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FOUR WAYS NOT TO PERSUADE 
 
From Jay A Conger, 
The Necessary Art of Persuasion. 
 
 
Today, employees don’t just ask, “What should I do?”  
They also ask, “Why should I do it?”  Persuasion now 
comes into play in every aspect of our work and lives, not 
just in selling or closing deals. 
 
For twelve years, I have been studying 23 senior business 
leaders who have shown themselves to be effective 
change agents.  Specifically, I have been studying how 
these individuals use language to motivate their 
employees; articulate vision and strategy; and mobilise 
their organisations to adapt to challenging business 
environments. 
 
Four years ago, I started a second stream of research, 
exploring the capabilities and characteristics of successful 
cross-functional team leaders.  The core of my data 
comprised interviews with and observations of 18 
individuals working in a range of companies.  These were 
not senior managers, as in my earlier studies, but middle 
and lower level managers.  Along with interviewing the 
colleagues of these people, I also compared their skills 
with those of other team leaders - in particular, with the 
leaders of less successful cross-functional teams 
engaged in similar initiatives within the same companies.  
Again, my focus was on language, but I also studied the 
influence of interpersonal skills. 
 
Also, to learn how managers approach the persuasion 
process, I observed several dozen managers in meetings.   
 
Finally, I selected a group of 14 managers known for their 
outstanding abilities in constructive persuasion.  For 
several months, I interviewed them and their colleagues 
and observed them in actual work situations.  
 
In all of this work, I have had the unfortunate opportunity 
to see executives fail miserably at persuasion.  Here are 
the four most common mistakes they make: 
 

They attempt to make their case with an up-front 
hard sell, the John Wayne approach.  These 

managers strongly state their position at the outset and, 
then, through a process of persistence, logic and 
exuberance, they try to push the idea to a close.  In 
reality, setting out a strong position at the start of a 
persuasion effort gives potential opponents something to 
grab on to … and fight against.   
 
It’s far better to present your position with the finesse and 
reserve of a lion tamer, who engages his “partner” by 
showing him the legs of a chair.   

In other words, effective persuaders don’t begin the 
process by giving their colleagues a clear target in which 
to set their jaws. 
 

They resist compromise.  Too many managers see 
compromise as surrender, yet persuasion often 

involves … indeed, demands … compromise.  Before 
people buy into a proposal, they want to see that the 
persuader is flexible enough to respond to their concerns.  
Compromises can often lead to better, more sustainable 
shared solutions. 
 
By not compromising, ineffective persuaders send out the 
message that persuasion is a one-way street ... in fact, 
persuasion is a process 
of give-and-take. 
 
Prof Kathleen Reardon 
of USC makes the point 
that a persuader rarely 
changes another’s 
behaviour or viewpoint 
without altering his or 
her own in the process.   
 
To persuade meaningfully, we must not only listen to 
others but also incorporate their perspectives into our 
own.  Most effective persuaders seem to share this 
common trait … they are open-minded, never dogmatic.  
 

They think the secret of persuasion lies in presenting 
great arguments.  In persuading people to change 

their minds, great arguments matter … there is no doubt 
about that.  But arguments, per se, are only one part of 
the equation.  Other factors matter just as much … such 
as the persuader’s credibility, his or her ability to create a 
mutually beneficial frame for a proposal; to connect on the 
right emotional level with an audience and communicate 
through vivid language to make arguments come alive. 
 
No effort to persuade can succeed without emotion. 
 

They assume persuasion is a one-shot effort.  
Rather, persuasion is a process, not an event.  

Rarely, if ever, is it possible to arrive at a shared solution 
on the first try.  More often than not, persuasion involves 
listening to people; testing a position; developing a new 
position that reflects input from the group; more testing; 
incorporating compromises; then trying again; … If that 
sounds like a slow and difficult process, that’s because it 
is.  But the results are worth the effort.  
 
In the end, persuasion is much more than a selling 
technique or a form of manipulation.  It is the opposite of 
deception.  It is a learning and negotiating process to lead 
to a shared solution to a problem.     
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FOUR EXTRA STEPS 
 

1. Establish credibility;  
2. Frame goals on 

common ground;  
3. Paint vivid pictures    

of your proposition;  
4. Connect emotionally. 


