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Steve Martin 

Steve began his presentation by stating that becoming a more effective influencer/persuader 

often meant deploying small changes that could have large positive consequences and that by 

helping us to understand six universal principles we could all become more effective in this area. 

Received wisdom, he said, pointed to the belief that the key to successful influencing is to make a 

good case using good data that made good economic sense – however, he pointed out that, even 

with this, people still reject our ideas and proposals.  Steve argues that this is largely because we 

live in a world where we are exposed to endless data and simply presenting data loses impact.  

Instead, he argued that what is more important is to identify what will grab people’s attention – 

that instead of having a compelling case we need to make a case compelling 

First he set about debunking a number of myths: 

 Provide information and people will pay attention – no because we have too much 

information 

 You must change attitudes before you change behaviour – but research suggests that 

when we change behaviour first we begin to change attitudes; that it is very hard to get 

people to change their minds but getting people to change behaviour is easier 

 If you ask people what influences them they will tell you – but people are not good at 

identifying what influences them – ‘we are strangers to our future selves’ and in reality we 

don’t know how we will respond much beyond the here and now.  Knowing this, it is 

better to watch people actually rather than ask them 

Steve then spoke about the concept of pre-suasion i.e. preparing your audience for your message 

before they receive it: 

 Contrast effects – two things presented in sequence are perceived very differently than 

when they are presented in isolation – i.e. what you experience before impacts how you 

experience the next thing.  So you might consider the order in which you present your 

argument.  Research also tells us that, in negotiations, the person that makes the first 

offer typically comes out with the better deal and that in recruitment decisions the last 

candidate to be interviewed often gets the job! Why? When you go first you are compared 
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to the ideal yet standards get lower as the process goes on and our performance appraisal 

of candidates is often stingier in the early stages 

The Six Universal Principles of Influencing 

1. Reciprocity – the concept of social obligation means that we are more likely to say ‘yes’ to 

somebody if we feel in debt to them; giving back gains approval and we seek approval.  

Consider asking yourself ‘Who can I help?’ before asking ‘Who can help me?’  Be proactive in 

doing this in simple human acts – this will gain attention and makes it more likely for your 

message to then be received; think about making whatever you are planning to do significant, 

personalised and unexpected (the latter is key to opening minds) e.g. when presenting a 

report don’t email it instead consider taking it personally or pop it into a hand addressed 

envelope and post it. 

Consider also the power of ‘the golden moment’ of influence and persuasion. When someone 

thanks you for doing something for them don’t respond with e.g. ‘my pleasure’ or ‘you’re 

welcome’ instead thinking about making a request to enable the obligation to be passed on to 

someone else.  Leaders who recognise golden moments are considered to be most likeable and 

most effective in influencing others. 

2. Scarcity – people want more of the things they believe can get less of; we are attracted to 

those things that are less abundant and tend to focus on the things that we might lose rather 

than what we might gain.  Therefore when presenting proposals don’t just point out what 

might be gained by accepting it but also point out what might be lost if they don’t accept it.  

However, don’t incite too much fear as this will backfire. Evidence suggests that C-suite 

executives pay more attention to proposals that point out what could be lost rather than just 

focus on what will be gained.  Make it clear what people stand to gain and stand to lose. 

3. Authority – ‘the messenger is the message’. Messengers gain authority through their genuine 

expertise and their trustworthiness and these need to be demonstrated before your 

proposition is made.  Consider how you introduce people in your team – e.g. make reference 

to their qualifications and experience.  A bonus is that when your team know that they have 

these labels they will do what they can to live up to them.  However, the messenger also 

needs to appear trustworthy – although trust generally takes time to build up it can be 

achieved quickly by admitting a (small) weakness about your idea/proposal.  In doing so, you 

get in first and this makes you appear more trustworthy.  Research shows that organisations 

that ‘fess up’ to problems and show how they can/have put it right score more highly than 

those who choose to blame others.   

4. Consistency – people like to live up to their commitments, actions and beliefs. If you ask 

someone to do something for you, and they agree, they will generally deliver. This works 

especially well if you ask for a small initial commitment in the beginning and then work up to 

something bigger, especially if the requests are made publically, seem effortless to undertake 

and involve un-coerced actions.  Starting small can encourage bigger, sustainable changes in 
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the future. An additional dimension it to appeal to commitments that may already be installed 

in people’s minds. 

5. Liking – we prefer to be influenced by people we like.  And we like people with whom we 

share common and uncommon commonalities, who compliment us (find things to compliment 

about people you don’t like) and with whom we can sense the opportunity for cooperation 

(pay attention to what unites people). Also think about the freshness or staleness of your (and 

your team members) relationships with clients/customers.  Research demonstrates that the 

longer we have been in a relationship the more assumptions we make about their preferences 

and the fewer questions we ask them about what they want.  Evidence suggests that 18 

months is probably the optimum time to be in the relationship before our prediction of 

accuracy of their needs decreases. 

6. Social proof – people like to feel certain about what they are doing by looking at cues from 

others around them.  If we think that others are doing something we are more inclined to do 

the same thing.  So instead of pointing to undesirable behaviours in others (in order to bring 

about behavioural change), point out the desired behaviour and intimate that others in their 

area are already doing it. 

 

In summary, Steve suggested that if we deploy one or more of the six universal principles we are 

more likely to make our case compelling and become more effective influencers/persuaders.  In 

looking for improvement he also cautioned against simply looking at best practice, suggesting 

instead that we might look to break the mould and do something different. 

 

Gareth Jones 

Gareth started with the question ‘Why should anyone be led by you?’ before stating that, although 

leadership was not always a pleasant activity, effective leadership brought about measured 

improvements in individual and organisational performance. 

Gareth made it clear that he was talking about leadership as an activity rather than a position held 

in a hierarchy – that ‘leadership is profoundly non-hierarchical’.  His belief is that everybody could 

become a leader if they really wanted to be a leader (but not everyone does) and they are 

prepared to work hard at it.  He stated that ‘effective leadership excites people to exceptional 

performance’, it improves the performance of teams and organisations and that it is critical in a 

‘hyper-competitive phase of capitalism’. 

The search for authentic leadership 

In today’s world trust is at an all-time low and people are deeply cynical about business, business 

leaders and political leaders.  This has resulted in: 
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 Loss of reality  

 Loss of meaning 

 Loss of community 

 Loss of trust 

Authenticity is an idea whose time has come as people want to be led by a ‘real’ person. 

Research over the years has focused on looking at leaders (who they are and how they become 

leaders) rather than on the concept of leadership and how this is enacted. Gareth argued that the 

time has come to ask followers what is meant by great leadership and what they want.  Research 

suggests that followers want 4 or 5 key things including: 

 Community – the need to be part of something and belong 

 Significance – acknowledgment and recognition for our contribution 

 Excitement 

 Authenticity 

To what extent is our leadership exciting and authentic? Who decides if it is thus? This has to be 

our followers; which suggests that we need to stay close to our followers to understand better 

what they think and how they feel. 

Classic leadership research has traditionally looked at aspects such as traits, style and contingency 

(i.e. context).  The latter is very important and you need to understand who you are leading, the 

nature of the task in hand and which aspect of the situation you can turn to your advantage. 

What is leadership? 

 Leadership is contextual (leadership is enacted differently e.g. in a mill than in a law firm) 

 Leadership is relational  

 Leadership is non-hierarchical 

What do authentic leaders do? 

 Leaders must read the context in which they are operating – ‘learn to see’ – and take 

symbolic actions to change situations 

 Identify with their followers – get close but keep your social distance 

 Show your differences – differences need to be significant, real and perceived by others 

(and related to the context).  It is better to first show your strengths 
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 Being authentic does not mean being the same all the time – this means that you have to 

know yourself and be prepared to show yourself (enough!); be an authentic chameleon 

 Reveal weaknesses as this give followers a chance to help you … but differences should be 

real and humanising and not be too big 

 Communicate – as we are bombarded with data we need to be able to make information 

compelling; therefore think about strengths and weaknesses of your argument, think 

about your vision and values.  Be prepared to communicate this via the medium of story-

telling and choose the best channel for your communication (e.g. 1:1, in a small team in a 

big group etc.) 

 Conform enough – connect with others, gain traction and then change 

 Ensure consistency between words and deeds 

 Be comfortable with your origins (you can change the future but not your past) – turn 

ghosts into ancestors and resentments into regret 

This all leads to one conclusion – BE YOURSELF - MORE - WITH SKILL – effective leadership is a 

skilful and authentic role(s) performance  

What does this mean? 

As leaders we must: 

 Come out of our comfort zone 

 Find sources of replenishment 

 Gain perspective 

 Get feedback (especially 360) 

 Not try to be perfect 

 Try to be great (act as if you could change the world) 

 Customise our development – sharpen our saw 

 Ensure we are in the right place to express our authentic self? 

Gareth then moved the presentation from the individual to the organisation and asked the 

question ‘Why would anyone want to work here?’ 

Sticking with theme of authenticity, he argued that this be considered a quality of organisations. 

What is an authentic organisation? 
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Context – consider aspects such as: 

 The changing shape of work 

 The loss of loyalty/cohesion 

 The ‘gig’ economy 

 Changing work patterns 

 Loss of faith, meaning and form 

 Stress, pressure, performance measurement 

Consider also the: 

 Rise of the millennials (high expectations of self and others, question traditional authority, 

have increased mobility but want greater work/life balance, have fast recognition, want 

creative challenges and responsibility) 

 Rise of the ‘clevers’ - they are going to be great at new things in the knowledge economy, 

they want to control their identity, their skills are not easily replicated, they know their 

worth, they ask difficult questions, they have organisational savvy, they are not impressed 

by position and want instant access to the top, they well connected (both inside and 

outside the organisation), they have a low-boredom threshold and they won’t thank you 

 Rise of new role models – we are moving away from making individuals valuable to 

organisations to making organisations more valuable to individuals who know their value 

The organisations that people want to work for have the appropriate culture and focus on trust 

and engagement.  Gareth suggested a way of creating this kind of organisation involves DREAMS: 

 D = difference beyond diversity – enabling you to be yourself and express individuality; 

creativity increases with diversity and declines with sameness; amplify difference rather 

than minimise it; encourage diversity even if it is difficult 

 R = radical honesty – tell truth to power and before anyone else tells it; tell people what’s 

going on; be reactive and pro-active 

 E = extra value – generate value with customers, clients and communities; don’t treat 

consumers as passive recipients but as co-creators 

 A = authenticity – this builds trust and involves knowing what you stand for; having a 

rooted sense of identity; having a brand culture that is lived obsessively; having a leader 

who models the values 
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 M = meaningful jobs – increase pleasure and reduce pain; meaning comes from 

connections, community and cause; the most profitable companies are not always the 

most profitably orientated 

 S = simple rules rather than a fog of bureaucracy – believe in the rules that provide 

freedom but involve constraint; freedom is the knowledge of necessity but avoid drowning 

in a sea of rules ‘a handful of shared values is worth more than a hundred rules’; beware 

mock rules and rule creep; consider the difference between systemisation (people know 

what rules are for) and bureaucratisation (people don’t know what rules are for) 

When considering the above be prepared for conflict, so don’t try too much in one go but keep 

your promises. 

Actions that can be taken: 

 Difference – have a consensus around values (leads to creativity) 

 Radical honesty – have world class communications (leads to understanding) 

 Extra value – makes this personal and professional (leads to personal development) 

 Authenticity – acknowledge your legacy (leads to trust) 

 Meaningful jobs – organise around enthusiasms and connect people’s work (leads to 

purpose) 

 Simple rules – enable trust before rules; organisations need to be as complex as they need 

to be (leads to freedom) 

 

Summary of the day  

Our two subject experts shared with us not only an insight into their respective subject areas, but 

also a range of ideas and recommendations for practical application.  For me, the key themes that 

came out of the day were the challenge of being our ‘authentic self’ in the workplace together 

with the importance of our engagement and connection with others.  This will take effort on our 

part but the payoff is the opportunity to be a more influential and effective leader. 

 


