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	This SECRETS book contains a number of special textual features, which have been developed to help you navigate the chapters quickly and easily. Throughout the book, you will find these indicated by the following icons:
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	Each chapter contains quotes from inspiring figures. These will be useful for helping you understand different viewpoints and why each secret is useful in a practical context.
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	Also included in each chapter are three strategies that outline techniques for putting this secret into practice.
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	The putting it all together box at the end of each chapter provides a summary of each chapter, and a quick way into the core concepts of each secret.






INTRODUCTION

•  Are you paid the salary you deserve?

•  Are your contributions in meetings given the attention they merit?

•  Do you have the online following you would like?

•  Are you ‘in the know’, part of the ‘inner circle’, a ‘mover and a shaker’?

If the answer to any of these questions is no, then you are probably suffering from an influence deficit. Influence is the magic dust that gets things done and gets you where you want to go. Without it, life can seem like the punishment of Sisyphus: however much effort you put into rolling the boulder uphill, you seem condemned to watch it roll dispiritingly down to the bottom again.

This book will equip you with the strategies you need to take control of your life and achieve the results you are looking for. It will lift the lid on what it takes to be influential – the good, the bad and the sometimes ugly.

The views expressed in these pages are the result of more than ten years’ work as a business consultant, during which time I have been privileged to observe the truly influential at close quarters around the world. The strategies I lay out I have mostly observed in action first hand, but I have also greatly benefited from the generosity of many of my clients who have submitted to in-depth interviews on the subject of influence. Most would only speak on condition of anonymity – indicating a self-consciousness, no doubt, about acknowledging their own influential status and a wariness of disclosing their modus operandi – but they are mostly quoted verbatim here on the way influence is acquired, honed and best deployed.

Along the way, my research has largely dispelled four pervasive myths about influence.

The first myth is that it is a skill, like public speaking or playing the flute. Equip people with a set of techniques, proponents of this approach suggest, and they can be applied in any situation. Influence is a process that can be done ‘to’ someone. Give me half an hour in the boss’s office and I’ll ‘influence’ him round to my way of thinking – it’s a sort of layman’s hypnosis. This is complete nonsense. If I did indeed manage to influence my boss in that half-hour conversation, the result is much more likely to have been achieved because of the credibility I have built up in his eyes over a long period than any verbal sorcery that came out of my mouth on the spur of the moment. The acquisition of influence is a long-term process. It is the gradual accumulation of credibility over time, and it is a strategy far more than a skill.

The second myth is that anyone who aspires to be influential must be a modern-day Machiavelli, a creature of the night, dark, devious and willing to stop at nothing to achieve his dastardly aims. A range of lurid and occasionally bestselling non-fiction titles has contributed to this caricature. The truth is rather more mundane. Yes, a streak of ruthlessness is sometimes required to consolidate a position of influence. There is certainly a need to keep your friends close and your enemies closer. But influence is more effectively achieved by nobler attributes: a fertile imagination, a keen work ethic, a talent for getting on with people. Keen students of the ‘dark arts’ of political intrigue are likely to be disappointed with most (but not all) of what follows.

Another, and possibly more pervasive, myth is that influence is the inevitable reward for a lifetime of hard work and honest endeavour. Put in the hours, this theory runs, keep your nose clean, establish a track record of modest achievement and you will become influential by default. This is wishful thinking. Most of the people I talked to fell into one of two distinct categories. They either excelled at something – they were subject-matter experts or highly skilled practitioners – or they were extremely skilful at orchestrating people and events to enable them to achieve their objectives. There was mostly a plan or a talent at work; it was rarely about simply serving time.

Finally, despite what our celebrity-obsessed culture may suggest, you don’t need to be famous to be influential. None of the people interviewed for this book is in the public eye, yet all have been able to achieve what they wanted in organizations large and small.

Before I give an overview of the factors that are relevant in becoming influential, it is worth exploring briefly the context in which influence is acquired today. Until fairly recently, influence could be secured only with the involvement and co-operation of other people. A novelist needed a publisher; a journalist needed a supportive editor. Politicians obviously relied on the machinery of their parties, and businesspeople on the approval of their directors and their shareholders. Having an idea or a talent was not enough – you needed the assistance of others to reach an audience. The social skills were therefore as important as the creative ones – getting people onside, working effectively in a team, playing the system, abiding by the rules mattered as much as the quality of the thought or innovation.

The Internet changed all that. Now it is possible to acquire influence without a support system. It’s not just the President of the United States or the CEO of General Electric who gets to shape opinion – it’s a lone blogger in New Jersey who catches a wave. ‘Ideas that spread win,’ says Seth Godin, a social commentator who himself personifies this new brand of influence. To be influential in this space, it is all about the quality, the freshness and the creativity of the idea. So, if your aim is to gain influence using a laptop and a broadband connection, there are a few basic principles that might help you in Part 1 of this book.

For the rest of us, working away in organizations large and small, it’s not just the purity of the thought that counts: it’s the way we play the system. The other parts of the book are intended to help you with that.

So just how do we become influential? It seems to be a combination of five factors: what you think; who you know; what you do; who you are – and how you play the game. This book groups the 50 influencing strategies under these five headings. In which areas do you see yourself exerting influence?

1 What you think

If this is the age of ideas, you come up with more than your fair share. This is the route to influence for the innovators, the creatives and the mould-breakers. You think differently. You express your fresh thinking powerfully. And there is a great opportunity here for ‘solopreneurs’, people who don’t necessarily need an organization to achieve influence – just brilliant, imaginative thinking and access to an audience. Exemplar: Malcolm Gladwell

2 Who you know

Other people are the means of your ascent, and I don’t mean that disparagingly. You are extremely skilled at making alliances, bringing people together and getting the best out of others. You see a team as greater than the sum of its parts. Exemplar: Alex Ferguson

3 What you do

You have honed your own productivity until it is the envy of the competition. You personally produce more or better than other people. Your influence stems largely from an unarguable track record of achievement. Exemplar: Roger Federer

4 Who you are

You make an impression on everyone you meet. You are supremely aware of your strengths and confident in your abilities. You make a strong personal impact and are the sort of person others feel compelled to follow. You will also evade easy categorization – perhaps you could be proficient across several fields. Exemplar: Steve Jobs

5 How well you play the game

You have a true politician’s appreciation of the delicate balance of power and are able to build support for your own agenda and marginalize opponents. You are adept at using the levers of power and can be ruthless in your pursuit of it. Exemplar: Lyndon B. Johnson

These, then, are the five key areas the book will consider. The genuinely influential appear to excel in more than one of these areas, but don’t feel you need to master them all! You will notice that some of the ideas seem contradictory – in defence of which I can only say that there is more than one way to skin a cat. These strategies are for dipping into and experimenting with: I hope you find some practical and actionable help here, and that these techniques help you achieve more of what you feel you deserve.


Part 1

What you know: influence through ideas
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Simplify
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‘Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication.’






Leonardo da Vinci
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‘If you can’t state your position in eight words or less, you don’t have a position.’






Seth Godin
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‘If you can’t explain it to a six-year-old, you don’t understand it yourself.’






Albert Einstein
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‘Simplicity is about subtracting the obvious and adding the meaningful.’






John Maeda, The Laws of Simplicity: Design, Technology, Business, Life
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‘Simplicity is the final achievement. After one has played a vast quantity of notes and more notes, it is simplicity that emerges as the crowning reward of art.’






Frédéric Chopin

John Turner, a junior partner at a global accountancy practice, felt uneasy as he settled into the back of a cab in the darkness of a February morning. It wasn’t the early start that had disturbed him – he was used to those. No, it was his destination – the studios of Bloomberg Television – where he was to participate in a live breakfast-time interview on the effect of the credit crunch on small and medium-sized British businesses.

He had never been on television before. He had only had a half-day of media training a couple of years previously. He was relatively junior. He felt like a fraud. He reached for his phone and gave his head of department a call. Mike Collins, one of the firm’s most senior partners, answered the call straight away.

‘Mike, I’m on my way to this Bloomberg thing and I’m panicking a bit. Are you sure I’m the best qualified to do it? Shouldn’t this be your territory, or someone else with a bit more gravitas than me?’

Collins’s reply was unequivocal.

‘It’s breakfast time, John. Gravitas is the last thing people want – it will send them back to sleep. Do what you do in team meetings – tell it like it is. Demystify all the BS. You’ll be fine.’

Emboldened, 45 minutes later John found himself under the bright lights of the studio floor, sitting across the table from Bloomberg’s breakfast-time anchor.

‘So, John Turner, perhaps you can help us understand the implications of the latest economic data…’

He picked up the baton without pausing.

‘Francine, there’s a lot of hot air around at the moment on this subject but when you get down to it, what British business is most concerned about are the 3 Ls: leverage, liquidity and liability. So let’s see how this new data impacts on each of these…’

Later in the day, John bumped into Mike Collins.

‘Great job this morning, John. Really good response from our clients.’

‘Hope I did OK…’

‘You did fantastic. It’s a real gift you’ve got. I could have thrown 20 more senior people at that interview and I guarantee they would have done a great job of making a complex situation even more complex. You stripped it down to its bare essentials, which is why everyone wants you on the end of a phone…’
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AIM FOR SIMPLICITY + MEMORABILITY






I lose count of the number of people I come across who have achieved positions of influence because of their communication style. And the winning style shows remarkable consistency: simplicity is its hallmark. Being able to boil an argument down to its bare essentials and convey the essence of a concept in plain language – this is a highly valued trait.

Less is always more: fewer sentences; fewer syllables; and fewer slides. This is usually the result of hard work; great communicators tend to be ruthless editors of their own material, which is refined and refined until the greatest effect is achieved with the fewest words.

One of my interviewees put it this way:

‘I have noticed how highly prized clarity is. You can have the best idea in the world but, unless you can communicate it clearly in the first 30 seconds, people start switching off. So before big meetings I will always take a few moments to gather my thoughts and consider the three key points I want to make. I will sometimes boil it down to just three key words – I ask myself: ‘What three key words do I want people to remember about this proposal or idea’?’

Closely aligned with simplicity is memorability and if you can combine the two you have a winning formula. John Turner in our earlier example used alliteration to good effect. Rather than his three key words being random, he had them all begin with the same letter. Cheesy? Possibly. Memorable? You bet.

Likewise, the occasional rhyme can boost your memorability. Sin Bin. Brain Drain. Analysis Paralysis. These are all phrases I expect you have heard. They are all concepts that have stood the test of time. They are not necessarily the most astute or brilliant of insights, but the packaging was simplicity + memorability: a short phrase coupled with a rhyme.
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MAKE LESS NOISE; INCREASE THE SIGNAL






Give people an opportunity not to engage with your message and they will probably take it. An important aspect of getting your ideas taken seriously is to ensure the minimum level of distraction – and people are often their own worst enemies in this regard.

Things that frequently get in the way of the message we want to send are unconscious repetition, vagueness and the pointless use of acronyms and abbreviations. Distracting body language such as shuffling papers or twiddling pens is another common way of diverting your audience’s attention away from your key points. We have all sat through meetings and presentations where we have put up with people poring anxiously over their notes or wasting time with endless context-setting and ‘background’ information without ever getting to the point.

I’m sure that you can add your own pet peeve to the list.

The point is that all of this activity dilutes the message. It is extraneous.

When you have formulated your idea or proposal in such a way that it can be delivered with simplicity, don’t undermine it with your own distracting mannerisms. Get out of the way, and get to the point.
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GO UNPLUGGED






Another threat to simplicity in communication is our reliance on technology. How many presentations have you attended where because of an ‘IT’ failing, the whole event sank like a stone?

Sure, multimedia presentations can be compelling when done well. Images, data and statistics can look great flashed up on the big screen. But there is always the risk of technological meltdown. And often we will need to do our influencing not in a plush lecture theatre where a captive audience hangs on our every word, but over an imperfect telephone line being interrupted by five other speakers.

Don’t assume that technology will conceal your own inadequacy. Instead, make sure that you can make your point without the need for fancy diagrams or animations. Steve Jobs, who is often viewed as the exemplar of this kind of communication, ironically enough didn’t rely on technology for his presentational power. He used slides but they usually contained just one simple phrase or a single high-quality image. The real impact was made by the man himself, in black, pacing the stage without notes, giving his real-time demonstrations of whatever technology he was launching. One man and a prop captured the attention of the world.

The way we prepare to communicate our ideas is often the root of confused or confusing thinking. We will often reach first for the computer or the notepad and start to draft our ideas as if putting together an essay or a treatise. Crucially, though, our ideas need to be heard rather than read, and that requires a different kind of composition.

Work it all out in your head before writing it down. Usually, when I make this suggestion in workshops, people are aghast. ‘I’ve got so much to say,’ they will remark. ‘How can I possibly remember it all?’ And that is exactly the point. If you can’t remember it without recourse to voluminous notes or spreadsheets, what hope does your audience have of understanding the import of what you wanted to say?
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	If your idea or point of view resists simplification – if it cannot be expressed in language a child would understand – there’s probably something wrong with it. Maybe you have seen the tortuous pitches people sometimes give on the TV show Dragon’s Den? They stand in the spotlight in front of potential investors, their big moment has arrived, and they are incapable of articulating exactly what their product or service is, let alone how it would benefit from investment.




	The ability to simplify – to make the complex accessible – is a key skill of the influential.

•  What are the three key words that encapsulate your idea/proposal/contribution to a meeting?

•  What distracting mannerisms do you need to control?

•  Can you reduce your reliance on technology to influence and persuade?







[image: image]

Identify
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‘As a designer, you’ve always got to push yourself forward; you’ve always got to keep up with the trends or make your own trends. That’s what I do.’






Alexander McQueen
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‘You have to stay updated on trends, social things and pop culture, you need to stay with the times and keep evolving.’






Corey Feldman
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‘I don’t set trends. I just find out what they are and exploit them.’






Dick Clark
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‘I like inventing stories. Very often it’s exciting to write about an imaginary future based on trends, you work out what things could wind up as.’






Nigel Kneale
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‘It’s hard to go with a trend. As soon as it’s out, everyone picks it up. It’s important to stay true to yourself. Have fun with fashion instead of letting it dictate.’






Estella Warren

Tipping points. Black swans. Generation X. These phrases have achieved the influencer’s holy grail: they have entered the language, have outlined their initial context and are used in their own right over and over again every day around the world.

Malcolm Gladwell, Nasim Nicholas Taleb and Douglas Coupland – the originators, respectively, of these three phrases – are perfect exponents of this influencing tactic. Not only did they identify three trends or phenomena: the moment at which a (metaphorical) trickle becomes a flood; major unexpected events that are sometimes wrongly rationalized after the event; and the fact that a generation of people can share certain attitudes and traits. They also came up with a memorable phrase to encapsulate the trend and sear it on the listener’s brain.

Your objective need not be to become part of the global vernacular (though why not?). The ability to notice a trend and apply a vivid label to it can turn you into a poet or a philosopher in your own organization, arena or even household! None of the three examples uses advanced verbal pyrotechnics – you don’t have to be a lyricist in the Bob Dylan mould to use this technique. It’s about simple, colourful phrases attached to concepts visible to anyone but packaged brilliantly by you.

We so often default to the bland in our everyday communication. From the deadness of the email subject line – ‘Tomorrow’s Meeting’, ‘Catch-up Call’ – to the banal predictability of so many PowerPoint presentations – ‘Budget Forecast Update Q1’ – the bar for being memorable is set reassuringly low. Any attempt you make to liven up a presentation or meeting through the language you use is likely to win you some credit.

A knack for delivering the memorable phrase is undoubtedly a common trait of the genuinely influential. From Churchill’s Iron Curtain to Mandela’s Rainbow Nation, the best leaders have known the power of a simple phrase. These politicians were often able to rely on an army of professional speechwriters, of course, but if you follow the principles that follow, you should be able to come up with a few purple pearls of your own…
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SAY IT IN METAPHOR






Sun Tzu wrote the Art of War in about 500 bce, but it remains a favourite text for leaders everywhere. Its popularity is surely due in part to our thirst for metaphor and analogy: not many of the Chinese general’s twenty-first-century readers will be tasked with turning 180 concubines into soldiers as Sun Tzu apparently was, but there is something inherently pleasing about comparing the rules of ancient warfare with the challenges of our own lives, businesses and careers.

If you can take a concept from a popular but unrelated field – television, for example, or a sport, or a phenomenon from the natural world – and apply it to a trend you want to talk about, you can often imprint your thinking indelibly on other people’s brains.

I show two slides in a talk I give about building a network: one is a picture of a frog; the other a picture of a bat. I’m making a simple point: some people are reactive and laze around in their ponds all day waiting for a juicy fly to drop in on them. Others are more proactive, make a point of getting out, covering the territory and seeking out their prey. Which are you, I ask the audience: frog or bat?

It’s not a particularly apposite analogy, but it never fails to generate a buzz of excited chatter in the room. And once, years after my session, I saw one of the delegates again. ‘I remember you,’ she said. ‘You’re the frog and bat man!’

Next time you want to make a point or an observation, particularly to a large audience, why not consider expressing yourself metaphorically? Maybe your organization used to share the properties of a lion, but now it needs to become more of a cheetah: greater win ratios but smaller prey. Or perhaps your team has become so concerned with defending its territory that it has stopped thinking about the need to score a few goals of its own? Perhaps the cultural shift you are trying to achieve is akin to a PC user encountering his first Mac?

The more vivid your word picture, the more easily your audience can relate to the original idea; and the chances of your idea gaining traction and spreading are increased exponentially.
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THINK IN FOUR BOXES






While you have been reading this chapter, someone, somewhere has drawn the growth/share matrix on a whiteboard somewhere and asked a class of students to consider the implications of too many question marks versus too few cash cows and all the other permutations that arise from the most celebrated four-box model of all time.

Developed by the Boston Consulting Group way back in 1970, the matrix uses two sets of variables (rate of growth and market share) and applies labels to the four combinations to provide an accessible framework for discussing, in this case, an organization’s product portfolio. And if longevity is the ultimate proof of influence, this framework (aka the Boston Box) must be in the premier league as it closes in on its 50th birthday.

Four-box models have for years made money for business consultants everywhere and can come in handy for you, too. If anything has two clear sets of parameters – time and money, say, or size and speed – get drawing your two axes, put a label on your four boxes, and start being seen as some sort of pedagogical Picasso.

Sometimes, a critical role in meetings is giving shape or structure to the discussion, and authoring a four-box model can help do that. It’s money for old rope – but don’t tell the business consultants I told you.
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USE THE RULE OF THREE






Another way of communicating an insight in such a way that it stands a chance of being retained and perhaps achieving a life of its own is to divide it into its constituent parts. And there is no doubt that three is the magic number in this context.

All the way from Julius Caesar, who came, saw and conquered, to Tony Blair whose three priorities were education, education and education – via the American constitutionalists’ appeal to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness – three has had almost mystical rhetorical properties. Maybe it’s because we divide existence into past, present and future, so the rule of three is almost hard-wired into us.

When you next present your ideas, eschew the 16 bullet points in favour of a snappy rule of three. Things get understood in threes. Things get remembered in threes. Working with this principle – ‘I think there are three phases we need to work through…’ ‘There are probably three acts to this drama – recognition, redirection and renewal. And we’re not even at recognition phase yet…’ – can transform your impact (especially when combined with a little alliteration, as in the last example).

Again, this doesn’t have to be clever. It simply combines two fundamentals of influential communication: simplicity and memorability.
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	[image: image]  Putting it all together




	Some of this may sound outside your comfort zone: if you like to think of yourself as a plain speaker, this stuff may seem just a bit too contrived or, well, cheesy to get your buy-in. Think again. One of the surest ways to influence is to stand out from the crowd, and because so much of business life is conducted in a bland monochrome, some modest creativity of thought can provoke a surprisingly positive response. It is not the individuals with the greatest insight who gain the most influence, but those who can communicate their insight with impact and clarity.

•  What are the key trends or developments in your field or industry that people have yet to pay much attention to?

•  What opportunities do you have to draw these trends to other people’s attention?

•  Can you use the tricks of the scriptwriter’s trade – metaphor, analogy, four-box model or rule of three – to communicate your insight in a bright, original way?
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