at an impasse. Whenever we focus on the narrow issue of who’s right we lose sight of the bigger picture: the specific thing we want the other person to do, the health of the relationship, longer-term goals, and so on. Once you know how to LEAP, you will be able to unlock the impasse and persuade the other person to help you get what you really need. And, most important, you will do that without falling victim to the debilitating anger and frustration that too often end up wreaking havoc with your relationship.

The truth is that, even though your adversary may not be a close friend, a loved one, or a family member, your relationship with that person is important to you—at least in the moment. If it weren’t, you wouldn’t be arguing in the first place, because you’d be willing and able to walk away. On the face of it some arguments are about unimportant things, but in the moment you’re arguing they don’t feel that way because oftentimes the overt issues are a proxy for the real argument that lies beneath. The only time you can really be in a “who cares what you think?” situation with another person is if you don’t care about the person, don’t care if the person continues to care about you, or don’t need anything from that person.

So, what I’m going to be telling you is as much about preserving relationships and creating partnerships as it is about getting what you need. In fact, one of the things I’m going to be explaining is why you must first preserve that relationship in order to get what you need. That is why LEAP is much more than a method for conflict resolution. It is a set of well-studied psychological principles and specific skills that will make you more effective and fulfilled in all your relationships.

LEAP is new, but it relies on what came before—from the many philosophical traditions I quoted above, from the science of psychology, and from common sense. It is a method for easily remembering and using age-old truths in your everyday life. Like a melody that is catchy and hard to forget, once you learn LEAP you will find that you can call it up any time you need it.

Your Part in This

I’ve been using this method in my own psychotherapy practice and teaching it to laypeople in seminars for many years. Its efficacy is not only scientifically based but also practically proven. It will work for you just as it has for thousands of others so long as you practice it with sincerity, honesty, and a true desire to move forward instead of staying stuck. The key word here is “practice.” If you’re anything like the people who come to my seminars, and I think you probably are, much of what you will learn in this book will ring true to you. And if you’re anything like me, you will, nevertheless, sometimes keep taking the bait and diligently argue your way into another impasse, all the while thinking, “That made sense when I read it, but it doesn’t work!”

In those instances it’s the lack of practice that leads me astray. Practice is essential. So after you’ve read a chapter, try out what you learned the next chance you get. Read this book with a highlighter and reread the sections you highlighted. Or, if using a highlighter is not your style, dog-ear those pages you want to be sure to remember. Mark my words, as you read, lightbulbs are going to go off. Make sure you note the pages where that happened so you can easily go back to them. When you’re done with the book, go back and read only the dog-eared pages. And take five minutes to go back and read the boxed quotes and lists you will see in the pages ahead.

It’s just like learning a song for the first time. You don’t learn the entire song the very first time you hear it. You have to repeat it until you get all the words and the melody memorized. But once it’s in your head, it’s impossible to forget.

 

SO WHATEVER HAPPENED to my statistics test? I went home after that frustrating conversation, calmed myself down, and considered my options. The next morning, I called the professor again, only this time I focused on understanding and appreciating his point of view rather than on persuading him with my arguments. I wanted to lower his defenses and look for what he needed in order to give me what I needed.

“I’m sorry to call again,” I said when he picked up the phone. “I just wanted to get a better understanding of your position. Would you mind if I asked you a couple of questions?”

“My position is the same,” he said defensively. “I’m not going to go back and forth on this.”

“I understand, and I promise I won’t argue with you. I’m sorry if I was a bit overbearing yesterday.”

“As I said, I’m sorry about your situation,” he said, softening and giving his own apology in response to mine. “I can see why you felt you had to make the case. What is it you want to know?”

“You mentioned that letting me take the test again would set a bad precedent. Is that right?” I asked, reflecting back what I’d heard him say the previous day.

“That’s correct. I’ve never done it, and if I do it for you there will be no end to it.”

“That would be extremely annoying,” I said empathizing with his feelings. “I teach several undergraduate courses, and I know I would be annoyed if every student who failed a test asked to take it again.”

“Yes, it would,” he agreed.

“I’m curious. How many people over the years have asked you what I asked?”

After what felt like an eternity of silence he said, “Actually, I can’t think of anyone who’s asked me to do that in the twenty years I’ve been teaching the course.”

“Well, maybe that’s because you have this rule and most people know not to ask.” I wanted to say that if no one had asked in twenty years it was obviously not going to be a problem for him to let me retake the test. But I held my tongue and kept my focus on understanding him rather than contesting him.

“Perhaps,” he said.

“Can I ask one last question?”

“Go ahead.”

“If by chance you had done this in the past and just aren’t remembering it now, would that make a difference?”

“Well, if there were a precedent I would have to reconsider.”

I thanked him and rushed to call David, who had been Professor Cohen’s teaching assistant for several years. David told me that five years before someone in the professor’s class had failed and taken the final over. That was the reason he’d originally suggested I call and ask for a second chance. David called Professor Cohen to remind him of this fact, and I retook the test the following morning. I passed with a B, graduated on schedule, and started my new job.

If I had not called the professor back with my new focus—lowering his defenses and listening with the goal of understanding what it was he needed rather than arguing the merits of my case—the impasse we reached in that first conversation would have been the last word.
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