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Influencing Skills for Trainers
Trainers have to do a lot of influencing. If we’re not trying to persuade managers to release people for training, we’re trying to hold back over-enthusiastic managers from spending money on inappropriate training. And we have to justify ourselves more than most other support functions. And increasing numbers of Trainers operate as internal consultants. All of which puts us in situations in which we have to be good at face-to-face influencing.
So what do we Trainers need to do to be better influencers? Let’s begin by looking at the big problem.

The big influencing problem
Whenever we try to influence someone there is a simple trap we tumble into time and time again. We assume that the reasoning that makes sense to us will also make sense to them. Imagine you are about to influence someone. You need their help, co-operation, agreement or commitment if you are achieve your goals. Ask yourself - Whose reasoning have you used to plan your case? and Whose reasoning will they use to determine whether or not to go along with you?
You can tell when you have fallen into the trap of using your own reasoning because you get the feeling that the other person is not listening, being obstinate or being stupid. Sometimes, of course, you are right but sometimes this is just a way of shifting responsibility for the lack of agreement from ourselves to them and avoiding the need to try a different approach.

It gets worse!

Using our reasoning is an effective way of triggering resistance. Their resistance, in turn, triggers a response in us. In situations where our influencing is not going too well, we often deploy behaviours that trigger yet more resistance. They trigger resistance because they irritate people. I call them ‘footshooting’ behaviours (See Figure 1). Look at the dialogue in Figure 2 and you’ll see what I mean.

The first solution

The obvious solution is to find out what the situation looks like from the other person’s perspective. The simplest way of doing that is to ask them. The only trouble is they may not know all of it themselves! Human beings are complex animals. Our thinking is made up of rational thoughts and emotional thoughts. Sometimes the emotional ones are not always obvious - even to ourselves. So simply asking them may not be enough. We need to be good at exploring but exploring with an end in mind – gaining their commitment.

So we need a framework tying together exploring with the aim of gaining their agreement. This framework is the nearest thing to a universal influencing tool. If you think of your repertoire of behaviours as the tools in your interpersonal skills tool kit, this framework is your Swiss army pen knife (the £50 one that does almost everything). See Figure 3. You can see how this framework makes a discussion flow by looking at Figure 4.
Using this framework gives you these four crucial benefits:
· They are more likely to listen to you because you’ve just listened to them
· You know how to tailor what you say to be relevant to them
· You have valuable thinking time

· They feel better about the process and the outcome 
The second solution

You can also select from the following range of tried and tested influencing techniques.

1. Suggest, don’t insist

Why? Interaction between two people exists in a series of triggers and responses. Behaviour from one person triggers a response from the other. There is a high trigger/response predictability in certain behaviours which means that by sticking with certain negative trigger behaviours you are likely to trigger resistance from the other person. Using positive trigger behaviours, on the other hand, you are likely to initiate a more positive response

So suggest rather than tell. Presenting your idea as a statement makes it sound like you're insisting. Most people’s natural reaction is to resist. On the other hand, presenting the same idea as a suggestion makes it non-threatening and, hence, easier for the other person to consider. Here are some examples:

	What you ought to do is...


	How would you feel if I suggested...?



	What you have clearly failed to realise is...


	Can I check what account you took of...?

	You’ve obviously forgotten...


	How does that relate to...?

	I’m sorry but I insist that we...
	What would I have to say to convince you that...?


2. Sequence your information
Suggestions always sound more logical when they follow, rather than precede your reasoning.

I think we ought to...[idea] because of ...[facts” is rarely received as well as I feel that because of...[facts] we could try.... [idea]. What do you think?
3. Switch from detail to overview
When probing we have a natural instinct to go into ever finer detail. Sometimes, however, when two people disagree on what they both want they actually might agree on an overriding principle. A manager may disagree, for example, about the need for a soft skills course but agree that staff need better influencing skills. The principle is fine; it’s just a question of how to implement it.
So when faced with a disagreement at one ‘level’ of an issue, try switching the focus between detail and overview to find an aspect on which you can agree. Questions like these will help you switch the focus.

· Why is that?

· How does that relate to...[key goal or principle]?

· How do you see that working in practice?
· How does that idea relate to your overall goals?
· What is your overriding concern?
· How could I fine-tune this idea to make it more attractive to you?
4. Use positive and negative words to ‘steer’ them
Some words and phrases trigger negative feelings while others trigger positive feelings. For example, a swift response is preferable to a knee-jerk reaction; points about value are easier to hear than points about cost. Possibilities are more attractive than restrictions. It’s nicer to have alternatives than no choice. 
5. Use natural momentum
You can stimulate momentum in the other person’s thinking so that your suggestions feel natural and logical. For example, you can:

· Focus on motivation. How keen are you to...?
· Help them focus on tangible results. What benefits would you like to see if we do implement this idea?
· Encourage them to come up with an alternative proposal. I’d have difficulty accepting that idea as it currently stands. How could we fine-tune it?
6. Pay attention to body language

Body language is the term used to describe the thousands of messages we transmit with our bodies rather than with our words. It is important for three main reasons.
First, most people are unaware of their body language so it comes out unedited. By observing the other party’s ’tells’, you can learn a lot about what they are thinking and how they are feeling. Consequently, you need to observe their body language.
Second, unless you control your body language, it too will come out unedited and other people will learn a lot about what you are thinking and feeling! Consequently, you need to control it to ensure that it supports, rather than contradicts, what you are saying. In fact, with some gentle 'stage management', you can influence their perception of your bargaining power. So pay special attention to your eye contact, tone of voice, facial expression, posture and gestures.

It is generally true that when you match someone’s body language and pace, they feel more comfortable with you than when you mismatch them. You probably know that when people are getting on well together, they tend to ‘mirror’ each other’s body language. This is a natural to us. It is one of the subconscious ways we feel comfortable with people. When you match someone’s body language subtly, they tend not to notice it. Instead, it registers subconsciously. They feel comfortable with you. This makes it easier for them to feel comfortable with the discussion and to listen to you. Similarly, match their ‘pace’. Are they talking quickly, slowly, with deliberation etc? Without going to extremes and, particularly avoiding any signals of aggression or superiority, match their pace and, again, they will feel comfortable with you and that will make it easier for them to feel comfortable with the discussion and with you.

7. Use metaphors

A metaphor is a phrase or brief ‘story’ that, while not applying literally to a situation, makes a relevant point about it. Their power is that, when they are carefully chosen, they link directly to the other party’s subconscious, preparing their mind for the literal point you are about to make. They can be one sentence as in It’s a bit like…. Or they can be longer. For example, I believe that a parent’s role is to prepare their children to act successfully as fully functioning independent adults. I also believe that parents who do so by gradually giving their children more responsibility, coaching them to ensure a smooth transition, are not only more successful but that they enjoy satisfying and fulfilling relationships with their children as they mature.

I think that, if I now wanted to talk to you about how you delegate to your staff, your subconscious would be primed and ready to listen.

8. Use embedded suggestions to ‘soften’ your ideas

Some suggestions, when spoken on their own can sound like a presumption, an instruction or even a direct order! To make your suggestions more acceptable to other people you can ‘embed’ them in phrases that ‘soften’ them, making them easier to accept.
Here is an example - As you mentally rehearse something you want to say, you might like to try ‘embedding’ some of the suggestions you want to make. You can think of the suggestions you want to make to the other person and then choose some appropriate embedding phrases. You might find that what you say feels different, that it has a gentler, more inviting tone to it. To help you feel comfortable with embedded suggestions, you can practice in social situations before you try them out in more formal settings such as business negotiations, presentations or meetings. Eventually, you will feel more comfortable with these phrases and they will come more naturally to you. If you want to, you can even go back over this paragraph using Figure 5 to identify the suggestions I have embedded in it for you and the phrases I have used to embed them.

Two words of caution

First, information can enter people’s brain consciously or subconsciously. When it enters consciously, they know it is there and can respond accordingly. When it enters subconsciously, however, they do not know it is there, but they experience the feeling it has triggered.

These techniques only work when they enter the other person’s brain subconsciously. That means you have to use them subtly and gently. If the other person notices you using them, they not only lose their effectiveness, the other person will probably react negatively.

Second, all of these techniques can be used manipulatively. I firmly believe that manipulative influencing backfires sooner or later and disadvantages the manipulator. People who cajole, bully, induce feelings of guilt, anxiety etc, who seek sympathy, flatter or bribe to get their way, may achieve what they want, but only in the short term. In the long term their behaviour gives rise to resentment, retaliation, response in kind, a worse relationship, less co-operation, less initiative, etc.

Your only defense, therefore, is to always treat people openly, honestly and respectfully and to use these techniques accordingly.

Figures
Figure 1 ‘Footshooting’ behaviours

	(
	Talking more than listening. You’re ‘flying blind’. What you say is unlikely to be aimed at their logic, wants, needs, motivators etc.

	(
	‘Formalspeak’ (Eg In the fullness of time; Has not been forthcoming; It has been brought to my attention that…) It makes people sound pompous.

	(
	Parental language (Eg You must, You should, You ought, You can’t) It makes you sound as if you feel superior and, consequently, will antagonise them.

	(
	Using ‘irritators’ (Eg With respect, I hear what you say, Yes but, Let’s be realistic, Let’s be honest, I’m being perfectly reasonable) The other party hears the opposite (Eg Without respect, I’m not listening, I don’t care what you just said, You’re not being realistic, You’re a liar, You unreasonable ((((.)

	(
	Doing their thinking for them (Eg What you don’t seem to realise is, What you haven’t taken account of is, What you’ve clearly forgotten is). It makes you sound as if you feel superior.

	(
	Being dogmatic (Eg Must! I absolutely insist!) They’ll just reciprocate, resulting in stalemate.

	(
	Disagreeing (‘I disagree with you because…’, ‘That won’t work’). They’ll dig their heels in or disagree with your disagreement.

	(
	Counter proposals (‘I think ...’ ‘Well, I think...instead’). No matter how good your proposal they’ll feel that you’ve just ignored what they’ve said so they are unlikely to accept it.

	(
	Defend/Attack spirals (‘If only you would...’ ‘Me? What about you! If only you would...’). It sends the discussion spiraling downwards and usually results in deadlock!


Figure 2 Persuading without understanding

This situation concerns a Training Manager trying to persuade a departmental head, the Research Manager, to invest time, money and effort in establishing Personal Development Plans (PDPs) for all his professional staff. The company is commercial and Research is one of the sales divisions. Here is example one. (The Training Manager speaks first.)

· Thank you for seeing me, John. As you know, I'm keen to get PDPs into all divisions by the end of the year.

· That's as may be, but I'm taking on no new initiatives at the moment.

· I'd think carefully. Personal development is a major issue in the company at the moment, you know.

· I know that and I'm not saying I won't do it. I'm just saying that, at the moment, I've got enough on my plate trying to stay competitive. There are quite a few university sales teams out there trying to pinch my customers - and in some cases being successful.

· But, surely, you ought to make keeping skills up to date a high priority?

· I do. But, as I said, keeping customers is a higher one.

· Perhaps you don’t realize how your staff will feel if they see other divisions implementing PDPs while you're not?

· And how will they feel if they get made redundant because of falling revenue? I think they'd rather have a job than a PDP, don't you?

· Obviously, that's not a long term view, though, is it John?

· I can drain the swamp when I've shot the crocodiles. In the meantime, I can't do anything about PDPs. Maybe next year.

Figure 3 The persuasive funnel









Figure 4 Persuading with a the Persuasive Funnel framework

Same situation as Figure 2 but this time the Training Manager uses the Persuasive Funnel.

· Thank you for seeing me, John. As you know, I want to discuss PDPs with you but you mentioned over the phone that you had other priorities at the moment. So, to ensure that I understand, can we talk about the research division in general?

· OK. What do you want to know?

· Why don't we start with those other priorities? What takes up most of your time at the moment?

· That's an easy one: trying to fend off the competition.

· How is the competition changing?

· It's getting tougher. Universities are having so much funding cut that they are becoming quite aggressive in sales to make up revenue. As they still receive some state funding, however, they can generally undercut us.

· How are you and your team responding to that?

· We stress our experience compared with that of universities. Our people tend to have more industrial experience.

· How does that make a difference?

· Our people are more likely to spot problems early on in a project. They can also identify short cuts. That can save time and money.

· In what way will things change in the future?

· I think we'll lose more of the bread-and-butter contracts. We can't really compete on cost. That means going for the high-value projects.

· And what is the best way of competing for those?

· We have to ensure that we get the right experience, stay at the cutting edge of technology and that we present our knowledge, skills and experience in such a way that we stand head and shoulders above the competition.

· So you need to present the knowledge, skills and experience of your staff as a competitive advantage?

· Exactly.

· And what are you doing to ensure that their knowledge, skills and experience develops the way you want it to go to give you that competitive advantage in the future?

· Well . . . just relying on people learning from their jobs I suppose . . . and doing the right postgraduate qualifications . . . going on the right courses. That sort of thing.

· Are people getting the right experience?

· I'm not sure anyone can say that they're getting exactly the right experience.

· How do you present it to customers?

· In a kind of CV for each staff member who would be working on a contract.

· How do customers react to the CVs?

· We do need to present them better. I'm aware of that.

· And what's the staff situation like?

· At the moment it's OK but we've just done appraisals and I know that if we don't help people manage their careers better then there will be problems in the future.

· It sounds as if you need a way of managing people's careers, experience, qualifications and training so that they are fully satisfied and customers are impressed enough to give you the high-value contracts.

· You've got a magic wand, have you?

· No, just a suggestion. What you're describing is exactly what PDPs are designed to achieve.

· You'll have to explain that to me.

· I'd be glad to. Let's start with your business needs . . .

Figure 5 Embedding phrases

	Embedding phrases
	Rationale

	You might already know that… 

Eventually, …

I could tell you that….but you probably already know.

You can...

If you want to you can...

I’m wondering if you’ll…

Can you imagine the [benefits]…
	There is no need for you to disagree with this point because I’m not forcing it on you. All I’m doing is reminding you of something you already know.

Eventually, everything happens. Eventually means inevitable. So if eventually everyone comes to realise [whatever you are saying], as long as your tone of voice remains respectful, your audience is more inclined to accept it.

Effectively, you are saying, ‘I could tell you [this point] but I’m not going to. So there’s nothing for you to resist or to disagree with.’ Consequently, your audience is more inclined to relax and listen.

I’m not asking you to do something, I’m just letting you know that it’s ok for to do it.

Again, you’re not actually asking for anything, you’re only thinking aloud, so there is nothing for your audience to resist as they might do if you demanded or even asked directly.

Again, you’re not asking anyone to agree, disagree or to commit themselves - that can make people feel uncomfortable. You’re simply asking them to think about something. And if, in doing so, they realise the benefits of what you’re suggesting, they’re more likely to go along with it.




Suggest


Suggest (don’t insist) on a solution that leads naturally from the points made in your summary.





Summarise


It is not enough to understand, you have to prove you understand. So summarise. As you summarise, use terminology and emphases that ‘smooth’ the way for the points you are about to make.





Probe & Listen


It can take a great deal of self discipline to listen to the other person when you are keen to talk but if you listen you will:


Improve the chances that they will subsequently listen to you


Know how to present your case in terms relevant to them and their logic.
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