How to use influence to get more out of your business

Most people falsely believe we live in a rational world.  They forget or just do not know that we make most of our important decisions, and almost all of our less important decisions emotionally.

In business, we thrive or survive on how well we can influence our customers and prospects, staff, suppliers, investors and lenders, and even the taxman.  The most successful business people are lifelong students of influence, and it shows in their relationships and business success.  

Let’s pause to briefly clarify an important point.  I am not suggesting that we should all follow in the footsteps of Dr Goebbels, Hitler’s infamous Nazi propaganda minister who wielded such power over the hearts and minds of the German people in the 1930s and 1940s.  As effective as he was in a dictatorship, his methods offend the democratic values of our society.  

Today’s masters of influence are subtler.  They can manipulate the unsuspecting for personal gain, or for the greater good.  Moreover, if you do not know who is doing it and how, then you are one of society’s sheep hoping that you will come across a shepherd rather than a wolf.

Ethical influencers are in business for the long term, and look for win-win outcomes.  For example, an ethical and influential salesperson can recognise a prospect’s genuine need for a high-value purchase such as time saving equipment or a breakthrough consulting assignment.  However, the prospect may fear making a mistake and resist the purchase even against his or her own interests.  Here an effective influencer can create a sale that gives tremendous value to both parties.  

A useful test is this: “If the person I am trying to influence were to fully understand what I’m trying to do and why, would he or she approve?”  If the answer is yes, you can be confident you are being true to your values and those of our society. 

The good news is that influence can be learned and mastered.  

A good place to start is with US psychologist Dr Robert Cialdini’s six basic principles of persuasion:

1. Liking – people like those who like them.  Dr Cialdini has defined the two most important elements here are the things we perceive we have in common with each other, and the degree to which we praise others.  

2. Reciprocity – people repay in kind.  Gift giving is a relatively blunt instrument here, but usually more subtle and effective is to be first in displaying the behaviours that we want others to return to us.  Supervisory and networking relationships depend heavily on this principle.

3. Social Proof – people follow the lead of those they feel are similar to them.  If you want an individual to move in a certain direction, persuade their peers.

4. Consistency – people align with their clear commitments.  We all value consistency, so if you can find a way to show me that a certain behaviour is consistent with a value or behaviour I believe I already have, then I will feel a pressure to conform.

5. Authority – people defer to experts.  In spite of knowing this intuitively, most business people mistakenly assume that others recognise their expertise.  However, those consciously and continually develop ways to highlight their expertise earn reputations as leading authorities.  They get the best clients and the most business.

6. Scarcity – people want more when it seems that the supply is limited.  When we see an opportunity that is time specific, or limited in quantity, then we put a higher value on it and are more likely to act.

Each of these seems self-evident and simplistic.  However, each is profound because it is based on how we think and behave most of the time.  The surprise is that most of us think and act as if we did not understand these truths.  Moreover, to our great loss.

Start today to become the influencer you need to be.  Get and read a copy of Cialdini’s book “Influence” Science and Practice” and you will already be a step ahead of most competitors.  Resolve to continually study influence and persuasion, and observe how it applies in your daily life, and you will quickly become more effective in every arena of your life.    
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