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Praise for It’s Not All About Me


“Robin Dreeke’s It’s Not All About Me is a lean, field-tested playbook on getting people to open up—ethically and reliably—that forced me to rethink tricks I thought only lived in safe houses and briefing rooms. As someone who blends espionage tradecraft with human-risk programs, I can say these ten techniques translate straight to boardrooms, hospitals, and family kitchens: less performance, more genuine validation, fewer costly surprises. Read it, practice it, and you’ll build real rapport that protects relationships—and the organizations that depend on them.”

—Shawnee Delaney, CEO, Vaillance Group, Decorated Case Officer, DIA

“This book is a must-read for anyone wanting to learn how to genuinely connect with others, boosting confidence in creating stronger, meaningful human-to-human bonds. The true value comes not only from Robin’s expertise in human behavior, as a former FBI agent and spy recruiter, but also from his natural ability to explore curiosity on a deeper level than most of us. His practical insights and instrumental guidance into human behavior will change the way you can authentically build trust with everyone in your life.”

—Lena Sisco, former DoD Intelligence Officer and Interrogator; Body Language Expert; Keynote Speaker; and Author

“A groundbreaking, precise, and beautifully written master-piece. Essential and outstanding.”

—Matthew Dunn, Bestselling Author, Spycatcher and the Ben Sign series, and former MI6 Spy

“I first read It’s Not All About Me over a decade ago, and it has remained one of the most valuable tools in my professional toolkit ever since. Don’t let its compact size fool you—this book distills ten powerful principles that Robin used while recruiting spies for the FBI. These tenets are deceptively simple yet profoundly effective, and they’ve formed the foundation of the techniques I’ve used to train thousands of federal agents in the ethical elicitation of information. But this isn’t just for federal agents—parents, teachers, coaches, and business professionals will find that these strategies elevate any interaction into one built on trust, curiosity, and connection.”

—Brad Beeler, Special Agent, U.S. Secret Service (Ret.), and Author, Tell Me Everything

“It’s Not All About Me stands apart because it teaches that true communication is not about quick tricks or manipulation. He shows how to approach every interaction with a positive frame and the intent to nurture lasting, honest relationships built on trust. His methods are organic, genuine, and deeply human, and they have shaped the way I operate as a social engineer and communicator.”

—Alethe Denis, Cofounder and President, Chief Security Strategist, Dragonfly Security
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Introduction



“It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.”

Theodore Roosevelt



What if I told you there is a way to acquire the skills of master communicators? Skills that enable you to encourage any stranger to reveal their innermost secrets or take actions against their own best interests—all voluntarily. These individuals don’t possess abilities or skills that you don’t already have or use in your daily life. The difference lies in their understanding of 10 specific techniques and how to apply them effectively and consciously.

This book is unique because it offers a highly actionable process for treating individuals the way we all wish to be treated every minute of every day. Moreover, it presents this process from my perspective and experiences as a former Marine Corps officer, FBI special agent, and chief of the FBI’s elite Counterintelligence Division’s Behavioral Analysis Program. The leadership and interpersonal skills I developed in these roles are encapsulated in this handbook-format guide.

I will share what I have found to be the most successful approach to facing all aspects of life, both personal and professional. This process has been refined over years of field experience and is complemented by research in social and evolutionary psychology. The results can range from simply making those around you genuinely enjoy your company to influencing others to take the actions you desire. Regardless of your individual goals, the key is to make it “all about them.”

Studies have repeatedly shown that the happiest individuals are those who have meaningful relationships and feel valued by others. People with a diverse network of friends and acquaintances, along with a few deep, meaningful connections, tend to be happier than those who prioritize the pursuit of material possessions. The 10 simple steps outlined in this book, whether applied in full or in part, will profoundly enhance the quality of any relationship in your life—at home, work, play, or even in conversations with strangers.

As technology has advanced, bringing the world closer through social media and networking sites, many one-on-one in-person skills for developing rapport and deeper relationships have been compromised. The convenience of simply shutting off a computer when something is said incorrectly, or when one of your contacts annoys you, is tempting. However, a critical element missing from this wonderful technology is the ability to engage in genuine, meaningful one-on-one conversations where both parties are present and value one another.

The art of conversation and rapport building hinges on at least one individual in the dialogue practicing one of the 10 concepts I will illustrate in this book. Reflect on a memorable conversation or relationship you’ve had throughout your life as you read through each section. I bet that if you found the conversation enjoyable—whether with a friend or a stranger—at least one of the 10 elements was present. Conversations that incorporate two to four of these elements will be memorable, while those that embody nine to 10 will be cherished for a lifetime.

The original edition of this book was published in 2011, during my tenure as chief of the FBI Behavioral Analysis Program and as an advanced counterintelligence instructor at the Counterintelligence Training Center at the FBI Academy in Quantico, Virginia. Since then, I have continued my career as a counterintelligence special agent and behaviorist, retiring from the FBI in 2018. Throughout this journey, I have pursued a deeper understanding of human connection and behavior.

This refreshed edition of It’s Not All About Me retains the essence and core principles of the original while incorporating updated anecdotes and terminology, along with three key takeaways per chapter. As James Clear emphasizes in Atomic Habits, small habits can lead to a sense of control and fulfillment of potential. Just as success is the product of daily habits—not once-in-a-lifetime transformations—so too can relationships compound through consistent, intentional interactions.1

Key Features


	Maintaining Original Format: This book preserves its original format and length, ensuring a seamless transition for those familiar with the previous edition.

	
Updated Anecdotes: Contemporary examples of the techniques in action make the content relatable and engaging while retaining my unique FBI background.

	Refreshed Terminology: The terminology describing the rapport-building techniques has been updated to align with current language trends and communication practices.

	Updated Nonverbal Behavior Chapter: The chapter on “Accommodating Nonverbal Behavior” has been revised and supplemented with updated visuals, enhancing both appeal and practicality.



I hope you enjoy this refreshed edition of It’s Not All About Me. My aim is to empower you with essential tools and techniques for establishing quick rapport and fostering authentic relationships in an ever-evolving social landscape. By blending timeless wisdom with contemporary insights, this edition serves as a valuable resource for anyone looking to navigate social interactions with confidence and empathy.






Identifying the Need


I will begin our journey through this process by sharing that I discovered how to identify these steps because I desperately needed them. The process of uncovering these tools and techniques has been both a significant challenge and a rewarding adventure. Throughout much of my earlier life, I found myself apologizing more often than those around me, and for very good reasons. This tendency arose from occasionally straying from my own principles. Fortunately, I was blessed with truly amazing teachers, mentors, and “loving critics” who imparted one of life’s greatest lessons in our pursuit of true happiness: to own my behavior and address the problems I caused, rather than viewing myself as a victim and harboring anger and resentment toward others. Their nonverbal cues clearly indicated the negative impact I sometimes had, and I became attuned to those signals.

Unlike the many wonderful people in my life, I was not biologically or divinely designed to be as people-oriented as others. Studies of personality assessments, such as the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, the Five Factor Model, and the Personality Discernment Instrument, reveal that about 50% of the population tends to be people-oriented.2 These individuals ask about your day and family, genuinely listen to your responses, and employ their natural curiosity to explore deeper—while keeping the focus on you, not themselves. The other 50% of us may navigate life with a bit more self-absorption, often unaware of the emotional damage we cause through insensitive comments, self-centered conversations, or a lack of empathy.

Although I care deeply for many people and feel great compassion and empathy, there have been times when my ability to communicate those feelings accurately has fallen short. I experienced what I call “incongruence” between my feelings and what I expressed verbally. I’m sure many of us can relate to that. For individuals like me, the way we feel about a situation or person can manifest very differently in our communication. This book aims to help people communicate effectively and naturally, as well as enhance their ability to forge good connections, communicate clearly, and even influence others if they desire.

My initial awareness of the need to improve my skills—and the realization that it is not all about “me”—occurred while I was a midshipman at the US Naval Academy. I am an outgoing person who enjoys meeting strangers and engaging in lively discussions on almost any topic. I find people fascinating and intriguing, and I genuinely enjoy getting to know them. Unfortunately, at 18 years old, I also tended to be judgmental. My “big mouth” and willingness to openly voice my opinions did not help matters. I was confident and believed that if the world were just a bit more like me, it would be perfect, and we would all get along wonderfully. I also felt compelled to express my dissent toward those who didn’t fit my ideal of a perfect world. In other words, I was an ass from time to time.

During my four years at the Naval Academy and five years on active duty as a Marine Corps officer, I slowly learned that I was inadvertently causing hurt feelings, discomfort, and negative perceptions of me due to my insensitive words and actions. Each time this occurred, I felt shocked and embarrassed. I began to realize that the way I communicated my thoughts and ideas often did not accurately reflect my true thoughts and feelings. Have you ever found yourself in a similar situation? If so, you will benefit from this book.

As I matured and continued my life’s journey, slowly and painstakingly becoming more self-aware, these instances became less frequent, and the impact of my words diminished, yet they still occurred. Causing discomfort and ill feelings bothered me deeply. The combination of becoming a husband and father contributed to my process of self-regulation. However, it wasn’t until I became an FBI agent, where my role involved recruiting confidential human sources and foreign intelligence officers (spies), and eventually serving as an instructor and being in charge of the Counterintelligence Division’s Behavioral Analysis Program, that I was able to translate the skills I had learned into actionable tools.

As I developed my self-awareness, I was genuinely amazed—hopefully, you will be too—at how applicable these skills are to every aspect of our lives. In fact, I have encountered more opportunities to apply these tools in conversations with my family, neighbors, and even strangers in a checkout line than I did as an FBI special agent. This is because we are all human beings who respond to the same biological and personal needs and wants in any situation. My deepest desire is that you find this book practical for navigating the complex aspects of your life, enabling you to build stronger relationships with those you know, make strangers feel better about themselves, and ultimately feel proud of the person you are. Research has shown that the happiest individuals in the world are those with strong interpersonal relationships, regardless of their material wealth.3






Technique 1


Establishing Time Constraints


“A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.”

Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching



Have you ever found yourself sitting in a coffee shop, airport, library, or bookstore when a stranger tried to strike up a conversation? Did you feel awkward or defensive? The discomfort often arises not from the conversation itself but from the uncertainty of when or if it will end. Therefore, the first step in developing great rapport and engaging conversations is to let the other person know that there is an end in sight—and it’s coming soon. When people feel empowered with this knowledge, they feel safer. At its core, establishing rapport is about inspiring a sense of safety in others.


FBI Field Notes: Conversations Under Pressure

Many years ago, while I was an instructor at the FBI’s Counterintelligence Training Center in Quantico, Virginia, I developed a class focused on counterintelligence human recruitment techniques. In this course, we covered these methods in detail, then practiced them live in various locations across the country. This class was unique, as students were required to approach individuals during the busy lunch hour and engage them in meaningful conversations, learning their full names and getting to know them beyond what they were eating.

As the instructor, I also participated in the exercises to keep my interpersonal skills sharp and humble, acknowledging that we all respond differently in conversations. Engaging with a diverse range of people is essential for growth in these skills. On this day, I chose a bustling coffee and pastry shop during a peak lunchtime rush. As I entered, I noticed a few of my students had followed me in, which added pressure to perform well.

The environment was challenging for deep conversations, with a packed venue and a line stretching out the door. Being observed by my students only heightened my need to stay focused and present with the person I was about to engage. Regardless of being watched, confidence in the process is crucial. The techniques we use are grounded in human genetics and biology, maximizing our potential for success. When you exhibit confidence in the process, you appear calmer and more approachable—something my daughter often describes as avoiding “awkward!”

Standing in line waiting to order a salad, I scanned the area for a potential conversation opportunity while mentally reviewing my plan and techniques. I believe in using nonthreatening conversational “themes” that relate to my life and current events. Discussing topics that hold personal meaning makes it easier to forge a positive connection. I don’t endorse lying or deceiving when engaging with others, but I might enhance how much I enjoy a particular hobby or interest. Dishonesty, however, is easily spotted and can create an uncomfortable atmosphere. People often detect insincerity through incongruence between someone’s words, actions, and nonverbal cues.

At that time, a relevant theme in our household was the appropriate dating age for teenagers. My 13-year-old daughter, my wife, and I had been discussing this topic, and I had already discussed it successfully on other occasions. One evening, while at a restaurant with a class, I initiated a discussion about dating age with the waiter, which quickly drew in the entire area around me.

Back at the coffee shop, the clerk finally called my number, and I maneuvered through the crowded space to collect my order. As I walked slowly while scanning for a seat, I noticed my students watching with expressions that seemed to say, “Let’s see how you handle this.” I smiled back, attempting to mask my anxiety about potentially failing in front of them, and was relieved to find a small two-person table amid the chaos.

Before sitting down, I observed a gentleman at the adjacent table who appeared to be a generation older than me. He was dressed in business casual attire, his hair neatly combed, and he was engrossed in reading something on his cellphone while enjoying a sandwich. I positioned myself to face him, hoping to initiate a productive conversation despite his preoccupation.

As I sat there eating my salad, I strategized how to engage someone so focused on his phone. I hoped that since he was facing me, he might eventually glance up, allowing me to start a conversation. However, as my salad dwindled, he remained completely absorbed in his screen.

Trusting in my techniques, I decided to employ what I call “implied time constraints.” I knew that while he was not directly regarding me, he likely had me in his peripheral vision. I figured that once I initiated a dialogue, he would quickly assess whether I posed a threat. Humans instinctively evaluate new situations and people for risk, a survival mechanism embedded in our genetics. This understanding is why these techniques work; they are designed to lower perceived risk and inspire feelings of safety.4

The implied time constraint I chose was my salad. I also took out my phone, casually scrolling through my email as a nonverbal matching gesture. Nonverbal matching can be effective when done subtly. In this case, I planned to use my phone as a prop to facilitate the initiation of conversation.

Once I finished my salad, I placed my napkin and fork on the plate and pushed it away, signaling that I was done and preparing to leave. This action served as my implied time constraint. I glanced at my phone, frowned, and leaned toward the gentleman, saying, “I’m sorry to bother you. I’m about to leave and have been having a tough conversation with my wife.” (I implied nonverbally that I was texting back and forth with her.) “I have a teenage daughter, and she’s on social networking sites. What do you think is an appropriate age for girls to start dating?” I mentioned social networking as an additional topic in case he wanted to discuss that as well.
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