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It All Starts with a Marshmallow

Little Robbie sat silently, his eyes glued to the object on the 
table in front of him—a single marshmallow. A tiny, unas-

suming ball of sugar. Robbie, with his blue wool sweater and 
mop of tousled brown hair, just happened to be the kind of kid 
that loved marshmallows. And yet, he sat there, fighting the 
growing urge to reach over and grab it.  That’s because, after he 
sat down by the table with the coveted marshmallow, he was 
given a choice: eat the marshmallow and savor the sweetness, 
OR wait until the person who brought him into the room re-
turned, in which case—if he had not yet eaten the marshmal-
low—he would be rewarded with a second one for his patience.  
Then he’d have two.

Th at’s the premise for one of my favorite experiments, con-
ducted in Stanford in the late 1960’s. Kids, around the age of fi ve, 
were left  alone in a room with a marshmallow. Th e test was sim-
ple—eat the initial marshmallow or wait and receive another one. 
Th e adult who brought them into the room told them the follow-
ing: “I am leaving the room now. Th e marshmallow is yours and 
you are free to eat it. But if, when I return, you have not eaten the 
marshmallow, I will give you a second one.” Th e children were then 
left  alone for roughly 15 minutes.

It probably comes as no surprise that 66% of the children 
ended up buckling and eating the fi rst marshmallow. But here’s 
the kicker: Over 50 years down the road, the kids from the marsh-
mallow test are still surveyed from time to time. 
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Th e results were astounding.

Th ere is an overwhelming correlation between delayed grat-
ifi cation and the ability to succeed in life. Th ose that were able to 
put their immediate desires on hold were more successful later in 
life. 

Th is famous marshmallow experiment inspired me to write 
this book about my experiences as a professional persuader. It 
made me realize that when it comes to trying to infl uence people 
around us and persuade them to think and act in a certain way, 
we are all just like those kids, sitting in front of tempting marsh-
mallows. We face a similar choice between immediate action or 
waiting and holding out for a better outcome.  

Th is is the core principle behind this book — if you want to 
eff ectively persuade people, you need to understand when immedi-
ate gratifi cation is holding you back. Th is is critical, because for 
most of us—most of the time—our inability to persuade people is 
entirely our doing. And yet, that’s also great news because it 
means it is almost entirely up to us to achieve the opposite out-
come—eff ective persuasion. But fi rst, we need to make sure to 
successfully arrive at a preliminary achievement: we need to get 
people to connect with us before we get them to connect the dots 
that make up the world as we see it.

The use of powerful tools, like well-structured arguments, 
killer facts, respectable sources, impeccable timing, and an 
overall impressive intellectual capacity are simply not effective 
when they do not have a solid interpersonal foundation to 
stand on. At best, you’ll be shooting blank bullets; but even 
more likely (almost tragically), your efforts will prove coun-
terproductive. 
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So, what is the solid interpersonal foundation I was referring 
to? Answer: It is the emotional experience others have when they 
interact with you.

Don’t get me wrong, being able to craft  a well-reasoned argu-
ment is incredibly important. I am not suggesting you stop using 
them... not at all. It’s more about timing, like the marshmallow 
test. See, we humans are funny in that way. How you made some-
one feel is going to impact them much faster than the ideas you 
present. Th is emotional impact will last much longer than the im-
pact of the information you shared with them. Check out the 
graph below.

Cut to its simplest form, this graph shows the following: your 
ability to remember all the ins and outs and details of a prolonged 
debate is extremely limited and is going to taper off  quickly. In 
fact, people will forget most of the things you said within just a 
few short minutes. However, how you feel about someone fades 
very slowly, sometimes not at all. If someone left  a very positive or 
negative impression on you, you will maintain that impression for 
years to come. 

Now try to recall a recent argument you had. How much 
time and energy did you spend on arguments and facts? How 
much energy did you invest in making others listen to what you 
had to say? 

Did you make it so that others enjoyed hearing what you had 
to say, leaving them with a good taste in their mouths—you know, 
like a marshmallow—to remember the conversation by?
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Th is is where delayed gratifi cation comes out to play. Instead 
of focusing on the cognitive side of our interactions, such as be-
ing an excellent debater or having all the facts, we want to fi rst put 
our focus on developing positive and pleasant interactions that 
are built on a foundation of emotional intelligence (EQ). Emo-
tional intelligence, not intellectual intelligence, is what this book 
will show you how to develop and use in order to improve your 
persuasive capabilities. Pleasant interactions will lead to stronger 
relationships, which in turn will lead to more frequent interac-
tions, creating a greater number of opportunities to infl uence. 
Th ese relationships will be the key to your ability to be more per-
suasive and ultimately exercise true infl uence.

So how is it done?

In order to turn ourselves into the kind of person that prac-
tices and thrives through delayed gratifi cation when trying to 
persuade, we need to learn to avoid three gratifi cation traps.

1. Our false sense of urgency
2. Our need for absolute certainty
3. Our need for credit

Fair warning—these traps are really clever. If at any point, 
you fi nd yourself staring in horror at the page in front of you, with 
a crushing realization that you have fallen into one (or all) of these 
traps on a daily basis, it’s ok! You are not alone. Th e good news is 
that learning to avoid these traps is possible, and this book is pre-
cisely about that. 

Aft er we learn all about these dangerous gratifi cation traps 
and how to identify them early on in conversations, we will then 
learn how to successfully avoid them by using a fi ve-step process 
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that ensures we will never fall into them again. Well... “never” is a 
big word. Given that I still fi nd myself at the bottom of these traps 
sometimes, let’s just say that, together, we will learn how to dra-
matically reduce the number of times we do fall. In turn, this will 
dramatically increase the number of times we get that second 
marshmallow as people respond to us with a smile, and as they 
say those beautiful words: “You know, I haven’t thought of it that 
way… interesting!” 
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Choose Your Own Path

Th is is a book using delayed gratifi cation to increase our abil-
ity to persuade people. We want what we want, and we want it when 
we want it, which is usually “now!” Not to mention that waiting 
oft en goes against what society is relentlessly teaching us…

• “Th e time is now!”
• “Hurry up!” 
• “Th is deal won’t last long!” 
• “Have it on my desk fi rst thing in the morning!” 

Put frankly, delayed gratifi cation is not likely to be our strong 
suit, and that is 100% alright. Aft er all, that marshmallow can be 
exceptionally tempting! 

So here’s the deal—the fi rst chapter provides a foundation 
for all of the sexy tips and tricks to follow. But they don’t hold that 
action-packed punch you might be craving, now that you’ve taken 
a proactive step and are reading these words. Are they stuff ed 
with good content? 

You bet. 

Are they worth reading? 

Absolutely. 

But if you’re low on patience and don’t feel like reading 
through all these pages before you get to the ‘meat’—that’s fine. 
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I get it.  After all, I’m not going to expect you to delay gratifica-
tion at this point. You still haven’t read the book. 

Go ahead and skip to chapter 2 if you can’t be bothered right 
now with theoretical foundations. When you’re done, you’re wel-
come to come back and read this part.  Aft er all, this is your 
book.

For those of you who want a little background for the tips 
and tools I present in this book, the next 23 pages will give you 
just that. Th ey off er a broader context to the fi eld I have come to 
love and have dedicated my life to over the past 15 years.
 

Let’s get started!
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I   Chapter 1   I

2% 

What is persuasion?

Most people see the ability to persuade as something that a 
select few are born with. Th ey see infl uential people that 

can easily convince others to come over to their side, and they 
chalk it up to natural predisposition. “Th e gift  of the gab” is one of 
the phrases that indicates this thinking.  Another is “charming” 
(from the word “charisma,” which literally means “Gift  of the 
Gods” in ancient Greek). 

I am here to tell you, that simply is not true! Instead, persua-
sion is a skill, above all else. Th e ability to manage the process of 
leading a person to the adoption of a belief and related behavior(s) 
can be acquired. You don’t need to be gift ed. You do, however, 
need to be educated in how to be persuasive, which is what this 
book is about and you will need to practice. A lot. Th at part is up 
to you. Just as becoming a persuasive person is entirely up to 
you.  

Yes, some may start from a more favorable position. After 
all, talent does exist. But if I have learned and experienced one 
truth over the years, it is this: everyone and anyone—with 
enough practice and drive—can become an effective persuader 
and a powerful communicator. Practicing the art of persuasion 
daily causes it to eventually become second nature—a powerful 
habit.  
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It is important to note, that I am not saying that before you 
know it, you can expect to hold the same levels of charisma, God-
given charm, and mesmerizing eloquence as those that are capa-
ble of drawing crowds by the thousands. Th is level of persuasion 
may not be in your specifi c reach. But the reality is this over-
whelming level of ability is not necessary for everyone. 

Most people don’t need to draw and mesmerize mega audi-
ences. For the majority of us, success means getting more leeway 
from our bosses; increasing our sales by dozens of percentiles; 
dramatically reducing tensions with our spouses and other loved 
ones; and drawing in hundreds of people—perhaps thousands—
over a period of our lifetime to support a political stance or a 
long-held belief. Now that is defi nitely within your grasp. I don’t 
need to know you in order to fully stand behind this promise. It’s 
not about eclipsing the “greats,” it’s about being the very best you 
have it in you to be. My passion has never been to create rock 
stars. It is simply to help as many people as possible realize their 
full potential, using interpersonal communication and persua-
sion skills to progress towards the success they want.

What persuasion is NOT: A complex,
completely over-your-head art form that

you need a PhD to comprehend

While we might come across phrases in this book like “cross-
cultural barriers”, “non-verbal communication”, “rational and 
non-rational decision making”, “mediation,”   “confl ict resolu-
tion”, and a litany of other professional lingo attached to persua-
sion, those are just characteristics of persuasion. Diff erent angles 
of persuasion if you will. As we defi ned it just a moment ago, 
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persuasion is—and will always be—the process of taking some-
one willingly from point A to point B. Th at’s all it is.

What do I get from becoming a powerful persuader?

Your relationships will grow deeper and more fulfi lling; your 
confi dence will propel you to new heights; and you will become a 
more well-rounded person. You’ll see a steep drop in any tenden-
cies you might have to say things you shouldn’t say. As a whole, 
you will make far fewer mistakes in your professional relation-
ships. Executive managers in your company will start noticing 
you more. You will appear to have developed an “Executive Pres-
ence” and can expect shorter promotion cycles. You will have 
more soft  power—the kind that no “boss” can take away from 
you. 

Persuasion puts you in the driver’s seat.

Th ink of the many incredible people that we consider suc-
cessful. More than likely, you can quickly pinpoint their ability to 
persuade others. From great speakers to business people, persua-
sion allows you to sell your reality to the rest of the world. So, 
what do you get from becoming a powerful persuader? You give 
yourself the open door to achieve newly-imagined levels of suc-
cess.

I could go on for days about the levels of success you can fi nd 
along the way, but one of the most important aspects of this success 
will be the strengthening and deepening of your relationships: per-
sonal and professional. When you can learn to eff ectively communi-
cate and make your way of thinking more attractive and reasonable 
to others, something wonderful will happen. You will start to notice 
that these relationships are generally and steadily more pleasant. 
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Conversations will fl ow smoother and you will see a steady decreas-
ing of stress in your life. Getting things done will take less eff ort and 
be more enjoyable.

But why move slower? Isn’t faster better?

Working faster does not equate to working better. In fact, 
when it comes to persuasion, the opposite is more frequently true. 
You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make it drink. In the 
same vein, we can shout until our lungs are pleading for a rest, but 
it will not bring others over to our side. Instead, we can learn to 
take the steady approach and make sure they are thirsty fi rst. If we 
carefully walk them around in the hot sun (in our case, a care-
fully constructed conversation designed to make our point of 
view infi nitely attractive), they will arrive at our way of thinking 
without being forced to do so. And when that happens, infl uence 
is permanent… lasting.

One of the greatest benefi ts that comes from this approach is 
that of lasting impact. If we have brought someone to our line of 
thinking for a specifi c topic without dragging them kicking and 
screaming, we have created a situation where we are a person who 
provides the comfort of certainty, not the pain of uncertainly and 
reluctant change. Ultimately, this is a trust building dynamic. Th is 
trust carries over into all other conversations, spanning many 
other topics.  

• Move fast for instant gratifi cation.  
• Move slow for lasting impact.  

When you achieve lasting impact, there’s another important 
benefi t waiting for you.
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Short Term Impact Requires Constant Investment

For much of our time on this planet, different forms of 
authority have driven our world. From brute force to financial 
incentives, raw power has often been the best route to success.  

Th e harsh truth is that brute force can defi nitely get you what 
you want. Paying someone to do what you ask is not only the ba-
sis of our economy, but a tacit form of interaction in today’s world. 
Th e threat of termination is enough to scare people back into 
line, but what eff ects does it have down the line? 

While it might sound appealing to get immediate compli-
ance—a nice juicy marshmallow if you will—it is not sustain-
able. 

Two negative outcomes are likely to await you: 

(1) Eventually there will be a breaking point, with threats of 
termination causing an individual to fi nd new employ-
ment; physical dominance resulting in allied resistance, 
or enough funds will be generated that your “bribes” will 
no longer be suffi  cient. 

(2) Even if you don’t reach that breaking point, without 
constant reinforcement—which is quite taxing on your 
resources—your impact will diminish almost instantly.

With all of this having been said, I don’t want to push the 
idea that persuasion—or influence without authority—is the 
be-all and end-all for getting people to behave in a certain way. 
Not at all.

Not all interpersonal relationships and processes need to be 
persuasion based, as every rule has its exceptions. Sometimes, 
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short-term results are the main priority. Depending on the situa-
tion, an immediate need can take priority over long-term infl u-
ence.

Put simply, sometimes we don’t need lasting impact. In these 
situations, calling on one’s formal authority when demanding a 
certain behavior or action is the right way to go, even if the other 
person doesn’t understand why it’s being demanded or doesn’t 
happen to agree with it. 

However, there seems to be broad misperception around 
how many situations call for this approach. “Gratifi cation traps,” 
which we will look at later in this book, make it seem like 98% of 
the disagreements we get into call for a strong-arm approach. In 
reality, instances like these account for approximately 2% of the 
time, maybe even less. 

Remember, justifi able use of force or authority
is an exception to the rule, and should be

treated as such.

We live in a highly-structured world, which has clear and es-
tablished hierarchies set in place. Th e very nature of hierarchies 
draws us to an authority-based predisposition towards infl uence. 
Th is means that persuasion, especially persuasion revolving around 
delayed gratifi cation, is not likely to be our natural response. 

Th is innate predisposition towards persuasion is further re-
inforced by the ever-growing speed in which the world is moving, 
which is combined with a constant overfl ow of information. Ev-
eryone is under increasing pressure and this pressure needs re-
lief—fast!
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A fast-moving business world can push this urgency to 
even higher levels. If you have ever felt this pressure creeping in, 
then I am sure you can relate with an endless supply of your own 
examples.

“Th e marketing budget needs approval today.”

“I only have 3 days to hit my sales quota.”

“My make-or-break presentation is on Friday.”

It doesn’t matter if we are persuading a colleague, customer, 
or spouse, because we have been taught to see everything as ur-
gent. We may very well be the most impatient generation in of all 
human history.

Vicious Cycle

“But Ariel, you don’t understand, I can’t aff ord to adopt these 
long-term methodologies right now. If I don’t meet my targets THIS 
WEEK, there is no ‘long term’ for me here anyway!”  

I can’t tell you how many times I have heard this line of rea-
soning in my years as a consultant—especially as a consultant to 
large corporations. Th e unfortunate byproduct of this widely pre-
vailing approach is a vicious cycle—I don’t have time to convince 
them, so I force them! If the people I force into a given behavior 
don’t truly believe in what I am saying (or see the light aft er the 
fact), and if they are antagonized by being treated that way, then 
we will be required to continue overseeing them to reinforce their 
desired conduct; this places a massive drain on our resources. 
Without enough resources, we can’t adopt longer paths to infl u-
ence, and the cycle starts again.
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In Steven Covey’s 7 Habits for Highly Eff ective People, his four-
quadrant box clearly demonstrates the benefi ts and time savings of 
allocating resources to box Q-2, where things are “Important” and 
“Not Urgent”. As a professional persuader, I can vouch for the ben-
efi ts. Th e more time you take up front, the less is required later.

True persuasion is permanent, and works like an asset that 
yields compounded interest over time; it keeps working for you 
and makes you grow your infl uence steadily. By taking a moment 
to breath and slowing your pace, the negative behavioral byprod-
ucts of your time-sensitive rationale will gradually evaporate. Th e 
sooner you start moving slower, the faster and more powerful 
your impact.   

Slow Is Not Really Slower

Th e strategies in this book may seem painfully slow at fi rst. 
Our hyperactive society has drilled into our heads that anything 
not moving at the speed of light is painfully dragging on. Th is is 
simply not the case in persuasive dynamics. Instead, we should 
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think of the word “slow” as more similar to “thorough” or “self-
sustainable.” A well-constructed eff ort is going to outgun sprints 
that leave us (and others!) winded too early in the race. Th e better 
we get at moving slower, the faster we will be able to persuade 
people to come over to our side and stay there for the near and 
foreseeable future. Remember, Rome wasn’t built in a day, but 
thousands of years later, it still stands magnifi cent.

For persuasive impact to have meaning and stand the test of 
time, there are two necessary understandings:

1. Th e person we are trying to infl uence genuinely enjoyed 
our presence and wants to be around us more.

2. Th e person we are trying to infl uence genuinely wants 
to adopt our point of view and accept the behavioral 
changes.

By having these two prerequisites in place, we open the door 
to limitless possibilities, not only with this person but also with the 
people they in turn have infl uence over. Sticking tight to these prin-
ciples allows the people we interact with to walk away with an inner 
drive. Th is drive will sustain their newfound resolve long aft er our 
interaction with them, even providing infl uence when we are no 
longer near them. Th is ensures that our energy drives are not 
drained dry by a need to constantly stay in contact with the people 
we wish to persuade and maintain their resolve in our favor. 

For all of you selling something (whether ideas or prod-
ucts), here is something to look forward to—by subscribing to 
this understanding, you open yourself up to a world of opportu-
nities that are significantly more cost-effective than the world, 
which relies heavily on money, authority, or force as tools of 
persuasion. 
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Th is value will come full swing when you think about the 
“millennial” generation. Th is generation, born in the early 1980s, 
respects its own autonomy and judgment and simply does not re-
spond to authority in a traditional manner. If you have any desires 
or hopes of learning how to work with this new generation (as a 
manager or a colleague), your best bet is to learn how to infl uence 
without authority. 

External Pressure vs. Inner Drive

Cultivating a steady inner drive goes hand-in-hand with 
steady persuasion. In many cases, a person’s contrary point of 
view is like a rubber band. As we apply greater amounts of 
force, we are essentially stretching the rubber band to its limit; 
it will stay in place only as long as we continue to apply pres-
sure. But, when we release the rubber band, it instantly snaps 
back into place, often damaging us in the process. In fact, the 
more pressure we put on it, the faster and harder it shoots back 
our way.

Th is is usually the outcome when you bully, force, or intimi-
date someone into action. In fact, the most likely outcome of any 
of these “fast and easy” approaches is the elimination of true in-
ner drive, and worse still, the creation and fueling of an opposing 
drive. In such cases, not only will the other person not stay the 
course once we are no longer there to apply these various pres-
sures, but they will even rebound in the opposite direction, lead-
ing them to avoid future interactions with us. Th is is why it is so 
important for them to want to engage with us. Once we have 
helped establish their inner drive in a way that’s aligned with our 
way of thinking, it will keep them sustained as they move forward 
well aft er we have stepped away.
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“A man convinced against his will,
is of the same opinion, still”

-Samuel Butler
17th Century Poet

When we establish a real, proper inner drive in the other 
person (and when we do it in a pleasant way) not only will they 
not “snap back” into their original thoughts and behaviors, but we 
will also benefi t from an important byproduct: a better relation-
ship with them. Th is relationship will serve as an important foun-
dation for future interactions that call for persuasion. 

Freight-Train Jill
A.K.A. Are you that person?

I met Jill and I thought to myself that I had always 
known her. I think all of us have known Jill at some point 
or another. Either that, or someone just like her. She was 
wildly outspoken and everyone knew all of her opin-
ions. 

Why? 

Because she shouted them from the rooftops. Ac-
cording to Jill, you either didn’t care enough about the 
big issues; you cared too much about the small ones; 
or you simply failed to speak your mind and engage in 
verbal combat. Needless to say, it could be frustrating, 
tiring, and downright grating to be around her.

So “freight-train” Jill continued on, challenging ev-
eryone she came across. It was almost as if she NEEDED 
confrontation. Then she met Ken, a soft-spoken sort. Ken 
is the kind of person who makes the entire world slow 
down. Despite his calm disposition, it turns out that Ken 
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was just one “you are exactly what is wrong with society” 
away from snapping.

I was throwing a dinner party and both Ken and 
Jill were there. Ken had voiced his uncertainty about the 
validity of a recent political survey when Jill jumped in, 
cutting him off in mid-sentence. 

“You don’t know what you are talking about!” 

This was classic Jill, enforcing her will, her certain-
ties, and it made everyone at the table uncomfortable.

“Why is that?” Ken was approaching her reckless 
comment with his usual calm resolve.

She listed not one, not two, but fi ve reasons why 
she thought Ken was so far off base. From “a clear lack 
of empathy” to “learn to check your sources,” you could 
see Ken growing tauter with each self-righteous excla-
mation. She was stretching the rubber band, ignoring 
just how tight it was getting.

Remarkably, it did not snap. Not during the con-
versation at least. Ken offered some calm rebuttals. He 
carried on for two or three more exchanges, and then 
he simply ended it with a brief nod of his head and a 
“hmmm… I see your point.” Jill was content. But I knew 
she had not only failed to reach him, she had lost him.

It was clear that this would be the last time Ken 
would bother to engage in any meaningful conversation 
with Jill. He simply let her have the last word and let the 
conversation die out.  

The sad part is that she had not only failed in get-
ting Ken to see her point of view on this topic—some 
of which may have been completely valid—but she had 
lost any chance of persuading him on other topics in 
future interactions.  
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Finally, she had also sacrifi ced this potential with 
several other people at the party—people who thought 
differently than she did, but had no desire to suffer the 
pain of debating with her.

TAKEAWAY: Make sure your passion doesn’t come across as 
bullying. Chances are that Jill wasn’t trying to be a bully.  No 
doubt she just thought she was being assertive and knowledgeable. 
Likely, she thought she was being passionate. Passion inspires, Jill 
didn’t. Bullied persuasion leads to resentment. Both outcomes 
will outlive the specifi c conversation that led to them. 

What you said vs. how they felt

People remember how they felt when they engaged with you 
more intensely and for a much longer time than they do what you 
said and what they thought about it. Th is means that for future 
conversations, discussions, and “persuasion-heavy” incidents, 
having an already established feeling of good-will can be worth its 
weight in gold. 

It boils down to a simple Persuasion Equation 

Th e not-so-dirty secret about persuasion is that how people 
feel when they think of you oft en dictates your overall ability to 
persuade them. Th is is regardless of the specifi c topic being dis-
cussed or the given circumstances surrounding any given conver-
sation.
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Well-reasoned words are not always enough—certainly not 
at first. And, for developing truly substantial relationships, tak-
ing into consideration how we make others feel is not just rec-
ommended, it’s absolutely critical. 

All the important elements of persuasion rest on a basic, 
fundamentally important, interpersonal foundation—the experi-
ence you create for the person you are trying to persuade will 
have a major impact on the outcome. 

Even the most compelling of arguments and business values 
are likely to fall on deaf ears when received from a person whose 
opinion of us comes from a negative experience. 

When that foundation is solid, everything fl ows more easily, 
and we can even get away with lower-quality arguments, facts, 
and in the world of business competitive diff erentiations. Create a 
great experience and use top-quality arguments, facts, and im-
pressive sources, and you can move heaven and earth.

Like it or not, human beings are not robots. Most of us are 
oft en driven by non-rational, decision-making processes. We do 
not have the capacity to operate in a way that is purely rational. In 
fact, as the world grows more complex—moving faster and gain-
ing information at exponential rates never seen before—we move 
even further away from rational decision-making processes!

Th e bevy of available information and our strong need to 
avoid uncertainty leads us to seek—sometimes desperately—safe 
havens or comfort zones. We turn to close friends for advice, even 
on topics they might know little about. We do this, because we 
know and trust them. Trust can’t be bought or forced; it is 100% 
earned. Th is is as true with leaders of nations as it is with people 
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like you and me. We gravitate to people that we enjoy working 
with and being around while we push away those who are un-
pleasant. We do so even if they have more functional benefi ts to 
off er us. Good or bad, it’s basic human behavior.
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I   Chapter 2   I

EQ Before IQ

If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up 
people together to collect wood and don’t 

assign them tasks and work, but rather teach 
them to long for the endless immensity

of the sea.
- Antoine de Saint-Exupery

M aking someone do something through brute force—as we 
looked at in the last chapter—rarely leaves a lasting posi-

tive impression. Instead, it oft en encourages a setting where more 
force and energy are required each time to get the same results. If 
you have ever worked in a team environment, you have likely seen 
this happen, or even experienced it yourself. 

Managers that demand respect are oft en the very same ones 
who try to have their hand in every project. Beyond the toll that 
this micro-managing dynamic takes on their energy, it inevitably 
brings about lower-quality results as their team only does the very 
minimum required to get their boss off  their backs (not to men-
tion the inevitable decay in authority as force is applied over and 
over again).

But this dynamic doesn’t have to be limited to managers in 
organizations. Th ink about conversations with people you are do-
ing business with (your construction manager who under-deliv-
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ered, the salesperson who sold you a bad couch, or someone 
you’re talking to about buying their car). Th ese are all situations 
where it’s easy to succumb to the temptation of “authority.” We 
oft en end up thinking, “Hey, I am the client here,” which—in oth-
er words—translates to “I am the boss.”

Defaulting to this way of thinking is incredibly easy to do. 
Even aft er all the years I’ve spent studying and implementing the 
science of persuasion and practicing it intensively (I own a com-
pany with dozens of employees), I still have times when I just want 
to say “Screw it!” and take the “fast” route. But then I remind my-
self that the “fast route” doesn’t lead to lasting results, and rarely 
gets me there faster.

Much like the quote at the start of this chapter, accom-
plishing a project of any size can be done two ways: you can 
either tell someone to do something, or you can facilitate their 
desire to want to do it. The second option leads to far better 
results.

When you are dealing with people that you have an ongoing 
relationship with, and when the stakes are high, go even slower 
still. Not reaching in and taking the marshmallow is going to be 
tough, as your instinct is going to be one of haste (“I need this 
now!”). Even though it isn’t always easy, wait for the second marsh-
mallow and the lasting impact.

Th e four milestones of lasting persuasion are:

1. Getting them to want to listen to us.
2. Getting them to want to agree with us.
3. Getting them to adopt our point of view. 
4. Getting them to behave accordingly.
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With the amount of haste in our world, the need for things 
to happen right now leads to an overall sense of uncertainty, and 
that creates quite a bit of discomfort. Our strong need to avoid 
uncertainty leads to us to seek—sometimes desperately—safe 
havens. We pine for our own little forts of certainty.  We turn to 
close friends for advice, even on topics about which they have 
little knowledge. Why? Because we know and trust them. They 
are within our comfort zone. We gravitate to people we enjoy 
being around while we move away from those who are unpleas-
ant, even if they have more functional benefits to offer us and 
can be instrumental to achieving our goals.

While there are plenty of experts out there, what do I really 
know about them? Can I trust them to have my back like the peo-
ple I have known and worked with for years?

Here’s the thing about us humans, we tend to procrastinate. 
We have a natural tendency to avoid or delay doing the things we 
don’t want to do to, even when they really need to get done. On the 
fl ip side, we quite understandably seek out the things that bring us 
pleasure—things we are good at. We equally seek to engage with 
people whom we trust and feel comfortable being around.  

“So Ariel, how is this helpful to me?”

In order to persuade others and bring them around to your 
way of thinking, you need to establish yourself as someone they are 
comfortable with. You need to come off  in a way that is worthy of 
trust. You need to make them feel that your words are worth listen-
ing to. Once that happens, you will have put in place the most im-
portant prerequisite to persuasion. Th e value will be greater than 
simply increasing your chances of persuading them right here and 
now. You will also have laid the foundation of a relationship that 
can outlive the context of this specifi c conversation. Th is relation-
ship will support you in future conversations, reaching out to in-
clude topics that may justify your persuasion eff orts.
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Once comfort and trust have been established, expertise can 
and should kick in.

Combine both well, and you will become unstoppable!

What gut feeling are you creating?

When people meet you, they have an almost instinctive gut 
response: their reaction is either positive or negative.  

If their response is negative, you are tagged as a “burden” 
and they will consciously or unconsciously push you away.  

Th is comes back to the comfort zone behavior. You being 
tagged as a burden will manifest in them answering other people’s 
emails fi rst, delaying meetings with you, forgetting to follow up 
with you, etc. Many times, they may not even be aware that they 
are doing these things. From my experience, most people aren’t 
aware of the boundaries of their own comfort zone or of how it’s 
aff ecting their daily routines.  
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Bottom line: if we find ourselves outside of their comfort 
zone, we will find it very hard to engage with them, let alone 
persuade them of anything. This is true even when we have val-
ue to offer them.

Our being tagged as a burden could be the result of any num-
ber of reasons, some well-founded: an unpleasant attitude, a nega-
tive past experience they had with us, a perception that we are a 
competitive threat, the tone of our voice, or even our body odor. 
Other reasons may be completely random: we remind them of 
someone they don’t like, we fall under one of their negative stereo-
types, or maybe we just happen to be friends with someone they 
don’t like. Th e fact that we had little or nothing to do with these 
examples doesn’t spare us the fallout. If this happens, we simply 
need to accept that we are starting at a disadvantage. We need to 
work even harder to replace the initial negative experience they 
had with us with as many positive ones as necessary to gain access 
to their comfort zone.

If, on the other hand, their response is positive, then we are 
tagged as “assets” and can expect the exact opposite behavior. Th e 
more intense their positive gut-response to us, the closer we are 
to the center of their comfort zone, and the more they will gravi-
tate towards us.
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Imagine the right-most part of the above negative/positive 
axis as being positioned perfectly in the center of their comfort 
zone.

Th e key to becoming a valuable asset is to ensure that their 
interactions with you are generally pleasant.

This does not mean that we can’t say “no” from time to 
time. It doesn’t mean we can’t argue, even rigorously. Being 
pleasant is not the same as appeasing. There is a dramatic differ-
ence between trying to ensure a positive and pleasant dynamic 
and conceding to everything someone else wants. It’s not so 
much about what you say as it is about how well you listen to 
what they say and how you say what you say. Just as important, 
it’s about when you say what you say.

All in all, a person’s experiential memory will be the sum of 
all of their experiences with you. Leaving a good first impres-
sion is always important as it gives them reason to want more 
interactions. Nevertheless, in many cases, if there is an irratio-
nal reason to why they don’t like you off the bat, it doesn’t neces-
sarily mean you are doomed with them. If you wish to enhance 
your overall ability to influence people, focus on making the 
sum of your experiences positive. If you had a bad first experi-
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ence, make the effort to create second and third encounters that 
leave a positive taste in their mouths. The more positive the sum 
of your encounters with them, the more enduring your relation-
ship with them will be, regardless of occasional negative inter-
actions and missteps. 

I’m going to bring up the following equation as many times 
as necessary to cement its importance. If you want to be an eff ec-
tive persuader, fi nding success in all of your relationships, eat, 
breathe, and sleep this equation: 

Your path to this equation will initially have almost nothing 
to do with your IQ or intellect. Not only that, but it also won’t 
mainly depend on how educated you are or how well you con-
struct your arguments. 

Th at’s right! 

Your ability to persuade—through eff ective emotional intel-
ligence—will rely heavily on your ability to provide the other per-
son with as many “gratifi cation moments.” Oft en this will come at 
the expense of your own immediate gratifi cation. Th ey get instant 
gratifi cation when conversing with you and you get a chance at 
lasting impact.

How eff ective you are as a persuader will be a factor of your 
choices between instant gratifi cation (taking the marshmallow 
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right away) and lasting impact on the person you are trying to 
persuade (letting them take the marshmallow and waiting for the 
second one). 

When it comes to persuasion and infl uence without author-
ity, the “marshmallow test” is represented by the following choice 
we shared earlier:

Making the right choice, deciding to make yourself an as-
set—not a burden—for others, will require overcoming two chal-
lenges: awareness and control. Th is is what EQ boils down to.

Awareness: the ability to identify the cause and eff ect rela-
tionship between things that happen and the emotions they trig-
ger in you (as well as in the person you’re trying to persuade). It 
is quite common to be unaware of the emotional impact certain 
stimuli have on us.

For instance: 

Your last meeting of the week is with an important client. 
It’s been a tough week, and you’ve been anxiously anticipating 
this meeting. Unfortunately, the meeting goes poorly. To make 
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matters worse, you arrive home tired and frustrated, only to find 
a kitchen sink piled high with dishes. Your husband greets you 
with a smile and a kiss, but you respond angrily. 

You: “Why do I have to come home to this? We agreed that I 
will walk the dogs and handle the laundry while you go grocery 
shopping and wash the dishes!”

Him: “Hello to you too, dear. Rough day at the offi  ce?”

You: [Raising your voice] “DON’T GIVE ME THAT. THIS 
HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH ME HAVING A BAD DAY AND 
YOU KNOW IT! THIS IS ABOUT ME NOT HAVING TO COME 
HOME TO THIS MESS!”

Now… here’s the real question: are you really responding to 
the sink full of dirty dishes? Sure, that was the trigger, but was it 
the source of your response?

Is the intensity of your response proportionate to the frus-
tration caused by a sink full of dirty dishes? You and your spouse 
both know that you’ve come home to dirty dishes before and did 
not respond this way. Sure, you were annoyed and said so in the 
past. Only this time, you’re emotionally worn out from a long 
week, the built up stress from anticipating this important meet-
ing, and the grave disappointment at the end of it.

Avoiding these kinds of dynamics will be almost impossible 
without an ability to link our emotional responses to the events 
that cultivate them and the triggers that unleash harsh and dis-
proportionate responses. Th e faster we can do so in the wake of a 
destabilizing incident, the less likely we are to misplace frustra-
tions and leave a bloody trail of “collateral damage.”

Control: the ability to alter your behavior aft er correctly 
identifying the link between a stimulus and the emotional re-
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sponse it provoked. Being able to do this off ers protection from 
disproportionate responses to other, smaller negative stimuli (like 
a piled up sink) that can serve as triggers.  

Let’s go back to the argument with your spouse. At some 
point, a voice in your head said, “What are you doing? Why are 
you screaming at him? You know it’s not the dishes you’re angry 
about, it’s the disappointing meeting you just had.” 

We’ve all heard this voice of reason at some point during a 
shouting match or in the middle of an escalating argument. We’ve 
all found ourselves climbing up that tree, knowing full well that 
we’re overreacting. And yet, so many times we ignore it. We brush 
aside this voice of reason and carry on, yelling even louder, fur-
ther escalating the argument. We keep climbing that damn tree 
even though we know we’re seconds away from saying something 
that we’re going to regret. We can’t help it. 

Th is is what control is all about. It’s about “helping it” even 
when all we want to do is let go of our fi lters.  It’s about listening 
to, not just hearing, our inner voice of reason (awareness) and 
stopping in our tracks. Control is about de-escalating the interac-
tion and getting it back to trending in a more reasonable and pro-
ductive direction.

It’s anything but easy, I know. I’ve been there and have ig-
nored that inner voice far too many times. I had always scored 
high on the Awareness part of EQ, but when it came to the control 
part of it, at times it was unbearable. Control has a lot to do with 
our temper, and adjusting temper can be very hard to do. But it is 
possible. It’s a skill like any other; the hotter your temper, the 
harder you’ll need to work to control it. Awareness helps signifi -
cantly and practice seals the deal.
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Th e faster we’re able to alter, or even completely reverse, our 
misplaced responses and overall behavior, the greater our ability 
to be eff ective persuaders.

Going for lasting impact will require the ability to reach high 
levels of awareness, asking you to identify the link between stim-
uli and your emotional response in real time. Th en, you can con-
sciously change how you respond in spite of whatever painful or 
negative emotions you feel in the moment.

Our emotional intelligence determines our steady and con-
sistent ability to delay our own gratifi cation throughout the per-
suasion process. At the same time, it gives us the ability to grant 
the other person as many instant gratifi cation moments as possi-
ble. Th e more we give them, the more they will enjoy interacting 
with us and the stronger their positive experiential memory of us 
will be.  Achieve that, and you will have laid the most important 
foundation of any eff ort you make to persuade them, regardless of 
the topic at hand.

Five Seconds from
Losing Control

Dunking her tea bag repeatedly into her mug, Anna 
looked over at Kylie and shook her head. “Wow! When 
was the last time we saw each other?” The quiet hum of 
the coffee shop matched the mood to a T; it was a per-
fect place to see an old friend.

Kylie sipped at her coffee, the raw sugar giving it 
a certain sweetness. “Way too long. I can’t believe it’s al-
most been two years since Jake’s house-warming party.”
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“I’ve been following you on Facebook,” Anna said smil-
ing, “You’ve been busy!”

“Yeah, a lot has changed in my life over the past two 
years. A few months after the party, I started volunteering 
at the local shelter and helping out at the daycare by my 
apartment on weekends. Then I got promoted… it’s been 
good!” Kylie tapped her knuckles on the right corner of the 
table. “I’m pretty sure it has to do with a new diet I started; 
it completely changed my energy levels. I started sleeping 
better, getting more done, and I’m happy. But enough about 
me, tell me about you… how have you been!?”

“What’s the new diet?” Anna raised her eyebrow, sig-
naling her curiosity while completely ignoring Kylie’s ques-
tion.

“Somebody at Jake’s party talked my ear off about try-
ing out a paleo diet and I looked into it. A few weeks after 
I started, I noticed that I felt incredible. I can’t believe it 
took me so long to fi nd a diet that feels like it was made 
for me!”

Anna’s tea bag hung in the air, and she gave Kylie a 
disappointed look. “So you still eat meat...” 

Kylie nodded matter-of-factly.

“Don’t you care about the animals? Have you seen 
what they go through? Do you have any idea how the meat 
industry processes them?” Anna’s voice rose with each 
question.  

Kylie was moving uncomfortably in her seat. Her 
face no longer held the high-energy smile it had just mo-
ments ago. Anna didn’t notice. She went on: “I have been 
a vegan for almost eight years now and still can’t fathom 
how people can be so adamant about liberal rights and the 
importance of empathy between people, but then avert their 
eyes when it comes to living, breathing creatures and how 
they are mercilessly butchered on a regular basis.”
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“Well, I—”

Anna cut Kylie off. “You can get all of the same health 
benefi ts from going vegan. Not only do you show that you 
care about living things, but you will feel so good with your 
new lifestyle! You don’t have all of that animal fl esh rotting 
in your stomach and you avoid all of the carcinogens in an-
imal products. So you spend a little more money and give 
up some places you may be used to going to. Big deal. At 
least you won’t have murder weighing on your conscience. 
And, if we take it one step further, you also have a new ap-
preciation for all of the life around you! Going vegan gives 
you a whole new sense of empathy. Really, veganism pro-
vides all of the value without any of the side effects.”

Anna fell back into her chair.  She was speaking so 
passionately that she hadn’t noticed that she was prac-
tically on the edge of her seat, her face leaning over the 
table, right in front of Kylie’s.

“I understand where you’re coming from, Anna. I have 
some friends at work who are vegan and we have spoken 
about it quite a bit. I get it. I even joined the ‘Meatless 
Monday’ program to show my support. But if I stop this 
diet, I will most likely fall back into the low-energy pat-
terns from before. I hated that. I’m actually helping people 
now! The volunteer work I do is important to me. Not only 
that, but I think it’s important to the people I work with 
and support.”  

As she ended her last sentence, Kylie waited for 
Anna’s acknowledgement. She was sure Anna would un-
derstand. Maybe she would even ask her about the na-
ture of her work with the shelter. Or at least about the 
promotion she had gotten. 

It didn’t happen.

After another 25 minutes of insistence on the mat-
ter, Anna fi nally relented. She fi nally moved on to other 
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topics, but the atmosphere had changed and they both 
felt slightly uncomfortable. Anna struggled to defuse 
her anger and disappointment with Kylie, and Kylie 
was offended. After skipping dessert and having paid 
the check, Kylie indicated that she was heading in the 
opposite direction (it wasn’t true) and they said their 
goodbyes.

TAKEAWAY: No matter how passionate you are about some-
thing; eff ective persuasion should never be about you or the topic 
at hand.  It’s about always about them and what they care about. 
Anna’s passion and single-mindedness blinded her to what Kylie 
held dear. She had disregarded Kylie’s positive attributes and val-
ues and proceeded to associate her with murder. Nothing could 
be more counterproductive to her cause.

Anna is clearly a good person: she cares about animals and 
is committed to making the world a better place, even through 
personal sacrifi ce. But her remarkable capacity for empathy for 
animals was equaled by a remarkable lack of empathy for Kylie’s 
needs and aspirations. Aft er all, Kylie is a good person too. She 
has been volunteering to help those in need in her community 
despite how busy she has been, certainly more so since her pro-
motion. Passion tends to make us look at the world in a binary 
way—black and white, right and wrong. Like it or not, both the 
world and people are too complex for such simple categoriza-
tions. What Anna didn’t realize is that, by completely foregoing 
Kylie’s positive behavior and values, and by showing little-to-no 
interest in the things Kylie chose to share at the start of their con-
versation, she had put her own values (not eating meat) over 
Kylie’s (being happy and volunteering). In doing so, she created a 
situation where Kylie can’t help but feel uncomfortable, judged, 
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and spoken down to. Who wants feel like that? Who wants to be 
around people who make you feel like they are not enough? Anna 
did little to promote her cause and certainly failed to promote 
the chances of Kylie meeting her again in the next two years. 
What a waste.
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I   Chapter 3   I

Marshmallows Everywhere!

I have been dealing with persuasion for as long as I can remem-
ber.  As a kid, I would go around looking for a good argument. 

Later on, aft er discovering the wonderful game of debating in col-
lege, I began my professional career in persuasion.  

It was only years down this path that I had a revelation about 
the secret to lasting impact through persuasion. 

As a competitive debater, I had been taught the power of a 
good argument and the importance of being able to back up any 
logical reasoning with the proper facts. I was also taught the im-
portance of a strong stage presence and of confi dence. As a com-
petitive debater, you have to know how to shine on stage. It’s all 
about you and the name of the game is winning. It is your job to 
go out and ensure that the other team—representing an opposing 
point of view—has no ground to stand on. You can only win if 
they lose. In Game Th eory, this type of game is called “zero 
sum.”

In truth, these were truly important teachings that helped 
me develop a razor-sharp way of thinking.  Th ey also helped my 
debating partner and I win some major international trophies. I 
loved it!

But, it wasn’t until years later that I realized—in my very own 
“eureka!” moment—that these skills played a secondary role to 
the real source of deep and lasting persuasive impact.
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As we saw in the last chapter—dealing with emotional intel-
ligence—our ability to infl uence other people is executed through 
a four-step process, in which we encourage them to:

1. Want to listen to us.
2. Want to agree with us. 
3. Willingly adopt our point of view. 
4. Willingly behave accordingly.

Th e most important words in these four steps, and the words 
that defi ne the entire point of this type of persuasion, are “want” 
and “willingly.” 

It’s not about us winning, and most certainly
not about the people we interact with losing

or feeling defeated. And, above all, it’s not
about us. It’s about them.

Yes, it is our passion and commitment to an ideal or initia-
tive that drive us to try and persuade others. But as soon as that 
passion leads us to them, the interpersonal interaction has to be 
all about the person we are trying to infl uence. Th is is the key to 
our chances of having a lasting impact on them.

Our ideas and beliefs are what drive us to interact with oth-
ers, but then they need to be put aside for a while as we focus on 
building a productive interpersonal connection. Think about a 
sports car that is teeming with power. Not slamming on the gas 
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pedal and roaring from 0-60 can be painful. Just a small tap and 
you know that the car will leap forward. With all that engine 
power right there, you need to just sit there and wait while you 
prepare. You have to look at your map and plot the right course. 
If you don’t, while you may still enjoy the feeling of driving 
fast—with the wheel in your hand and the air in your face—you 
are more likely to run out of fuel before you reach your destina-
tion.

As we subtly push the original marshmallow their way, al-
lowing others to imbibe in instant gratifi cation, we wait. We wait 
patiently for that second, and third, and fourth marshmallow. 

When people learn that interacting with you is easy, enjoy-
able, and valuable, you become a welcome part of their life. Over 
time, you may even become an infl uencer in their lives. Because 
of this, your point of view, your reasoning, and your ability to 
inspire are all raised to new heights. By putting your desires on 
temporary hold, your point of view becomes infi nitely more at-
tractive!

“So why doesn’t everyone put their desires on hold?” 

At this point, I am afraid I have good news and bad news…

Th e good news: Delaying gratifi cation is not about talent... 
anyone can do it!

Th e bad news: It’s not easy and takes a lot of practice.

Th e ability to delay gratifi cation is like a muscle: it can be 
developed. However, as anyone who has trained their muscles 
knows, the time and eff ort necessary to grow can be a painful 
process. 
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Once again, I have good news and bad news:

Th e good news: most people don’t delay their gratifi cations, 
off ering you the opportunity to gain a rare competitive advan-
tage.

Th e bad news: there are going to be forces working against 
you or—more accurately—causing you to work against yourself. I 
call these forces “gratifi cation traps.” Th ese traps can be incred-
ibly overwhelming depending on the nature of your character 
and your circumstances. 

So what exactly is a gratifi cation trap?

A gratifi cation trap is any conversational dynamic that tempts 
you to satisfy your need for instant gratifi cation in a way that com-
promises your chances of persuading the other person or having a 
positive lasting impact on them.

Over the years, I have identifi ed several of these gratifi cation 
traps:  

1. A false sense of urgency;
2. A need for absolute certainty; and 
3. A need for credit. 

Every time you fall into one of these gratifi cation traps, 
you’ve eaten a marshmallow so to speak. In doing so, you’ve kept 
it from the person you’re interacting with.

Have you fallen into any of these gratifi cation traps before? 
Let’s fi nd out.  

How many times have you found yourself…?
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• Raising your voice during a discussion?
• Cutting off  the other person mid-sentence? 
• Having a conversation that quickly devolves into a yell-

ing match?
• Not letting the conversation end and insisting on saying 

“one last thing” when people indicate they want to end 
the conversation?

Sound familiar? It’s no wonder that we frequently walk away 
from a really bad argument with a knot in our stomach or all 
worked up and upset. When you devour several pounds of marsh-
mallows at once, you’re bound to have a stomach ache!
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I   Chapter 4   I

A False Sense of Urgency

When we get drawn into a conversation that matters to us, 
it’s easy to forget the about the rest of the world. Passion 

can absorb us and make it easy to forget that the person in front 
of us is actually a friend. And even if they are not a friend, but 
instead fall along the lines of a coworker, they are more than sim-
ply a person who disagrees with us on a specifi c issue. We forget 
that the outcome of this discussion will have little or no real im-
pact on the world at large, but may have real impact on our lives 
in the context of our personal or work relationship with this per-
son.

Th is isn’t to say that being active and engaging with the peo-
ple around you about things you care about isn’t important or 
noble. Instead, I want to state that the outcome of each individual 
interaction is much less signifi cant than it feels in the heat of the 
moment. Th e energy, eff ort, and pressures we oft en apply to these 
situations are nowhere near proportionate to the upside of actu-
ally getting them to agree.  

If you saw someone’s body language during a heated discus-
sion, you might think that people’s lives depended on the out-
come of the conversation! Th is is the false sense of urgency which 
creeps in when we fi nd ourselves invested in an idea or belief. 
Th is sense of urgency not only develops when we discuss issues 
with someone who believes the exact opposite, but sometimes it 



Ariel Halevi40

can be triggered by even the slightest opposition. It is the product 
of two emotions: fear, and a desire to impact the world around us 
and be meaningful.

Fear and eliminating (perceived) threats

When someone challenges our beliefs, an instinctive fear 
arises. Th at person automatically becomes a threat, regardless of 
how close they are to us. In fact, there is oft en a direct correlation 
between how close a person is to us and the intensity of the threat 
we feel when they disagree with us. For anybody who has read 
Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, the immortal words, “Et tu Brute” 
may come to mind.

When we feel threatened—or even just mildly uncomfort-
able—we automatically try to remove whatever threat there is to 
our safety. Th e sooner the better!  

But, it is our ability to endure discomfort and maintain a 
steady hand as we navigate back to safe waters that will determine 
how quickly—and eff ectively—we get there. Th is ability is the 
very essence of delaying gratifi cation.

Failure to remain calm and calculated will only reinforce 
the threat, allowing it to spiral into a consuming and vicious 
circle. The more threatened we feel, the more desperate we be-
come to remove the threat. To do this, we increase pressure on 
the person we are trying to persuade. We raise our voice, our 
body language becomes more aggressive, and we cut them off 
mid-sentence and begin attacking them. The more pressure we 
apply, the more resistant they become. The more resistant they 
become… the more pressure we apply! In doing so, we become 
their threat and fuel the vicious cycle. Each of these behaviors 
only serves to reinforce the other person’s contrary opinion, 
while also completely disrupting the Persuasion Equation.
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Th e biggest tragedy in this vicious cycle is not only how 
counter-productive our attempts at persuasion are, but also that 
our conduct will have a devastating impact on future conversa-
tions with that person, discussions that will revolve around com-
pletely diff erent issues. 

An impending sense of urgency, one that tells us we have to 
convince them right now, can be the very thing that ensures some-
one else will never see things as we do.

Unrelenting pressure is incredibly unpleasant. When we are 
the ones applying it, we put ourselves in a situation where the 
other person is going to associate us with discomfort. Th ey start 
to see us as “persuasion bullies,” and might start avoiding us all 
altogether. Th ere goes the Persuasion Equation.



Ariel Halevi42

Our desire to impact the world and be meaningful

Wanting effi  cacy—to know that our actions produce desired 
results—leads us directly into a false sense of urgency. More than 
ever before, people seem to have a growing sense of not being able 
to aff ect the world around them. Feeling powerless can drive 
someone to push their point or act forcefully. Just think about 
how many times you raised your voice at a service provider who 
kept saying there was nothing they could do; you probably felt 
absolutely tiny as you lived out that horrible feeling of being a 
small speck of dust against a massive organization. Sure, they 
were extremely nice to you when they wanted your business. But 
now, when the phone is broken or the internet is down, it’s you 
against this monster and there’s nothing you can do about it. But 
there is. You can yell and make noise and insult the representative 
who keeps giving you the same broken record answer. Deep in-
side, you know all of the screaming and yelling in the world won’t 
help. If anything, it will only serve to remove any hint of motiva-
tion the person you’re speaking with may have to proactively help 
you fi nd a solution.

One indication of this feeling of powerlessness is the steady 
global decline in voter turnout over the past several decades. It’s be-
coming harder and harder to be heard in today’s world, even in the 
face of the rise of social networks and new media platforms (maybe 
even due to these new global platforms). While these appear as com-
munication tools and distribution channels that past generations 
could only dream of, they have a dark side. Th ough we feel as if our 
opinion is fi nally free to be shared to all the world, these outlets are 
promising the same to a staggering two billion people who are not 
just a potential audience, but also competing voices. 

We used to live in a world where we met 50-150 people in 
our entire lives. Now we meet thousands and can reach billions. 
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When we engaged with those 50-150 people (everyone we would 
ever meet), none of them were listening to us while staring at the 
screens of their smart phones; we had their undivided attention. 
Ironically, as technological advances expanded our reach expo-
nentially, it also shrank the attention we get from the very audi-
ences it introduced us to.

We are “effi  cacy starved” and living in a world where atten-
tion is one of the scarcest resources.  Discussions with people 
around us can be exactly what we are looking for—an outlet to 
address this feeling of powerlessness and insignifi cance. 

When we are faced with the opportunity of persuading 
someone, we feel, “Finally, an opportunity to have a meaningful 
impact on the world!” When opportunity knocks, we grab it. Or, 
to be more accurate, we bear hug it and squeeze it to death. Th e 
opportunity to persuade someone over to our way of thinking, a 
chance to gain that ever-craved feeling of effi  cacy, is like water in 
the desert, like a drug to an addict, like food to a starving man. 
We have arrived at the source of this false sense of urgency and 
what makes this gratifi cation trap so dangerous and disruptive.

Th e fact that this is one person out of billions does not pre-
vent us from seeing them as the entire world, causing us to apply 
pressure accordingly.

Fight your intuition!

Th e way to avoid this gratifi cation trap requires us to adopt a 
counter-intuitive approach. Th e stronger our sense of urgency, 
the more laid back we need to be. Th e more important the out-
come of the conversation is to us, the more relaxed and patient we 
need to be.
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Does this require practice? Yes! It can be hard as hell. But it 
is an acquired skill. Th ink of it as going to an emotion-gym. Th e 
more work you put in, the stronger you’re going to be. 

And, as your emotional intelligence grows, you will be ca-
pable of handling tougher situations. Conversations that had you 
pulling out your hair will become easier to endure as you ap-
proach them with a calm demeanor that works in your favor. 

A great way to practice

Dedicate the next week to engaging with several people 
about topics you both care about. Seek out people with opinions 
that are contrary to yours. Th en, start a conversation with them, 
but do not try and change their minds.  

Th at’s right! 

Make the entire conversation about giving them the oppor-
tunity to convince you. 

I repeat: do not try to change their minds during these con-
versations.  

Th is may feel awkward, and may even be painful for you as 
the conversation evolves. Stay strong and hold the course! Th is is 
exactly what an “emotional workout” looks like.

Th anks to the reciprocal nature of human interaction, your 
conduct and attitude will, more times than not, be adopted by the 
other person and refl ected back at you. Not only that, but by not 
posing a threat to them, you will actually be defusing their false 
sense of urgency. 
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Now, since both of you are more relaxed and feel safe, the 
entire exchange should become far more relaxed and might even 
be pleasant. Th is outcome, in and of itself, will have a huge impact 
on the outcome of the conversation—more so than any argument 
or fact you may present!
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I   Chapter 5   I

The Need for Absolute Certainty

I t’s been said that hindsight is 20/20. Looking back, I fi nd it 
worthwhile to refl ect not only on the things I learned as a com-

petitive debater, but also on the important things I had to un-
learn.  

Perhaps the most important thing I had to unlearn was the 
idea that, in order to win, you have to defeat the team represent-
ing the opposing view. Not only defeat them, but crush them! I 
understand why winning and losing is required in a competitive 
setting, but applying that mentality to the real world is grounds 
for repeated failure. 

Instead, the best forms of persuasion require that the person 
you are persuading be able to adopt your point of view without 
feeling defeated. 

Furthermore, in real life, there is rarely a “winning” argu-
ment that decisively determines an absolute right and wrong, 
leaving all other arguments obsolete.  

In fact, there are rarely issues that have a defi nitive right and 
wrong. Most issues tend to have many valid arguments that off er 
support to opinions from both sides of the aisle. Th e simple real-
ization that not every conversation has to be a matter of black and 
white will open so many doors that you never imagined were 
there. Your ability to allow for the coexistence of opposing argu-
ments, as well as the existence of imperfections within your 
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worldview, will allow your relationships to deepen. More people 
will respect your consideration, and you will even open yourself 
to new ways of thinking—a critically important capacity in the 
rapidly-changing world of the 21st century. Interestingly, all of 
these approaches will enhance your ability to persuade others and 
bring them over to your way of seeing the world.

Another long-held belief I had to revise from my days of 
competitive debating was that persuasion is about solid argumen-
tation and facts. Perhaps if we lived in a purely rational world, 
this might be true. But we don’t. Instead, most of the decisions 
people make are non-rational. As we saw with emotional intelli-
gence, the nature of your dynamic with the person you are trying 
to persuade carries much more weight than any logical argument 
or fact you might send their way.

And yet, I can’t count how many times I have seen people 
arguing with one another with so much conviction as though 
there couldn’t be any other way of thinking other than their 
own! 

It is only fair that I confess that this has always been one of 
my worst weaknesses; overcoming my certainty that I was 100% 
right has been one of my greatest battles in life. Th e unrelenting 
certainty in the statements I made, frequently delivered with all 
the signs of battle (fl ushed faces, raised voices, and that piercing 
look in the eyes that shows a fury born of nightmares), is so com-
plete that you would think the people involved were being guided 
by the hand of God!

Now, unlike the false sense of urgency trap—a pitfall that 
stems primarily from fear—this gratifi cation trap, needing the 
comfort of absolute certainty, comes from overwhelming 
amounts of passion and exaggerated self-confi dence. 
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In our defense, I could argue that this predisposition is cul-
tivated in us from when we are little kids. As we watch cartoons 
and Disney movies, portraying heroes and villains in such a clear 
dichotomy, a belief in a black and white world is cultivated. Th e 
same can be said about old westerns, in which the symbolic white 
and black hats indicate who the good guys are and who we should 
be cheering against. Th en, as we grow up and go to school, we are 
evaluated through standardized testing methods that expect one 
right answer for each question. Th is indoctrination persists 
through our aging into adulthood and by then is deeply rooted in 
us.

And maybe it’s not all bad, aft er all, life seems so much easier 
when there are clear boundaries between right or wrong. When 
things aren’t certain, and there are many choices, decision mak-
ing can be an absolute nightmare!

Just think about the process of choosing a shampoo or laun-
dry detergent or breakfast cereal when you have fi ve dozen brands 
competing for your attention!

When it comes to politics, the range of options—and the 
stakes associated with these options—becomes infi nitely more 
complicated. It would seem that the fi rst two decades of the 21st 
century have the sole intention of presenting western leaders with 
impossible dilemmas, with each course of action somehow violat-
ing a sacred moral principle or pillar. 

For instance, with confl icts in the Middle East, and the heart-
breaking ethnic wars they have led to in countries like Syria and 
Iraq, who should the west support: the rebels fi ghting against op-
pressive dictatorships, or the dictatorships being rebelled against 
by religious fundamentalists who stand against the very founda-
tions of the western world? Each option has its share of upsides to 
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meet its litany of gaping holes. Even the ancient proverb, “Th e 
enemy of my enemy,” no longer off ers clarity in today’s mad and 
highly-complex reality.  

And yet, in spite of each path having highly complex—and 
frequently unforeseen—consequences, most of the views heard 
on major US media outlets are presented with an absolute tone. 
Turn on the news aft er any major strife and you will undoubtedly 
hear statements such as, “Obama had to bring down Syrian dicta-
tor Assad aft er his use of chemical weapons against the rebels!” 
and “Th ank God Obama didn’t send advanced weapons to the 
Syrian rebels, otherwise they would have been aimed back at us 
shortly aft er!” 

Here are two directly opposing points of view with a worry-
ing similarity—absolute certainty. Our horrible discomfort with 
uncertainty leads us to fi nd refuge in bold statements and de-
clared certainty, even when it is not really there. Th us, the more 
uncertain the path, the more assertive the opinions that are ex-
pressed. 

Th ese absolute statements are a gratifi cation trap. More 
oft en than not, they do not assist us in persuading others, nor do 
they lead us to the best course of action. Instead, they oft en rein-
force a counterproductive outcome in which we are seen as arro-
gant, shallow, or fear-mongering.

It’s time for our emotional intelligence to kick in once again! 
Our innate desire is going to cause us to lean on behaviors that 
strive to eliminate our discomfort as quickly as possible. In light 
of our fears of being wrong, the most convenient and readily 
available solution is to apply complete certainty to our point of 
view and defend it with everything we’ve got. 
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Adopting a stance that says, “I am completely certain that I 
am right!” may grant you instant emotional relief—which is why 
it’s a gratifi cation trap—but it also has the power to taint your 
relationship with the person you are trying to persuade in the fol-
lowing ways:

You come across as cocky and condescending
We have all been around people who think they know every-

thing, as well as people who are so damn sure of themselves that 
you just want to smack them! As intelligent and educated as they 
may be, they’re probably also the last person on earth you would 
concede a point to. Winston Churchill captured this perfectly 
when he said, “Personally I’m always ready to learn, although I do 
not always like being taught.”

Nobody likes to be outsmarted, and as people, we will go to 
great lengths to avoid feeling inadequate. If you make people 
feel stupid, or create a situation where they can’t effectively share 
their thoughts, you will quickly become an antagonist in their 
story. People aren’t usually too fond of interacting with someone 
that makes them feel small. Antagonists are often seen as nega-
tive people who leave negative memories with the people they 
are affecting. This is not effective in the least for persuading 
someone else to come over to your way of thinking.

Put frankly, being a know-it-all makes it very hard to sit back 
and listen to all of the “wrong things” the other person is saying 
as they delay the enlightenment you are itching to share.

If people don’t want to be around or engage with you, any 
hopes of bringing them over to your side are brought to a screech-
ing halt and future conversations are tossed behind locked 
doors.
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It seems like you are hogging the conversation
A fi rm belief that you already have the right answer to any-

thing that challenges your opinions eliminates any need for you 
to actually listen to them. Th is can be a huge hiccup for meaning-
ful persuasion. Coming back to the idea of reciprocity, if you don’t 
bother to listen to them, why should they listen to you? Listening 
to a person giving an ongoing monologue erases any opportunity 
you might feel there is for real discourse. It seems more like you 
are standing on a soapbox yelling at the peons below. 

Aft er all, every second they are speaking is really just a waste 
of time. I mean… they are going to hear what you have to say, and 
it will undoubtedly hit them like a bolt of lightning just how right 
you are! So why let them speak at all? It seems like a shame to al-
low for any delays in their path to enlightenment… right?

Wrong! So, so wrong. 

Th e person you are conversing with may be just as sure of 
their own opinion as you are of yours. Once you start competing 
with them for the “microphone,” they will not be emotionally able 
to reach a middle ground with you, mainly because they will feel 
deprived of their opportunity to make a diff erence. Any points 
you made that they might have otherwise adopted—or even just 
considered—are lost, because now they feel that very same all-
consuming need to win.

Th e moral of the story? Share the damn microphone!

Don’t miss “Yes” opportunities

People need to live with the outcome of a persuasive inter-
action well aft er the interaction has ended. Most of us don’t nec-
essarily consider the emotional, social, and practical aft ermath 
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for the person we have persuaded. Th is aft ermath can be espe-
cially diffi  cult when regarding heavily-charged moral or political 
topics.

 Opinions are more than mere intellectual stances. What we 
hold true refl ects a way of life and are part of our place in a great-
er social echo system.  It is a meaningful part of who we are, of 
our very identity. Beyond the fact that being persuaded requires 
us to accept that we were wrong about something and that that we 
have spent a portion of our life “living the wrong way.” Th en, we 
must also go back to our own world and confront the people we 
have an expansive history with. Some of these relationships are 
likely to be built on foundational beliefs that we have shared for as 
long as we can remember. And now, these foundations have been 
shaken, maybe even shattered. Th at is the price of persuasion, and 
it is a big unseen force that can work against our persuasive ef-
forts.

Note: Th ese persuasive dynamics aren’t the kind that are go-
ing to be found in common workplace discussions or simple day-
to-day interactions. Instead, these are the kind of interactions that 
we fi nd on our campuses and around our dinner tables. Th ey are 
the kind of discussions that pertain to grand social, fi nancial, po-
litical, and moral issues.

Coming to terms with the reality that you have been “wrong” 
for so long is not an emotionally easy thing to do. In fact, in cer-
tain cases, the emotional cost of accepting a competing point of 
view is so intense that we develop defense mechanisms to shut 
down any internal willingness to listen to, let alone accept, that 
point of view. We might even reinforce our stand to the extent 
that we completely disregard even the most obvious and compel-
ling evidence in support of that competing view. Th is is known 
as “cognitive dissonance,” and the more confi dent you allow 
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yourself to be, the more susceptible you are to not hearing a word 
the other person says, no matter how reasonable or well-founded 
it might be!  

What this boils down to is that being right and bathing in 
the comfort of certainty—as gratifying as they may be in the heat 
of the moment—will not improve our chances at lasting persua-
sion. Instead, they are far more likely to impede our ability to per-
suade people around us and trigger cognitive dissonance. At the 
end of the day, the fact that we have a clear opinion and a burning 
passion is what drives us into persuasive conversations. And yet, 
when left  unchecked, that same passion and devotion can be the 
very things that stand in the way of actually persuading the peo-
ple we interact with.

So how do I stop it?

To avoid letting the blaze roar out of control, our emotional 
intelligence needs to kick in and apply a healthy dose of self-con-
trol. Th en, we can use our passion to give us the patience to trade 
opportunities—instant gratifi cation for them in return for true 
lasting impact for us. 

As soon as we enter into a conversation where we want to 
persuade the other person, we need to make a conscious decision 
to temporarily adopt doubt about our own “rightness.” At fi rst, this 
might feel insincere, but in time—and with the incredible results 
that this kind of approach rewards—it will ultimately become an 
entirely sincere approach. It will become a habit that will do much 
more than help us persuade people; it will make us better decision 
makers all together (cognitive dissonance is a notorious fl aw in 
decision-making processes. People who develop the ability to 
minimize its impact emerge as powerful decision makers).
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Th e fi rst step is the exact same as the one I recommended as 
a defense against the false sense of urgency gratifi cation trap: put 
your opinions and your needs on hold. Let the other person go 
fi rst. Provide the person you are trying to persuade with frequent 
instant gratifi cation, and let it pave a path to the desired lasting 
impact on them.  

Th is will:

• Reduce the chances of you tumbling headfi rst into this 
gratifi cation trap;

• Enhance the other person’s overall willingness to listen 
to you aft erward (this is reciprocity in play); and

• Create a positive impression of you in their mind. Instead 
of you coming across as stubborn, arrogant, and conde-
scending, you will more likely be experienced and later 
remembered as someone who is moderate, open-mind-
ed, and generally pleasant and easy to talk to. Th e ben-
efi ts of this long-term strategy are in the development of 
your personal brand. Furthermore, on the occasion that 
you do express yourself with greater assertiveness, you 
will be taken more seriously and the words you say will 
be held in higher regard. Th is does not guarantee their 
automated consent, but will undoubtedly increase the 
consideration your words will receive. Th at, my friends, 
is an amazing reward for the foregoing of short-lived in-
stant gratifi cation. 
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I   Chapter 6   I

The Need for Credit

H ere’s the situation: your team has been debating the best way 
to secure a deal with a client. Th e question on the table: 

should a discount be off ered in an eff ort to encourage the client to 
close the deal faster?

Th is discussion has been going on for two weeks and you are 
getting really tired of the same arguments being presented over 
and over again. Th e team seems to be going in circles. From the 
start, you’ve said that time to market (TTM) is key from a strate-
gic point of view, and that the sooner the deal gets closed, the 
better, even if it requires a dramatic discount.

Other people on your team think diff erently. Th ey are con-
cerned about the long-term impact of a price reduction and how 
it might refl ect on the company. Coming in with a discount might 
set an expectation for this client to always insist on a price reduc-
tion, not to mention the negative eff ect on the positioning of the 
solution your company is bringing to the market; “You want your 
price point to match the clients you are targeting,” one person 
says. Another pipes up, “Pricing is important for branding and 
positioning, and a discount at this point in time will be harmful.”

So farso good from a persuasion point of view. Up to this 
point, you have practiced patience and pushed yourself to not fall 
into the false sense of urgency and need for absolute certainty 
gratifi cation traps.
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First, you waited until others expressed their opinions. Th is 
allowed you to get a better idea of the team’s variety of opinions, 
and let you take note of where individual members stood. Even 
aft er several arguments directly clashing with your opinion were 
put out there, you kept a healthy distance from the traps. You asked 
follow-up questions that gave team members (especially the ones 
who held a contrary opinion to yours) the opportunity to further 
explain the validity of their points of view. To this, you get a re-
sounding “Great job!” from me.

Next, you continued to delay your own gratifi cation by ac-
knowledging the opinions that were presented, and even chose to 
reinforce them with examples of how lowering prices as a market-
penetration strategy can have negative mid-to-long-term conse-
quences. Only then—once you successfully laid out your exper-
tise of all available options—did you go on to explain that the risk 
in this specifi c case is much lower than other cases would indi-
cate. You are now 2/2! Th is is the ultimate way of avoiding the 
need for absolute certainty gratifi cation trap. You rock!

Still, no consensus was reached. Th e meeting ended and an-
other was scheduled. Several days later, you fi nd yourself sitting 
in yet another team meeting about this particular pricing dilem-
ma. Time is running out and decisions need to be made. 

Suddenly, one of your colleagues says, “You know, all things 
considered, I think we should give them this discount. I think 
that if we close this deal before the end of the quarter, it will allow 
us to meet our projected profi t targets and get us some favorable 
reviews from the analysts. It will also free up our attention to fo-
cus on the other two clients we want to close and maybe even get 
them to sign within the next three months. I really don’t think the 
general concerns of giving such a discount need to worry us for 
this specifi c case.”
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 You listen, thinking to yourself, “You’re wasting your breath 
my friend.” Instead, following a short silence, the rest of the team 
nods in agreement. “I agree,” comes from one end of the table. 
Another voice is added to the mix, “I think we are overthinking 
this. It’s just one deal and we should move fast.” Another compli-
ments your colleague, “So glad you could attend today, we were 
going in circles around this.” Everybody nods again. It has been 
agreed, and the client will be given the discount.

Something inside you snaps. Th at’s the fi nal straw!

Blood boiling in your veins and a ringing in your ears, you 
lunge into a gratifi cation trap head fi rst: “HE is right? Really!? Are 
you kidding me!? I’ve been saying that for the last two weeks!”

Everyone turns to you in surprise. Silence.

Your frustrations rushing to the surface, that knee-jerk outburst 
has just undermined all of the hard work you have put in up to this 
point. Allow me to introduce the third gratifi cation trap: our need for 
credit. 

What’s uniquely tragic about this gratifi cation trap is that, 
while the other two distance us from those who disagree with us, 
this one puts us at odds with those who actually agree with us. 
While the other two delay the reaching of a consensus, this one 
actually delays the implementation of an already-reached and de-
sirable consensus. 

Instead of being happy that the right decision was made, and 
that your point of view was ultimately endorsed—likely bringing 
about positive results for the company—you erupted, turning a 
positive outcome into a negative experience for everyone in-
volved. And the one person that championed the belief you were 
promoting, has been alienated in the process. You’ve turned your 
ally into a foe.
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Th is is, clearly and unfortunately, a major blow to your future 
interactions with your team members. Just like that; persuading 
them of anything in the future has turned into an uphill battle. 

Where did it all go wrong?

In reality, it’s not too diffi  cult to argue that this wasn’t really 
your fault. Th ink about it… what are we taught from the very fi rst 
day of fi rst grade and until the last day of our graduate studies? 
How are we measured by the educational institutions where we 
spent so many of our formative years? How do employers justify 
our worth? Th e answer to each of these questions is the source of 
the third, and most diffi  cult-to-overcome, gratifi cation trap, our 
need for credit!

In school, we are taught that the right answers result in good 
grades (the kind mom and dad are likely to pin on the fridge). Th e 
better our grades, the better the universities we get into, and that 
will help determine the jobs we get. At work, we need credit for our 
professional contributions to justify raises and promotions (not to 
mention a legendary reputation amongst our colleagues and peers). 
In all of these situations, a dynamic of scarcity is involved. Aft er all, 
only one can be Valedictorian. Th ere are only a limited number of 
scholarships and even just regular admission slots to go around. 
Th ere is only one “Employee of the Month” and there are fewer and 
fewer possible positions as you climb the corporate ladder to that 
ever narrowing top of the organizational pyramid. 

In short, throughout our lives, we are taught that there is a 
direct correlation between being acknowledged and getting cred-
it and being successful (and being happy, of course. Which, in fact 
(and very sadly), has little to do with professional success in many 
cases. But we don’t know that until we get there and it drives us 
deep into this tragic gratifi cation trap).
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While credit might be necessary for educational institutions 
to set a standard, or for workplaces to determine the value of their 
workers, linking credit with success could not be more wrong 
when it comes to persuasion. In fact, a storehouse of credit for 
being a highly persuasive individual is more likely to hamper our 
ability to persuade. For anyone aware of our persuasion “track 
record,” it can even be an anchor that pulls us down, as they ap-
proach conversations with us with greater apprehension. Th is ex-
pectation people come to have of us is called our “messenger sta-
tus,” and it greatly infl uences the starting point of our interactions 
with them. It also aff ects the overall chances we have of success-
fully persuading them. As a “professional persuader,” I am, ironi-
cally, doomed to have to make an ever-greater eff ort to persuade 
people, because they “see me coming” a mile away. From my point 
of view, there is nothing to “see,” as I believe that true persuasion 
is a mutual search for win-win solutions. But most people misun-
derstand the process of persuasion and perceive is as a competi-
tive dynamic. As such, they “brace for impact” and raise their 
guard when any form of dialogue is initiated with me, as soon as 
there is a hint of persuasion in the air.

Make it happen, captain

Society and upbringing be damned! Once again, and as is 
the case for all gratifi cation traps, we must combine self-control 
with a conscious eff ort to unlearn and let go of bad habits. Even 
though we have been thoroughly indoctrinated to see urgency, 
certainty, and credit as valuable, they are holding us back when it 
comes to eff ective persuasion. It’s time to wrestle back control.

When we wish to persuade, our ability to have lasting infl u-
ence over the people in our lives is almost completely dependent 
on us not getting the credit. Unlike competitive settings (which 
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any conversations involving opposing views will innately feel 
like), our ability to persuade is almost entirely dependent on our 
willingness to establish a conversation as a collaboration instead 
of a competition—a search for truth, not for victory. And, when 
our opinions are accepted by the other person, it is our role to 
ensure that they do not feel defeated or beaten, but rather content 
and enlightened. If we can infuse them with a sense of ownership 
for the conclusions of the conversation, then we have truly suc-
ceeded. At the cost of credit, we have secured true lasting impact. 
Ownership over a conclusion breeds a greater willingness to de-
fend it against future challengers.

At all costs, we need to avoid soaking in too much credit. 
And, whatever you do, stay away from “I told you so” statements! 
Self-congratulation is the quickest detonator for any progress that 
has been made.

It is the complete clash between the role of credit in our dai-
ly lives (as ingrained in us by society) and its place in persuasive 
dynamics that makes this gratifi cation trap so very dangerous. 
Avoiding this gratifi cation trap boils down to the same funda-
mental choice we have been looking at since the start of this book: 
a choice between instant gratifi cation (in this case—getting cred-
it, being acknowledged, feeling powerful, and worthy) and lasting 
infl uence. It’s about choosing who will bask in the spotlight dur-
ing these interactions—you… or them.

Striking out in the opposite direction

Th e highest level of persuasion is when the other person ends 
up thinking that they came up with the conclusion themselves or 
that agreeing with you is simply a further reinforcement of values or 
principles they had already held. 
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Imagine participating in a group discussion and not present-
ing even one statement. Consider what it would be like to assume 
the role of facilitator, presiding over the conversation and only 
presenting open-ended questions from time-to-time. Each of 
these questions, carefully thought out and perfectly executed, 
would gradually lead members of the group down a cognitive and 
emotional path until they ultimately fi nd themselves at the con-
clusion you have lead them to. Only, from their perspective, they 
found the way to these conclusions on their own.

Th at is true infl uence.

From my experience as a professional facilitator, I can tell 
you that this form of persuasion can be extremely frustrating to 
carry out. It requires a kind of patient and result-oriented ap-
proach that is faintly reminiscent of secret agents and superhe-

roes. Th ey constantly save the day, and yet they never receive the 
celebration they deserve. It is only a positive outcome that they 
can derive satisfaction from.

For those of us with a large ego to feed and who are signifi -
cantly more knowledgeable about the topics being discussed—
like yours truly—this can be insanely frustrating. Not only do 
these attributes drive a strong need for credit (gratifi cation trap 
#3), but they also rope in a strong sense of absolute certainty 
(gratifi cation trap #2). 
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Combining two traps means double the trouble. Here you 
are, discussing something you have read volumes about, a topic 
you have discussed with dozens, if not hundreds, of people be-
fore, and yet you can’t shout what you’re thinking— “Listen to 
me! I’m an expert” —if you wish to have lasting impact. 

It gets worse! Given the number of times that you have had 
this conversation, you even know—almost to a T—exactly how 
the conversation will progress: which points will be introduced 
fi rst, which objections will then be given, and so on.  

And yet, to avoid this devious gratifi cation trap:

• You are NOT going to be the fi rst to speak or present a 
decisive opinion. 

• You are NOT going to hog the conversation.
• You are NOT going to be the fi rst to respond to or defuse 

any statement contrary to your opinion.

When you speak, try to (at least at fi rst) only use open-ended 
questions. For the event we have been looking at, consider how 
the following questions would open the table for discussion:

Q:  What are our options right now?

Q:  What’s more important to us at this point in time: 

a) Cash fl ow?
b) Our current quarterly sales targets?
c) Our pricing positioning beyond this specifi c deal?
d) Creating the right foundations for the ongoing relation-

ship with this specifi c client? 
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 If we agree on our end goal, it may be easier for us to decide…
Q:  Is there a way for us to give the client the discount 

without it being perceived as a discount?

Q:  What negative outcomes should we be concerned with 
if we don’t give the client this discount?

Q:  What negative outcomes should we be concerned with 
if we give the client this discount?

When used properly, open-ended questions (which let us 
play the neutral ground) allow for a much more productive con-
versation. And, when used wisely, these questions will also steer 
the conversation ever-so-gradually toward the conclusion you be-
lieve in. And all of this will be done without this outcome being 
directly attributed to you. In fact, you will know that you played 
your part perfectly if, at the end of the discussion, people are not 
entirely sure what your original stance was. 

When it comes to the need for credit gratifi cation trap, over-
coming it requires a great deal more from your facilitation skills 
than the false sense of urgency or sense of absolute certainty 
gratifi cation traps. 

Above and beyond the emotional endurance required to 
avoid this gratifi cation trap, there is yet another challenge—lead-
ing a dialogue or group discussion without actually being asked 
to act as facilitator is tricky. We need to manage a way of doing so 
while steering clear of appearing condescending. Another chal-
lenge is using the right questions in a way that keeps them truly 
open ended, but also leads the conversation in the right direction 
by focusing on the right considerations.

When used in the service of persuasion, good facilitation is 
about:
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• Knowing when to intervene with a question; 
• Knowing which question to ask; 
• Knowing who should be the recipient of your question; 
• Knowing the answers to these listed questions in the 

context of group dynamics; and 
• Having killer analytical skills to design a path of ques-

tions that will likely lead to your desired outcome.

You might be thinking, “Ariel, that sounds incredibly intense. 
I don’t think I have that kind of tact or skill set. Does this doom 
me as an eff ective persuader?”

No way! Even if you don’t have the time, natural predisposi-
tion, or simply the inclination to become a professional facilita-
tor, you can still practice and fi nd incredible levels of success. Re-
member, your EQ-related ability to control your own conduct is 
a comprehensive ability that will help you avoid all three gratifi ca-
tion traps. And, just like any other muscle, growth is dramatic 
and opens up a new world of possibilities.

Holstering the Gun
Sarah looked down at her messenger bag, the corner 

of one of her event brochures poking its head out. “Hope-
fully I won’t need that,” she thought to herself. Looking 
around the room at the rich leather couches and mahog-
any-stained bookshelves, she couldn’t help but think that 
it was nice to be a freelance event planner; not everybody 
else was able to see so many different offi ces.

“Miss Peters, Jenny will see you now.”

Sarah Peters smiled at the receptionist and made 
her way into Jenny’s offi ce. A small door plaque read 
“Jennifer Dawkins—SVP of Human Resources.” Opening 
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the door, she was greeted by a smiling woman in her 
mid-40’s. Taking a seat opposite to Jenny, Sarah started 
things off. “Thanks for meeting with me! I can imagine 
how busy you must be.”

Jenny waved the comment away, “Don’t mention it. 
Any friend of Jack is a friend of mine! Why don’t you tell me 
a little more about what you do?”

Lightly kicking her messenger bag under her seat, 
stuffed with different brochures and pamphlets, Sarah 
took a breath, “How about I give you a 60-second overview 
and then you can tell me what you would like me to expand 
on based on your needs?”

Jenny nodded, “Sure, go ahead.”

Here it was, the moment of truth. “From my experi-
ence over the past 20 years, one of the biggest mistakes 
I see is people believing that budget is the biggest chal-
lenge for putting on an event. It isn’t. From my experience, 
when producing events, the main concern is the security of 
knowing that all aspects pertaining to quality, timeliness, 
and attendance are fully met and aligned with the pur-
pose of the event--making sure that a real ROI (Return On 
Investment) is brought about; this is all within the given 
budget, of course! That’s where I come in. Every production 
I manage begins with defi ning the ROI in as many details 
as possible. Then, and only then, I reverse engineer from 
the ROI to every last detail of the event itself.”

Based on the slight wince on Jenny’s face, the points 
had clearly hit the mark. “Well, budget defi nitely is a pain. 
But I have to say that I agree. Unfortunately, the last event we 
produced, while staying within budget, completely missed the 
mark. We got low satisfaction reviews from the employees and 
the CEO. We defi nitely have to do better on our next event.”

Sarah took a breath and made sure not to jump the 
gun. “If you don’t mind me asking, what exactly were you 
unhappy with?”
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An hour later, after having discussed the many fail-
ings of the previous event and how they can be prevented 
in the future, Jenny closed the meeting: “Thanks so much for 
your valuable input, Sarah, you clearly know your stuff. And, 
more importantly, it is obvious that you love what you do.”  

“I do,” said Sarah. “I am very lucky to have found what 
I love!”

The following morning, Sarah was delighted to fi nd 
an email from Jenny in her inbox introducing her to one of 
the HR managers on Jenny’s team. It read, “Hey Mike, follow-
ing our brief conversation in our weekly yesterday, please 
connect with Sarah to see how she can help us with our 
November event.” That was it. A short email that signaled 
the beginning of a long and prosperous relationship. 

TAKEAWAY: It’s never about you. Even when you are invited 
to present your product, service, or opinion, it is still about the 
person in front of you. Don’t hog the microphone! Spend more 
time listening than speaking, especially in the early stages of a 
relationship. Sarah’s success hinged on putting Jenny’s needs in 
the spotlight, not her own. Focusing on who Jenny is and what 
she needs rather than placing the majority of the conversation on 
who Sarah is and what she is selling was the key to success. Th is is 
what turned a 20-minute courtesy meeting into a one-hour long 
“value discovery” conversation that allowed Sarah a better in-
sight to Jenny’s needs. It also allowed Jenny to experience, rather 
than just hear about, Sarah’s expertise and professional abilities. 
Whenever you are trying to sell a product or service, focus on the 
value it brings the buyer rather than on the attributes of the object 
itself (and yes, focusing on what is important to you is missing the 
mark by a mile! Remember, this is all about them).
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I   Chapter 7   I

A Safety Net

Now that we understand the importance of delayed gratifi ca-
tion and are better equipped to identify looming gratifi ca-

tion traps, let’s take a step forward and learn how to systemati-
cally avoid them! 

In the following chapter, I will share fi ve key practices that 
you can use to actively avoid gratifi cation traps and develop your 
powers of persuasion. By allowing yourself to adopt a mindset of 
patience, you create an opportunity to navigate the intricate and 
winding paths of persuasion, eventually arriving at some excep-
tionally green pastures!

Key Practice #1: Persuasion is a process

Take your time. Understanding that real persuasion is a pro-
cess that can take hours—sometimes even months—is one of the 
best ways to avoid the false sense of urgency gratifi cation trap. 
Just take a deep breath and give yourself some room to navigate. 
Frantically pushing your opinion on others gives you very little 
room to operate. 

How many times have we gotten lost in a debate and felt (and 
even behaved) as if it was the most important conversation in the 
world? As tunnel vision kicks in, we somehow come to believe 
that nothing is more important than getting the person in front of 
us to accept our point of view right now!
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We’ve all been there.

But, when you stop to think about it for a second, you may 
start to understand that the majority of discussions have no 
need to turn into a shouting match. Frankly, it doesn’t do any 
good for anyone involved! And even if it does feel good, in the 
moment, to shout and tackle the other person head on, nobody 
likes to be shouted at. Think about it, no matter the outcome of 
the debate, it’s not likely to change the outcome of the world 
(unless the person you are debating is the President of the Unit-
ed States!). 

If the last paragraph seemed obvious and almost conde-
scending, just think about the last heated debate you had, wheth-
er it was with a friend, a loved one, or a work colleague. It’s not 
about understanding what I wrote is right; aft er all, this is not an 
IQ-related challenge. Instead, it is an EQ challenge, one that re-
quires we be able to act precisely in the heat of the moment. 

Now ask yourself, if the person you were debating was sud-
denly struck by spontaneous wisdom—realizing how absolutely 
right you have been throughout the entire debate—what conse-
quence would that have on either of your lives? Would it change 
the world around you?

Consider the opposite. What if that person maintained their 
point of view with unwavering vigilance and wouldn’t budge an 
inch? What consequences would that have on either of your lives? 
How would it change the world around you? 

Don’t get me wrong, I am not saying that the entire conver-
sation between you and the other person is meaningless, or that 
you should not care what the outcome is. Aft er all, this book is 
about how to eff ectively, and effi  ciently, persuade people. Instead, 
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this principle is about managing expectations in order to not be-
come your own obstacle on the way to meaningful persuasion 
and infl uence.

When we lose sight of the marginal, yet important, chang-
es that come from each and every encounter, it’s easy to find 
ourselves left wanting at the end of a conversation, and we 
might be tempted to break out into a full-on sprint. Sadly, as we 
apply more and more pressure to the other person, we influ-
ence them to take bigger steps… in the opposite direction we 
are aiming for!

And, of course, if the other person still doesn’t concede, we 
apply even more pressure! However, as we all know, the more 
pressure you put on something, the more likely it is to become 
irrevocably damaged, sometimes even exploding and hurting us 
in the process.

Th is is the vicious cycle that can be avoided by approaching 
persuasion as a process.

By slowing down, you ensure that you won’t lose control of 
yourself and of the conversation. If you consider that you will 
have additional opportunities to speak with this person, you are 
likely to naturally be more relaxed in your conversation with 
them. If you are not sure that you will have another opportunity 
to speak with this person, then your initial objective is to inspire 
a desire to stay in touch and speak again in the near future. Doing 
so should be easier than “converting” them within the span of a 
single conversation and creates a larger window of opportunity to 
achieve the desired conversion. Adopting this approach will en-
sure that you are far less likely to fall into the false sense of ur-
gency gratifi cation trap. 
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If lasting infl uence is our goal, we should aim to run a mara-
thon, allowing the cumulative eff ect of really positive experiences 
with us to lead to incredible rewards down the road. Aft er all, as 
is known in the world of startups, the greater the potential return 
on investment, the longer the justifi able “runway.”

Losing the Sale of a Lifetime
“Oh my God… how can people be so blind?” Jessi-

ca was just about ready to storm out of the room. She 
glared at John from across the table as he ran his hands 
through his hair in a single stressed-out motion.

It was late, much later than she had planned on 
leaving the offi ce, and there was no way that tired minds 
were helping. The later it got, the less patience she had, 
and John was not making things easier. Checking her 
watch, she sighed. 9:00 P.M. This meeting was supposed 
to be fi nished two hours ago!

“Jessica, it’s basic accounting: there is no way we 
can go lower on this. We would be running at a loss… not 
to mention how this deal would look to our other clients. 
Next thing we know, everyone is clamoring for a discount 
and our margins are shot.” John shook his head slightly 
the whole time he was speaking.

Jessica’s face was an array of frustrated and dis-
approving expressions throughout John’s monologue. 
Groaning audibly, she met his eyes. “This is not just ‘an-
other client,’ John! My team and I have been working on 
this deal for 16 months. 16 grueling months. We need this 
client. Take the longer view for once in your life. This deal is 
a drop in the bucket compared to the potential business we 
can get from them in the next 3-5 years. Stop being such a 
bean counter for fi ve minutes and start thinking strategi-
cally. I swear… you fi nance people…”
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John’s eyes narrowed. His face was red, but he took 
a deep breath and explained in a low, measured voice. 
“Sales don’t matter. Profi t matters. Cash fl ow matters. This is 
a bad deal. 16 months, huh? Where were you all this time? 
I don’t remember being invited to the planning meetings 
for this account. Did you not once think that maybe one 
of my people should have been there with you when you 
formulated the fi nancials of this deal? Did you not think 
fi nance had something to say about the deal structure you 
sent them a good 14 months ago? No... this is sales after 
all. You got it all covered. Who cares about insignifi cant 
details like “profi t” or “price-related market positioning” as 
long as you reach your sales goals, right!?”  

They both sat quietly for a few moments. Jessica 
wanted to kick herself. She had promised that she would 
not get into another one of these arguments with John. 
He was a good guy, she knew that. He was also a great 
fi nance manager. A superstar actually. But she had to get 
this deal approved and she knew that if she had gone 
to him earlier, it might have killed the process with the 
client early onboard. 

“Let’s just go over the numbers one more time so we 
can get the hell out of here.” She had intended to say that 
in a tone that would ease the tension in the room, but it 
didn’t come out that way.

Another hour spent huddled over spreadsheets 
and forecasts did little to fi nd common ground; Instead, 
they both walked away wildly frustrated. The following 
morning, Jessica received a calendar notifi cation from 
John indicating he needed to reschedule their Wednes-
day meeting. “Something came up,” was all it said; no 
alternative time was suggested. Jessica knew this would 
cost her another four weeks at the very least. She would 
get the deal approved, even if it meant taking it directly 
to the CEO, who never let a deal go. But it would cost 
her: not only would it not be in time for this quarter’s 
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numbers, but it would come back to bite her in future 
dealings with John. Plus, the need to escalate this to the 
CEO would refl ect badly on her in upcoming executive 
reviews. This was far from the outcome she wanted.

TAKEAWAY: Before I provide the takeaway for this story, let 
me begin by acknowledging how hard it is to work in large en-
terprises nowadays. Many of these massive, international and 
multicultural organizations are not structured to breed internal 
harmony. Diff erent domain-centric units (HR, IT, Finance, Pro-
curement, Quality Assurance, etc.) are tasked with siloed goals 
that sometimes even confl ict directly with the goals of other units 
within the company. Amazingly, the very same executive leader-
ship that gave them these confl icting goals then hires companies 
like mine to improve internal collaboration and coordinated ex-
ecution. It’s not a small problem, and it costs companies’ tremen-
dous amounts of money in lost productivity.

Nevertheless, in this case, Jessica brought this problem on 
herself. She did it by keeping John’s team out of the loop earlier in 
the sales process. Maybe she was hoping that she could bend his 
will rather than truly mobilize it, given that he would be in the 
uncomfortable position of blocking a sealed deal. Perhaps it was 
because she wanted control over the process... who knows. It’s 
even possible that it was all about getting the credit. Whatever her 
reasons, Jessica knowingly disregarded the interests of John’s team 
in favor of hers. It just so happens that units or departments with-
in organizations can have interests just the same as individuals 
do. Th e basic principles of persuasion still apply. Had Jessica un-
derstood, from day one of this deal materializing, that she needed 
to persuade John as much as she did her client, the outcome might 
be very diff erent. Had she adopted persuasion as a process, get-
ting John involved early on and even allowing him to build a sense 
of ownership over this deal, one of three things would have hap-
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pened: 1) John would have raised his concerns much earlier and 
the terms of the deal may have been improved 2) John would have 
raised his concerns much earlier and Jessica could have backed 
away before accumulating a level of investment (real and psycho-
logical) that made it infi nitely more diffi  cult for her to walk away 
3) John would have gained a deeper, more nuanced understand-
ing of the company’s strategic value for the deal, and possibly even 
developed a personal desire to see it through. Not only did Jessica 
back herself into a corner on the deal, but she also undermined 
the foundation of her ability to win John over in future cases.

Key Practice #2: Small steps

Th is quarter circle is not made of 1 line but rather 45. Each of 
these 45 lines represents a small step with which a perfectly straight 
line can create a perfect circle. Th at’s exactly what this principle 
of “Small Steps” represents. Some people may seem rigid in their 
thinking. If you want to bend their thinking - use small steps.
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Once you understand and accept the importance of adopt-
ing a process-oriented approach to persuasion, you can afford 
to create a more effective and thought-out strategy. Instead of 
asking yourself, “What’s the most I can do to change this per-
son’s beliefs in this conversation?” you can ask, “What are the 
various “stations” I can take this person through on the path to 
where I want them to be?”

  Th e name of this second principle pretty much speaks for 
itself. In many cases, the fact that opinions or outlook on life can 
be parts of our identity—how we perceive ourselves and where it 
places us in our social circles—can make it so that change is ex-
ceptionally hard to adopt. With beliefs being such a strong part of 
who we are, any new way of thinking can be jarring and cause us 
to hug tightly to the foundation we already have in place. It is this 
predisposition that fuels the need for absolute certainty gratifi -
cation trap.

Changing someone’s opinion on a purely intellectual level, 
especially about an issue that has no real impact on their lives, is 
very easy compared to getting someone to agree to change their 
behavior and identity. Th is is why it is critically important that, 
before we get all fi red up and launch into our point of view (which 
of course holds all of the brilliant arguments to demonstrate just 
how right we are), we take an imaginary step back, and try to get 
a solid understanding of how far the other person’s opinions are 
from the ones we are representing.

Take a second and imagine that every issue has two polar 
extremes, with a line connecting one to the other.

Now let’s take a look at the questions that should determine 
your approach to the entire conversation: 
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1. Do you know how far their position is from the middle 
point? 

2. Can you impartially estimate how far you are from the 
middle point?

Knowing where your position lies relative to the middle 
point—as well as how far the person you are communicating with 
is from this point—is crucial for eff ective engagement. And, if 
you are conducting this debate in front of an audience, this be-
comes even more crucial. Th is is because most mainstream and 
undecided audiences are most likely to want to associate them-
selves with the most moderate speaker.

Trying to appeal to a person that is hostile to your way of 
thinking can be disastrous if you don’t take the time to discover 
this predisposition and adapt your strategy accordingly. As ev-
ery good poker player knows, you play the opponent, not the 
hand.

Once you have properly estimated how strongly the person 
(or people) you are communicating with hold to their opinion, 
you can eff ectively determine the size of the steps you plan on 
breaking the process into in order to draw them towards you.
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Did you notice that I wrote toward you?

When most people argue, they do so in a way that expects 
the other person to rocket over the uncertainty point and arrive 
almost instantly at their position.

Th is doesn’t work!

For a person to adopt a position contrary to their own, they 
must first have a reason to be uncertain of their own opinion. In 
other words, they must pass through the center point of “uncer-
tainty,” taking little baby steps until they eventually arrive at 
your position. Some of these steps, especially in longer and more 
strategic persuasion processes, may not even deal directly with 
the subject matter at hand and will be limited to preliminary 
bonding and trust building interactions (such as small talk, 
which is anything but “small” in its potential contribution to 
our chances of persuading and even long-term relationship 
building). 

It is in the process of managing our expectations with our-
selves (prior and during the early stage of the conversation) and 
understanding that we aren’t going to just grab someone and have 
them immediately adopt our way of thinking, that allows us to 
properly establish the Persuasion Equation. 
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Once we understand that we are only trying to get them to 
take a small step at a time, and cover only a portion of the dis-
tance between us in a single “session”, we can more easily calm the 
fi ghting “beast” within us, the inner voice that drives us to per-
suasion in the fi rst place. We can then more easily create an en-
joyable and pressure-free conversation.

But still a question looms: how do we know how to properly 
set our expectations? How do we determine how big or small the 
next step we expect of them should be?

Th e answer is fairly simple. Th e further from the center point 
of uncertainty either of you are, the smaller the fi rst step you 
should have them take towards you. Th e fi rst steps are crucially 
important in that they frame the person’s general experience and 
expectation for the remainder of the process.

When people are not pushed or bullied into adopting a point 
of view, but are instead given the opportunity to walk through the 
process and reach the conclusions themselves, they are much more 
likely to develop a real sense of ownership over their new point of 
view. Th is makes the change both stronger in the immediate fu-
ture and longer-lasting.

Th is principle of taking small steps directly negates all three 
gratifi cation traps, protecting you from making others feel that 
you are yanking them out of their comfort zone and possibly 
making them feel stupid or rigid. Th us, you avoid being tagged as 
an undesired antagonist. 

From a purely practical standpoint, if others don’t want to be 
around us or don’t wish to engage with us, what chance do we 
have of bringing them over to our way of thinking? 
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On the other hand, if you seem to be enjoying the conversa-
tion and are open to listening to the other person’s point of view, 
they are left  with a really positive memory of you. Th ey will re-
member this memory of you for a much longer time than what 
you said or even what they thought about it.

By this point in the book, we have focused on encouraging 
and enabling people to change their minds. But what if there was a 
way to persuade others that didn’t even require them to alter their 
way of thinking?

Key Practice #3: People are best persuaded by 
conclusions they have already reached themselves.

Admittedly, this is perhaps the most complex principle to 
master. How do you engage with a person, someone who appears 
to support a point of view in opposition to yours, and get them to 
agree with you without ever thinking that they have actually 
changed their mind?

Th e most eff ective form of persuasion is when you can get 
someone to agree with you without feeling defeated. Not only 
that, but to bring them over to your side without them even feel-
ing persuaded. Your ultimate success will come if they adopt your 
point of view as being fully consistent with their existing values 
and belief system.
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In their classic book on negotiating, Getting to Yes, William 
Yuri and Roger Fisher discuss the diff erence between a person’s 
“position” and their “interests.” A position is mostly about how we 
want to accomplish a desired outcome; most arguments—and 
even negotiations—revolve around declared positions. Given the 
fact that, with enough creativity, we can come up with lots of dif-
ferent ways of achieving the same outcome, it is a shame that po-
sitions hold such substantial weight in arguments while interests 
remain unattended to and even unknown!
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Sparks Are Flying
Katy: “I can’t believe how expensive gas prices are! We 

need to get a nationwide petition going to lower them. Just 
think about what it would do for lower income families who 
struggle to pay for gas and can’t afford access to remote 
employment opportunities. So instead, they get funneled 
into local jobs, even if these jobs are a bad fi t, or simply 
dead-end jobs. How can they ever break away from their 
poverty if they can’t access better jobs with better pay!?”

Michael: “Absolutely not, Katy. We are polluting our 
environment enough already, thank you very much! We 
need to stop thinking about making more money and start 
thinking more about cutting down on pollution.”

At this point, Katy has two options:

1) She can dive into a direct confl ict with Michael, barrel-
ing out the gate with a statement like:

“Don’t you care about people!? Do you know how 
many poor people we have in our country? Socio-economic 
gaps are expanding and it’s tearing us apart! Not that you 
would know anything about that, Mr. Upper class Activist.” 

Or…

2) She can delay gratifi cation and spend the next few mo-
ments relating to Michael’s value system while learning 
more about where he is coming from: 

“Yeah, I know—we’re polluting our environment like cra-
zy. On one hand, I can’t help but feel terrible for the millions 
of poor people living in our otherwise wealthy country, and on 
the other hand, I defi nitely see where you are coming from. No 
doubt that we are slowly but surely killing our planet.”
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Notice how Katy removes herself from absolute certainly, 
positioning herself closer to Michael on the “Certainty/Opposing 
Certainty line” from page? 

No, she isn’t being fake or manipulative. Instead, she has de-
cided to acknowledge a valid argument against her suggestion. 
Like it or not, it was a valid argument. Lower gas prices may very 
well increase driving-related pollution. 

And no, this doesn’t mean that she’s forfeited her sugges-
tion… far from it! Instead, it just shows that she understands 
the difference between a valid argument and a valid opinion. By 
not acting on an impulse to tear apart Michael’s argument in 
order to dissolve any threat to her suggestion, she has given Mi-
chael reason to see her as both a knowledgeable and moderate 
person.

Here’s something that tends to elude us when we get heated 
about a particular topic or opinion: an argument can be valid 
without automatically invalidating our opinion. Gas does pol-
lute, that’s a fact. Humanity is polluting the planet like crazy, 
that’s also a fact. And yet, in spite of these accurate and trou-
bling facts, poverty does still exist, and lowering gas prices could 
lower unemployment. While acknowledging the validity of the 
environmental argument and the legitimacy of Michael’s envi-
ronmental based value system:

a) Katy can still hold the opinion that closing the socio-
economic gap is more important than preventing the 
added pollution that comes from an increased gas con-
sumption.
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b) Katy can try to prove that, by helping lower income fam-
ilies earn more, they can aff ord higher quality products, 
which are made of more environmentally safe elements. 
If she can successfully demonstrate that temporarily in-
creasing gas-related pollution, while permanently reduc-
ing consumption-related pollution (due to the exodus of 
millions from poverty), then Michael can endorse her 
proposal without having moved an inch from a value-
oriented stand point.

Now, you may have noticed that I used the word “if.”  It may 
end up, aft er some research, that Katy may not be able to demon-
strate a positive correlation between a higher earning capacity 
and lower consumption-related pollution among poverty-strick-
en demographics. But had she fallen into the need for absolute 
certainty gratifi cation trap, this opportunity would have been lost 
on her. Even aft er failing to make this correlation, Katy still has 
yet another option which will allow for the upholding of the Per-
suasion Equation. 

c) She can try to come up with other, less environmentally 
damaging, ideas of how to enable better access to em-
ployment opportunities for low income families. She 
can suggest free, electricity-powered shuttles from areas 
with high levels of unemployment that run to adjunct 
areas with more job opportunities.

Th e key here is to avoid immediately tagging Michael as 
“Katy’s opponent” and attacking him for not caring about the 
poor. We need to maintain a clear diff erentiation between what I 
am trying to achieve and how it can be achieved. Th is gives us an 
opportunity to be much more fl exible and allow Michael’s value 
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system to take the lead, provided it does not directly undermine 
my value system and that my suggestions can be proven to sup-
port both of our values (which, contrary to what many people 
believe, is the case the majority of the time). 

And now for the real kicker! Had Katy not even brought up 
her proposal right away, but rather spent time conversing with 
Michael on other things, she may have discovered his affi  nity for 
the environment. Th is would have aff orded her a new kind of op-
portunity for introducing her idea in a way that appealed to him 
right from the start:

“I think I may have found a cool way of lowering pol-
lution while also lowering unemployment in poverty strick-
en areas.”

Or, if she was unable to fi nd data supporting such a link:

“I think I may have found a cool transportation solu-
tion that can lower unemployment in poverty stricken ar-
eas without adding to transportation-related pollution.”

What do you think Michael’s most likely, one-word response 
would be?

“How?”

When you hear this magical word in persuasion-related con-
versations, you know you are on the right path.

As for Katy, this alternative way of presenting her idea im-
mediately positions her in a more positive way in Michael’s mind 
(and heart!). She cares about the environment and thus is that 
much closer to him on the Certainty/Opposing Certainty line. 
Th is is Katy’s reward for taking the time to discover Michael’s val-
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ue system and general interests. In other words, this is Katy’s re-
ward for not falling into the false sense of urgency gratifi cation 
trap and rushing to complain about gas prices.

Michael is not only more likely to support Katy’s eff orts, but 
his overall experiential memory of Katy will be extremely posi-
tive! In a world as divided as ours, Michael—even if unknowing-
ly—will compare his experience with Katy to the hundreds of in-
teractions where he was quickly attacked and labeled as an 
“impractical liberal tree hugger.” 

The most important aspect of this principle is that people 
don’t have to experience the discomfort of having to change 
their minds in order to be persuaded to support us. In direct 
continuation of the previous principle (Small Steps), the small-
est steps are the ones not taken, as demonstrated by this ex-
ample.

But what if Katy had kicked off  with the suggestion to lower 
gas prices and triggered Michael’s adamant response? Would all 
be lost? Not at all. While she would be starting at a relative disad-
vantage compared to some of the examples above, she can still 
correct her course fairly simply:

Katy: “So, it’s not so much that you don’t care about 
lowering unemployment, but that you instead feel that do-
ing so by lowering the price of gasoline comes at too high 
a cost from an environmental perspective?”

Michael: “That’s right.”

Katy: “I can defi nitely respect that! So what if instead 
of lowering gas prices, we used electric-powered buses to 
shuttle people from areas with high unemployment to areas 
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with richer job opportunities? We can even use electric buses. 
Also, I think that even if we couldn’t use electric buses, the 
free buses idea can not only lower unemployment and lead to 
smaller socio-economic gaps in society, but I think it can also 
prove extremely valuable from an environmental perspective! 
And that’s even in spite of the noise and air pollution that the 
buses will create.”

Michael: “Electric run buses could work… it’s certainly 
better than lowering gas prices nationwide. But how do 
you see traditional gasoline-powered buses being good for 
the environment?”

Katy: “Well, the fumes defi nitely wouldn’t be good for 
the environment, but there is another environmental per-
spective to consider. If we enabled people living in pover-
ty-stricken areas to access jobs in the city and earn more 
money, there would be a dramatic change in their daily 
consumption habits. They could afford better products that 
were more environmentally friendly, and would have a bet-
ter opportunity to gain access to education, which is an im-
portant factor for an environmentally responsible society.”

Michael: “Do you have any statistics that show the 
link between socio-economic status and environmental re-
sponsibility?”

Katy: “Not off the top of my head, but I’m more than 
happy to look it up! I’ll also try to fi nd out if using electric 
buses is even an option. Who know, I could be a mile off.”

Michael: “Cool. You coming to watch the game with 
us tonight?”

Katy: “You bet!”
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As you can see, Katy carefully avoided applying too much 
pressure and stayed away from trying to force Michael to give up 
a value that’s important to him. As soon as she realized where 
Michael was coming from, she adapted her approach.  

She also avoided the false sense of urgency gratifi cation trap 
by pausing the conversation. In doing so, and in the way she did 
(“Let me do some research and get back to you”), she both dem-
onstrated open-mindedness and respect for this value system. 
More still, Katy also created an opportunity to continue the con-
versation with Michael at a later time, thus buying herself time to 
be more prepared when they spoke again. In this way, she was 
treating persuasion as a process and taking small steps to get to a 
desired outcome.

But wait - that’s not all!

Th is is where the third gratifi cation trap—our need for 
credit—roars to life. Aft er all, isn’t the sweetest part of a debate 
when the other person concedes to your superior arguments? I 
know for me at least, winning has an enticing draw!  

In this case, getting credit would likely be Katy’s downfall. In 
the greater scheme of things, why should she care if the environ-
mental value is the tipping point that gets Michael to accept her 
recommendation? Her strategic goal is to lower unemployment 
in poverty-stricken areas, not bringing down gas prices as it may 
have fi rst appeared.

And Michael? His strategic goal is a society that is more en-
vironmentally responsible. If the electric bus option pans out or, 
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even better, if data is found that proves an increase in monthly 
income of poor families leads to them having a lower environ-
mental footprint, this not only gives him an opportunity to sup-
port the idea without feeling like he’s had to compromise on his 
values. Th is even allows him the ego-boosting feeling (credit) of 
driving Katy to a better solution. Th is is the very essence of this 
third principle.

Now the question is: “Is there a way to proactively discover 
the other person’s interests and value system?”

Th ere certainly is.

Key Practice #4: Lead with Questions

Leading others to believe they were the ones that found the 
solution is the antidote to the absolute certainty gratifi cation trap. 
Not only does it force you into avoiding absolute and far-reaching 
statements, but it ensures that the other person feels heard. 

When teaching how to lead others to our desired conclusions, 
I like to start with asking people to imagine that they are only al-
lowed to participate in a given conversation by using open-ended 
questions. Th is can be extremely frustrating at fi rst. But, when the 
going gets tough, remind yourself that the person who controls the 
questions at the base and heart of the discussion eff ectively controls 
the conversation and has great infl uence over its outcome.

So… If your toolbox was limited to questions only, what 
would they be? What questions does your position—your point of 
view—answer?
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Now, just to be clear, not every sentence that ends with a 
question mark is really a question under the cover of this princi-
ple. A “question” that begins with, “Don’t you agree that…” or 
“Isn’t it true that...” is not really a question! Instead, it’s more like 
a thinly-veiled answer. Questions like these are known as closed-
ended questions. You know that a question is a close-ended one if 
it can be answered with a simple “yes” or “no.”  Avoid using these 
types of questions by opening your questions with the words 
“What...” or “How...”

Put it into play

Let’s say that you want to get someone to agree that the offi  ce 
walls should be painted red. Before fl ipping to the next page, go 
ahead and try to structure some open-ended questions that might 
kick-start a discussion to get you those cherry-colored walls you 
have your fi ngers crossed for!

(No cheating! Th ink of a few questions before turning the 
page. Go ahead and write them down.)

1. _________________________________________________

2. _________________________________________________

3. _________________________________________________

4. _________________________________________________

5. _________________________________________________
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Now, how many of the questions you came up with contain 
the word red?

Couldn’t help yourself, could you?  

Know why?

More than likely, it is because you were focused more on 
your own point of view than on that of the person you are trying 
to persuade. You were busy trying to structure questions that 
would lead the other person to the conclusion—your conclu-
sion—that red is the best choice. Th is approach stems fi rst and 
foremost from a latent sense of urgency and also from a strong 
sense of certainty. Th ere’s a better way to go about this.

Instead of “leading the witness,” you should have tried to 
structure questions that will help you to understand where they 
are coming from (remember Katy and Michael?).

You were in a “!” state of mind. Maybe you were incredibly 
excited about the possibility of red walls and let it drive your 
thinking, but as we have already seen, this enthusiasm could un-
intentionally work against you.

What you need is to be in a “?” state of mind. Turn your ex-
citement into curiosity for whatever it is the other person is think-
ing. Allow discovering their desires to be an integral part of your 
persuasion strategy. Th ink about it as the preliminary reconnais-
sance in your mission to recruit this person.

And, for those of you that were able to compose questions 
without slipping in the word “red,” good job! It can be extremely 
tough to take a step back and allow others to shine.
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In order to use questions eff ectively, you have to temporarily 
set aside your own point of view and become truly curious about 
how the other person sees the world. Th e more you know about—
and understand—where the other person is coming from and 
where they are aiming to get to, the more likely you are to be able 
to carve out a path that connects them to your point of view. Or 
rather, that connects your point of view to them.

Th e question now is, “What is the best way to use open end-
ed questions and what should my questions be focused on?”

Key Practice #5: Talk to people about themselves
and they will listen to you for hours!

Th is Dale Carnegie quote is one of my favorites. Th ink about 
each of the gratifi cation traps we have discussed so far. What do 
they all have in common? 

Th ey are all about us. We need to feel gratifi ed, and the soon-
er it happens, the better.

Th e destructive power of these traps is derived from the very 
reasons that we normally engage in debates: we have an opinion 
that we are passionate about, and that we want to spread as far 
and oft en as possible.

You better believe that technology has only compounded 
this mindset. As I have already mentioned earlier in this book, 
while technological evolution has given us remarkable communi-
cation outlets and reach, and while social networks allow us to 
broadcast our lives 24/7, it is harder than ever to get people’s at-
tention. In the 21st century, it is this reality that continues to feed 
gratifi cation traps. Th e harder it is to get attention, the harder we 
fall into them.
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And yet, this modern day attention scarcity off ers us a pow-
erful, albeit counterintuitive, opportunity to shine bright. If peo-
ple are starved for attention…  let’s give it to them.

If you want to get someone’s attention and ultimately per-
suade them over to your way of thinking, you will need to hand 
them swathes of your attention. Th is is exactly what the fourth 
and fi ft h principles are all about (leading with questions that fo-
cus on their origins and desires). 

Th e more attention you give someone, the more they will 
want to engage with you. And, of course, the more they want to 
engage with you, the more opportunities you will have to infl u-
ence them. Aft er all, persuasion is a process! 

Give them the spotlight

To avoid all three gratifi cation traps and push yourself to be-
come a master persuader, you have to try—even if just temporar-
ily—to put the person you are communicating with at the center 
of your attention. Momentarily set aside your own agenda and 
give them the spotlight.

Start by limiting your participation to asking open-ended 
questions. Make sure that these questions are all about them.

Rather than focusing on coming up with the most intelligent 
or foolproof arguments, or dedicating all of your fantastic brain-
power to fi nding weaknesses or loopholes in their approach, fo-
cus on understanding their point of view: 

• What seems to be its origin?  
• Where are they coming from?  
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• What core values are at the base of their belief?
• What is driving them?  
• What do they hope to achieve?
• Who are they as a person?
• What other areas of their lives does it link to? 

When leading with questions, follow up is the key. Let each 
answer they give lead way to a follow-up question. Make it your 
mission to know as much about them as possible, using each 
question to leapfrog your way to new answers. 

And remember… there is no urgency! Embrace persuasion 
as a process. You’re in no real rush. And if you are in a rush, this 
is even more crucial. Slower will get you there faster.

Th e Subtlest War
Bruce: “Can you believe that they’re even considering 

pulling back the troops from Iraq?”

Josh: “I take it that you are opposed to that…”

Bruce: “Absolutely! If we withdraw now, the last de-
cade will have been for nothing. Not to mention that the 
entire country will become a major hub for terrorism.”

Josh: “What do you think our country’s course of ac-
tion should be regarding Iraq and global terrorism?”

Bruce: “We need to keep our troops on the ground 
for one. We also have to start kicking some major ass over 
there and send those terrorist nutcases a very clear mes-
sage—we won’t be messed with. That’s the only thing they 
understand, and believe me it’s the only approach they ac-
tually respect.”
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Josh: “What do you mean by ‘kick some ass?’ What do 
you think we should do?”

Bruce: “Air bomb the hell out of them.  None of this 
‘we don’t want to hurt innocent civilians’ crap. Start shoot-
ing indiscriminately and they will quickly understand that 
hiding behind civilians is no longer effective.”

Josh: “Just air bombs? Is that enough to win?”

Bruce: “No, that’s just for starters. We need more boots 
on the ground. Take back all the ground those crazies man-
aged to capture and keep pushing them until they have 
nowhere left to run.”

Josh: “How many more soldiers will that require?”

Bruce: “As many as it takes. That’s what we have a 
military for, right? Look, as soon as you start slowing down 
and showing weakness, they get even bolder. That’s what 
we’re seeing now… I mean they’re beheading people!”

Josh: “Yeah, I know. It’s crazy, sometimes I can’t believe 
the cruelty. How people can do such things is beyond me.”

Bruce: “Exactly! That’s why we have to stop them.”

Josh: “How long do you think our forces would need 
to be there? Do you think they’ll have to stay there perma-
nently?”

Bruce: “Hard to say. I think they need to stay there for 
as long as it takes. I guess for at least a few years… that’s 
for sure!”

Josh: “Hmm… I wouldn’t want to be a soldier over 
there. Do you have friends in the military?”

Bruce: “Not any more. A friend of mine served for a 
few years though. Man, did he have some stories!”

Josh: “Really? Two of my friends also served…”

Bruce: “You don’t say! When? What unit were they in?”
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As you can see, this example could have easily gone on for 
quite a few more pages. Did you notice the diff erence between the 
absolute, even troubling at times, nature of Bruce’s statements 
against the open-ended type of questions by Josh? Despite what-
ever he might have been thinking, Josh didn’t express any opinion 
in the matter. Instead, he related in the ways that he could, and it 
has nothing to do with their positions on this matter. Bruce could 
have represented a completely opposite belief with just as much 
troubling certainty, and Josh would have been equally wise to lead 
the conversation with open-ended question.

Notice how the conversation progresses and eventually 
makes its way to his friend’s experiences in the military? Nor-
mally, if you were to disagree with Bruce’s opening remarks, your 
fi rst response might be one that challenges the statement and im-
mediately off ers an opposing point of view. 

We’ve all been there and done that. What you’re likely look-
ing at is a swift  escalation in tone and attitude; things are about to 
get heated. But, by leading with questions and not rushing into a 
full-on argument, Josh is able to learn more about Bruce and his 
way of thinking. Th e overall result—a much more pleasant con-
versation and the discovery of some common denominators be-
tween them. So now Bruce can frame Josh in his mind as some-
one he has something in common with, rather than someone who 
has opposing views. Now Josh can use cognitive dissonance to his 
advantage. You see, if Bruce formulates a positive impression of 
Josh early on, then the universal human desire not to change will 
work in favor of Josh if and when he says or does something Bruce 
doesn’t approve of (how many times have you demonstrated 
greater leniency towards someone you like versus someone you 
didn’t know or didn’t like?).

Now this isn’t to say that Josh’s approach will ultimately lead 
Bruce to abandon his beliefs and become a “bleeding-heart,” anti-
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war liberal. But during this conversation, Bruce might start to be 
more open to adopting certain exceptions to his statements, 
“Don’t worry about protecting innocent civilians” and “Our 
troops should stay there as long as needed.” We can also expect 
that he will be more tolerant, even if just slightly, of an alternative 
view when Josh fi nally decides to share it.

Th ere are many benefi ts to engaging in this way, especially in 
the earlier stages of the persuasion process:

• Avoiding the gratifi cation traps
 When I fi rst introduced the three gratifi cation traps, my 

key objective was to raise your awareness of them. It’s 
harder to avoid what you can’t see. It’s so darn easy to 
fall into them, that the fi rst step is simply to understand 
that they exist and to know what they look like.

• Gain valuable information
 As we have seen, persuasion is a whole lot more than 

rational arguments and supporting data. Persuasion re-
quires you to know as much about the person you are 
trying to persuade as you do about the topic you are dis-
cussing. Th e more that you know and understand about 
them, the better use you can make of the knowledge you 
have about the matter at hand.

• Meta-persuasion
 Being a truly eff ective persuader is about adopting the 

long game. It’s about understanding that the nature of 
your conversation on Monday will have a powerful im-
pact on the other person’s outlook and willingness to 
engage with you on Th ursday (even about a completely 
diff erent topic). 
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It’s not always about what you say. But it is always about 
how others feel when they interact with you. Do they enjoy these 
interactions, or are they a pain? How people remember feeling 
around you will determine much of your ability to persuade 
them, regardless of the topic at hand. And, given that they too 
are starved for attention and have the same unrelenting need for 
instant gratifi cation, the door is open for you to become the per-
son that gives them much-valued conversational gratifi cations. 
Th e result will be a positive experiential memory of you and a 
stronger predisposition to engage with you, listen to and respect 
your opinions, and ultimately support your eff orts, whatever 
they may be. And that is what lasting impact looks like.

Wrapping things up

Each of these fi ve principles have something in common—
they will be incredibly diffi  cult to apply from the start. Each and 
every one of them is counter-intuitive to what nature and society 
teach us, and they all require us to abandon bad habits that have 
been formed over a lifetime. But you can do it. You now have 
powerful tools at your disposal, and you can train your persua-
sion muscles by putting these practices into play! Combined, all 
fi ve principles create a perpetually self-reinforcing momentum 
that propels you forward: 

1. If you have a longer process…
2. You can aff ord to use smaller steps. Smaller steps lower 

the chances of triggering cognitive dissonance and there-
fore generate less resistance.

3. Th e smallest—and most infl uential—step is leveraging 
pre-existing conclusions they have already reached in 
support of your opinions and proposals.



You’re Not Moving Slow Enough 99

4. Th e best way to get others to reach their own conclu-
sions is by leading them with open-ended questions.

5. Ask questions about them. Not in a challenging way (no 
cross-examinations!), but in a sincerely curious way. Th e 
more you talk about them, the more they will want to 
talk with you. Th ere’s your process!

And, if ever in doubt, remind yourself to always ensure that: 
Engaging with you = Positive experiential memory

Now go out and change the world!

-Ariel Halevi
www.vayomar.com
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Give yourself some down time 

Now that you’ve learned how to “turn on” your persuasion 
skills, I like to speak for a moment about the importance of 

knowing how to turn them off .

Delaying gratifi cation can be draining. I know that even to-
day, aft er so many years of practice, I still walk away from certain 
conversations feeling depleted. It’s called “will power” for a good 
reason. Not reaching for that marshmallow can eat up our battery 
power and when our battery is depleted, we can make some seri-
ous mistakes.

Th at’s why it’s very important to be aware of your own pre-
disposition. Pay attention to your own tendencies when it comes 
to having impulses and with regards to how hard it is for your to 
apply delayed gratifi cation. Like when we fi rst go to the gym, we 
need to gradually build up our muscles and not rush in and try to 
lift  the heaviest weights right from the start. And even if you have 
been going to the gym for years, as I have in the context of per-
suasion, you need to listen to your body and manage yourself ac-
cordingly.

Th at’s why I have adopted a policy of allocating time to free 
fall into gratifi cation traps. Sometimes it can be when i’m Facebook 
debating with friends, and other times around the family dinner 
table or with close friends. I let myself go and bubble up several 
marshmallows at a time. I do it knowing that I will not have mean-
ingful impact in those specifi c interactions and that’s ok. 

I do it to have fun. To enjoy myself. 
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I know that these people, who are close to me, know me and 
love me enough to take it and that it will not signifi cantly com-
promise my “Messenger Status” with them due to our long stand-
ing relationships. I also do it around topics that are less critical to 
me. I do it to built up my energy for those tougher, more impor-
tant conversations with people with whom I may not have the 
same strong relationship foundations and in which I will need 
every ounce of self control and discipline in order to avoid the 
gratifi cation traps and really have a chance at lasting impact with 
them.

Our energy to deal with the world around us is a resource 
like any other. It can be spent and we can run low. When this hap-
pens, we are at a greater risk of damaging potentially important 
relationships and setting ourselves back, sometimes way back.

Th at’s why it’s important for me to make sure you work hard, 
but also responsibly, at learning how to use the tools I have pre-
sented in this book. Take your time doing this. Don’t rush it and 
don’t over do it. Move slow and steady and be conscious of the 
emotional aff ect it’s having on you. Don’t be too tough on yourself 
and let yourself enjoy that fi rst marshmallow every now and 
again.

Remember: slow is not necessarily slower. 
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Thank you

I have wanted to write a book for a long time. I must have writ-
ten four that I ended up not publishing. Verbal communica-

tion is quite different than written communication and I real-
ized that I needed lots of help. I am so grateful that I am fortunate 
enough to have had many people make sure I got it. Most espe-
cially, Doug Crowe. One of the wonderful outcomes of this 
book, even before it has been published, was discovering you. In 
so many ways, you made this book a reality, where once it was 
only a dream for me. I know few people who can balance, so 
perfectly, such a high level of expertise with such endless pa-
tience and good nature. I enjoyed every moment of this process 
with you and can’t wait to start working with you on the next 
book!

Gur Braslavi. My business partner of 15 years and the broth-
er I never had. As with many accomplishments I look back on 
with joy, this too, is one I know was made possible by your un-
wavering love and support. You are a remarkable person and a 
role model for me. Th anks for existing!

My family. Having a a great mentor, especially early in life is 
a tremendous privilege. I was remarkably lucky to have two in-
credible mentors from as early as I can remember: my father, Me-
nashe who laid the foundations of my analytical thinking when 
he taught me chess at the age of 5 and continued training through-
out my life, until he passed away in 1999 and my mother Esther 
who introduced me to the world of organizational consulting and 
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coaching back when I was still in middle school. Ema - you are 
still my number one mentor and I count my blessings for having 
you both as my parents. And the same goes to you, my amazing 
sister, Naama, Dana and Sigal. We don’t pick our families and I 
sure lucked out!
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