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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


Modern Machiavelli


This is a book about how to swim with the sharks while living like a dolphin. It provides a unique mix of cunning and integrity—as if Machiavelli and Stephen Covey got together and wrote a book on the rules for living. Without being either pessimistic or cynical, the book deals with some hard truths about human nature that we ignore at our peril. The authors’ advice is both practical and tactical on topics such as dealing with conflict, office politics, difficult personalities, and not letting others take advantage of you. Master these techniques and you’ll be adept at handling the worst in others, while strengthening what’s best in yourself.


Tim Ward, author of Indestructible You and The Master Communicator’s Handbook


Every person experiencing interpersonal conflict or cut-throat competition should read this book. I have personally benefited from Dr. Bruner’s consultation and highly recommend his book. It is the opposite of psycho-babble: concrete, specific, and dynamic.


Robert W. Forster, President and CEO, Forster Financial


Modern Machiavelli provides key insights and inspiration to propel your life dramatically forward!


William Eager, speaker, corporate strategist and best-selling author


Modern Machiavelli: 13 Laws of Power, Persuasion and Integrity is a book that crosses the areas of business, psychology, self-help, and ethics. It is a realist’s manual for effective persuasion and conflict management.


Christine Joo, Ed.D., Christine Joo Psychotherapy


Dr. Bruner and Philip Eager have provided a much-needed treatise on the basic behavioral “laws” that all of us need to fully understand if we are to truly work together to solve the many issues facing society. This book is not designed to show you how to manipulate co-workers, friends, and family members, but rather provides the reader with a strategic awareness of the many facets that may be in play when individuals interact, regardless of the situation. This book is a must for the reader who is interested in a layman’s dive into moral development and offers approaches, through professional insight and examples, on how to uphold the “fairness” expectations that many of us have grown up with, without compromising our core values that make us who we are.


David White, Ph.D., Associate Dean of Research, University of Tennessee
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Preface


The authors of this book are strategic consultants with backgrounds in psychotherapy. In our work with individuals, couples, business owners and employees, we have noticed a pattern of problems that is seldom researched within academia or any specific discipline including psychology, business management, and ethics. We have studied and learned that under certain circumstances many highly desirable and prosocial human qualities can undermine an individual’s efforts to achieve career and relational success. Think of any desirable quality, such as persistence, reliability, generosity, loyalty, etc. These qualities are not necessarily advantageous when interacting with individuals that outwardly conform to social expectations, but in reality are willing to act deceptively or manipulatively when it is to their advantage. People who genuinely try to live according to standards of conduct tend to become demoralized when they realize that their efforts to achieve goals and find success have been sabotaged by the selfish actions of others.


Those who have difficulty detecting and responding to deception or manipulation usually find themselves exasperated. The most common response is to settle for less than deserved in the name of “compromise,” or worse, choosing to abandon one’s ambitions altogether. Imagine what a loss it would have been if Abraham Lincoln had decided, “Politics is too corrupt. I’m just going to run my little law office and stay out of it. Let someone else run for office.” Society, like Nature, abhors a vacuum. When those with personal integrity walk away from success, others gladly fill in the void. On the other hand, when people of personal integrity succeed, the subsequent good that is accomplished can have ripple effects that positively impact the lives of countless individuals.


The core aspects of life such as family, career, and personal growth can be frustrated by the selfishness of those around us. The inability to respond effectively can result in conflict, depression, anxiety, and frustration. But such problems are much less likely for those who master the art and science of engaging selfishness in its many subtle forms: exploitation, manipulation, deceit, betrayal, etc. We must accept that our social world includes many individuals who do not hesitate to act in their own selfish interests, even when it materially or psychologically harms others. In fact, there is merit to the thesis that selfishness is the primary, indirect cause of human suffering. On an individual level, proper social strategy is both protection against selfishness and empowerment for success.


There are of course the “others”; the “salt of the earth” parents, co-workers, and friends who are supportive, empathetic, and kind. Many individuals have had the good fortune of surrounding themselves with such positive people. However, the authors of this book do not believe this group represents the majority of the most successful individuals in every environment. The path to “success” is often associated with a competitive attitude, ambition, and strength of will. Some individuals with these qualities are wonderful people; others are willing to succeed at all costs. Usually where there is more money, power, or status, there will be more corruption, predatory competition, and deceit. On the other hand, even petty things or extremely limited power can be associated with “power trips” including attempts to dominate or exploit others. Despite these observations, there is no easy way to read others. Selfishness can take subtle forms across a wide spectrum of human experience. Our world is a mix of vices and virtues; joy and pain; loyalty and betrayal. The preoccupation of the authors is to help others discover a path to overcoming oppressive forces in order to succeed in life and attain a high level of confidence in social interactions.


This book is more than just about helping others learn how to cope. “Coping” means the ability to endure suffering or at best rising above it—doubtless worthy and necessary goals—but to be truly successful more is needed than calm endurance: it requires an active repertoire of strategies for engaging oppressive forces and overcoming situational difficulties. On a grand scale, the world does not need more selfish successful people, but all it takes for them to succeed is for good people to give up and let others reap the rewards and accomplishments that were abandoned because it was “just too hard.” Many excellent books have been written about how to think strategically, but virtually none of them speaks solely to the person of integrity; that is, the person who is generally well-intentioned and genuinely cares for the welfare of others.


Success in life does not depend upon whether you are wicked or angelic. Many individuals with entirely selfish or even highly destructive designs have been successful in this world. But if you desire to attain your own version of “success” in life, then you must learn how to become wise in the ways of the world without compromising your integrity. This is very difficult because the advantageous thing to do is not always the right thing to do. Other people around you might be selfish and unconcerned with your feelings. If you are a lover of peace, you must learn how to battle oppression; if you are trusting, you must learn appropriate cautiousness; if you are honest, then you must learn selective disclosure. If you are generous, empathetic, loyal, or possess any of the qualities of a moral person, none of this will come naturally to you. But take heart; there is a way to become successful without losing your soul. In fact, the world might depend upon it.


The content of this book is not easy to implement. It will require review, practice, adjustment, risk-taking, and skill. The task at hand is to identify what you have been doing wrong and how to implement a corrective strategy. But prior to that, you need to assess yourself and see whether or not you have the skills and temperament to think strategically and follow through with effective implementation. If you cannot control your emotions, you will not be able to be consistent enough in your actions to be strategic in the long term. In addition, you need to be able to be subtle. You must be calm and graceful because success is more likely when others cannot easily anticipate your actions. There is no quick remedy for dealing with selfish people and no easy answer for every problematic situation, but with consistency and patience, even a very cautious strategy can produce big gains.


It is also important to learn about human personality and motivation. If you can discern what motivates someone, you can anticipate the general direction of their behavior. You must be able to perceive situations from different perspectives by imagining what it is like to be someone else with different values and how they might interpret any given situation. Finally, you must possess the skill of anticipating possibilities. While no one can predict the future, if you can hypothesize various outcomes you will reduce your chances of being surprised by events when they occur and you can have a ready plan available to respond in the best way possible.


Most of the best books about strategic engagement have been written by generals, princes, corporate titans or for those who aspire to such statuses, but in the modern world, even the most capable and ambitious individuals will never fit these descriptions. It is less important whether someone achieves a grandiose dream; the more important thing is to achieve optimally in every situation while keeping one’s integrity. At the end of each chapter the reader is encouraged to take a personal inventory which includes testing your knowledge, changing something, and developing wisdom.


One final note: this book describes several real-life experiences of individuals who sought professional help for a variety of problems. Critical details have been changed to make them unidentifiable. Fictional examples and anecdotes written to make a point do not include the words “real-life example.”




Introduction




“Why am I not getting ahead in life while the self-centered people I know seem to get promoted, make more money, and have more friends than me?”


“How do I deal with clever but highly selfish people?”


“How do I not only survive but thrive in competitive situations?”


“How do I disarm critics and win people to my point of view?”


“Is there a way to present a positive image to others without losing my authenticity?”


“How can I detect deception and avoid manipulation?”


“How do I stand my ground with people that are more assertive than me?”


“Why am I loyal to others, but others are not loyal to me when it counts?”


“How should I deal with conflict?”





If one or more of these questions resonates with you, then you need to know that there is a way to change your life by mastering the skill and art of strategic engagement. You can get what you want and keep what you have without sacrificing your core values. Stop living a life that accommodates disappointment and pain. This book will help you learn how to manage difficult people and fix your relationships in your personal and professional life. But changing your life cannot happen unless you are willing to change something about yourself. Now is the time to stop blaming others (even when they deserve it) and embrace smarter, strategic ways to engage social reality.


But let us wind back the clock. There was probably a time when you believed in yourself and had hopes and ideals about your future. But over the years, blow after blow of disappointment  detached you from your old aspirations and desires. Perhaps you are discouraged and overly critical of yourself. Perhaps others have let you down in some big, damaging ways. Maybe you have decided that happiness is a myth. Maybe “this is just how life is.” Now is the time to rebuild your confidence, find your personal power, reconnect with your inner “fire,” and begin living up to your true potential.




Chapter 1


Law 1: Expect Others to Act from Self-Interest




When asked, “Is there one word that may serve as a rule of practice for all one’s life?” he answered, “Is not reciprocity such a word?”


—Analects of Confucius





Everyone has self-interests—you, your co-workers, friends, family, and everyone you know have their own interests and desires. Even people who dedicate their lives to serving others use their resources to advance something they care about. There is absolutely nothing wrong with self-interest. In fact, someone who makes sure his or her emotional, financial, and relational needs are met can be of great benefit to others. The happiness of others is also part of self-interest. We want our loved ones to be happy, and when they suffer, we suffer. On a wider social level, we remain mindful about the well-being of others in society, even as we try to meet our own needs and desires. This is sometimes called “enlightened self-interest.” Self-interest is the key to understanding human motivation and behavior.


Self-Interest Is Not Selfishness


Self-interest becomes selfishness whenever someone desires something and is willing to disregard others in order to get it. Selfish people are self-interested, but at the exclusion of others. As an example, it might be in my self-interest to wait in line for something, but if I push someone else out of the way to move up in line, then my self-interest has become selfish. In the “real” world—whether at home, school, work, or within a social group—you are likely to encounter over time many selfish individuals. Sometimes it is easy to notice selfishness and take precautions; at other times, it is subtle. There are those who appear civil, but in their minds and hearts do not care about the welfare of others, unless it is to their advantage. Many people are latently selfish; that is, like a hibernating bear, their selfishness is temporarily dormant. As long as things are going well, the bear might not awaken. But under the right circumstances, someone’s desire for personal gain will become more important to them than anything about you. When this happens, the person you thought you knew as your friend, colleague, or life partner can cause you significant emotional and material damage.


Success Requires Engagement


In the process of advancing your career, developing relationships, and attempts to find personal happiness, you are likely to encounter many selfish individuals. Some will be overly critical, disloyal, deceitful, and even hostile. Many selfish people are like sharks; they look for weaknesses and prey upon vulnerabilities. This fact is not limited to pathological people like psychopaths and narcissists—many ordinary people, under the right circumstances, can act with total disregard for others. When this happens, the ones you trusted most will have caused the most damage. If you have ever been betrayed, manipulated, or deceived, then you probably do not want it to happen again. If you have ever been blindsided by toxic personalities, then you probably want to respond better next time. Success in life depends upon being able to swim with the sharks without getting bitten; integrity means not becoming a shark yourself, even when it seems advantageous.


Engagement Is Better Than Avoidance


Personal and career goals, especially if you aim high, require effective social strategies. It is not enough to simply avoid or control “difficult people.” Those who merely try to avoid difficult people might sometimes be successful only to later find themselves at a huge disadvantage due to inexperience. Avoidance can also be perceived by others as an indication of fear, lack of confidence, or social incompetence. Attempting to control others is another poor strategy. Most of us do not have the requisite authority or power to coerce others, but even when this is possible, if hearts and minds are not influenced, others will passive-aggressively work behind the scenes to undermine your efforts. You cannot control others or change the world, but you can choose to learn to optimally respond to circumstances in a way that engenders success; success, in turn, allows a person to maximize their positive contributions to the world, which might, in a small way, promote the advancement of humankind.


Who Are Selfish People?


There are two broad groups of selfish individuals that can be broken down into subtypes. The first group includes those who are chronically selfish and have negative intentions toward those who get in their way: the narcissists, psychopaths, sadists, pretentious, passive-aggressive, and dramatic. These types are discussed in detail in Chapter 2 and we refer to such individuals as antagonistic personalities (we emphasize that personality is the problem, not the person). Antagonistic personalities are characterized by a willingness to get their way by manipulating or victimizing others. In some ways these individuals can be easier to manage because they tend to be highly predictable.


The second category includes the weakly virtuous. These are individuals who at their core know right from wrong, and might even act decently 99% of the time, but at some point they can turn on you if it is to their advantage. This type can cause you the most pain if you are not careful because they might have earned your trust or friendship only to throw it away when the temptation is right. But remember not to demonize people who act selfishly. Human weakness is a core reason people—sometimes even really good people—fail to live up to their own ideals and “sell you down the river” to get ahead. What tends to make the weakly virtuous selfish and willing to manipulate or exploit others includes the following:




• Strong social pressure to conform


• Fear or insecurity


• Temptations too hard to resist


• High levels of stress


• Highly competitive environments


• Psychological problems, such as depression, addiction, or personality disorders


• The belief that someone is superior to others (narcissism)


• Lack of a conscience


• Sadism: getting pleasure out of someone else’s pain





Ultimately, the reason this or that person is selfish is far less important than how to respond in a way that is simultaneously protective and advantageous. Whether you encounter selfishness from weak, damaged, or malicious people, your task is to avoid becoming a victim. One very important step in this process is to understand that the core Self of another person might be radically different from your core Self. Consider the following thought experiment: if you forced yourself to act selfishly at someone else’s expense, would it bother you? Most likely it would. But there are probably at least one or two people you know who would barely—if at all—become bothered by their own selfish actions.


The Reciprocity Distortion




Reciprocity: a situation or relationship in which two people or groups agree to do something similar for each other, to allow each other to have the same rights; a reciprocal arrangement or relationship.


—Merriam-Webster Dictionary





Reciprocity is the glue that underlies our relationships with others and holds societies together. From a young age we are instructed to be social and to expect fairness in relationships. We are taught that life is like a two-way street where our displays of niceness, fairness, favors, hard work, and respect will be reciprocated back to us from others. Some related popular sayings include: “Respect others and they will respect you.” “Work hard and you will be noticed.” “Be nice and others will grow to like you.” “If you are loyal to others, they will be loyal to you.” As adults, if we do someone a favor, we expect that most of the time the other person will have the impulse to eventually repay the favor. We try to live by some version of the statement, “Treat other people the way that you want to be treated.”


Some of us were fortunate enough to grow up in neighborhoods where favors were exchanged all the time. For example, when an elderly neighbor was sick, maybe a neighbor mowed her lawn. Later on, that elderly neighbor might have fed that family’s dog after they left on vacation. In such neighborhoods there are no written rules about exchanging favors—it comes naturally. “You scratch my back, and I’ll scratch yours.” Sometimes an unasked favor was done just to express goodwill or to make someone happy. Thankfully there remain many people and places like this in the world today where reciprocity is alive and well; even better, where sometimes people are altruistic and expect nothing in return for helping others.


These are examples of reciprocity and for most of human history reciprocity has been a highly successful social expectation. Reciprocity has been the faith behind our ability to exchange goods, share resources, and make treaties. Laws and contracts are based on expectations about fairness and reciprocity. Most of us are not even conscious of how powerful reciprocity is in the human mind and how it influences our behavior on a daily basis. In fact, there are many social rules that make society work and influence our decisions and actions. As we go through life perhaps we might become a little more cynical about people, but expectations for reciprocity remain internally powerful. We always hope for reciprocity, even when we are not sure we can trust someone. People tend to operate on a “default” reciprocity mindset, expecting it as the norm. Psychologists call this the reciprocity bias.


But reciprocity fails when selfish people pursue their own desires at the expense of others. In competitive work environments and complex romantic entanglements many of us suddenly discover that we have been interacting with selfish people who have not reciprocated our good intentions or sense of fairness. Sadly, it is not uncommon for someone’s own family to be torn apart by selfishness. It can be incredibly stressful and emotional when even one family member attempts to exploit or manipulate their own parents, siblings, or extended family.


It is even more common for one or more of our co-workers to use manipulation or deceit to attain some advantage over others. Sometimes such individuals are highly successful. It seems unfair when selfish people with shark-like mentalities get ahead in life because they are ruthless.


What happens to so many of us is that we play fair, only to be mistreated by people who, quite frankly, do not give a damn about anything but their own needs and wants. They act concerned, but really look after their own self-interests at work or in relationships. They are willing to act deceptively and manipulatively in order to get ahead; in the process they expend great effort to conceal their intentions and appear socially acceptable. For such people, selfishness usually overshadows genuine good works and the real positive qualities of character: honesty, trust, respect, forgiveness, responsibility, fairness, and caring. Even a single person who decides to not live by the “rules” can cause major damage in relationships, careers, and our emotions.


The natural reaction to these sentiments is to become increasingly cynical and defensive. In such a world, is it possible to achieve personal and professional goals with integrity? If you believe that it is hard to get ahead in life with integrity, then you are probably making some mistakes. There is a way to swim with the sharks without getting eaten or becoming a shark yourself. Of course there are times when it really does not benefit someone to “do the right thing,” but there are a lot of mistakes and false assumptions good people make that result in totally unnecessary failures. If you are tired of not getting ahead in life despite your excellent personal qualities, then keep reading. There is a way to be successful without compromising your integrity. An important step is to get rid of false and misleading beliefs about yourself and others. Scrutinize the following laws and read the following stories and observations to see if they make sense to you. Think about how to apply the principles of this book to the difficult situations and people you have encountered.


The Dark Side of Reciprocity


Reciprocity is only successful when both parties act according to prosocial values like justice and fairness. But the difference between actually valuing being prosocial versus pretending to be prosocial is important. When it really counts no one ever admits, “I am acting selfishly.”


Dealing with people is like being a member of the King’s court in olden times: outwardly everyone plays by the rules, but inwardly many plot to remove their competition and obtain favor from those above them. We are foolish to not expect selfishness and to assume that others will share our values and play fair. As noted earlier, even “good” people that are not ordinarily selfish are likely to turn on someone under certain circumstances. Even when we have established, long-term relationships with others, reciprocity can become a dangerous expectation. When circumstances are just right, due to moral weakness or intense emotions, even “good” people are vulnerable to violating the rights of others in order to obtain an advantage.


It is even more dangerous to expect reciprocity from someone who is able to cleverly conceal their selfishness. A sophisticated manipulator will perceive reciprocity as a weakness, as something to be exploited as they advance their own self-centered agenda. By the time someone catches on, significant damage may have already been done. Since none of us can see into the soul of another person, we cannot easily detect the selfish intentions of shrewd, intelligent people. It is therefore safest to dispense with expectations about reciprocity altogether.


Can trust, goodwill, and fairness be relied upon in the context of well-established, proven relationships? Of course these are elements of our confidence in others. But it is always risky. Consider the following facts:




• In the United States approximately half of marriages end in divorce.


• Due to interpersonal conflict, the majority of people are permanently estranged from at least one family member.


• In recent years several highly respected companies with long track records have failed due to financial corruption.





Just because someone has been trustworthy so far, or even loves you, does not mean that they will never act selfishly at your expense—nobody is perfect. After the fact, it may still be possible to repair relationships. Little things are easily forgiven; after all, no one is a selfless angel. But life is not a game where we should take unnecessary risks. It is better to be cautious than get burned. Therefore, it is necessary to learn the skills that are simultaneously protective from harm yet proactively increase the odds of interpersonal success.


Vulnerability Factors


Let us explore some of the ways that the values underlying reciprocity can undermine someone’s success by making them vulnerable to manipulation and exploitation.


We assume that most people are well-intentioned until proven otherwise


This assumption is often wrong. Many people disguise their selfish intentions but outwardly appear to play by the rules of society. People do not disclose socially unacceptable motivations such as greed, lust, pride, or a desire to dominate or exact revenge upon others.


We assume that disagreements can be worked out


Most people try to be rational and willing to compromise. Unfortunately, hidden agendas motivate some people to prefer winning at all costs over compromise.


We put effort into keeping our word and expect the same


When honest and dishonest persons interact, the honest person can be at a disadvantage. Those willing to break their word will do so when it is to their advantage. Deception is sometimes difficult to detect and not realized until after damage has been done.


We reciprocate based on fairness


Returning favors, cooperation, and other social obligations are based on expectations for reciprocity. A deceptive person might act reciprocally at first, only to later act selfishly.


We are capable of empathy


The ability to sense what someone else is feeling and imagine what that is like is required for compassion and concern. Emotions are sometimes prime targets for manipulation.


We tend to be prosocial


Moral individuals tend to consider the good of all, respect authority, and follow rules. They want to be liked and respected. Selfish individuals outwardly adhere to prosocial values when convenient, but opportunistically violate or exploit social conventions at the expense of others. Some people consider other people as merely a means to an end.


We tend to be idealistic


An idealistic person is prone to seeing gaps between how the world is and how it should be. An exploitative person will prey upon the hopes and dreams of an idealistic person without caring about social harmony.


Replace Reciprocity with Personal Integrity


Many people are confused about what kind of expectations they should have about people in general. Many of us have an idealistic focus upon how people should act, which disappoints, rather than how people act in reality. Regardless of expectations, all social engagement is risky because it is impossible to read minds and have absolute certainty about the motives of others. It is therefore critical to develop new ways of thinking and reacting based upon strategy rather than making automatic assumptions about people or responding emotionally. Proper social strategy is especially important when we encounter highly selfish persons or antagonistic personalities. But what can replace our assumptions about others based on reciprocity? What mindset can protect us from selfish individuals without it resulting in paranoia?


Reciprocity values need to be replaced with personal integrity. Personal integrity is a prism with which to view others that is realistic and can replace faulty assumptions. It is a principle that prioritizes your values. It is a foundation for moving forward on your way to adopting more sophisticated ideas about social strategy.


Personal Integrity Principles:




A) A person is only responsible for his or her own intentions, not those of others.


B) No one can know with 100% certainty the intentions of another person; therefore, when interacting with people it is best to assume the possibility of negative or positive intentions.


C) Successful social engagement does not necessarily depend upon personal integrity. Many people without integrity have been successful.


D) Despite C, someone can become highly successful and achieve their goals by using effective strategies and methods that do not require the sacrifice of personal integrity.





Focus on Things You Can Control; Detach from Expectations


The personal responsibility principle above, A, states that “a person is only responsible for his or her own intentions.” How do you let go of your expectations of others and focus on doing the right thing? The best way to do this is to break things down into two questions: 1) what is your responsibility? And, 2) what is the other person’s responsibility? You have control over 1, but not 2. Focus on what you need to do, and how you need to respond to others, but detach from worrying about the rights and wrongs of the actions of others. This mindset is critical; without it, the actions and attitudes of selfish people will result in anxiety, anger, demoralization, and frustration. When our happiness depends entirely upon the actions of others, we no longer have control over our life. We are like a boat without oars, responding to the circumstances caused by others, without the ability to control our own destiny.


In general, we as individuals are responsible for the following:




• Keeping our own expectations realistic


• Our words


• Our actions


• How we respond to problems


• Our intentions


• Our willingness to be fair, generous, and loyal


• Our preferences


• Our best efforts to attain success





We as individuals are not responsible for the following:




• Whether or not others live up to our expectations


• The words of others


• The actions of others


• The decisions of others


• The intentions of others


• Whether others are fair, generous, or loyal


• The preferences of others


• People willing to interfere with our success





People with morals and ideals often become entrapped by their own standards. They look around and see a huge gap between how the world is and how it “should” be: “People should be less selfish.” “People should use common sense.” “People should be compassionate.” This entire schema of thinking in terms of “should” is flawed and based upon self-invented rules. Imagine how silly it would be if someone said, “The universe should be different than it is right now.” “Should” really means “I prefer ___” or “I would like ___” Replace “should” with these kinds of statements and you will more accurately describe what you are really thinking. Did someone act selfishly? Then you would have preferred otherwise, but this is not within your control.


Imagine the absurdity of the reverse: someone imposing their standards upon you. Would it make sense for someone to tell you, “You should” do this or that, as if they made rules for your life? People tend to make even bad choices because they think it is in their best interest. Did someone rob a bank? The robber likely believed ahead of time that he “should” rob the bank because the chance of getting money was worth the risk of getting caught. What he preferred was his choice, even if I preferred otherwise. People tend to do what they think is best for them, whether you think they “must” or “should” do otherwise.
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