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“Over the course of twenty-seven appearances on The Ellen DeGeneres Show, I saw Steve Spangler turn science segments into unforgettable shared experiences—moments that sparked joy, curiosity, and connection for millions. The Engagement Effect captures that same energy and breaks down the how and why behind it all. This book is Steve at his best.”

—Chris Cucci, Producer, The Ellen DeGeneres Show

“There’s something truly electric about watching fifteen thousand students, teachers, and parents fill Coors Field for our annual STEM Day with Steve Spangler. That kind of excitement and connection doesn’t happen by accident—it’s the result of intentional strategies that make every individual feel seen, involved, and inspired. In The Engagement Effect, Steve reveals the same powerful techniques he’s used to make STEM Day one of our most impactful events. This book is an excellent tool on how to captivate an audience and turn engagement into action.”

—Greg Feasel, President and Chief Operating Officer, Colorado Rockies Baseball

“For decades, I’ve had a front-row seat to Steve Spangler’s ability to turn everyday television into something unforgettable. He doesn’t just demonstrate science—he creates shared moments filled with wonder, laughter, and meaning. The Engagement Effect is full of heart, humor, and the kind of insight that turns information into inspiration.”

—Kim Christiansen, Anchor, 9NEWS Denver

“The strongest brands don’t just sell products—they create experiences that connect, inspire, and build trust. That’s what we saw when Excelligence acquired Steve Spangler Science. Steve’s work has always gone beyond science, products, and speaking; it’s about sparking curiosity and cultivating engagement. The Engagement Effect distills that mission into a powerful playbook for leaders and educators who want to elevate every interaction into something meaningful, memorable, and transformative.”

—Anupam Martins, Chief Executive Officer, Excelligence Learning Corporation

“At NAFEPA, we focus on translating national education goals into meaningful impact at the state and local levels. Steve Spangler has helped our leaders do just that—bringing his strategies to life with energy, purpose, and clarity. The Engagement Effect offers that same spark in written form. It’s a powerful resource for anyone looking to turn ideas into real connection and lasting change.”

—Bobby J. Burns, Executive Director, National Association of Federal Education Programs (NAFEPA)

“What Steve Spangler offers in The Engagement Effect is more than a strategy—it’s a mindset. He shows us that true leadership is about creating experiences that make people feel seen, inspired, and ready to grow. This book is a master class in transformational connection.”

—Dr. Nido R. Qubein, President, High Point University

“We’ve trusted Steve Spangler to help us create unforgettable moments for hundreds of thousands of educators at Get Your Teach On—and he always delivers. This book brings his passion, creativity, and practical strategies to the page. If you want to inspire people and leave a lasting impact, this is your playbook.”

—Hope & Wade King, Cofounders, Get Your Teach On

“Few people understand the power of engagement like Steve Spangler. I had the opportunity to read The Engagement Effect early on, and even then, it was clear—this book has the potential to transform how we lead, teach, and connect. It’s a timely, essential guide for anyone who wants to make their message matter.”

—Skip Prichard, President and CEO, OCLC; Author of The Book of Mistakes

“For more than twenty-five years, Steve Spangler has brought science to life on 9NEWS through over 1,800 unforgettable segments—each one designed to spark wonder, ignite curiosity, and inspire joy. In The Engagement Effect, he reveals the proven strategies behind those moments of magic. They’ve captivated television audiences for decades—and they’ll work for you too.”

—Mark Cornetta, Senior Vice President, TEGNA; President & General Manager, 9NEWS (KUSA/KTVD)

“Steve Spangler helped our entire district kick off a new school year with a powerful message about purpose and engagement. His influence was so profound that we brought him back a few years later to help celebrate our decade-long mission to elevate student engagement. The Engagement Effect captures the same energy, insight, and inspiration he brought to our staff—a must-read for any educator or leader committed to meaningful connection.”

—Steven Estepp, Superintendent, Mariemont City Schools

“We’ve had Steve Spangler on stage at the Innovative Schools Summit enough times to know this: He shows up with purpose and delivers every time. He brings engagement, connection, and ideas that stick. The Engagement Effect isn’t just a book—it’s a behind-the-scenes pass to how he does it and why it works.”

—Phil Price, President, AccuTrain Corporation

“For over twenty years, I had the pleasure—and occasional peril—of sharing the 9NEWS stage with Steve Spangler. He brought science to life with explosions, laughter, and unforgettable moments, but what really made it great television was the connection he created with viewers. The Engagement Effect is the ultimate guide to understanding how he does it.”

—Mark Koebrich, Retired Anchor, NBC Affiliate KUSA Denver

“Over seven seasons of the television series DIY Sci, Steve Spangler has inspired viewers to roll up their sleeves, ask questions, and create unforgettable memories through hands-on learning. His passion for making STEM education accessible and exciting comes through in every episode—and every page of The Engagement Effect. This book is a brilliant guide to designing experiences that connect, captivate, and stick with you long after the experiment is over.”

—Steve Rotfeld, President & CEO, Steve Rotfeld Productions

“Whether it was connecting sixteen hundred students through a human circuit or challenging our principals to create their own best day ever moments, Steve Spangler showed us that engagement is more than a buzzword—it’s a mindset. The Engagement Effect is a blueprint for how he thinks, plans, and inspires at the highest level.”

—Dr. Kamela Patton, Former Superintendent, Collier County Public Schools

“Steve Spangler is the most powerful motivational speaker I’ve ever heard. As CEO of Frog Street, we invited Steve to help us transform our annual Splash conference into a truly unforgettable experience. His ability to engage early childhood educators through hands-on learning and powerful storytelling elevated our conference and stimulated educators to strive for greatness. The Engagement Effect captures the same energy, strategy, and heart that made Steve’s work such a vital part of our community.”

—Ron Chase, CEO, Frog Street

“At the American Payroll Association’s Annual Congress, we’ve always believed in creating experiences that educate, connect, and inspire. Steve Spangler brought that vision to life—most memorably when he connected nearly three thousand attendees in a single, electrifying STEM demonstration. The Engagement Effect captures the heart of that moment and the strategy behind it. This book is a valuable guide for anyone committed to elevating how people learn and lead.”

—Dan Maddux, Executive Director, PayrollOrg (formerly APA)

“Steve’s best day ever moments have inspired our teachers and administrators to create their own unforgettable moments for students and staff. When one of our principals told me that her teacher had done more hands-on science in three months than she had done in thirty years, I knew we had struck gold with Steve Spangler’s approach to engagement. He doesn’t just inspire others ‘to do’—he inspires them ‘to be’ the best version of themselves. This book clearly illustrates how he does it and why it matters.”

—Ed Short, Former STEM Education Coordinator, Brevard Public Schools

“Steve Spangler’s impact on Littleton Public Schools spans over three decades. What began in the classroom has become a legacy of helping educators throughout our district bring learning to life. The Engagement Effect is filled with the same strategies and mindset that Steve has shared with our teachers—tools that help create powerful learning experiences and meaningful student connections.”

—Dr. Todd Lambert, Superintendent, Littleton Public Schools
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Dedication

For Renée, my North Star—whose belief in the why gave this book its purpose. For Jack, Mark, and Scott—whose curiosity shaped every experience and every page.

For Murphy—whose frequent need to chase the ball or go for a walk gave me just enough sanity to finish the book.






FOREWORD

THERE ARE LEADERS WHO INFORM, and There are Leaders who transform. Steve Spangler belongs in that rare category of individuals who do more than just teach—he ignites. His work is a master class in how to cultivate engagement that sparks connection, fosters trust, and ultimately moves people to action.

At High Point University, we believe that learning is most powerful when it’s lived—when education becomes an experience, not just a transaction. Steve embodies this philosophy. His work doesn’t simply deliver content—it creates moments. Memorable, meaningful, and often magical moments that linger long after the lesson is over.

In The Engagement Effect, Steve offers a powerful blueprint for anyone who wants to lead with greater purpose and impact. He draws from a career shaped by the classroom, tested on television, and refined in boardrooms and keynote stages around the world. But at its core, this book is about something deeply human: the art of making people feel seen, valued, and inspired.

Engagement, as Steve teaches, is not a technique—it’s a mindset. It’s a commitment to being present, to designing experiences that invite participation, and to leading in a way that builds bridges instead of walls. Whether you’re an educator, a business leader, or a changemaker of any kind, the insights you’ll find here will shift the way you think about influence, connection, and communication.

What makes Steve’s message so enduring is its universality. No matter your industry or audience, the principles he shares will help you create experiences that people remember—and, more importantly, experiences that move them to grow. This is not just a book about engagement; it is a call to action for leaders who want to make their impact felt and their presence remembered.

In these pages, Steve Spangler shows us how to harness the Engagement Effect—not by commanding attention, but by earning it through authenticity, generosity, and intentional design. That is the hallmark of transformational leadership.

So, I invite you to turn the page. Not just to read, but to experience. Let this book challenge you, inspire you, and equip you to lead in a way that truly matters.

—Dr. Nido R. Qubein

President, High Point University







INTRODUCTION FIRE!


THERE’S A REASON WHY I smell like lighter fluid. No, it’s not cheap cologne. The eau-de-lighter-fluid fragrance is a side effect of my morning routine.

Every morning, I wake up, shower, get dressed, load my pockets with the essentials, and then reach for my wallet. It’s no ordinary wallet; there’re money and credit cards on one side, and on the other, there’s a secret compartment that conceals an ignitor device doused in lighter fluid. With the flick of a finger, the sparks ignite the fluid-soaked wick, and the wallet bursts into flames.

Every profession has the “things” they need to do their job. The tools of the trade. Doctors wear a stethoscope, plumbers have wrenches, lawyers have unnecessarily expensive pens… and I, the science guy/educator, have the tool I need to measure engagement. Here’s how it works:

Let’s say I’m at Taco Bell ordering a bean burrito. As I open my wallet to pay for my lunch, I secretly trigger the ignitor to make the flames appear.

“Excuse me, would you happen to have any hot sauce?” I say nonchalantly.

This is the inflection point, so I’m most interested in what happens next. The flames leap, and the next thing you know, screams of excitement turn into laughter, complete strangers pepper you with questions, and then you hear those three words I’ve heard thousands of times over the last thirty years:

“Do it again!”

I’ve also had cups of water thrown on me. It happens.

These reactions all represent different levels of engagement. Consider it real-time data for this engagement scientist. That’s my job: I study the science of engagement. Learning how and why people choose to connect and engage unlocks the secret to curiosity and why people lean in to want to learn more. While that may sound like it’s just for educators, it’s probably even more needed in business as CEOs and managers learn how to engage employees and customers at the highest level. It’s why I’m always studying and watching people, and it’s why you should consider it too.

There are some pyrotechnics (metaphorical and literal) in these pages. I thought you might want to see some of them, so I’ve inserted a few QR codes you can scan to take you there without having to search. Use them or ignore them; it’s up to you. Look, here comes one now.
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My trip to Florence a few years ago provided a data point I wasn’t expecting.

No, not that Florence—no cobblestone streets, no Renaissance paintings. I was in Florence, Alabama. I was booked for a keynote presentation before the National Association of Federal Education Program Administrators. They, too, were interested in learning more about the factors that increase student engagement and help the educators they support build even more meaningful connections in the classroom. So they called the science guy.

On travel day, I got up, showered, brushed my teeth, and soaked my wallet in lighter fluid, as always. A few hours later, my wife, Renée, and I landed in Huntsville and rented a car.

After many years on the road as a professional speaker, the routine of checking into a hotel can get a little boring. Name… driver’s license… credit card… it’s all part of the routine. The trick is to catch the desk clerk at just the right moment. This one looked up from her phone at the last possible second.

“Checking in?”

I took out my wallet as if to grab my credit card while my finger secretly triggered the ignitor. Flames leapt up six inches above my hand.

“Quick question: Do you have anything next to a fire escape?” I said.

I usually give it a two-beat pause before enjoying the moment of surprise. But not this time.

“I don’t know,” said the woman, expressionless. “I’ll have to look.”

I’ve done this thousands of times, and I rarely get crickets.

But this time? Nada. Nothing.

Renée is all too familiar with my hotel check-in routine. She’s seen it all—the screams, the laughter, the water—but this time, I got a nonreaction. In fact, I got the opposite of engagement… I was in the presence of disengagement. I bombed at the front desk.

On the way to the room, I asked Renée, “Did you see the clerk? She gave me your ‘not funny’ look. Maybe she’s having a bad day?”

“No, it was you. You rushed it. You didn’t give her a chance to connect,” she said. “Plus, I think she thought you were trying to trick her instead of sharing a fun moment together. Brush it off. Let’s go get a cup of coffee.”

The next best thing to a hotel clerk is a barista. Summoning flames, followed by a witty comment about hot coffee always gets a fun response.

“Would it be possible to make the coffee extra hot?”

The barista looked at me through the flames and said, “Not really” (punctuated with an eye roll).

We got our coffees and walked back to our room.

“What is going on in Florence, Alabama?” I asked. “I think I’m in for a tough crowd.”

As someone who speaks on the science of engagement, I was striking out… and my time on stage hadn’t even started.



Building connections is my catnip. It’s an obsession, which means I’m constantly trying to create experiences to share with those around me. Because shared experience invites connection.

A connection habit can be exhausting for one’s spouse, but Renée knew who she was marrying. At restaurants, I catch the attention of a kid sitting in the booth next to us and use sleight of hand to make it look like I’m snorting baby carrots up my nose. We smile at each other. We have a secret. We’re suddenly friends, sharing an experience. The world becomes a slightly better place.

The vanishing carrot is the magician part of me; the connection is the human part. But there’s a third part, which is probably why you have this book in your hand.

As an educator, my job is to find the most creative ways to make learning fun and meaningful for my students. If I was in a chemistry classroom, I’d trade the carrot trick for gummy bears that spontaneously combust or flash-freeze a banana in a vat of liquid nitrogen and smash it on the desk like the comedian Gallagher to get their undivided attention. Then, I set them up to engage. That’s the teacher part. The leader part.

This book is about experience, connection, and engagement. It’s about building capacity in other people the way you build static charge on a balloon by rubbing it on your hair. When people are connected and charged up, they are primed to engage.

Engagement doesn’t always happen on its own; it needs the right environment to take root. It’s not about pushing harder; it’s about creating a space where ideas can grow. It thrives in safety, encouragement, freedom, and, above all, connection. As leaders, we create experiences to allow for that connection in the hope that we will see engagement blossom. But no matter how well we lay the groundwork and how hard we hope, we can’t force it to happen. People have to choose to engage.



Despite my fears, the keynote in Alabama was really fun. Generally speaking, federal workers are accustomed to a speaker perched behind a podium with a clicker and ninety-seven slides (with really small font). That’s why it’s fun to catch them off guard with my leaf blower contraption that covers the front row in toilet paper or to keep audience members on their toes as pieces of potato fly through the air. When a spud whizzes past your head at 30 mph, you tend to sit up and listen.

The federal workers connected, and we shared an experience together. We sent them home with Energy Sticks (more about these clever little contraptions later), and about fifty people hung around to tell me about their own experiences of connection and engagement.

But I couldn’t shake the wallet fails. Maybe the clerk and the barista saw a slick guy rolling in from Not-the-South, USA, trying to pull one over on them. If people think they are the brunt of your joke… they don’t like that.

On our last night in Alabama, we had dinner at a local restaurant the hotel had recommended. When we got back, the same stoic woman was at the front desk. She saw me coming. She visibly tensed. I felt terrible.

“Hey,” I said. “Do you know Cosmo’s Restaurant?”

“Yeah, of course.” She’s waiting for me to screw with her.

“Best grits I’ve ever had. I forgot people put shrimp in grits.”

She borderline smiled. “Have you never been to the South?”

“We have now. That made our whole trip.”

She visibly relaxed, and she looked me in the eye for the first time.

“Thank you for everything,” I said.

“I hope y’all have a good trip home.”

I knew Alabamians put shrimp in grits. It’s delicious. But I felt I had upset this woman, and I don’t want to make anybody upset. I just need to connect, and that means creating an experience that leaves room for others to reciprocate that need. That’s what went wrong with the wallet. It’s what Renée recognized immediately. I had made it about me.

Real connection is a two-way street. It’s not just about doing clever things for a laugh or a gasp. It’s about crafting an experience, an opportunity for people to play. It should never be about me. It should be about them.

Some techniques work better than others, and nothing works every time. I rarely know why. You can’t concoct an algorithm for falling in love—not a decent one, anyway. But after a lifetime of pursuing connection and engagement through experiences, I’ve seen a lot of things work, and I’ve seen a lot of things fail.

That’s what this book is about: pursuing engagement with those who look to you for leadership, whether it’s in a moment or over a lifetime.


A Few Definitions

You may be holding the least prescriptive leadership book on the market, but I want to define a few terms to avoid confusion.

Engagement is forgetting yourself in what you’re doing. It is what every teacher dreams of seeing in their students. It is what every true artist experiences in their work. It is what the best businesses in the world encourage in their staff. Cultivating it in others requires a leader to be in every way unselfish, and it will punish those leaders who create false connections to scam or cheat or fool.

Connection is two-way, mutual, and chosen by all parties. No matter how eager to connect you are, no matter how noble your intentions, a one-way handshake is just weird—especially in Alabama. As we will discuss, you have to take your hands off the wheel and hope that someone else will grab it. The path to that connection is shared experience.

Leaders create experiences. Not “sometimes,” not “if we choose,” and not “when we need engagement.” When you are leading, you are creating an experience. If you don’t recognize that, you are probably creating a lazy experience. There is showmanship to it. Showmanship is learnable, and every leader needs it.

Leadership is building capacity in another person. It is a servant’s role, and it is a lot of work. Leaders risk their dignity and the illusion of perfection to create experiences that some people won’t like. They do this to encourage connection with the people they lead. If they’re lucky, engagement will follow. Magic.

By the way, magic is a term you’ll see a lot in these pages. Sometimes there’s just no better way to emphasize how… well, magical… an experience can be. So take note whenever you see me drop the “M” word throughout the book. That’s not me being repetitive; it’s me putting a giant exclamation point on whatever principle I’m talking about.




A Gentle Word of Warning

I have very few hard-and-fast techniques to offer you. The techniques in this book will not encourage subordinates to obey or work harder. In fact, the main focus is what they need from you. What you will find within is what I have seen happen when I do specific things, create certain environments, and invite a particular kind of participation. Some techniques might not work; some may not even be techniques. From those that are, you may be tempted to cherry-pick tactics to help you sell cars or win friends or elections. Be ye warned: It will backfire. Everything in here is booby-trapped. You can use these tactics for selfish gain once, maybe twice. After that, they will smell you coming.

Perhaps I can repel you further.

I’m a science teacher. I’ve spent part of my career either as a teacher or working with teachers. And, as you’ll see, I’ve got a million stories about how engagement works (or doesn’t) in the education arena.

If you’re not a teacher, don’t worry—this isn’t a book just for educators. In fact, one of the running jokes in education is that most teachers have a side hustle to supplement their “generous” salary. For Renée and me, that side hustle evolved into a series of multimillion-dollar businesses built around educational toys and hands-on science experiences. Renée served as CEO for over twenty-five years, leading a team of forty-five employees and overseeing manufacturing and distribution through overseas partners. Our products made their way into mass-market retailers such as Target, Walmart, and Toys “R” Us. Many of the engagement principles in this book come directly from those experiences with vendors, customers, and our own team. This dual perspective—from classroom to boardroom—shapes the way we think about engagement and brings a broader relevance to the lessons you’ll explore in the chapters ahead.

I’ve spent the past several years speaking to more and more corporate audiences—from sandwich chains to payroll professionals—and I’ve discovered something that blew my mind: The engagement principles that capture students’ attention in the classroom are the same principles that capture the CEO’s attention in the boardroom.

Anytime I talk about engagement, I find I can substitute the word teacher with the word leader. Is that because your employees are big children? No. It’s because idiosyncratic, individual children comprise the experience of a classroom exactly as idiosyncratic, individual employees comprise the experience of an office. If you don’t respect them as individuals, you will fail. And they will eat you alive.



A lot of people ask me for the engagement recipe. That’s how I tricked my publisher into publishing this book. Here’s the closest thing I have:


	Leaders create shared experiences.

	
Shared experiences allow for real connection.

	Real connection breeds engagement.



Everyone is in a leadership role at some time or another, even if it’s driving a taxi, taking someone on a date, presenting the Q2 spending report, or hosting Thanksgiving dinner. Every experience is different, but the feeling of connection and the architecture of engagement are basically the same, even in a passing interaction at a check-in desk, through a screen, or in a classroom. That’s true even if the engagement happens years later when someone is alone at their desk.

Creating connections with people, even strangers, has been my life’s work. As with anything, if you do it long enough, you get good at it. It has taken me from birthday-party magic shows to science on an A/V cart to keynotes for thousands of kids, teachers, STEM experts, and payroll professionals (really) to four billion views on YouTube. It took me to The Ellen DeGeneres Show twenty-seven times and has us on season eight of my second nationally syndicated series, which is called DIY Sci as of this writing.

That might sound braggy, but my point is that I have practiced and practiced and practiced, so I have lots of examples of what works and what doesn’t. You will find those here, in mostly bite-sized portions with some bigger bites mixed in.

There are days when I never get a chance to light the wallet and see a surprised expression. It doesn’t mean the lighter fluid went to waste; it just means there wasn’t an opportunity to engage and connect. That’s OK. It was still worth it. At least I juiced it, and I was ready to go.

The pursuit of experience, connection, and engagement is a habit, one that improves every aspect of my life every day—and that’s because it is fundamentally about improving other people’s lives first.









PART 1 THE FUN PART: CRAFTING EXPERIENCES
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CHAPTER 1 YOU ARE THE MAESTRO, LIKE IT OR NOT


I GREW UP IN A family of magicians. That is not a metaphor. My parents were professional, working magicians. We owned tuxedos. We bought playing cards by the pallet. The house was littered with fancy-looking boxes stuffed with silk handkerchiefs. My mom climbed into a box, and my dad cut her into three pieces. You get the idea.

My dad went to school to be a chemist. He didn’t want to be in a lab, so he chose to be an electrical engineer, but chemistry still played into absolutely everything. Our kitchen also doubled as a lab of sorts, and that’s where my dad invented the fake blood that was used by special effects artists in the movies. KISS and Penn & Teller used his fake blood on stage in the 1970s because it looked so good. My dad was a great chemist, and he used his wizardry to invent magic tricks still used by famous magicians today. Imagine holding what looks like an ordinary glass of water, but on command the water turns jet black. It’s so startling that people have been known to drop the glass.
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“Dad, how do you make the water turn black?”

“I can’t teach you that until you study acids and bases when—not if—you take chemistry. Once you learn something about the pH scale, let me know.”

Eventually, this clever man realized he was unhappy in the grind of the corporate machine. That’s when my mom told him to go for it with magic, and he did. They traveled the country doing magic shows and speaking at conferences, and Dad worked as a magic consultant from home in Denver. Yes, he was a magic consultant—for some pretty famous magicians, in fact… as well as those not-so-famous working professionals you might see at a kid’s party or a corporate event. Even a kid who called himself David Copperfield dropped by the house to work out a trick or two with my dad.

When a group of magicians get together, it’s just like what happens when a group of teachers or corporate types get together: They drink and talk shop.

“I got booked for the halftime show at a basketball game, and they want me to make the cheerleaders disappear.”

Never, in all my years of sitting on the sideline and watching these meetings of the mind from afar, did I ever hear the magicians say, “That’s impossible.” Instead, I heard, “OK, let’s think on that.” Then, they would work backward. They always solved the problem backward—from the reveal to the setup. Outcome first, then solution. That was one of many valuable lessons I picked up in the informal magical society of my youth.

The most important of those lessons was the art of engagement.

If you’re a magician booked to do table-to-table magic at a restaurant, the most important part of your show isn’t the tricks; it’s the way you approach the table. Most people would rather continue their dinner conversation than see a card trick. The secret is to find a creative, nonthreatening, engaging way to approach the table. Let’s face it: It’s hard to compete with spaghetti.

What’s your desired outcome in this scenario? The lowest imaginable bar is they don’t ask you to leave, no one throws anything at you, and the kids don’t cry. A little higher is a moment of glory for you, the pimple-faced magician on his first restaurant gig. But what if you aim for something truly elevated—what if you provide something: a shared experience between magician and diners that creates a connection and leaves them transformed?

If that’s your objective, the energy of the experience shifts from you to them. Suddenly, things start clicking. You acknowledge them as people, and they acknowledge you right back. You’re attentive to them, and they lean in. You ask instead of telling, and they answer instead of nodding. You’ve connected. They’re in. Spaghetti forgotten.

You’re a teacher in charge of twenty-seven fourth graders. You’re a barista at a busy coffee shop. You’re CEO of a tech giant. You’re the self-proclaimed emperor of a secessionist island nation. If you’re a leader, you’re in the experience business, the connection business, the engagement business. You are the maestro. The first step in achieving that outcome is creating a shared experience, which has a lot to do with showmanship.

If your goal is to get by or to enjoy some glory, you’ve got the wrong job (and the wrong book). When you approach leadership as service to those around you and you seek connection as a means to engagement and transformation… every environment is elevated.

Our goal as teachers, leaders, and magicians is to build capacity in those who follow us by designing experiences that foster connection and invite engagement. That’s your outcome. Shifting your mindset is a great first step. But pulling it off takes practice.

The Lesson


	Leaders are always creating an experience. Whether you mean to or not, you’re crafting an emotional environment. Be deliberate.

	Connection comes before engagement. When you create a shared moment, the audience leans in—and that’s when the real magic begins.

	Outcome first, then solution. Like the magicians in the basement, work backward from the kind of connection you want to create.

	Showmanship isn’t a gimmick; it’s a skill. Every leader needs it. Learn it. Practice it.









CHAPTER 2 HAVE YOUR ACT TOGETHER


THE FIRST TIME I REMEMBER seeing my parents work, I was standing in the wings of the Paramount Theater in Denver, and Dad was cutting Mom into three pieces. Mom climbed into the box. Dad slid in the blades and pulled off her center section. Mom beamed. People clapped. I was five.

This was at a time when there was a real orchestra in the pit below the stage. The musicians sort of came with the theaters; they were part of the package. But there was very little rehearsal with each orchestra. They knew in advance what to play and when to play it, but that was about it. Mom got chopped up while the orchestra played “Breaking Up Is Hard to Do,” and then to finish the show, the orchestra played “Granada” while Mom and Dad ate fire. Magic.

The act was called Magic Moments, and my parents performed it all over the country. It was elaborate, and a whole lot happened, but Magic Moments was a tight twenty-two minutes. I saw it a thousand times, and I watched what happened to the audience over the course of that twenty-two minutes. I got to be backstage for all the interaction with the other magicians on the bill, and then I got to watch their sets too.

There were three lessons I remember absorbing from the Magic Moments tours.


Lesson 1: Be Human

Dad looked the part of a magician and Mom was pretty, neither of which hurts when you’re trying to get an audience’s attention. But even better, they didn’t hide the fact that they were a married couple. It humanized them instantly; the audience started looking for interpersonal dynamics as soon as they knew these two were sleeping together. Magic Moments was a formal affair of gowns and tuxes, but the marriage aspect gave Mom and Dad a living-room humanity that the solo acts had to work for. Being recognizably human is instantly disarming, even if you’re sawing your spouse in half.




Lesson 2: Keep It Tight

Once a performer’s act hits the thirty-minute mark, they almost always lose the audience. Some of the solo acts were irresistibly lovable. Others had to squander time to build rapport with the audience. But even when the lovable ones hit the thirty-minute mark, the squeak of a seat, the sound of a door closing in the back of the theater, or even a whisper from the shadows told the same story: The magician had overstayed their welcome.

The Spanglers were smart. Twenty-two minutes gave the audience time to get to know them, like them, and invest in them—but still miss them when they were gone. My parents got them hooked, kept it tight, and left them satisfied, even if they could have taken another trick. You’re borrowing someone’s time when they trust you with an experience. Don’t squander it.





Lesson 3: Maintain Control

A less-than-wonderful orchestra could ruin a whole show. If their timing was off, or if they played the sawing song during the banter and the pretty song during the fire-eating, all was lost. If the violins were out of tune, forget about it. Mom and Dad still performed the act seamlessly, but I knew it would be a quiet dinner that night.

Today, the most likely element to go wrong is technology. Sometimes, during keynotes, I show a video in which a thousand kids join hands over a few acres of land to allow electrons to pass through them, complete a circuit, and trigger a noisemaker. But if we haven’t maintained enough control over whatever ballroom I’m speaking in, sometimes there’s no sound—which diminishes the thrill of a noisemaker, and the point is lost.

I always include this part toward the middle-end of the keynote for just this reason: I’ve worked hard to build rapport with the audience, they’re eager to forgive if things go awry, and I’ve got enough runway left to recover and keep things moving. I can get past it, but there’s no way to spin a tech malfunction as intentional, same as the detuned orchestra. It’s a distraction.



These three lessons boil down to the same thing: Have your act together. Creating a transformative experience (or even a pleasant one) requires some thought, some work, and maybe some infrastructure. If I don’t juice up the fire wallet in the morning, that thing’s not going to ignite.

There’s no such thing as complete control, so having your act together also means practice. One reason an English teacher in her twenty-fifth year is good at teaching Hamlet is that she’s taught it twenty-five times. She knows to leave a full day for Act 3, Scene 1, so the sophomores can speculate on what Hamlet and Ophelia have been up to offstage.

When you are creating an experience—a presentation, a science experiment, a keynote, a quick speech at the PTO meeting—preparation will keep it tight and relaxed. Know your apparatus but stay quick on your feet. That will allow both you and those you are leading to focus on your experience together instead of on the out-of-tune violins.

The Lesson


	Be human. Don’t hide your quirks—they might just be your connection point.

	Keep it tight. Leave your audience wanting more, not checking their watches.

	Control what you can. When the A/V tech flubs it, your preparation is your safety net.

	Rehearsal isn’t optional. Practice frees you up to focus on people, not problems.











CHAPTER 3 PROXIMITY


STEVEN, TELL US SOMETHING ABOUT your mom and dad.”

I was sitting crisscross-applesauce on the rug of my kindergarten classroom. Mrs. Carden and my peers were watching me intently.

“My dad saws my mom into three pieces,” I said. “Then they eat fire.”

My peers were incredulous, disgusted by my sheer audacity to tell such an incredible lie in school. Mrs. Carden also didn’t buy it.

“Jenny, tell us something about your mom and dad.”

But Little Steven had something going for him: It was 1972—and back then, safety was merely an afterthought.

The next week, my dad came to school with the torches. He ate fire on the same rug in Mrs. Carden’s kindergarten. Magic.

Who cares what Jenny’s dad does? If your dad eats fire, you are the coolest kid in class.

“How did he do that?”

“Does your dad eat fire all the time?”

“Can you eat fire?”

I’m known for soliciting help from the audience during most of my presentations. One of my favorite pieces of audience participation is a signature routine I do with a dozen eggs and a tray of glasses. It’s a piece that requires a little skill and lots of guts to pull off in front of a large audience. I never know who I’m going to pick until the speech has begun because I need some time to read the room, watch body language, and look for someone who I think will be coachable on stage. But every single time, the first question that person gets asked when they return to their seat is, “Were you in on it? Did you know he would pick you? How did you know how to knock the eggs into the glasses?”
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Teachers have executed this maneuver since time immemorial. Sometimes, they let the future valedictorian clean the chalkboard or run notes to the office—because it means the world to them. But the clever ones deputize the girl with the wandering attention, the stoic who needs coaxing out of his shell, or the troublemaker carrying problems from home. Bosses can abuse their power by adopting pets, but they can also create an experience around each special project by deputizing employees one at a time. People feel special when they’re made to feel special. Even if it’s basic, they feel valued when their expertise is requested. The best leaders quickly discover—if they’ll just take their hands off the wheel—that their employees are actually truly helpful and supersmart.

“We have to inventory the warehouse for the first time in a decade. Your knowledge of our old product is the best in the office. Can we do this one together?”

“I’ve got to write something for the university newsletter. Would you mind looking over a few drafts as I finish them? I trust your editing.”

This is good stuff, and it’s all about proximity and trust. When you shrink the distance between the stage and the house, people are going to connect, and then they’re going to engage. Your deputized editor is going to feel proud of that newsletter, even if your name is the only one on the byline. Though I ask you, Fearless Leader: Would it kill your pride to put their name on it as well?



I did not eat fire in kindergarten; it would be decades before I tasted the flame. But I was close to somebody who did. I saw the reaction Dad got from my friends and the way my friends talked to me about it. I got to be cool because my dad ate fire.

As the leader, you are a fire-eater. But your superpower isn’t eating fire; it’s making those who follow you the coolest kids in class.

The Lesson


	Pull people into the experience. Deputize them. Invite them to be part of the magic.

	People want to feel seen, special, and needed. Use proximity and trust to turn spectators into participants.

	You don’t have to be the fire-eater. Sometimes just standing near one is enough to ignite someone’s curiosity.









CHAPTER 4 PRACTICE THE STORY PART


MY DAD GAVE ME MY first magic trick when I was five years old. It was the cups and the balls. You put a ball in one cup, you stack all three cups, and the ball magically appears in a different cup. Magic. It’s a simple trick to learn.

I remember Dad presenting it to me.

“We don’t show anybody the trick, Steven, until we’ve practiced. You will show me first, and I’ll tell you when you’re ready to show somebody else. You don’t just go and show your friends your magic trick.”

When I had the trick down, I performed it for Dad.

“That’s good,” Dad said. “But you didn’t get my attention.”

“But I made the ball change cups.”

“What are you going to say?” he asked. “What story are you going to make up?”

A story? I spent a week getting the cups and the balls down cold, and now I had to invent a story? I thought I was just doing a trick. I went back to my room.

The story I came up with was that I always forgot which cup I put the ball in. I’d put it in the first cup and stack them where the audience could see it.

“Shoot, I forgot where I put the ball again. Did anyone see?”

“The first one! It’s in the first one!”

“Are you sure? I feel like I put it in the second one. This is so confusing.”

It made a tight little narrative. When Dad was satisfied, he green-lighted the trick, and I was ready for show-and-tell. It was a big deal. I woke up extra early that morning.

Maybe it was nerves, maybe it was rebellion, but I decided to skip the story. It felt forced. I’ll just go up and do the trick. Knock ’em dead. I flopped.

“I saw the ball! The ball is in your hand!”

When you’re five years old, and you flop in front of your friends, you feel it. I was embarrassed and demoralized, and I knew I’d have to tell Dad what happened. Mainly, I knew I really just had to workshop the story.

It was in the workshopping that I realized the story was so much more powerful than the sleight of hand. I could do the trick, but people connected through the story. In fact, the sleight of hand worked way, way better as an appendage to the story. And not just because it was a distraction. In a kindergarten-sized way, the story turned the spotlight on the audience, which transformed an experience into connection and engagement.



I had been doing monthly magic tricks for about half the school year when I busted Mrs. Carden acting confused about something she was teaching us. She may have even used my line: “I always forget… can you help me?”

She stole my bit! I was decades away from being a good showman, let alone a good teacher or leader, but Dad and Mrs. Carden had given me a glimpse at what lay beyond the razzle-dazzle of magic tricks. At the time, all I knew was that the stories made my tricks come off better. What I would discover later (when I had a higher purpose than the cup-and-ball trick) was that I could invite connection and engagement the same way. But I had more lessons ahead of me first.

The Lesson


	The story matters more than the trick. Sleight of hand will amaze, but story is what connects.

	Crafting a narrative invites your audience into the experience. That’s where engagement happens.

	If you want them to remember the moment, give them a story to hold on to.









CHAPTER 5 THEY HAVE TO LIKE YOU FIRST


MAGIC CLUBS ARE A REAL thing—magicians getting together once a month to share tricks. It’s a great way to pick up new illusions and practice your craft. It’s also a good excuse to get out of your parents’ basement for a few hours.
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