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Introduction 
Welcome. Please think about a situation with somebody that you would like to influence, 
perhaps as a result of the input you’ve had over the last couple of days. We’ll come to that 
during the session.   
 
What you'll gain from the session 

• An understanding of what we mean by ‘influencing’ 

• To know how to respond to resistance  

• To know how to adapt your own style to influence successfully 

 
It’s a bit like trapping mist. It is not easy stuff to get a hold of because it can be quite 
abstract. Although the theory is also very important this will be a very practical session.  
 
[Alisdair then encouraged the group to get into pairs, assigning themselves as A or B] 
 
Exercise 1 
A’s: Talk for a minute about what you’re learning so far at the conference. B: Don’t listen to 
them. 
 
[Discussion in pairs] 
 
B: This time talk about the same subject. A’s: Pretend to listen, seem as if you are listening 
but think about something completely different to what’s being talked about. 
 
[Discussion in pairs] 
 
Discussion ensued around the first task.  A talked, B, you were not listening, what is that 
like? 
‘It’s horrible’. 
 
People don’t like it. Most people know it’s rude to not listen, it rarely happens that 
obviously, but it does happen. 
 
The next one is called 'passive listening'. It is the one that’s particularly interesting in the 
context of influencing, because it is much more common. It is actually more like 'distracted 
listening'. Now, B’s, what was that second one like? 
‘Frustrating. It was difficult, because you felt like you had them at times and then you lost 
them’ 



 
‘It happened to me yesterday, I was having a conversation and it was very obvious that the 
other person didn't want to be having this conversation and there was Twittering going 
on.Now, one could say that’s distracted listening, but it leaves me with a certain feeling.’ 
 
‘I was speaking and I thought well, why am I doing this if you’re not even listening to me, I 
might as well just shut up'. 
 
The result of distracted listening is pretty much the same as not listening, and people 
should be really aware of this – this is the 'pull' we’ve been talking about these past two 
days.  
 

‘Influere’ – to flow in 
If we’re trying to influence we have to engage with someone. That’s the first definition of 
'influeri', the root of the meaning of the word. It's from Latin and old French origins and it 
means 'a sort of tributary', or 'to flow in' – a bit like water into a canal or into a river. Hence, 
when you’re wanting to influence, rather than doing something to somebody, very often in 
the early stages it’s the 'pull 'and then will come to 'push', but you've got to go for the push 
at a certain point, we shouldn’t do that too early. 'Pull' is listening at depth. You might only 
have two minutes, but you can say 'I’ve only got a couple of minutes, but I’m all yours', and 
you listen very carefully. You’re listening for the words that are said and you are listening 
for tone. 
 
Tone 
The tone is very important; the kind of things that matter to the person ... It all gives you 
evidence, and that’s important. You also need to be real, be confident, because you’re not 
trying to be manipulative and just listening for an opportunity to present your agenda.  
 
Watch out in meetings, especially multi-disciplinary meetings where there are strong 
agendas running. People will often use paragraphs rather than sentences to get their point 
across and also you get into a thing called 'ping pong,' which there’s no real listening going 
on and it just goes backwards and forwards. It can be very unsatisfying. But the person 
who ultimately influences best is always the person who really can listen.   
 
Exercise 2 
Think about a situation you would like to influence. Go back to your pairs and this time do 
a piece of really good listening. A: you will start talking for us about the situation you’d like 
to influence. B: listen carefully. Really listen to them and maybe might pose a question of 
clarification or reflect back the same words you hear or pick up a tone. The main thing is 
that you don’t take over the conversation or start to offer suggestions. That can be going 
for the 'push' and we don’t want to do that too early.   
 
[Discussion in pairs, swapping half way through] 
 
How did that feel? 
 
'Much better' 
 
It is good to listen, and it’s therapeutic. You will notice to do that in a real situation is often 
about slowing down the interaction. When people try to push their agenda through, they 
speed things up because they think they can get away with a lot more if you can get 
conversations to go like that. But when you slow things down, then many more things get 
exposed.  
 
Those who were doing the listening – did you sometimes have the temptation to say 'why 



don’t you ...?' Be aware of that, and try to avoid it, because that’s pushing too early.  
Hold back, hold the space, and jealously guard that space for the other person. Actually 
you’re being very generous by doing that – it’s their story, it’s their stuff – and actually you’ll 
hear a lot more about what matters.   
 
Exercise 3 
A: Talk to B about your own situation but from the perspective of the person you’re trying to 
influence – almost as if you are them. Think about whoever this – maybe a colleague, 
maybe a manager.  
 
[Discussion in pairs, swapping half way through] 
 
How was that – what was the learning? 
 
'I felt the anxiety, actually, that the other person might be feeling'. 
 
It’s amazing what can happen. When you’re trying to influence, perhaps in meetings, be 
courageous and say 'let’s try and look at it from their perspective'. It may seem predictable, 
but it's amazing what that insight can sometimes bring. 
 
There’s a great myth that empathy is putting yourself in someone else’s shoes. You may 
have used it even now. It’s actually impossible. You can never do that – you will never fully 
know what it’s like to be in someone else’s situation. But it’s all in the effort, we can try. 
 
We get into danger, as soon as we start saying, 'oh yeah, I know where they’re coming 
from'. What happens is we switch off to some extent. We put them in a box.   
 
 

 
 
 
However, you have to be careful to avoid this middle section, the sympathy circle. That is 
when we leap in and too many feelings get in the way. What we’re aiming for is be one foot 
in, connected with it, but not totally drawn in.   
 
So someone might tell me something, a really difficult situation. Now if I’m being 
sympathetic in the wrong way, I say ‘that’s awful, oh wow' and you hear it in my tone and 
my voice. Sometimes sympathy’s fine, but professionally, especially when you want to be 
effective, it’s not necessarily the right thing to do, because you get sucked in. What they 



might be telling you could be exaggerated, it could be untrue, all kinds of things. So rather, 
I might say something like, ‘that sounds really difficult’. What’s the difference? 
 
Your tone. 
 
Slightly, tone was slightly different. 
 
You’re saying what I want to hear, but actually it’s quite neutral. 
 
Yes, it’s neutral, ‘that sounds difficult,’ so it’s empathic and I do it in the right way, I’m not 
pretending, I’ve got to be congruent, I’ve got to be real, but as soon as I get sucked in I 
loose the ability to be critically objective. If you’re going to influence well, especially when 
you’ve got to take those courageous decisions about when to go for the push, you mustn’t 
get sucked in. 
 
Apathy is where you just switch off and think 'oh, I’m having nothing to do with this'. So 
empathy is a real skill, it's the zone where you are engaging with them. 
 
People can take sides very quickly and it can end in turf warfare with so much getting lost. 
Our job as influencers is to communicate. Assertive communication is: 
 
Clear, focused and purposeful  
Be very composed. Take a breath, slow it down and often it’s best to start with a question. 
Watch out for a person you’re trying to influence, their tone and body language. If they talk 
fast, sometimes it’s quite good to match them in that speed, but be careful – if you’re going 
too quick, you can slow it down for questions and we’ll practice this.   

 
Pay attention to tone and body language 
Look at body language – occasionally you can get someone who listens quite intently, but 
the person talking is going like this [mimes being animated] and it’s animated. It's tricky 
then if there isn’t the sense of engagement from the listener, who’s kind of [mimes listening 
intently while very still], then you get this two worlds thing going on.  
 
A really skilled listener, when you want to get onto someone’s wavelength, is often about 
echoing. Not mirroring – you’re not doing exactly what they’re doing, because it would be 
patronising, it would be wrong. But you’re echoing something of what’s there, and when 
you do that well, the person feels, on quite an unconscious level, ‘that person, they can 
somehow relate'. They don’t know why sometimes they're thinking that, and that’s not 
being manipulative, it’s just making that effort again.  
 
Be courageous in challenging prevailing organisational wisdom, but not reckless 
Being courageous means that there will be times when you step out of line and it’s hard. 
The best way is to pose a question, but also to say less...  
 
 
Structure what you say 
... if you can say in one or two sentences what often takes a paragraph, then people are 
not only grateful, but it has more impact. So please practise it.   
 



 

Force Field Analysis is used for quite complex influencing where there are many 
variables.  
 
Imagine a touring theatre company who are trying to decide whether to tour to an existing 
venue or try a venue in a town they haven't toured to before. As the marketing officer or 
marketing manager doesn’t necessarily hold the budget and doesn’t necessarily have 
sway, you’ve got some doubts about the prevailing stuff. 
 
There will likely be factors that are pushing the situation away from where you want it to 
go, so these are going to be the forces working to keep the status quo, in other words the 
old town  
 
And you've got a couple of factors going in favour of what you want, the new town 
 
You can see that things are really against you and it can feel hard when you’re up against 
it. This is where the person who can influence best will generally be positive. It doesn’t 
mean naïve, it doesn’t mean doggedly positive, but they will see where there might be 
some opportunities.  
 
This is something you have to be very careful of – think of the recent headlines: potential 
of 50% cuts, try to respond to it constructively – but what can often happen is that people 
take it on and let it take them to a very negative place like the character in Dad’s Army with 
the catchphrase ‘we’re doomed, we’re all doomed’. You need to watch out for that as it can 
make you much less able to impact when trying to influence your team and others around 
you. 
 
In our example: 

• There might be current relationships, let’s imagine artist director’s partner is very 
friendly with a councillor in Old Town; 

• There might be a board member who’s really in favour in Old Town, because for 
whatever reason they’ve got some kind of attachment that we go there; 

• The history, we’ve always done that, have you ever heard that one? Well, that’s 
what we’ve done, we’ve always done that and funding targets, in terms of the socio-
economic grouping that they’re focusing on. 

 
There are a lot of big things going against you. But it might be that you know there’s a new 
arts centre being built in New Town and you have data, access to some of the analytics 
that tell you that actually the story is not as many people think it is in terms of Old Town, 
and the target group that you’re reaching and there could be a very interesting different 



picture in New Town.  
 
What’s a good way to respond to this?   
Come up with a counter argument. 
 
Nearly ... be careful with that as people get defensive and could retreat into their bunker. 
What we need to do is weaken or at least put in some kind of doubt to lessen the strength 
of these. And by taking each of these, it might be that we find a board member who could 
be open to another perspective. Think who’s got the power of decision making and budget 
and ask some good, open questions.  
 
A closed question results in a potentially ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer. An open question tends to 
evoke a longer response and often they will be the ones that cause most insight, such as 
'what evidence do we have for that', 'how do we know that’s true' and so on. It tends to be 
How, What, Where, just be careful about the Why, it’s surprisingly judgemental.   
 
Force field analysis is about making explicit things that are often implicit, they’re often 
hidden – like trying to trap Scottish mist, it’s hard to get at it. But all of this stuff helps to do 
it.  
 
Exercise 4 
Think of a situation that you would like to influence, it might be the same one, you might 
take a different one, with this element of complexity. You don’t have to have many arrows, 
you might have more, you might have less, it doesn’t matter, but think of the things in 
favour and things going against. It’s useful where you really are up against it, you’ve got no 
influence, but you can actually pinpoint where you can target.  Spend a couple of quiet 
minutes and draw a straight line (if you don’t like wavy lines) and on one side, forces 
against and on the side forces that you’d like, that are going in favour of what you’d like to 
see different. 
 
 
Influencing through questions 

• Short, open questions usually work best to stimulate thinking 

• Let go of the ‘tyranny’ of asking the right/best question – curiosity shows genuine 
interest and conveys empathy 

 
 
Exercise 5 

• Get into groups of 5 to 6 
• One person shares the situation they're trying to influence 
• The rest of the group asks one open question each 
• There is a 30 second silence between questions so that the person trying to 

influence can reflect on the question; they do not reply 
• This is a good technique to use in work environments 
• It slows everything down and gives space for honest thought.  


