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Praise for The Upper Hand


“Dr. Abbie Maroño revolutionizes the way we think about persuasion, showing that true power lies not in manipulation but in building authentic connections rooted in trust and empathy. A must-read for leaders and negotiators, this book equips us to achieve our goals while uplifting others, making it essential in today’s disconnected world.”


—Robin Dreeke, FBI Special Agent (ret.) Spy Recruiter and Trust Expert


“The Upper Hand is a revolutionary guide that blends cutting-edge science with practical strategies. It offers a powerful tool kit for building trust, mastering communication, and achieving success in both personal and professional spheres.”


—Joe Navarro, #1 Bestselling Author and Leading Body Language Expert


“The Upper Hand is a master class in trust and influence, showing the power of cooperation over coercion. Dr. Maroño provides practical tools to approach conversations with confidence, making this book a cornerstone for transforming your personal and professional life.”


—Brad Beeler, Supervisory Special Agent, US Secret Service


“Dr. Abbie’s The Upper Hand is a groundbreaking guide to ethical influence and persuasion. Rooted in the science of social engineering, it empowers readers to achieve their goals, build meaningful connections, and create desired outcomes—all without the need for manipulation.”


—Judd Shaw, Speaker, Author, Attorney, and Serial Entrepreneur


“Dr. Abbie’s The Upper Hand is an essential playbook for business professionals. This book is packed with actionable techniques that will sharpen your ability to connect, negotiate, and lead with authenticity and effectiveness. It is an indispensable guide for executives, managers, and anyone striving to lead with impact.”


—Guillermo de Nicolas, Founder and CEO, Panther Capital Group


“Dr Abbie’s book is a true game-changer. Packed with cutting-edge insights, practical strategies, and compelling examples, this book arms you with the tools to influence and thrive in any situation. A must-read for anyone looking to elevate their communication and negotiation skills.”


—Giles Paley-Phillips, Award-Winning Author, Podcaster, and Screenwriter


“Dr. Abbie Maroño has been one of the most requested guests ever on The Mojo Sessions—and for good reason. Abbie has the unique ability to take the valuable research from her lab and from others around the world, and distill it in a way to help us better understand ourselves and how we interact with the world. Abbie is smart, genuine, and articulate, and her empathic nature makes it easy for us to relate to her work. The Upper Hand beautifully outlines the latest principles of social engineering, challenging the current constructs we use in our interactions and shows how through some clever changes, we can prosper in our negotiations and communication with others.”


—Gary Bertwistle, Keynote Speaker, Author, and Host, The Mojo Sessions podcast


“The Upper Hand is a modern, science-backed guide to winning friends and influencing people. Get what you want—no leverage needed! This insightful book reveals the art of social engineering and secrets used by highly successful people, presented in a practical guide.”


—Nadia Ait, Cofounder and CEO, Body Language Academy


“Dr. Abbie’s new read The Upper Hand is not just another run of the mill book on persuasion, It is the blueprint of understanding human behavior and building trust with integrity. Packed with actionable insights, it teaches you to influence ethically, whether in your career, relationships, or everyday life. This is the book that will help you finally feel like you can now truly connect and succeed.”


—Shawn Livingston, Keynote Speaker, Podcaster, and Combat Veteran









[image: image]









Also by Dr. Abbie Maroño


Work in Progress: The Road to Empowerment, the Journey Through Shame









[image: image]









The Upper Hand copyright © 2025 by Abbie Maroño


All rights reserved. Except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be used or reproduced, stored, transmitted, or used in any manner whatsoever, including for training artificial intelligence (AI) technologies or for automated text and data mining, without prior written permission from the publisher.


[image: ]


Matt Holt is an imprint of BenBella Books, Inc.


8080 N. Central Expressway


Suite 1700


Dallas, TX 75206


benbellabooks.com


Send feedback to feedback@benbellabooks.com


BenBella and Matt Holt are federally registered trademarks.


First E-Book Edition: June 2025


Library of Congress Control Number: 2024057715


ISBN 9781637746844 (hardcover)


ISBN 9781637746851 (electronic)


Editing by Corrine Hickin, Virginia Combs, and Katie Dickman


Copyediting by Evan Herrington


Proofreading by Marissa Wold Uhrina and Lisa Story


Indexing by WordCo Indexing Services, Inc.


Text design and composition by Jordan Koluch


Cover design by Brigid Pearson




Special discounts for bulk sales are available.


Please contact bulkorders@benbellabooks.com.












To my father, for being my unwavering support, my guiding strength, and the first person I turn to, no matter what life brings.


Thank you for teaching me to pull myself out of the dirt, get back on my feet, and never back down.


This book is for you.










Foreword



In a world where the subtle currents of human influence shape every decision we make, understanding these forces becomes both a challenge and an opportunity. The Upper Hand delves into the profound biological, anatomical, physiological, neurological, social, and ethological imperatives that define humanity. These elements form the foundation of our unique capacity for connection and understanding—qualities that arise from the intricate interplay of the human mind and body.


As Dr. Maroño articulates with great precision, human evolution has endowed us with DNA-driven imperatives rooted deeply in biology. This book seeks to reaffirm the unparalleled importance of human connection and what influences us. It emphasizes the irreplaceable, nuanced interactions we share face-to-face, touch-to-touch, through which we not only perpetuate our species but also cultivate friendships, foster trust, and thrive as social, sentient beings. In re-centering our focus on these foundational aspects of human life, this work reminds us of the deeply consequential role our interactions play, shaping not only individual lives but also the very fabric of society.


Dr. Maroño offers a fascinating perspective on influence and sociability, portraying social engineering as the art and science of building relationships that are mutually beneficial, ethical, and rewarding. She redefines influence not as a mysterious force, but as a skill rooted in understanding human behavior and the factors that drive connection and cooperation. By breaking down the science of why certain behaviors foster trust and mutual benefit, she illustrates how influence is more about purposeful, prosocial efforts than manipulation. This approach brings clarity to the ways we can all create meaningful connections that are not only effective but also enjoyable.


Every so often, a book emerges that genuinely deserves our attention, and this is one of those rare finds. It’s a resource for everyone—from individuals seeking personal insight to parents, managers, HR professionals, and negotiators. With clear, science-backed guidance from an author with the expertise to make these concepts immediately practical, this book sheds light on the workings of the human mind. It offers tools for enhancing relationships and communication, making it invaluable in both personal and professional spheres.


The Upper Hand offers a fresh and ethical approach to influence, grounded in solid research and proven best practices. Dr. Maroño, an award-winning academic and gifted communicator, artfully combines storytelling with empirical science to share insights that resonate deeply. This isn’t about outdated tactics or instilling unnecessary fear, apprehension, or artificial scarcity; rather, it’s a guide to harnessing evidence-based, ethical strategies that build trust and foster genuine relationships. Dr. Maroño’s expertise shines through in every chapter, making complex concepts accessible, practical, and highly relevant for readers across personal and professional realms. From how we speak to the words we choose, you will quickly see that even the smallest of things matter. Your eyes will see the world differently, one in which influence is all around us: subtle, nuanced, pervasive, and inevitably shaping many of our decisions. Knowing these techniques is as important or perhaps even more so than utilizing these techniques.


You don’t need a background in science or psychology to grasp the insights offered here, which are refreshingly clear, practical, and easy to apply. With Dr. Maroño’s guidance, you’ll find yourself building more meaningful connections but also having a greater understanding of the world around you.


While many books offer surface-level insights, The Upper Hand stands apart by delving into the biological and neurological foundations of influence, providing a rich, evidence-based perspective that builds confidence in each technique. Dr. Maroño unpacks the science behind social engineering, a term often misunderstood, revealing that it’s really about creating meaningful relationships, building lasting foundations, and crafting solutions to social challenges.


This book doesn’t just inform; it transforms your understanding of human connection, showing you why these methods work and how to apply them effectively. It may be the most impactful read of the decade, making now the perfect time to explore its insights and practical wisdom.


Whether you’re a seasoned professional or just beginning, these principles will elevate your approach to connecting with others. This book is a learning journey, and one that will leave you not only satisfied but genuinely equipped with proven skills for fostering cooperation, building trust, and making an impact. Dive into this journey with Dr. Maroño and come away with tools to truly transform your interactions for a lifetime.


—Joe Navarro


Body Language Expert, Bestselling Author










INTRODUCTION



As humans, we have the innate ability to influence others. We are constantly influencing one another, even when we don’t know it. How we speak to others, how we dress, and how we interact with the world around us influences how others see us. We even influence people by not interacting with them (ever given someone the cold shoulder?).


Influence is the process of affecting others’ behaviors, thoughts, or decisions. Most people immediately think of influence as manipulation. But, as a behavioral scientist, I’ve come to understand there is a distinct difference between the two. And, surprisingly, the most effective influence strategies in today’s connected world actually avoid manipulation, coercion, or high-pressure tactics. Instead, they rely on building trust and a desire to cooperate—innate human drives we’ve shared as a species for millennia.


From my years of neurological, biological, psychological, and forensic research, plus my experience as a practitioner and the trusted insights of my colleagues, I’ve come to create a framework for connection and influence: The Upper Hand. I’ve been testing out these practices and principles for years, even before I had names for them. They helped me grow from a struggling PhD student who constantly heard from friends, family, and mentors that my goals were “too ambitious” to achieving a lifelong dream: training agents of the US Secret Service.


The Upper Hand is a framework for using influence through ethical, mutually beneficial means. It takes the current science of human behavior into account, guiding its users through the most effective strategies for influence. Everyone who reads this book will leave with new strategies for connecting with others and making a lasting impact in their lives.


In 2023, a (now retired) supervisory Secret Service agent sent me and my boss, Chris Hadnagy, an email thanking us for helping him gain a full confession from a suspect accused of sexually abusing a minor. It was a shock to both of us. He told us he listened to our podcast, The Social Engineer, which aims to help listeners learn more about psychology from various experts in the field. My series, The Doctor Is In, consists of Chris and me discussing all things psychology and behavioral science.


On his way in to work, Brad turned on an episode of The Doctor Is In—an episode about learned helplessness. In this episode, I mentioned that many individuals who have experienced sexual abuse may attempt to regain a sense of control over their bodies and lives by engaging in hypersexual behavior. It’s a maladaptive coping mechanism to reclaim agency over their own sexuality and body.


When Brad heard this, he felt a stroke of inspiration and approached his next interview from a new perspective. That morning, Brad received a full confession from the predator. Then he sent the email to Chris and me, informing us that, thanks to our episode, a predator would be put away for life. When I responded to Brad’s email, I told him I’d be happy to connect with him and offer any additional insights into his work. I was honored to contribute to putting away dangerous predators.


This exchange marked the beginning of an influential relationship between Brad and me. We maintained a strong working relationship. Any time he reached out to me, I was always keen to help. I greatly admired the work he did, and I felt honored to contribute whenever I could.


I didn’t help Brad because I wanted anything from him; I helped him because I believed in his work. I believed my expertise could help him build trust with those he interviewed. It may seem hard to believe someone facing a life sentence could come to trust the person interrogating them, but my hope is that, as you read on, you’ll come to understand how crucial trust is for any influence strategy. You’ll learn about people like former FBI agent and spy catcher Joe Navarro, my good friend and mentor, who still receives messages from people he put in prison—ones who have served their time and now want his advice. He was never unfair or manipulative with the people he interrogated, and they still trust him years later.


Influence, at its core, is about trust. When we ask our friends for advice, we are influenced by their answer because we trust their judgment. When we ask our bosses for help at work, we do so because we trust them to guide us. Our parents influence our morals, beliefs, personalities, and worldview, all because they are the first people in our lives to gain our trust or, sadly for some, lose it. Trust strengthens a person’s ability to influence, as well as their chance of success.


Without trust, influence becomes manipulation. Manipulative people affect others through fear, anger, and control. Manipulation is influence without a relationship, without connection, and is therefore an antisocial tactic. Manipulation is only successful when it comes at the cost of other people’s well-being. Using manipulation, control, or coercion may work in the short term, but in the end, manipulators are more likely to land on the other end of Brad’s interrogation room.


You can form lasting, beneficial relationships without taking advantage of others. Humans are neurologically wired to connect and collaborate, and this innate drive doesn’t make us weak or naive. Instead, it positions us to make the most of our relationships.


Influence works best when it builds from an understanding of human biology, psychology, and sociology—a biopsychosocial approach. Rising from amateur status to master influencer means taking a holistic account of what happens to a human inside and outside of their body when they interact with others. To truly gain The Upper Hand, we need every component functioning well, ensuring the comfort, confidence, and competence of every person we influence.


Our interactions with other people influence the trajectory of our lives. Positive interactions lead to genuine connections, grown from a mutual desire to learn, share, and collaborate. These connections can create lasting friendships. They can foster lucrative business relationships. They can even help propel us forward in life in new, unexpected ways. In my own journey, influence helped me establish genuine, meaningful connections with others, who all helped me get where I am today.


After I spent a few months trading knowledge with Brad, he presented Chris and me with a unique opportunity. He told us he was part of a team putting together a training seminar for the Internet Crimes Against Children Task Force Program (ICAC). He wanted us to speak at this training. Chris and I didn’t need to think about it—we jumped at the opportunity right away. Once he knew we were interested, Brad presented our credentials to his supervisor and the ICAC event organizer, who swiftly accepted the proposal. You can imagine our excitement when we received the invitation.


Before we knew it, Chris, Brad, and I were standing center stage, looking out over a sea of special agents: local police, detectives, Secret Service, and Department of Homeland Security agents were all in attendance. I’d love to get specific and tell you some names, but then I’d have to kill you, and then someone would probably have to kill me (kidding, of course).


This training was a dream come true for me, but more than that, it reminded me of the power of influence. These officials gained new strategies for eliciting information by connecting, collaborating, and earning trust. These strategies could save the lives of hundreds, maybe even thousands of children. It could stop the cycle of abuse from carrying on to more generations. The ripple effect of prosocial influence could stretch far beyond that ICAC stage, reaching people I’d never meet, never know, never hear from—but their lives would be fundamentally changed, maybe even saved.


And what I taught in that training only covered a fraction of what you’re about to learn.


By the time you reach the end of this book, you’ll have new influence strategies to help you master your interactions on a daily basis. You’ll learn small-scale influence, the kind that will help you leverage your restaurant choice for lunch with friends. Next time you buy a car, you’ll walk off the lot with a better deal than most people have ever heard of. You’ll know how to swiftly convince your family to let you host holidays so you don’t have to travel (or, if you’re not the hosting type, you’ll convince someone else to host). You’ll come up with hundreds of new strategies for getting what you want from others, all without ever feeling like you’re being dishonest or inauthentic.


These small-scale benefits are only the beginning. When used for larger goals, influence can ripple out to touch the lives of countless people. In Brad’s case, when he used influence to secure a confession from a predator, he saved children’s lives. By preventing the abuse of children, he also made it less likely those children would grow up to continue a cycle of abuse that could have carried on for generations. Influence on a large scale doesn’t only make your life better—it makes the world better.


Influence skills, when harnessed with an understanding of the human brain, can also create lifelong benefits. Your reputation as a confident, competent professional who makes others comfortable just by talking with them will ripple out beyond your current reach. Before long, you might end up with new opportunities you didn’t even set out for on your own. Whether you’re looking to sell more homes as a real estate agent, earn new clients as a consultant, or secure a confession as an investigator, you’ll find more success after mastering The Upper Hand. You’ll see the patterns of human behavior in every interaction and learn to gracefully steer encounters toward positive outcomes.


After we finished our presentation at the ICAC, audience members approached us with kind words. “This is the best training I have ever been to,” one person said. “I already have a plan to put what I’ve learned here to use,” another said. “I’ve been in law enforcement for 34 years, but I truly believe one can always learn new things, and I learned a lot today. I will put into practice what I learned and pass it on to others.” Before we left for the evening, the event facilitators invited us to present again. This time, they asked us to present at their next training in Seattle for a nationwide training event.


We said yes.


I’m still in the early stages of my professional life, yet I know the success I’ve achieved so far is not from my work alone. Opportunities like the ICAC training come from the relationships I’ve built with others. The people with whom I’ve connected, the collaborations we take on together, are the cornerstone of my success. I’ve climbed to professional heights I never thought I’d see, much less see in my first decade as an expert.


That’s the beauty of The Upper Hand at work: my invaluable relationships, in both my professional and personal life, began with a little bit of influence. I’ve never tricked anyone into thinking I’m someone I’m not. I’ve never made anyone think I can offer something more than what I have. I’ve simply strategized ways to put my best foot forward during interactions, ensuring the best parts of myself are available to those who need those skills most. In return, they often do the same for me, not because they feel they have to, but because they want to.


How we interact with other people matters. As we move through this life, we constantly encounter opportunities for influence. The classes we attend, the jobs we take, and the events we attend give us countless chances to change our lives by making new connections with the people we encounter along the way. Despite the innate power of influence, few of us actually spend much time thinking about the best ways to use it. The Upper Hand changes this by helping us understand everyday influence and how to harness it.


In the coming chapters of this book, I will guide you through how to wield The Upper Hand with skill and integrity. You’ll learn how to get what you want from others while building and maintaining trust. We’ll see how the techniques of The Upper Hand can be applied in all types of situations, from high-stakes boardroom meetings to getting directions from strangers.


You’ll learn how to jump-start trust and “Create a Tribe,” sometimes with a single comment. You’ll learn how the “Speak Their Language” technique can deepen connections and demonstrate your expertise. In the “Pants Yourself” chapter, we’ll explore the power of transparency and vulnerability in encouraging cooperation. For the technique “Hold, Don’t Squeeze,” we’ll dissect the stress response that often has us pushing for a close too hard too soon. And in “Shelve It,” we’ll see how resisting retaliation consistently gives you The Upper Hand.


Influence is powerful, and The Upper Hand is a tool for wielding that power responsibly. As you move through this book, learning the principles and practices within, you’ll see how influence can get you what you want without you even needing to ask. That doesn’t mean you’re playing mind games, nor does it mean you’re taking advantage of some hidden flaw in humanity. Instead, it means making the most of your relationships with others. The Upper Hand is about becoming such a positive influence on people, they’ll want to collaborate with you however they can, because being a part of something with you is more meaningful than going it alone.










Part I




UNDERSTANDING INFLUENCE











Chapter 1



WIELDING THE UPPER HAND


What does it mean to gain the upper hand on another person? The common responses to this question often center around leveraging something—connections, intelligence, charm, beauty, money, status, or insider knowledge—that gives you an advantage during an interaction. But what do you do if you have none of those things? How do you get what you want? And is it possible to get it without jeopardizing existing and potential relationships?


It is possible to gain the upper hand over someone, even a complete stranger, with no leverage at all. And this is important to note, because leverage isn’t failproof. Even if you have an IQ of 180, a face that rivals Helen of Troy, and a loaded Swiss bank account, these traits don’t guarantee you’ll get what you want from others.


Leverage, by definition, requires some amount of force. Force creates friction in an interaction and erodes trust. There’s no guarantee someone will be swayed by the leverage you possess. A developer might offer $50,000 over asking on a property, yet the homeowner sells to a young couple with dreams of raising their children in the home. A former underwear model may lose a client-facing receptionist gig to a dowdy fiftysomething with a little more experience. A parent threatens punishment, but the teenager still disobeys.


When leverage fails, people often turn to tricks and schemes, applying more force rather than laying off the pressure. They might use resource scarcity or time pressure, or take advantage of a power dynamic to drive desired behavior. These tactics can work in the short term, but when they’re used over longer periods, such as in modern business dealings, they often ruin relationships. And some of the most important deals require months or even years of cooperation from both parties—which is impossible when one side makes the other feel betrayed.


There is a path you can walk to gain your desired outcome without using manipulative tactics. I call it The Upper Hand.


The Upper Hand is my framework for using influence without resorting to unethical, manipulative persuasion strategies. This framework draws from modern behaviorism to present the most effective strategies for influence. When you use The Upper Hand, you gain the ability to enter a conversation without any leverage at all and still walk away with exactly what you wanted. This framework isn’t dishonest, coercive, or even sneaky—in fact, it’s more intuitive than any manipulative strategies, because it’s built on our natural instinct to trust others.


Mitchell Presnick is a man who intuited how to wield The Upper Hand early in his career. Today, Mitch is an entrepreneur with over 30 years of investing experience in China. He’s brought multiple American brands to the massive markets in China, including Anheuser-Busch, Edelman, Proctor & Gamble, Mars Inc., Johnson & Johnson, and more.


These days, Mitch has a reputation of success he can leverage in his business deals. But back in late 2003, Mitch only had a business plan—one he needed funding and partners for. His idea was to bring a model of business to China it had never practiced before: franchising.


Former colleagues and friends called him crazy—the model was prime for American and Western capitalism, but it would never work in the Chinese economy. Yet Mitch knew there was an opportunity in China, and that the first type of franchise business that would thrive there would be budget hotels. It wasn’t sexy, it didn’t have the allure franchising, say, the Four Seasons would, but Mitch had a hunch it would work.


Before China hosted budget chain hotels—much less American-brand hotels—all consumers had to go on when assessing a hotel in China was the price. These were the days before websites like Booking.com or Kayak informed guests of what to expect at an independent hotel. A cheap hotel could be immaculate, and an expensive hotel could host more rats than humans. Mitch believed customers wanted consistency more than luxury, that most customers would opt for the comfort and trust of a recognizable brand, even if it cost a little bit more than the average independent Chinese hotel at the time.


To make his dream a reality, Mitch couldn’t rely on a flashy slide deck, high-pressure sales tactics, or “creative” numbers. And acting aloof or as if his plan had several bidders lined up would be deceptive. If he was going to secure a partnership, he needed the business leaders to trust him.


He managed to cinch a meeting with representatives from Super 8, but the interaction would be an uphill battle. First, Super 8 had stated they weren’t very interested in expanding internationally. Second, the idea of bringing franchising to China wasn’t necessarily novel—and it wasn’t something he could patent and hold back for another offer. Once Mitch presented the business plan, Super 8 could easily take his idea and enact it on their own, without him. And after sinking two months of time and effort—plus hefty expenses—into research to formulate the business plan, he really wanted to be the one to enact it.


Super 8 could swindle the business plan, but Mitch had an ace up his sleeve too: he instinctively knew how to wield The Upper Hand. While Mitch didn’t know The Upper Hand by name, he did know enough about people—what they want, how they behave, and how to earn their trust—to wield it during this interaction.


Entering the boardroom, Mitch’s hands felt clammy. He set down his materials on the conference table, slyly wiping his hands on his suit before shaking each Super 8 representative’s hand. He made sure to ask for each individual’s name, even the minutes taker. Immediately after shaking hands, he quickly Created a Tribe (which we’ll cover in more detail soon) with the whole room, making a quip about how there were no wet noodles in the room—everyone had strong handshakes, which, he suggested, was a good omen.


Mitch felt a bit lighter seeing smiles and smirks around the room at his comment, and he transitioned into presenting his slide deck. He showcased his expertise by presenting his work with other similar mid-tier brands, using the technique of Speaking Their (Super 8’s) Language. He didn’t suggest Super 8 would become the next Hilton or Four Seasons—they would remain a dependable, budget-friendly option for consumers in the States—and that’s exactly the brand image they would retain abroad. In fact, Mitch pointed out, it was an advantage to be a budget chain to break into the hotel market in China, since many of the country’s independent motels had low price points.


The Super 8 team members shifted in their seats. Mitch wasn’t sure if it was out of interest or boredom, but they were all looking at his slides. Occasionally a rep would glance at the printed version of his pitch deck in front of them. The only other noise in the room was the scribbling of a pen—the notetaker keeping the minutes.


Mitch forged ahead, addressing the elephant in the room: his lack of direct experience in hotels. This was what he figured would be Super 8’s biggest concern when it came to partnering with him. He metaphorically Pantsed Himself by admitting the obvious drawback to him leading the project. However, he told the room, he knew the Chinese market better than anyone else they could hire, and his business plan proved he was more than capable of learning the ropes. He spoke about how he preferred honesty and reliability in his business relationships, and admitting his lack of direct experience was part of that mindset.


When he reached the final slide in his presentation, everyone was leaning forward. Then the screen went black, and the notetaker hopped up to flick the lights on. The body language around the room seemed to indicate a positive response to Mitch’s proposal, but it was too soon to make the ask. He knew to squeeze too hard, and ask for a “yes” immediately, would backfire. He used Hold, Don’t Squeeze, and backed off, instead trying a completely different route from what most people would use.


“Guys, listen,” Mitch said, “I’m either going to leave here today with a signed letter of intent, or I’m going to leave this plan here as a gift to you.”


The Super 8 reps exchanged surprised expressions. One opened his mouth to speak, then closed it, frowning. No one quite knew how to respond—it’s not every day an entrepreneur makes a pitch, defends its probability of success, and then offers to give it away for free. Was this some sort of trick?


Mitch saw the unspoken question hanging in the air. It was time to squeeze, just a little.


“Don’t get me wrong—I want to lead this project,” he clarified. “I know I’m the one who can make it happen. But I want to see this brand in China whether I introduce it or not. Franchising is part of China’s future. Economy hotel chains are part of China’s future. This plan proves it.”


The Super 8 team shared another round of glances before one representative spoke.


“Mitch, I have a feeling you’ll leave with a signed letter of intent,” he said, tearing a piece of legal paper off its pad. He clicked his pen. “Let’s discuss what that letter says. Take a seat.”


By the time the meeting ended, Mitch had a signed letter of intent. Within a year, he secured the rights to build up Super 8 hotels in China. Within five years, under Mitch’s supervision, Super 8 grew into one of the largest economy chains in the country.1 It was a long-term, mutually beneficial outcome for both parties.


When I interviewed Mitch about his story, I noticed his attitude toward Super 8 differed from how many people think about influencing others. Many people assume getting what they want is a zero-sum game, and so to influence is to engage in a battle that will result in winners and losers. Yet Mitch’s viewpoint was and is different.


“This isn’t misdirection. It’s not deception. It’s curation,” Mitch told me. “I didn’t go into the deal trying to prove who was right and who was wrong … we’re both right by the end.”


Mitch wasn’t trying to “beat” the Super 8 boardroom—he wanted them to cooperate.


Back in 2003, Mitch didn’t have much leverage, but he knew how to build trust, connect with others, inspire confidence, and gauge his own pressure. Wielding The Upper Hand isn’t magic—it taps into the same principles of influence and persuasion humans have used for millennia. The difference is the techniques of The Upper Hand make the framework act more like a hand of guidance than a hand of force.


Business deals often feel like mind games, but we don’t have to resort to cutthroat strategies or dishonest tactics to seal a deal, raise capital, or win contracts. Understanding the science behind effective influence can help anyone gain The Upper Hand in any interaction, whether that’s closing a deal, convincing grandma to give up driving, or having an excellent first date.


Gaining The Upper Hand in any interaction is not about exploitation or leveraging force but rather establishing trust and engaging the human instinct to cooperate. Understanding the foundational principles of human behavior will empower you to navigate both personal and professional situations effectively, creating interactions where everyone wins.


Deconstructing the Myth of Influence


There is a motto where I work: “Leave others feeling better for having met you.”


As the Director of Education at Social-Engineer LLC, I follow the company’s motto in all my work. Our CEO, Chris Hadnagy, set up this motto to be a guiding light in the world of influence and social engineering. Our engineers reveal system and security weaknesses for clients by using manipulation, coercion, and high-pressure tactics—all methods The Upper Hand avoids. When you spend half your days pretending to live on the dark side of social engineering, it can be tough to find your way back to the light. Chris’s motto helps keep everyone at Social-Engineer aligned with an ethical approach to their duties.


When you dive into the world of social engineering and influence, there are temptations everywhere. Securing the “yes” through ethical, meaningful, and mutually beneficial means can feel tedious. If you’re not laser-focused on maintaining morality, it’s all too easy to slide into manipulation. When the time comes to choose between prosocial influence or coercion, I find myself repeating: “leave others feeling better for having met you.”


So what is influence exactly, and how does it differ from social engineering? While many of us have undoubtedly heard the word “influence” in dozens of contexts, our idea of what it means in a biopsychosocial context may be a bit skewed. The word “influence” has taken on a negative connotation over the last few decades. Social media’s propagation of “influencers” makes us think of vapid, low-effort salespeople pushing products in obvious and sometimes subliminal posts. Being “under the influence” of a substance or person conjures the idea of not being in control of our own actions.


It’s difficult to say influence in and of itself is positive or negative. Humans influence one another every day. How you answer the phone influences how the caller responds. When you give advice to a trusted friend, you may influence their decisions. When you make silly faces at a wailing baby, you attempt to influence their mood in hopes that the baby smiles, laughs, or at least stops crying. These instances of influence aren’t malicious or selfish—they pepper our daily lives with meaning and connection.


Since influence itself is neither wholly positive nor negative, most people will say the way we influence others is either positive or negative. Influencing and being influenced is inescapable, but there is a line between ethical and unethical methods of influence. Putting someone in a state of stress where that pressure can induce a “yes” is unethical. But being transparent, presenting options, and then receiving a “yes” is perfectly ethical.


When we think about what it means to influence others, many of us shy away from the idea. We think influencing someone else means breaching their trust. However, influence is only successful because others trust us.


Social engineering is an oft-misunderstood subcategory of influence. Chris has a clear definition for the term, and he’s been using it for the last few decades: “Social engineering is any act that influences a person to take an action that may or may not be in their best interest.”2 The definition is broad because social engineering isn’t always positive or negative. Sometimes, social engineering helps “human hackers” break into secure systems, from email addresses to government networks. Other times, social engineering helps crisis counselors calm down a victim to help them start their healing process.


Social engineering is a practice for eliciting information from others—and with the power to draw out information (of all kinds) comes great responsibility. Information elicitation on its own is not inherently good or evil. Manipulating a situation to extract a social security number from a victim to use in fraudulent activities is obviously unethical. However, eliciting information from a stranger in a waiting room about where they’re from, why they’re waiting, and what kind of movies they like is simply the beginning of a connection.


Many people only consider social engineering’s negative tactics. And it’s true that con artists and fraudsters do sometimes employ principles of social engineering. Creating a situation rife with panic, fear, and confusion is social engineering. However, the crucial separation between positive and negative social engineering is the intention behind the act. If someone uses social engineering to swindle another person, their intention is unethical, but that doesn’t make the method morally wrong. Without factoring intention, social engineering may sound like subterfuge, but it really depends on the goal.


Say, for example, you want to buy a friend the perfect surprise birthday gift. Using techniques from social engineering, it’s possible to find out what they want without asking outright. You can find indirect, unsuspecting ways to ask what they might want (or need). When you’re over at their house next, you might notice they use a beat-up cheese grater, possess a rusty watering can, and are self-conscious about their lack of throw pillows and blankets. The next time the two of you are talking decor, you ask guiding questions that reveal their aesthetic preferences and how frequently they shred cheese. You might note that they’re highly accident-prone, so a cheese grater with an added safety mechanism is the best choice. After some first-class noticing and social engineering to elicit information, you can be confident in which gift will produce the most delight. This is social engineering used for good—otherwise known as prosocial engineering.


Prosocial engineering involves purposely influencing another person toward cooperation without the intention to cause psychological harm. In the personal and professional realm, opportunities for influence appear on a daily basis. Influencing your boss to let you take on more responsibility could lead to a resume and salary boost for you, and your boss being able to go home by six o’clock instead of eight. Mending a rift between two colleagues could mean less drama in your day-to-day work life. Persuading a friend who loves ramen to try pho could open up their palate to a whole new cuisine—and if they hate it, now you know for sure you’ll need to find another friend if you want to try the next new pho restaurant that opens. Knowing the benefits you reap from interactions go hand in hand with others’ rewards—this is how you become a prosocial engineer. The choices we make define who we are, who we will be, and how others see us.


Prosocial engineers recognize the value in understanding fundamental human desires for connection, safety, and valuable relationships. They approach all interactions from an empathetic, cooperative perspective. They want more than a transaction with the people they influence—they want a long-lasting collaboration that reaps rewards for both sides. Prosocial engineers don’t convince others to work for them; they convince others to work with them to reach a shared goal.


A prosocial engineer operates like a gardener in their greenhouse, fostering each relationship based on what best helps it grow. Each plant in the greenhouse has different needs—soil density, water tolerance, sunlight sensitivity—but the basic principles of plant growth are the same. Similarly, even though every human has a unique perspective, experience, and drive, the fundamental functions of our brains are the same. Botany helps us understand how plants thrive and grow. Psychology helps us understand how other humans think. That’s why The Upper Hand works—it’s the hand that encourages growth in the form of thriving, cooperative relationships.


Instead of aiming to control interactions, prosocial engineers aim to shape the flow of conversation toward mutual success. No one can fully control every factor of an interaction without coercive control—it would be as impossible as growing a tree without light, water, or soil. Instead, prosocial engineers arm themselves with knowledge about how to best encourage growth, then adapt their strategies to make sure their efforts are fruitful.
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