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PERSUASION... IT’S one of those words that has a significant connotation attached to it. When you hear the word, chances are your mind is instantly flooded with ideas and feelings that accompany it — even though those ideas and feelings extend beyond the true definition of persuasion and may not actually be based in fact.

Persuasion is not manipulation. Manipulation is when someone has a negative influence on someone else by using unethical means, like intentionally lying to them. Persuasion on its own is neither ethical nor unethical. It is the reason for the persuasion and the way that the persuasion methods are used that determines whether it is ethical or not.

Persuasion is a bit like words, in that words also are not good or bad on their own. Words are just words until they are used by people. It is the way that people choose to use them that gives words their meaning and energy. Words can be used positively to lift people up, or negatively to tear people down. Words, like persuasion, are powerful. It is not until we get them in context and we know the intention of the person who used them that we understand whether the words were meant to be good or bad.

So let’s dig a little deeper and figure out what persuasion really is. Persuasion is the art of being able to get others to do what is in their own best interest when it also benefits you. Think of it as a win-win situation. Dale Carnegie said, “There is only one way to get anybody to do anything. And that is by making the other person want to do it.” That’s where persuasion comes in. People use persuasion to try to influence the beliefs, actions, and attitudes of others. Persuasion can often be seen at work on television commercials and in advertisements as companies try to get you to buy their goods, at the car dealership as the salesman delivers his sales pitch, during political campaigns as candidates court voters, in homes as parents get their children to clean their rooms or do their homework, and even in a courtroom as lawyers deliver their arguments to the jury.

Persuasion is using your influence to change people’s attitudes or actions. There are two main types of persuasion. Systematic persuasion appeals to a person’s sense of logic and reason. Heuristic persuasion appeals to a person’s emotions or habits. Both types of persuasion share the same goal; they just go about achieving it differently.​[i]

The guiding Rules of Persuasion are not inherently good or bad on their own. They simply exist. They are neutral. It is the person using the persuasive techniques that makes them good or bad. Some people will always be willing to do anything to win, no matter the cost. Those people are the ones who don’t think twice about misusing the Rules of Persuasion, as long as it is personally beneficial to them. They are not concerned with making sure that what they convince someone else to do is in that person’s best interest. They would be willing to stoop to the lowest levels of using blackmail, bribery, temptation, or even violence, as long as they got what they personally wanted.

People who follow the Rules of Persuasion understand the power of persuasion and only want to use its Maximum Influence in positive ways. They only choose to use persuasive techniques to get what they want when it is a win-win situation and a good outcome for everyone involved. When the rules are followed, persuasion has the power to do amazing things. Persuasion can bring peace between countries in conflict, can motivate a team no one thinks can win to rise to the occasion and become victorious against all odds, can help a boss to boost employee efficiency and morale, can convince a person to follow a doctor’s advice to get a potentially life-saving test done, and even convince a criminal to release innocent people without causing them harm.​[ii]

This book will present many powerful persuasive techniques. They should always only be used with proper care and consideration. You should never try to persuade someone to do something that you know isn’t in their best interest. It is called the power of persuasion for a reason. It is powerful, no matter how it is used.

Persuasive people have the power to prevent wars, keep kids out of trouble and on the right track, and even save lives. Unfortunately, they also have the power to do the opposite. For this reason, persuasion is something that should always be handled with care.
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​Chapter 1: The History and Basics of Persuasion
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THE ART OF PERSUASION is not new. An interest in and understanding of the way persuasion works can be traced back through history to the time of the ancient Greeks. In their society, someone who could persuade others was given great social prestige. They believed persuasion was a skill that could be learned, and the citizens of Athens were eager to receive rhetorical training.

One of these teachers was Aristotle. In his book, The Art of Rhetoric, Aristotle laid out principles that act as a foundation for persuasion and hold true even today. He believed there are three basic means of persuading others: ethos, pathos, and logos.

Ethos was considered by Aristotle to be the most powerful way to persuade others. Ethos is at work when an audience is persuaded to follow a speaker because they believe he or she is credible. The perception of someone as being credible is formed by a combination of many things that create an impression on others. These things may include stature, physical appearance, the sound of their voice, word choice, reputation, eye contact, trust, sincerity, and many more elements that work together to give the audience the perception that the speaker is more knowledgeable than others and should be believed. In short, persuasion that is ethos-driven relies on the good name of the speaker.

Pathos is the state of mind of the audience. If the speaker knows how the audience is feeling, that information is something that can used to try to persuade them. Advertisements are mostly based on pathos.

Logos is the logic and substance of the speaker’s message. The message alone is able to be persuasive and convincing. The documents distributed by scholars or companies are logos-driven.​[iii]

Aristotle’s principles of persuasion were explained long ago, but are still true even today. The only distinction is our world is a very different place. Persuading others is not as easy as it used to be. People in Aristotle’s time had more limited access to information, and most of them could not read. Today, people are less likely to be easily influenced because they are better educated, and the internet has opened them up to vast amounts of information from sources all over the world.

Why choose persuasion?

There is a well-known fable by Aesop called The Wind and the Sun. As the fable goes, the sun and the wind were having a disagreement over which one was the strongest. The sun saw a man wearing a coat walking down the road and told the wind they could settle their dispute by trying to get the man to take off his coat. They agreed that the one who was successful would be the strongest.

The wind blew fiercely at the man, but the man just held on more tightly to his coat every time the wind blew. The wind finally gave up in disappointment. The sun shone warmly on the man until he could no longer keep his coat on as he walked in the heat, so he took his coat off.

The fable demonstrates an example of how people don’t like it when they are told what to do, but if they are kindly persuaded toward a certain direction, like the warmth of the sun led the man to want to take off his coat, they are more willing to comply.

This is not a new idea to any woman who has ever been in a relationship with a man. If you try to ask him to do something, you are nagging him and he will be stubborn and refuse to do it, but if you make it seem like it is his idea and in his best interest, he is more than happy to complete the task.​[iv]

Audience

The audience may be as small as one, or as many as you can count. This is a time when the size of the group does not matter, but an audience is required nonetheless. After all, if persuasion is the art of influencing others, having an audience is a must. You must know two things very well in order to be successful at persuasion: the audience and the techniques.

It is essential to know your audience inside and out so that you are able to quickly react to and adapt your delivery to best meet their needs, wants, and even fears. You also need to know many persuasive tools and techniques backwards and forwards so that you know the appropriate ones to use in any given situation. If you choose the wrong one or make a mistake in how you use it with the audience, you will have a much harder time persuading them.

If you are able to take the principles and Rules of Persuasion and couple them with motivation tailored toward your audience, you will find receptive audiences and positive results in your future endeavors.​[v]

Adapt to your audience

Persuasion is not a “one size fits all” concept. In fact, a typical rookie mistake people often make when trying to persuade others is finding one technique they like and have found success with and thinking they should stick with it because it will be successful every time. This couldn’t be further from the truth.

Just knowing the techniques of persuasion is not enough. You must be committed to getting to know your audience and willing and able to adapt your presentation to them on the spot in order to best meet their needs. This requires you to be a “student” willing to put in the time and effort to observe and analyze your audience.

People are a lot like snowflakes — no two are exactly alike. That makes their thoughts and behaviors difficult to predict. When you make your presentation, one of three things will happen: people will agree with you, make up their mind not to listen to you, or be totally indifferent to your message. You can greatly increase the odds that your audience will react more favorably if you tailor your delivery to meet them where they are.

Two Paths of Persuasion

Persuasion can occur in one of two ways: consciously or subconsciously.

Persuasion occurs consciously when the audience makes an intentional effort to listen and understand your message. They thoughtfully weigh and consider the pros and cons of the argument you present and use logical reasoning to guide their decision-making process. In this situation, they are very motivated participants.

Persuasion occurs subconsciously when the audience follows their instinct or falls back on a habit. This is an intuition or a gut reaction. It is more of a guiding feeling than a logical, thoughtful decision made through a deliberative process. It is a bit like making decisions on autopilot. This may happen when people are not as invested in or motivated by a subject, or because they don’t feel like they have the time or energy needed to fully commit.​[vi]
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