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“Jason Harris expertly lays out tangible, positive actions that anyone can take to uncover their authentic self, influence others, and achieve their goals.”


–Lewis Howe, New York Times Bestselling Author; Founder, School of Greatness


“There are books that help you in your profession and there are books that help you become a better person. The Soulful Art of Persuasion will help you get better in your profession as a side effect of becoming a better person. That’s the beauty of this book.”
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“The habits and engaging storytelling in these pages provide a perfect framework for anyone who wants to build meaningful relationships in all facets of life from the personal to the political.”


–Zeppa Kreager, Chief of Staff, the Biden for President Campaign


“Jason Harris is a Jedi in the art of using soulful persuasion to put some good into the world. This book is required reading for anyone who wants to be a Purpose-driven leader.”


–Afdhel Aziz, Founder and Chief Purpose Officer, Conspiracy of Love; Co-author, Good is the New Cool: Market Like You Give a Damn


“As our world drowns in tweets, posts, and 24 hour news cycles, the art of persuasion has never been harder, yet more important. Fortunately, Jason Harris has given us the playbook to build the character, empathy and engagement needed to skillfully win over others in this new media world of distrust.”
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To all those on the journey of soulful success




How to use this eBook


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen




The Starting Point


It’s hard to know who to trust anymore.


These days you can’t look at a screen without being hit in the face with phony outrage, fake news, phishing scams, pop-up ads, or some other kind of online stupidity. Trust in government and mainstream media is near historical lows.1 And if anybody ever blindly trusted Silicon Valley giants like Facebook and Google, they don’t anymore.2 Most Americans don’t even trust opinion polls—according to one opinion poll, at least.3


So, how do you persuade people in an environment where nobody has a reason to trust you—where people are actively looking for reasons to be suspicious? That’s the challenge I’ve spent my career grappling with. Because this much is clear: Americans sure as hell don’t trust people in my line of work.


As the CEO of the creative advertising agency Mekanism, I belong to one of the least-trusted professions in the world. The only people considered more dishonest, according to a Gallup survey, are used-car salesmen and members of Congress.4 That’s some pretty questionable company.


These attitudes say a lot about the nature of influence in the modern era. Because if there’s one thing all three of these professions have in common, it’s that each is in the business of persuasion. And when you picture someone who persuades for a living, two types of people spring to mind.


One is a slippery, fast-talking operator trying to pull one over on us, like the desperate real estate brokers in the Pulitzer Prize–winning play Glengarry Glen Ross. These are the sorts of characters who will tell you anything you want to hear, just to close a deal. They rely on vague promises, linguistic tricks, and fine print to hide the truth. They annoyingly keep repeating your name as if they know you. They are purposely inoffensive, way too self-aware, calculating, eager to please, and, in a word, soulless. Nobody wants to buy anything from these people; they make us want to figure out any excuse to say no.


At the other extreme are ideologues and loudmouths who are absolutely certain of their point of view and think anyone who disagrees with them is either stupid or dangerous. Think cable-news partisans and Internet trolls, Washington lobbyists and talk-radio pseudo-intellectuals. People in this group can be found at all points on our political spectrum. And they are incapable of convincing anybody who hasn’t already embraced their exact same worldview.


As a leading practitioner in the advertising industry, I find myself up against these preconceptions daily. Yet I’ve still managed to build a career around my ability to persuade—whether I’m helping persuade consumers to buy certain products and services, persuading clients to hire our agency and to remain with us, persuading potential employees to come on board, or persuading our current employees to do their best work. I’ve managed to do this in an industry in which persuasion happens in the most scrutinized environment imaginable.


What’s my secret? Well, I’ve only found one solution that works in today’s modern world: be the opposite of the greasy salesperson or the self-deluded blowhard everyone is on guard against. Be someone people can trust and relate to and even sometimes be moved by.


In other words, you have to be soulful.


That’s the driving idea behind The Soulful Art of Persuasion. And it’s based on the simple observation that whether someone persuades us or not has little to do with the exact words and phrases they use or the positions they take, but with the kind of person they really are.


Persuasive people aren’t skilled at sweet-talking their audience or figuring out what people want to hear. Rather, they are the individuals we want to agree with. They have qualities that compel us to be on their side and trust them, whatever the issue may be. Their persuasiveness comes from their soul.


The result is a form of influence that is far more powerful than reason alone. Logical arguments force us to accept a certain conclusion whether we like it or not, but soulful persuasion attracts us to a position. Genuine persuasion is about engaging rather than insisting. And this can actually be learned and made habitual with practice.


I’m not going to give you a collection of tricks for closing a deal or making a quick sale. What I will show you is how to develop the personal habits that will allow you to be the kind of person that others trust, seek advice from, and want to collaborate with.


In short, I’ll show you how to develop a more persuasive character.


Character is the collection of traits, dispositions, and virtues that someone consistently displays in their thoughts, emotional responses, and actions—the qualities that reflect who we are. Developing a persuasive character means acquiring the character traits, habits of mind, and personal practices that, once truly internalized, will no doubt make you a more influential person.


The Four Principles


Personal dispositions that can make you persuasive fall into four main categories.


First, persuasive people are original. When they speak, you sense they are coming from a place of authenticity and honesty and that you’re getting a glimpse of the real, unique them—not some prepackaged version designed to please you. For people who possess this virtue, their thoughts and actions are motivated by a deep understanding of who they are, always being themselves and building deep, long-term commitments; they are not motivated by the desire for short-term gains.


Second, persuasive people are generous. They give habitually and without expecting things in return. I’m not just talking about money or physical gifts. Persuasive people also are generous with advice, opportunities, introductions, respect, and emotional positivity. You never get the impression that they are just looking out for themselves.


Third, persuasive people are empathetic. They are naturally curious about other people and seek out engaging conversations that delve past small talk into topics that genuinely matter to others. People of this sort are skilled collaborators and possess an outlook that emphasizes our common humanity, not our differences.


Finally, persuasive people are soulful. They hold themselves to their own self-imposed ethical and personal standards, always strive to be better, and motivate others to push beyond their normal limits. They are sources of inspiration for those around them. As a result, they possess a personal authority that makes them naturally influential.


I’ll explore these four principles in detail while focusing on the eleven specific habits that fall out of these larger principles, how they contribute to persuasion, and what each of us can do to develop and strengthen them.


My goal is to help you incorporate certain attributes, viewpoints, and tendencies into your way of life, so that they become reflexive, habitual, and a part of who you are. This way, when you display empathy or generosity or soulfulness, it will be obvious to those around you that they are getting a glimpse of your character—even if that recognition is unconscious.


Depending on your own natural strengths and weaknesses, some of the following chapters will be more useful than others. Readers who are naturally empathetic, for example, don’t need to spend too much time strengthening that aspect of their character.


The best way to use this book is to be honest with yourself about which traits need the most work, and focus on those practices that will do the most good for you.


Making Persuasion Soulful Again


“Persuasion” isn’t exactly a heartwarming word. It is kind of loaded, and most people associate it with deception or some form of coercion. There’s no doubt that negative persuasion is possible. In fact, you see it everywhere in the form of fear-mongering, political attack ads, and “us versus them” rhetoric. And my own industry, advertising, certainly bears some responsibility for persuasion’s bad rap.


But persuasion can also come from a positive, life-affirming place—a soulful place.


If you strive to be original, generous, empathetic, and soulful, you will be well on your way to a more rewarding and meaningful life. You will also be a happier, more positive person with more fulfilling experiences.


That these character traits will also make you more influential in a wide range of situations is largely a side benefit. But that doesn’t change the fact that these principles are profoundly relevant for anyone hoping to become more influential—at home, at work, among friends, or even in the wider world.


When people are won over by your character, they are usually motivated by their own best tendencies. These include their recognition of our common humanity, their willingness to see things from a different point of view, their sense of possibility, and their desire to act on positive emotions.


The current culture of political polarization, online echo chambers, and tribalism is one in which persuasion is sorely lacking. For us to move past our differences and find a way to live better together, we’re all going to need to become better at persuading each other.


At the same time, character matters a lot more than it used to. Thanks to the cultural shifts of the last few years, forms of discrimination, misogyny, and racism that once were swept under the rug are now being called out. A person’s deficits of character can prove career-ending. This is all the more reason to approach persuasion from a standpoint that puts character front and center.


The Soulful Art of Persuasion is for entrepreneurs, wannapreneurs, executives, creative types, and anyone who wants to utilize the power of persuasion to bring colleagues, peers, clients, friends, or loved ones to their point of view. After all, at some level, all of us are in the business of persuading.


Of course, you can’t fake being a persuasive person, any more than you can fake being a great classical pianist, free-throw shooter, or neurosurgeon. But anyone can learn to be one. I’ve had to learn to be one over the course of more than two decades in the cutthroat business of advertising.


What you hold in your hands will help you do the same.
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Chapter 1


turn and face the strange


My idol has always been David Bowie. Nobody has ever been better at following the advice often attributed to Oscar Wilde: “Be yourself, everybody else is already taken.” Over five decades in the music, fashion, and entertainment industries, Bowie never stopped exploring who he was and finding new ways to inspire others with his gender-bending, music-blending creativity. Most of all, as a role model, he made it all right for me and many others to be our own weird and wonderful selves. He made anyone and everyone comfortable to fly their unique freak flag.


Growing up as a child of the 1980s, I caught the second and third waves of Bowie’s work. “Let’s Dance,” “China Girl,” and “Under Pressure” were the first hits that made me take notice. Bowie swayed me. He convinced me because he was one of a kind. He persuaded me with his stories. And from there I was off with all-night sojourns into the entire Bowie canon. His albums mixed an astonishing array of genres, from art rock to glam rock to post-punk, electronica, hard rock, jazz, new wave, and unfortunately even disco. There was nothing he couldn’t do.


I’m not alone in my obsession. After all, he is one of the bestselling recording artists of all time. Without him there is no Cure, U2, Lou Reed, Joy Division, LCD Soundsystem, or even Lady Gaga. Rolling Stone magazine recently called him “the greatest rock star who ever fell to this or any other world.”1


But with Bowie, the main attraction was never just “Changes” or “Ashes to Ashes”; it was Bowie—or Ziggy Stardust, Aladdin Sane, the Thin White Duke, or one of his endless supply of alter egos. Before he was Bowie, David Robert Jones was a struggling musician moving from band to band and churning out a string of singles nobody bought. Even after he changed his name to David Bowie, his first solo album went nowhere—and it’s easy to see why. In those years, Bowie was still trying to fit into existing categories of what he thought people wanted him to be. Whether he was playing blues covers or folk, it all sounded like something people had already heard. It was all too familiar.


And guess what? Nobody wanted anything to do with that David Bowie.


But by 1969, when he dropped “Space Oddity” days before the launch of NASA’s Apollo 11, he was on his way to becoming an international rock god that would change the shape of popular culture forever. In the decade that followed, he went on a creative tear unequaled in the history of rock. From the albums The Man Who Sold the World, Hunky Dory, and The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars on through to Young Americans, Heroes, and the posthumous release of the haunting masterpiece Blackstar, Bowie was constantly reinventing himself, incorporating new ideas, pushing boundaries, and challenging assumptions every chance he got—even from beyond the grave.


The timing of this renaissance was no accident. Bowie spent the two years between his first failed solo album and the release of “Space Oddity” discovering new influences and exploring new ways of making art. He lived at a Buddhist monastery, studied dance, drama, and mime, and helped create an experimental arts lab.2 He was finding ways to be his true self and express it better. He went deep into himself so that he could understand what he wanted to say and convince all of us to pay attention.


Most of all, he found his own vision and learned to always trust it.


What made him irresistible as an artist is that he wasn’t trying to be the next Jagger or Dylan. He was becoming the first and only David Bowie, a man to whom old categories just didn’t apply. He wasn’t blues or pop, psychedelic or soul, man or woman, gay or straight. He didn’t have a single identity. What united everything he did was that it came from David Bowie being an original. And that was enough.


Growing up outside of Washington, D.C., in conservative Fairfax County, Virginia, I would pore over Bowie’s every album, lyric, and persona. I didn’t always know what I was feeling when I listened to a Bowie track, but I knew I felt something soulful. And it was way more interesting than the band Wham!


At the time I discovered Bowie, I was already the semi–black sheep of my family. My parents and a lot of my relatives are teachers and academics. My interests were incomprehensible to them. I was not a bookworm; I was a shameless television addict obsessed with Knight Rider and The Greatest American Hero. I also loved watching the thirty-second stories sprinkled between the TV shows. I still think about ads like “Oh yeah!” from the Kool-Aid Man, “How many licks does it take to get to the Tootsie Roll center of a Tootsie Pop?” or “Leggo my Eggo”—a tagline that my sister and I repeated countless times at the breakfast table. Even today I find myself saying “Time to make the donuts”—from the Dunkin’ Donuts ads of my childhood—when I head off to work. I would break down every component of these old ads, from the music to the acting to the direction, analyzing what made them work. Did that ad persuade me to buy the thing they were hawking? This was definitely not normal behavior for a twelve-year-old, certainly not in my family of intellectuals and educators.


It took David Bowie to show me that weirdness isn’t something to fight against—it’s something to wrap your arms around. Bowie gave me license to be my own strange and unique self.


Ironically, Bowie’s first and only office job was as an artist at Nevin D. Hirst Advertising in London.3 He washed out of that gig pretty quickly. But even later on, he maintained a close relationship with the advertising world, appearing in TV spots for everything from Pepsi to Louis Vuitton.4


It may sound counterintuitive that I learned the importance of authenticity from David Bowie—the master of self-creation, the man of endless identities—but it makes sense. Yes, he was a mess of contradictions and radically different personalities, but it was all original and true to Bowie every single time. You may not have understood what he was up to, but you knew he was showing you a unique side of himself and that he didn’t care what anyone else thought. You felt it in your bones.


And that quality of being authentically yourself is at the heart of all persuasion.


Character Is King


Persuasion is about personal character, not facts or argument. The most powerful modes of persuasion don’t have much to do with evidence, argument, or logic. In fact, often what persuades people isn’t the substance of what’s being said but the source—in other words, the person saying it. Aristotle knew this more than two millennia ago. As he put it, “We believe good men more fully and more readily than others … [A speaker’s] character may almost be called the most effective means of persuasion he possesses.”5


This makes sense. On most issues, we just don’t have the knowledge, time, or expertise to figure out on our own which side to take. I trust my doctor when he tells me I need to take vitamin D supplements or to stay off my sprained ankle for a week. It isn’t the science that convinces me—I didn’t go to medical school and I have no idea why we need so much damn vitamin D, but my doctor went to medical school and studied to know her craft, and the good ones project the conviction and character to make us listen.


When a politician tries to persuade you about tax reform or national security or immigration, most of the time you don’t have enough information to decide based on the facts alone. You’re deciding based on whether or not this person seems well intentioned, trustworthy, confident, and sincere. You’re deciding based on the individual’s perceived character.


What I mean by character—or, more important, what Aristotle meant—isn’t just the list of ethical rules you try to follow or the personal beliefs you hold. Your character is also made up of the habits and dispositions that you display without thinking. When a brave person sees a burning school, they don’t hesitate to run into the building to help the kids inside. When an honest person finds a lost wallet, they do their best to return it to its owner and don’t consider for a second taking the cash inside. A sincere person tells the truth reflexively, not after weighing the pros and cons of being truthful.


So the character traits that make you persuasive also need to flow from your core. People need to know that they’re getting a glimpse of the real you—a peek at something that you don’t even know that you’re showing them.


Peep Show of the Soul


The first step in developing a persuasive character is learning to be unapologetically yourself.


I know, I know, “Be yourself” is nothing fresh. You’ve heard it a million times. It’s something you say to a friend who’s preparing for a job interview or about to ask someone out on a date. But what people usually mean when they say “Be yourself” is “Relax, be natural, and don’t overthink it.”


That’s not what I’m talking about, because in most situations where we are trying to be persuasive, our instincts lead us in the wrong direction. We try to hide those parts of ourselves that we assume the other person won’t appreciate. And we say and do things we think will make us more attractive to our audience. We smile more than usual or act excited about something we don’t really care about. We speak in more formal language than we normally do in real life. Put simply, we try to fake it till we make it.


But that’s not what human beings respond to. They can see what you’re doing from a mile away, whether they realize it or not. Recent experiments by researchers Leanne ten Brinke, Dayna Stimson, and Dana R. Carney at the University of California, Berkeley’s Haas School of Business demonstrate just how amazing we are at unconsciously detecting bullshit.6 Their work set out to discover whether split-second, gut-level reactions were better at identifying dishonesty than our conscious judgment. To do this, the researchers conducted an experiment in which they asked a group of undergraduates to look at video-taped interrogations of people suspected of stealing $100. Only some of the suspects actually stole the money. But every person videotaped was told to deny that they were guilty. Some actually had done it, but everyone denied it.


Surprisingly, when the undergraduates were asked to consciously identify which suspects were lying and which were telling the truth, their answers weren’t very accurate. In fact, they managed only 54 percent accuracy, just barely better than if they guessed.


Here’s what’s incredible: When the researchers measured the undergraduates’ unconscious split-second gut reactions to the videos, the students proved much better at sorting the liars from the truth-tellers. Specifically, participants who were thinking about one of the videotaped liars responded faster to words like “dishonest,” “deceitful,” and “untruthful” than to words like “honest” or “genuine” during a test designed to measure automatic mental reactions. When they were thinking about one of the truthful suspects, the opposite was true.7, 8


In other words, what Brinke, Stimson, and Carney’s work was showing us is that people are pretty impressive at detecting dishonesty with split-second, gut-level accuracy—way better than they are at consciously calling bullshit. So when you tell little white lies to get in your audience’s good graces, there’s a good chance you’ll end up tripping their deception alarm right off the bat, without their even thinking about it. They may not know exactly what you’re hiding, but they’ll know you’re hiding something. And once they get even a whiff of insincerity, you become just another salesperson trying to put one over on them.


There are two ways to get around someone’s built-in bullshit sensor. First, you can learn to be an expert bullshitter. It’s not easy, but people can certainly do it. They’re called con artists. And if you’d like to become one, there are other books out there for you. This isn’t one of them.


For those of us who enjoy sleeping well at night, there’s another option: stop trying to get people to like you and start being fully who you are. Or, to put it differently, don’t be David Robert Jones when he was making the by-the-numbers music he thought people wanted. Be Ziggy Stardust, and put your weirdest, most honest, and wonderful self out there, even if that means violating a few social norms.


I’ll give you a personal example. For years I pretended to like wine. I’ve been to Napa probably a few dozen times. And each time I followed the drill: I swished and spat. I held my glass up to the light and swirled it around. I used words like “oaky” and “full-bodied” like I knew what I was talking about. I memorized some of the regions and the varietals and which wine pairs with which food. I thought I was super-bougie.


I convinced myself that I enjoyed all of this, but I really didn’t. I actually hate wine. It’s acidic. It makes my teeth turn purple. And after drinking it, wine makes me want to go knock out. I am more of a high-energy guy. I’ll take a mescal or vodka cocktail any night of the week (every night during some tough weeks). I just felt like wine was the kind of thing I was supposed to like, so I went with the flow—especially when I was with someone I wanted to impress.


These days, when I sit down at a restaurant, I hand my wineglass back to the waiter first chance I get. It turns out that people respect that. The wine lovers I know respect it the most, because they definitely don’t want to spend all night listening to a poseur recite some pretentious bullshit he tried to learn in Napa. Plus, it means there’s more wine for them.


Turning off your filter and showing a little psychic skin can give you a real leg up when you’re trying to sway your audience. There are a number of reasons why this works. First, an original human being—with real likes and dislikes, out-there interests, and surprising obsessions—is something other people can recognize and relate to, whether they fully identify with that person or not.


After all, diversity is the one thing we have in common.


Also, you become memorable, a known quantity, and that makes you far more trustworthy than someone who seems to be putting on a show. It also gives you a chance to share a part of yourself and tell personal stories.


I’m shameless about filling the walls of my office with images of artists, musicians, and historical figures whom I truly love and am inspired by. Sure, the client I’m trying to land might hate The Clash or Prince, but she almost certainly loves some kind of music or art or cultural icon. That makes the picture of Joe Strummer something she can relate to, and it helps make me into a human being instead of a businessperson trying to get something out of her.


But there’s another reason to put your whole, authentic self out there whenever possible: it’s almost impossible to anticipate what parts of your identity other people will be drawn to. You might think that your collection of tiny porcelain cats, ski resort shot glasses, retro Nike sneakers, Marvel comic books, or whatever you’re obsessed with will be incomprehensible to your audience, but it might be exactly the thing that they appreciate most about you. And it makes you memorable. On top of that, the fact that you opened yourself up to scrutiny conveys confidence. And when it comes to persuasion, confidence is power.


When you let your freak flag fly, it shows the other person that they are trusted, respected, and welcome. And you also welcome hearing about their unique interests and obsessions.


That’s why it pays to be your strangest self. But here’s the tricky part: none of these reasons should be on your mind when you’re actually seeking to persuade someone. If you’re only putting yourself out there in order to make a sale, then you’re not being genuine—you’re being manipulative. You need to get to a place where the uniqueness you show in your interactions comes from someplace real. It needs to be something you do without thinking. Letting people in on your quirks makes you interesting and memorable. Who wants to blend in and be bland and forgettable?


It comes easily to some people—and it becomes easier with age—but it usually takes awareness, discipline, and practice. Not even Bowie did it naturally—he had to go off and learn how to do it.


How to Have More Authentic Interactions


How do you learn to be even more of an original? Sounds like a trick question, but it’s not. In fact, there is a simple method you can put into daily action. It comes down to three steps.


Awareness


Awareness in this case is really listening to what you’re saying. Start by paying more attention to every interaction you have. What you’re looking for are instances when you say or do something that doesn’t reflect what you truly feel. Maybe you gave a half laugh at somebody’s off-color attempt at humor. Maybe you pretended to be way more happy or pissed-off by today’s weather than you really are. Maybe you stopped yourself from sharing something about yourself because you weren’t sure how the other person would react or feel about you.


Most of us do these things automatically. And sure, each instance might be innocent enough. You’re just being polite, you tell yourself. Or you’re just trying to avoid confrontation, finish this awkward conversation, and get on with your life. But these little moments of insincerity can quickly add up to full-blown phoniness. At the very least, they are missed opportunities to show something about yourself that’s real.


Moments like these take different forms in each person, but once you know what you’re looking for, they’re hard to miss. So when you see yourself engaging in this kind of small-scale insincerity, take note.


Analysis: Do a Postgame Breakdown


Just like an athlete looks at game tape to keep their skills sharp, you’ll want to do a postgame analysis on your personal exchanges or pitches to see where you can be more yourself. After each conversation is over, ask yourself whichever of these questions applies:




	Where in that conversation was I being my most genuine self?


	Where did I notice myself being insincere or holding back?





With that information in hand, ask:




	How can I build on those moments where I was letting myself show through?





For the less genuine moments, ask:




	What would I have said or done if I was being honest? If I was being my most genuine self? If I wasn’t so concerned about how the other person saw me?


	How would I have acted if I was talking to my oldest friend—someone who knows me better than I know myself?





Don’t get me wrong—I’m not telling you to be an insulting asshole just for the sake of standing out. If your answer to any of these questions is “You’re sucking the life out of me! Please stop talking!,” you’ve missed the point. Your goal isn’t to get the other person to take a swing at you. It’s just to conduct the conversation as genuinely as possible.


Adaptation: Implement What You’ve Learned


However you answer those questions, you need to put this knowledge into action. Keep a journal where you record your strengths and weaknesses. Perhaps there’s a conversation topic that really brings out your most genuine self. Or maybe there’s a detail about your life that you go to great lengths not to talk about—maybe you even seek to conceal it. People respect you when you tell them deeply personal things about your life. You might have things you say without thinking, or things you pretend to like that you hate. Don’t be ashamed of your experiences and points of view; be proud of them.


The simple act of writing them down will help you internalize these lessons. And if you get into the habit of doing this, you’ll become much more deeply aware of when you’re being phony. Over time, you’ll begin catching yourself before the words leave your mouth, until eventually it will become automatic.


It’s just like learning a musical instrument—say, piano. At first, you have to think about every single detail: the way you sit, where your feet are, how much tension is in your wrists, your fingering, the tempo, how hard to strike each key. Every note you play takes intense concentration. But as you master the instrument, more and more of what you do just becomes purely automatic. At that point, the music just seems to pour out of you. Or, even better, it’s like learning a foreign language. At first you have to obsess about grammar, vocabulary, and tense. You conjugate verbs in your head and carefully pronounce each word. You flip through a dictionary and memorize words. But once you master the language, all of that falls away and the words flow directly from your mind without hesitation.


This is the process that you should apply to developing every persuasive habit detailed in this book. Don’t think of it as having to learn something new. Think of it as discovering and leaning into the unique qualities that are already in you.


It’s what golfers mean when they talk about “finding their swing.” They’re not engineering a perfect swing from scratch so much as they’re discovering their natural swing through deliberate practice. And, in a way, this will help you find your swing.


Collect Role Models and Study Them


There will be times when you’re tired or hungry or just uninterested in self-improvement. What’s lacking in these instances is inspiration. And a reliable way to deal with flagging inspiration is to have a collection of role models you can turn to.


Specifically, you should always be on the lookout for people you admire for their sincere, no-bullshit demeanor. Could be Steve McQueen. Could be Oprah. Could be Steph Curry. Could be the person who cuts your hair. Doesn’t matter, as long as it works for you.


Now think about why, exactly, they come off the way they do. Look closely at the way they speak, their tone, their use of eye contact, their choice of words, conversation topics—all of it. Here too, I recommend you keep a journal where you can riff on the character traits that you admire. My ode to Bowie earlier in the chapter comes right from my notebook.


By doing this, you’re internalizing those features of your role models that you find most admirable so that you can draw on them in your own life. And in times when you feel yourself slipping into people-pleasing mode, think back to one of these figures and picture how they would act in your situation. Your goal isn’t to copy the idiosyncrasies of these individuals but to be inspired by them.


Why “Be Confident” Is Horrible Advice


Confident people are naturally persuasive—you don’t need me to tell you that. If two mechanics give me conflicting reports on what’s wrong with my car, I’m going with the one who says he knows for sure that my problem is a blown head gasket. I’m definitely not putting my money on the guy who sounds like he’s guessing. And, the science bears this out.


In one experiment, psychologists Paul C. Price and Eric R. Stone showed a group of thirty-five people the stock predictions of two fictional financial analysts—one named Brown, the other named Green. Participants would learn, for instance, that Brown predicted with 86 percent confidence that a particular stock would increase in value, and then they would learn whether or not Brown was right or wrong. For each analyst, participants saw twenty-four such judgment-outcome pairs, giving them a decent track record for both Brown and Green.9


The participants were then asked to choose which analyst they would hire. Now, neither analyst was better at predicting stocks than the other. In fact, both made exactly the same overall predictions on every single stock. The only difference was that one of the analysts was always extremely confident—predicting with 99 percent confidence, say, when his counterpart predicted with 84 percent confidence. Even when the overconfident analyst was uncertain, he was extremely uncertain—giving a prediction with 7 percent confidence instead of the other analyst’s 22 percent confidence.


Sure enough, participants overwhelmingly preferred the more confident analyst, even though he wasn’t any better at picking stocks. When faced with two equally good options, confidence makes the difference.


This suggests that there’s a good reason people often tell you to “be confident” if your intention is to persuade. But I’m not going to do that. Because the truth is, “be confident” is bad advice. The next time someone says it to you, do yourself a favor and ignore them. Telling people to “be confident” is like telling them to “be sleepy” or “be surprised”—you can’t just decide to do it. What you can decide to do is project confidence. Or, more precisely, you can adopt habits and develop character traits that will make your confidence real.


Being comfortable in your own skin is more than half the battle when it comes to conveying confidence. But there are also a number of more specific strategies for communicating more confidently.


Speaking Truth with Power


If you’re going to say something, say it. If you’re not willing to state an important idea without a bunch of qualifications, then don’t say it. Stop using language that waters down what we’re saying or suggests uncertainty. I’m talking about words and phrases like:




	maybe


	probably


	sort of


	I think


	I could be wrong


	I feel like …


	This might be a stupid idea, but …





Just get rid of them. The same goes for throat-clearing introductory comments like “Can I ask you a question?” or “Let me bounce an idea off you.”


These little disclaimers and hedges are what communication researchers call powerless speech, and it’s obvious why.10 When you speak this way, you broadcast your insecurity to your audience and give the impression that what you’re saying doesn’t deserve to be taken seriously. At that point, you can kiss any chance at persuading them goodbye, because they’re not buying what you’re selling. Why would they? You’re not even buying it yourself.


Some might object to this strategy as a kind of deception. After all, isn’t it dishonest to pretend to be more confident than you really are? Yes. But I’m not telling you to pretend. Only to change the way you express things that you actually believe. Because if your speech is littered with powerless language, even statements you believe in deeply will come off as unbelievable, or at least questionable. Using powerful language starts to increase your confidence. And using powerless speech does the same in the opposite direction.


I learned this the hard way. I was recently asked to appear on a nationally broadcast Fox show to discuss that year’s Super Bowl advertising trends. I was excited to do it. After all, if there’s anything I can discuss with authority, it’s the advertising industry. I’m also a die-hard fan of great advertising, so the Super Bowl is like my Christmas—er, Chanukah.
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