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The Necessary Art
of Persuasion

JAY A. CONGER

Executive Summary

BUSINESS TODAY IS LARGELY RUN by teams and pop-
ulated by authority-averse baby boomers and Genero-
tion Xers. That makes persuasion more important than
ever as a managerial tool.

But contrary to popular belief, the author asserts,
persuasion is not the same as selling an idea or con-
vincing opponents to see things your way. It is instead
a process of learning from others and negotiating @
shared solution. To that end, persuasion consists of four
essential elements: establishing credibility, framing to
find common ground, providing vivid evidence, and
connecting emotionally.

Credibility grows, the author says, out of two sources:
expertise and relationships. The former is a function of
product or process knowledge and the latter a history of
listening to and working in the best interest of others.
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But even if a persuader’s credibility is high, his position
must make sense—even more, it must appeal—to the audi-
ence. Therefore, a persuader must frame his position to
illuminate its benefits to everyone who will feel its impact.

Persuasion then becomes a matter of presenting evi-
dence—but not just ordinary charts and spreadsheets. The
author says the most effective persuaders use vivid—even
overthe-top—stories, metaphors, and examples to make
their positions come alive.

Finally, good persuaders have the ability to accu-
rately sense and respond to their audience’s emotional
state. Sometimes, that means they have to suppress their
own emotions; at other times, they must intensify them.

Persuasion can be a force for enormous good in an
organization, but people must understand it for what it is:
an often painstaking process that requires insight, plan-
ning, and compromise.

IF THERE EVER WAS A TIME for businesspeople to
learn the fine art of persuasion, it is now. Gone are the
command-and-control days of executives managing

by decree. Today businesses are run largely by cross-
functional teams of peers and populated by baby boomers
and their Generation X offspring, who show little toler-
ance for unquestioned authority. Electronic communica-
tion and globalization have further eroded the traditional
hierarchy, as ideas and people flow more freely than ever
around organizations and as decisions get made closer to
the markets. These fundamental changes, more than a
decade in the making but now firmly part of the economic
landscape, essentially come down to this: work today gets
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done in an environment where people don’t just ask What
should I do? but Why should I do it?

To answer this why question effectively is to persuade.
Yet many businesspeople misunderstand persuasion,
and more still underutilize it. The reason? Persuasion is
widely perceived as a skill reserved for selling products
and closing deals. It is also commonly seen as just another
form of manipulation—devious and to be avoided.
Certainly, persuasion can be used in selling and deal-
clinching situations, and it can be misused to manipulate
people. But exercised constructively and to its full poten-
tial, persuasion supersedes sales and is quite the opposite
of deception. Effective persuasion becomes a negotiating
and learning process through which a persuader leads
colleagues to a problem’s shared solution. Persuasion
does indeed involve moving people to a position they
don’t currently hold, but not by begging or cajoling.
Instead, it involves careful preparation, the proper fram-
ing of arguments, the presentation of vivid supporting
evidence, and the effort to find the correct emotional
match with your audience.

Effective persuasion is a difficult and time-consuming
proposition, but it may also be more powerful than the
command-and-control managerial model it succeeds. As
AlliedSignal’s CEO Lawrence Bossidy said recently, “The
day when you could yell and scream and beat people into
good performance is over. Today you have to appeal to
them by helping them see how they can get from here to
there, by establishing some credibility, and by giving
them some reason and help to get there. Do all those
things, and they'll knock down doors.” In essence, he is
describing persuasion—now more than ever, the lan-
guage of business leadership.
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Think for a moment of your definition of persuasion.
If you are like most businesspeople I have encountered
(see the insert “Twelve Years of Watching and Listening”
at the end of this article), you see persuasion as a rela-
tively straightforward process. First, you strongly state
your position. Second, you outline the supporting argu-
ments, followed by a highly assertive, data-based exposi-
tion. Finally, you enter the deal-making stage and work
toward a “close.” In other words, you use logic, persis-
tence, and personal enthusiasm to get others to buy a
good idea. The reality is that following this process is one
surefire way to fail at persuasion. (See the insert “Four
Ways Not to Persuade” at the end of this article.)

What, then, constitutes effective persuasion? If per-
suasion is a learning and negotiating process, then in the
most general terms it involves phases of discovery,
preparation, and dialogue. Getting ready to persuade col-
leagues can take weeks or months of planning as you
learn about your audience and the position you intend to
argue. Before they even start to talk, effective persuaders
have considered their positions from every angle. What
investments in time and money will my position require
from others? Is my supporting evidence weak in any
way? Are there alternative positions I need to examine?

Dialogue happens before and during the persuasion
process. Before the process begins, effective persuaders
use dialogue to learn more about their audience’s opin-
ions, concerns, and perspectives. During the process, dia-
logue continues to be a form of learning, but it is also the
beginning of the negotiation stage. You invite people to
discuss, even debate, the merits of your position, and
then to offer honest feedback and suggest alternative
solutions. That may sound like a slow way to achieve
your goal, but effective persuasion is about testing and
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revising ideas in concert with your colleagues’ concerns
and needs. In fact, the best persuaders not only listen to
others but also incorporate their perspectives into a
shared solution.

Persuasion, in other words, often involves—indeed,
demands—compromise. Perhaps that is why the most
effective persuaders seem to share a common trait: they
are open-minded, never dogmatic. They enter the per-
suasion process prepared to adjust their viewpoints and
incorporate others’ ideas. That approach to persuasion
is, interestingly, highly persuasive in itself. When col-
leagues see that a persuader is eager to hear their views
and willing to make changes in response to their needs
and concerns, they respond very positively. They trust
the persuader more and listen more attentively. They
don'’t fear being bowled over or manipulated. They see
the persuader as flexible and are thus more willing to
make sacrifices themselves. Because that is such a
powerful dynamic, good persuaders often enter the per-
suasion process with judicious compromises already
prepared.

Four Essential Steps

Effective persuasion involves four distinct and essential
steps. First, effective persuaders establish credibility.
Second, they frame their goals in a way that identifies
common ground with those they intend to persuade.
Third, they reinforce their positions using vivid language
and compelling evidence. And fourth, they connect emo-
tionally with their audience. As one of the most effective
executives in our research commented, “The most valu-
able lesson I've learned about persuasion over the years
is that there’s just as much strategy in how you present
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your position as in the position itself. In fact, I'd say the
strategy of presentation is the more critical.”

ESTABLISH CREDIBILITY

The first hurdle persuaders must overcome is their own
credibility. A persuader can’t advocate a new or contrar-
ian position without having people wonder, Can we trust
this individual’s perspectives and opinions? Such a reac-
tion is understandable. After all, allowing oneself to be
persuaded is risky, because any new initiative demands a
commitment of time and resources. Yet even though per-
suaders must have high credibility, our research strongly
suggests that most managers overestimate their own
credibility—considerably.

In the workplace, credibility grows out of two sources:
expertise and relationships. People are considered to
have high levels of expertise if they have a history of
sound judgment or have proven themselves knowledge-
able and well informed about their proposals. For exam-
ple, in proposing a new product idea, an effective per-
suader would need to be perceived as possessing a
thorough understanding of the product—its specifica-
tions, target markets, customers, and competing prod-
ucts. A history of prior successes would further
strengthen the persuader’s perceived expertise. One
extremely successful executive in our research had a
track record of 14 years of devising highly effective
advertising campaigns. Not surprisingly, he had an easy
time winning colleagues over to his position. Another
manager had a track record of seven successful new-
product launches in a period of five years. He, too, had an
advantage when it came to persuading his colleagues to
support his next new idea.
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On the relationship side, people with high credibility
have demonstrated—again, usually over time—that they
can be trusted to listen and to work in the best interests
of others. They have also consistently shown strong emo-
tional character and integrity; that is, they are not known
for mood extremes or inconsistent performance. Indeed,
people who are known to be honest, steady, and reliable
have an edge when going into any persuasion situation.
Because their relationships are robust, they are more apt
to be given the benefit of the doubt. One effective per-
suader in our research was considered by colleagues to
be remarkably trustworthy and fair; many people con-
fided in her. In addition, she generously shared credit for
good ideas and provided staff with exposure to the com-
pany’s senior executives. This woman had built strong
relationships, which meant her staff and peers were
always willing to consider seriously what she proposed.

If expertise and relationships determine credibility, it
is crucial that you undertake an honest assessment of
where you stand on both criteria before beginning to
persuade. To do so, first step back and ask yourself the
following questions related to expertise: How will others
perceive my knowledge about the strategy, product, or
change I am proposing? Do I have a track record in this
area that others know about and respect? Then, to assess
the strength of your relationship credibility, ask yourself,
Do those I am hoping to persuade see me as helpful,
trustworthy, and supportive? Will they see me as some-
one in sync with them—emotionally, intellectually, and
politically—on issues like this one? Finally, it is impor-
tant to note that it is not enough to get your own read on
these matters. You must also test your answers with col-
leagues you trust to give you a reality check. Only then
will you have a complete picture of your credibility.



8 Conger

In most cases, that exercise helps people discover that
they have some measure of weakness, either on the
expertise or on the relationship side of credibility. The
challenge then becomes to fill in such gaps.

In general, if your area of weakness is on the expertise
side, you have several options:

* First, you can learn more about the complexities of
your position through either formal or informal edu-
cation and through conversations with knowledge-
able individuals. You might also get more relevant
experience on the job by asking, for instance, to be
assigned to a team that would increase your insight
into particular markets or products.

Another alternative is to hire someone to bolster your
expertise—for example, an industry consultant or a
recognized outside expert, such as a professor. Either
one may have the knowledge and experience required
to support your position effectively. Similarly, you
may tap experts within your organization to advocate
your position. Their credibility becomes a substitute
for your own.

* You can also utilize other outside sources of informa-
tion to support your position, such as respected busi-
ness or trade periodicals, books, independently pro-
duced reports, and lectures by experts. In our
research, one executive from the clothing industry
successfully persuaded his company to reposition an
entire product line to a more youthful market after
bolstering his credibility with articles by a noted
demographer in two highly regarded journals and
with two independent market-research studies.



